
international issues and international students

and how to streamline the review process for student visa
applicants so that the United States remains the leading host
country for international students. A summit of university
presidents hosted by the US secretary of state and US secretary
of education, held in January 2005, articulated a strong com-
mitment at the national level, while US higher education insti-
tutions continue to develop their own strategies to attract inter-
national students.

For the Open Doors 2005 Report on International Educational
Exchange or the fall 2005 online survey, see:
http://opendoors.iienetwork.org. For the Atlas of Student
Mobility project, see: http://atlas.iienetwork.org.
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Foreign student enrollments in US higher education was
steadily up through 2001 but has turned down since. In

2003/04 according to the Institute of International Education
(IIE) there was a decline of 2.4 percent, and in 2004/05 there
was a further decline. According to the IIE, the drop was 1.3
percent relative to the 2003/04 total. The IIE figures include
nearly all individuals on temporary visas for academic work
encompassing three rapidly expanding subgroups that are not
degree earning—the foreign individuals in optional practical
training, those with undeclared majors, and persons in “other”
nondegree work. If the focus is only on students in degree-
earning programs, the rates of decline are at least 50 percent
greater than the above-noted rates of decline—that is a cumu-
lative decline over the last two years of over 5 percent rather
than 3.6 percent. Separate from the magnitude of the drop is
the question of where it has occurred. Where in the United
States is the shrinking pool of international students going—
both geographically and by sector? And what is behind these
shifts?

Geographic Locus
Most recent reports note shifts in the country of origin of for-
eign students. Clearly the numbers from Muslim countries are
down; from 2002 there was a sharp drop in students from the
Middle East, and this past year, the numbers from Indonesia
fell off. Lately there is also an apparent decline in students
from China.

Surprisingly, in view of the economic trade rhetoric associ-
ated with recent reports of foreign student enrollments, there
is little commentary on the geographic areas foreign students
are inclined to select and reject. But a look at the numbers sug-
gests a shift away from the Northeast toward the Southwest
and mountain states. Within each region, there are more com-
plicated patterns. For example, while the Northeast is down,
Maryland is steadily up. And while the West is down, Hawaii is
up.

Sectoral Shifts
Another perspective on recent trends is to consider the sectoral
choices of foreign students. Using 1994 as the base year, most
sectors experienced substantial growth in foreign student
enrollments through 2001 with the exception of the baccalau-
reate sector that first experienced a sharp drop through 2000,
followed by a slow recovery. For most of the other sectors, 2001
was the beginning of a downturn with signs of recovery in
2004. In contrast, for the university sector (including Research
I and II and Doctoral I and II), 2004 was the first instance of
a substantial downturn in over two decades.

The downturn for the university sector is especially notable
as a relatively large proportion of the foreign students in this
sector receive graduate assistant and research assistant
stipends. Thus, despite the substantial incentives offered by
this sector, there has been a decrease in the number of foreign
students attracted to the United States to pursue these oppor-
tunities. Indeed, the numbers are down even though, accord-
ing to the Council of Graduate Schools, many graduate schools
report they have increased their admissions rates in an attempt
to maintain their traditional intake of foreign-born graduate
students. 

Turning to the other sectors, it can be argued that their pri-
mary focus is on providing associate-level or undergraduate
education for a fee. To learn more about the behavior of the
institutions in these sectors, we sampled 107 institutions in the
liberal arts sector, 70 in the specialized sector, and 40 in the
associate sector and compiled detailed statistical profiles of
each institution from 1994 through 2004. The following gener-
alizations are based on our analysis of the respective samples.
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The great majority of the institutions in these other sectors
are private institutions. In general, the institutions in these
sectors have modest student-teacher ratios (on average 11 to 1),
though many staff are part time, especially at those institutions
specializing in business and fine arts. While many institutions
have sought to improve their quality, some, especially in the
associate sector, have experienced financial hardships and
hence some quality downgrading. For example, full-time facul-
ty in the associate sector declined 20 percent between 1994
and 2001, and the average admission rate at these institutions
exceeded 80 percent by 2001; the average SAT scores of stu-
dents entering these institutions are comparatively low and
have in the 2001–03 period experienced a decline.

Most have modest total enrollments (1,000 to 5,000 stu-
dents) and some have experienced dramatic ups and downs in

overall enrollments. The average enrollment in the associate-
degree institutions was 2,554 in 1994, but declined to 1,832 in
2003. Average enrollments in the other sectors have been
more stable.

Interest in foreign students at these institutions varies and
has changed over time. Liberal arts institutions tend to seek a
certain representative participation of foreign students to
enhance the diversity of their student body. Specialized schools
such as business, engineering, and fine arts have sought for-
eign students as part of their overall strategy to expand enroll-
ments (in 2001 foreign students made up approximately 20
percent of the enrollments in these specialized institutions, or
nearly four times the average percentage for other institutions
in these three sectors). Institutions in the associate-degree sec-
tor have sometimes turned to foreign student recruitment to
make up for declining domestic enrollments. 

Foreign student enrollments in the baccalaureate sector
have been relatively stable. There was a slight downturn from
1994 to 2001 followed by a leveling off. Enrollments in the
associate-degree group went sharply down after 2001—10 per-
cent from the 2001 peak, though still above the 1994 level—
before apparently recovering in 2004. Within the associate sec-
tor, the downturn was less substantial for the upper tier of this
sector, only 5 percent. That is, those institutions that only offer
associate degrees experienced a much sharper decline (14 per-
cent) than those offering bachelor’s and associate degrees. 

Turning to the specialized sector, overall there was a modest
increase in foreign student enrollments through 2001 followed
by a 10 percent decline after 2001. But within this sector there
is much variation. All parts, except specialized medicine, have
experienced declines since 2001. Some specializations such as
business, health, fine arts, and engineering are dramatically
down (to their 1994 level or below). The average number of

foreign students enrolled in business specialty schools is down
nearly 50 percent from its 2001 peak. Specialized engineering
and fine arts both declined by about 15 percent.

A Dual Market for Foreign Students?
For the university sector, we find there was essential stability in
foreign student enrollments until the last two years. But in
other sectors under scrutiny here we find a more complicated
picture. The liberal arts sector is holding steady, but there have
been ups and downs in the associate sector along with declines
in several subgroups of the specialized sector.

Whereas in the university sector, private institutions experi-
enced a larger drop in foreign student enrollments than public
institutions, for the baccalaureate and associate-degree sectors
the public institutions experienced a greater decline. This sug-
gests a “dual” market—for associate and four-year-degree insti-
tutions, foreign students tend to be more price sensitive. For
graduate studies, foreign students are prestige sensitive.
Behind these differences is the reality that a greater proportion
of foreign students in graduate studies receive financial aid
than do those at the undergraduate level.
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The General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) nego-
tiations during 2005 were basically in a logjam. The cur-

rent round of negotiations, known as the Doha Round, was
scheduled to end in January 2005, but there have been major
delays and the end date is now set for October 31, 2006. It is
important to realize that the Doha Round includes negotia-
tions on three different aspects of international trade—two
that deal with goods and one that focuses on services. The first
is “agriculture,” with which the most contentious issue is the
reduction of domestic support to farmers—primarily by the
European Union and the United States. The second is “non-
agriculture market access,” regarding which the reduction of
tariffs is the key stumbling block, and the third is trade in serv-
ices as enshrined in GATS. The first two issues created the
paralysis, but the logjam has been loosened by agreements at
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