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It used to be that the choice between a U.S. or foreign university was a no-brainer for top international students. 
If they gained admission to Harvard or Berkeley, their choice was made.

But the combined effects of the Sept. 11 attacks and other countries' higher-education improvements have 
concerned U.S. educators who fear a drop in foreign student enrollment would threaten college engineering and 
science departments.

"Universities could not, in some cases, conduct research or teach classes without their very talented foreign 
students," said Peggy Blumenthal, executive vice president of the Institute of International Education, which 
tracks statistics on international students.

In the mid-1950s, according to the institute, U.S. universities were attracting more than 30,000 international 
students per year. Last year, more than 500,000 attended U.S. institutions, generating about $13 billion in 
tuition.

Some recent attendance figures have concerned educators, however. Last year, colleges and universities 
reported the lowest international undergraduate enrollment since 1999, while graduate enrollment dropped to its 
lowest level since 2000.

More than 100 college presidents, including UC Berkeley Chancellor Robert Birgeneau, finish up a two-day 
meeting today in Washington, D.C., to discuss strategy with Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and Secretary 
of Education Margaret Spellings. Conversations about international marketing and visa issues were on the 
agenda.

The United States' universities have long held a commanding lead in educating the world's top scientists and 
engineers. Many institutions, inspired by the impressive German university system, began fortifying doctoral 
programs in the late 19th century.

Education experts say increased visa hassles and other U.S. policies have sent the wrong message to the world's 
students.

"There's just a whole bunch of things that make people say, 'Wait a minute, I don't have to go through any of 
this to study anywhere else,'" said Victor Johnson, an Orinda native who directs public policy for the Association 
of International Educators in Washington, D.C. "It's simply an undeniable fact that the United States isn't a 
popular place in the world, and that does affect people's propensity to study here."

UC Berkeley enrolls nearly 2,700 international students from more than 100 countries, but enrollment -- 
particularly at the graduate level -- still has yet to bounce back to its pre-Sept. 11 numbers. The campus had a 
high of 950 international graduate students in 1999, but that number fell to 507 in 2002 before climbing to 
around 870 the past two years.

Nearly 600 of those foreign graduate students are in Berkeley's engineering school -- comprising 39 percent of 
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the student body -- and school and business officials fear a further decline could harm the technology industry. 
Universities across the country have struggled to attract American-born students to the math and science fields, 
but their efforts have largely failed.

Industry leaders say they appreciate the international graduates from the University of California and other U.S. 
colleges, but the success those alumni have generated could be having adverse effects as well.

"Certainly the advantage of having global competition and the rest of the world becoming more prosperous is 
that now there's a larger talent pool out there," said Dennis Cima, director of education and work force 
development for the Silicon Valley Leadership Group. "The disadvantage is now there's more of an incentive to 
stay in your home country."

While the visa process -- criticized as cumbersome and unfriendly following the terrorist attacks -- has been 
improved over the past couple of years, educators say they are facing a new and growing challenge: competition.

China is expected to award more doctorate degrees than the United States in five or 10 years, and India is also 
producing more doctorates than ever before. Australia and Europe have also beefed up their higher-education 
systems in the past five years.

"Unlike 20 years ago, other countries are actively recruiting students who previously would not have thought 
about going anywhere but the United States," said Heath Brown, director of research and policy analysis at the 
Council of Graduate Schools.

Brown and others are pushing for a coordinated recruitment strategy between the U.S. government and colleges, 
something that has proven difficult given the country's highly independent education system. Some believe this 
week's Washington summit is the first step toward that strategy.

But some students and officials say they don't see why educators are so concerned. It's logical for universities to 
have to compete for students, they say, and U.S. institutions already have an edge over the rest of the world.

In India, for example, the well-regarded top universities simply don't have room for all the Indian students, said 
B.S. Prakash, India's consul general in San Francisco. Exporting students to the United States is good for both 
countries, since many graduates return home to improve India's economy, he said.

"In the big picture, India believes in globalization," Prakash said. "We don't look at these things as win-loss."

Neither does Chris Yuan, a mechanical-engineering doctoral student at UC Berkeley. The 27-year-old Albany 
resident was encouraged by his Chinese employers to gain global knowledge by attending graduate school in the 
United States, so he left Beijing to work on a master's degree in Texas.

Now he and his wife, a graduate student at Cal State East Bay, look forward to contributing to China's economy.

"If I could get a good offer, I'd like to go back," Yuan said. "Family is there, many friends are there. It's our 
home country."

It wasn't difficult for Radu Zlatanovici to choose between Bucharest and Berkeley for his doctorate work. After 
all, he's an electrical engineer.

"In my profession, (UC Berkeley) is really the place to be," said the 29-year-old Romanian. "It would have made 
God angry if I had an offer like that in my hand and turned it down."
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Matt Krupnick covers higher education. Reach him at 925-943-8246 or mkrupnick@cctimes.com. 
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