How public policies influence Chinese students in their decisions for overseas graduate studies
Abstract

The number of Chinese students pursuing overseas further studies in United States is skyrocketing in recent years, while studies of public policy influence upon the students’ choices are rarely discussed, especially for those majoring political science and international relations. With a research method combining questionnaires and in-depth interviews, this study tries to figure out what and how public policies can influence Chinese students in their decisions for overseas graduate studies. The findings of the study suggest that public policies of academic exchange, education-related economics and visa certificate are most influential towards the participants. This study might be helpful to confused lower grades Chinese political science students in their decisions.
Introduction
This study works on reasons for Political Science undergraduates in Fudan University to pursue further studies in US institutions. Chinese students always show great enthusiasm about going abroad, especially to the United States. Statistics show that 760 Fudan graduates among a total of 3044 choose to study abroad in 2011, which is 13.9% more than in 2009 and 4% more than in 2010. 
Wan (2001), and Yan and Berliner (2011) both acknowledge that Chinese students’ motivations for learning are of the key reasons to study abroad. However, there are reasons more than motivation, especially public policy. This study, indeed, explores how education policies influence students’ choices.
Fifteen students in total are involved in the research, from whom two are interviewed. Questionnaires are designed to collect information about those students’ choices of countries, degree programs, and concentrations. After the analysis of those questionnaires and interviews, reasons about why those students choose to go to America for graduate studies will be discussed. The analysis can be helpful to some extent for university students in lower grades who feel confused to decide whether to pursue higher education abroad.
Literature Review
Studies on international students have reached the agreement that the percentage of international students in American institutions has view a decline since November 2001 (Dillon, 2004; Lee, Maldonado and Rhodes, 2006; Lee and Rice, 2007). Those studies focused on perspectives of economy condition, migrant policy and culture environment as well as students’ self-motivation in order to analyze how international students decide to pursue further study in United States.
High-level education and abundant financial aids contribute to appealing Chinese students (Lee and Rice, 2007). However, migrant policy is doing the opposite. Educators say applicants from China experience more visa difficulties. Visa Mantis is known to prevent sensitive technology transfer that treat many Chinese students pursuing the science disciplines with long visa delays (Dillon, 2004).
Although previous studies did research on Chinese students to analyze their behavior, most of them focused on science students other than another large group -- social science students, especially those majoring in political sciences. In fact, Chinese political science students rarely get their visa applications delayed by reason of preventing “technology transfer”. On the contrary, US government seems to be more likely to support universities to recruit Chinese students in political science or international studies. As Altbach outlined, in the area of foreign policy, the American institutions educate many of those who take leading positions in other nations, which ultimately may benefit the relations between countries (Altbach, 1998).
This study will discuss what kind of policies and how they influence political science students on their decision about going abroad for further education.
Methodology

This study investigates a group of senior students in two departments of Fudan University, one of the most prestigious universities in China. The department of International Politics has sixty senior students this year, and nine out of forty-four Chinese students are planning to study abroad after graduate. The department of Political Science has six out of thirty-five local students applying to foreign institutions after graduate next summer. These two departments are chosen because they provide majors related to this research topic.

Questionnaires are sent to these fifteen students. The questionnaire includes questions about whether they plan to choose further education in the U.S., which areas they plan to study in, and what kinds of programs they are interested in. I also inquire financial support sources and immigrant intention. In order to understand students' choices in a more profound sense than the survey data has to provide, I choose two out of the fifteen participants, Elvin and Julia, for detailed further interviews. Elvin majors in International Politics. He is applying for PhD programs in political communication. Julia, who is a political science undergraduate, plans to do a master in international relations. Both of them are applying for American institutions.

Questionnaires provide multiple choice questions as well as open questions. Interviews are recorded by digital devices and analyzed afterwards. This paper relies on both the questionnaire and the interview data. 
Findings
The study reveals that these students choose American institutions for graduate study not only because of their own motivation, but also under the influence of academic exchange experience, financial supports and immigrant policies. Here are the key findings.

