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Foreword
Students who go abroad to study are a unique group of people. For a variety of reasons, they leave their countries, their cultures, their families, and
friends and travel, often halfway across the world, to live and go to school in
another country. Often they find themselves in a confusing and unfamiliar
place, where the language, customs, and everyday patterns of living are
much different than those they are used to.
And yet they come and persevere; they learn and make new friends; and
when they finish their formal education and get ready to go home, they often
find that their learning has extended far beyond their schooling.
In a way, foreign students live at the interface of several worlds. In order to
have a successful educational experience, they must immerse themselves in
the culture of their chosen field and think of themselves, whether they are
mathematicians or anthropologists or electrical engineers, as being part of a
worldwide group of people held together by their choice of life's work. In addition, they need to retain their own cultural inheritance and at the same time
become relatively comfortable living in a different culture. Above all, they
need to develop a sense of personal identity, since that is what makes all of
these diverse worlds coalesce for any given individual.
This is not an easy path, but it holds out great rewards for those who can
traverse it successfully. Not the least of these are the membership they earn
in a truly international community of scholars and the friendships, social and
professional, that will continue throughout their lives.
All of this starts with the choice of country and school, and this study tells
us something about how students make that choice. As might be expected,
there is no simple answer to this kind of question. Students make such
choices based on a combination of factors ranging from careful analysis of
specific programs to consideration of proximity of friends or relatives. As our
understanding of this complex process becomes greater, we should be able
to provide more and better information to those students who choose to
embark on this kind of intellectual journey.
Jules B. LaPidus
President
Council of Graduate Schools
in the United States
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Major
Findings
1. The most impressive finding of the study is that a very large proportion of
the respondents — three-quarters — are satisfied with the schools they
selected. In most important respects, the schools meet their expectations.
(See Tables 8 and 9.)
2. A substantial proportion of the respondents — about 30 percent — report
that they find the costs of attending the school they selected to be higher
than expected, and that they are in some degree disappointed by relationships with professors and with the community, as well as by the recreational opportunities available to them. (See Table 8.)
3. The principal attraction of foreign study in the United States is the perceived high quality of education here, and this concern about the quality of
education and its eventual effect on career opportunities is also the key
determinant in foreign students' applications to schools and choices of
schools. (See Tables 1 and 1A.)
4. The information about U.S. institutions of higher education most frequently used by foreign students in their own countries is that put out by
the schools in the form of brochures and catalogues. The students also
frequently obtain information from friends, relatives, and government and
private information agencies, and they are least disposed to obtain information from recruiting agents. The sources of information most often used
also tend to be considered the most reliable. (See Tables 6A and 6C.)
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Introduction
In 1983-84, there were 339,000 foreign students in U.S. institutions of
higher education (see Open Doors), most of whom necessarily made two
basic decisions: first, the decision to study in the United States instead of in
another foreign country; second, the decision to study at a particular institution in the United States. It is the purpose of this research project to ascertain
some of the factors influencing the decisions made by these foreign students
and to identify the salience of different factors for subsets of the foreign student population.
Education abroad involves significant commitments of economic resources. For approximately two-thirds of the foreign students in the United
States, it means large investments of personal or family resources; for the
rest, it means the use of scarce funds at the disposal of public or private
sponsoring agencies. Clearly, it is of great importance that these investments
bring appropriate returns. Basically, this means that each student should
acquire an education suitable to his or her talents and career opportunities
and that sponsoring agencies should meet their objectives, be they the transfer of technology or the sharing of ideas and values across national boundaries. The student deciding to seek higher education in the United States
instead of in another foreign country may be influenced by a variety of factors: educational, financial, professional, or personal. It would be desirable to
know how these factors are weighted by and distributed among the foreign
students who come to the United States.
Having decided to study in this country, all nonsponsored and at least
some sponsored students must decide which institution or institutions of
higher education to apply to. Of all the countries of the world, the United
States offers by far the largest array of colleges and universities to those
seeking postsecondary education.
These institutions vary enormously in academic quality, in cost, in the
social atmosphere that exists on their campuses, and in their physical environments. College-bound American high school students face complicated
choices, and the process by which they select specific institutions is not well
understood. (See, for instance, Litten, L.H., "Different Strokes in the Applicant Pool," Journal of Higher Education, 1982, vol. 53, no. 4, pp. 383^02.) If
the array of possibilities is not easy to cope with even for American students
and the reasons for their choices are often elusive — to the institutions that
are preferred or rejected, to the students' counselors, and often to the students themselves — the U.S. higher education scene is surely infinitely more
bewildering to students from other countries, both graduate and under-

graduate. Many of them come from countries where the institutions in the
system of higher education are quantitatively much more limited and qualitatively much more homogeneous. In many countries, private higher education
is nonexistent, and one is either eligible to attend a university free of charge
as the result of performing well in a series of competitive examinations or one
is deprived of the opportunity for higher education. The exceedingly complex
process of relating considerations of cost, quality (the student's academic
abilities and the standards of an institution), special academic or career
objectives, and location (urban versus rural, year-round warm climate versus
cold winters, small town versus large city) is unfamiliar to most. We need to
know more about how particular kinds of students deal with these multiple
considerations.
All students, domestic and foreign, who are faced with the problem of
selecting a U.S. college or university seek what they hope is authoritative
information on which to base their choice. American students are likely to
have available fairly abundant and reliable information. Prospective undergraduates in the United States have access to high school guidance counselors, college or university recruiters, alumni(ae), handbooks, and, in an
increasing number of cases, the advice of parents or relatives who are
college educated. In addition, they receive information via the mass media,
especially about the athletic achievements of various universities. Prospective U.S. graduate students are generally guided by faculty of the undergraduate institutions they attend.
By contrast, for most foreign students and especially for undergraduates,
the quantity and quality of available information is likely to be more scant, and
they may therefore be significantly handicapped in making satisfactory
choices. Not only are there fewer sources of information in their countries,
but those sources may be of limited value. Further, good, reliable sources,
governmental and private, may not be widely known or correctly perceived.
U.S. universities, even those valuing an internationally heterogeneous student body and those suffering from a dearth of American students, are often
reluctant to recruit overseas because they fear association with the unscrupulous recruiting that has been done on behalf of a small number of institutions. All of this means that foreign students, especially undergraduates, may
be ill equipped to make important decisions, though ill equipped in varying
degrees. It is our intention to find what information is deemed important by
foreign students as a whole and by different subgroups of the foreign student
population and how this information is obtained and assessed.