Enjoying international experiences

Among these fifteen participants, eight of them have exchange study experience during their undergraduate years and have enjoyed their experiences. Julia went to Yale for summer school in 2010 for just five weeks. Although time was limited, Julia felt deeply impressed by American style of education. She chooses to apply for master’s degree of American institutions because she would like to study in small seminars, in which everyone has a say. She also loves the opportunities to work with people from different backgrounds.
Julia, Elvin, and also other six participants who have studied abroad all appreciate the chances of exchange studies that Fudan University has provided them.

Financial situations

These fifteen students all come from middle-income families. Their parents can afford their future expenses in America, but they still apply for different kinds of fellowships and graduate assistantships. Though few fellowships are offered to International students who pursue master’s degrees, our participants are not worry about this, because they are willing to do work-studies, such as part-time job in school libraries.

Elvin chooses to do his Ph.D. in the States, rather than Canada, where he experienced one semester of exchange study. Among all those programs which provide rich fellowships for political science Ph.D.’s, he prefers American institutions mainly because of the huge number of high quality doctoral supervisors and big opportunities for his future career. 

Easy access to student visa

All these participants do not think they will encounter problems when applying for student visa. Last year, all the students from these two departments who were admitted by American institutions received their visa stamps successfully. This information gives confidence to this year’s senior students. 

Furthermore, those who have had exchange experience in U.S. say the procedure of visa application is convenient and fast. Although it took some time to stand in queue before the interview, Julia reported that it only spent her five minutes in handing in paper materials and talking with the visa-granting officer. She then waited for three days to see her passport with a visa stamp sent to her apartment.
As shown by the results of the questionnaire, none of these fifteen participants seems to worry about his or her visa application.

These findings are all pleasant experiences which make the U.S. more attractive for our participants. Only two of the participants are planning to go to Europe. Behind all these phenomena, there are certain related policies which support the travel to America.
Discussion and Conclusion
This study looks for relations between different public policies and students’ choices on further education. As is shown in the analysis, most of the participants hold active attitudes about studying in American institutions, for several possible reasons.
One reason is that American institutions represent “high-qualified education”, as reported by our participants. The good relations between Fudan University and several universities in the States enhance the establishment of cooperation policies, which have provided their students plenty of opportunities for exchange studies. These exchange experience is shown to be valuable for students to understand American education beforehand.
As can be seen from the questionnaires, family support acts as a vital impetus behind these participants’ decisions on studying in the U.S. Though tuition fees and expenses are much higher in US than in China, Chinese parents make every endeavor to support their children. Mainland China students have always been the majority of international students in the States (Orleans 1988; Wan 2001; Institute of International Education 2009), and have contributed much to U.S. economy. Data showed that international education has become one of the largest US service sector “exports” (Bevis and Lucas, 2007). More admissions were given to Chinese students from American institutions influenced by economy reasons. Future students see this increase and the number of Chinese applicants mounts up. Hence the Sino-American economic background and the US education policy can be a vital factor for Chinese students’ choices.
What’s more, Political Science students gain confidence from past experiences of obtaining student visa. This easy access of visa seems to be benefited from different political positions between the U.S. and China. According to Altbach, Political Science major students are welcomed with an expectation on them to bring American style political views and influence elites (Altbach, 1998). Whether this expectation can be reached, however, needs decades to see the result.
In conclusion, this study has tried to combine participants’ responses with U.S. policies on education, economy and politics. Choices of these students are influenced by these policies regardless of whether the students are conscious about these policies or not. The limitation of this research lies in the sample size of participants and interviewees. These fifteen participants are from two departments of one institution in Shanghai. They cannot be generalized as a representative of all Chinese political science students who are going abroad for graduate study. The result of this study may provide information for lower grades Political Science students in Fudan to manage their plans about studying abroad. Further studies may follow the policy changes of American institutions and immigrants to see impacts on international students’ choices.
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