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ABSTRACT
INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT DRIVES MOBILITY: A COMPREHENSIVE ANALYSIS OF
HOW ACADEMIC AND ECONOMIC FACTORS RELATE TO INTERNATIONAL
STUDENT ENROLLMENT AT UNITED STATES HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS
Natalie Irby Cruz
Old Dominion University
Director: Dr. Christopher Glass
International student enrollment (ISE) has become a hallmark of world-class higher

education institutions (HEIs), particularly as global student mobility has grown exponentially
worldwide in the last several decades. Although the United States (U.S.) has welcomed the
largest numbers of international students since the 1950s, ISE shrunk by 10% in the previous
three years from an all-time high of 903,127 students in 2016/2017 (IIE, 2019). A synthesis of
research studies about international student mobility and enrollment highlights the significant
role that academic and economic rationales play for international students who choose the United
States. This quantitative, ex post facto study focused on how ranking, tuition, Optional Practical
Training, Gross Domestic Product, and the unemployment rate connected to ISE at 2,884 U.S.
HEIs from 2004 to 2019 through the examination of four research questions. Data were analyzed
for two longitudinal research questions using time series regression, particularly an Arellano-
Bond estimator for an autoregressive distributed lag model. Linear OLS regression was used for
the remaining two research questions which analyzed the variables for the 2018/2019 academic

year, including OPT. Data were also analyzed using Carnegie classification (CC) as a grouping

variable to better understand how the predictors influenced different types of institutions.



Results included that tuition was an important predictor of ISE, but it looked differently
for different types of institutions. Higher ranking connected with higher ISE at doctoral
institutions, but it was a deterrent at other institutions in the longitudinal analysis. This novel
analysis of OPT showed that the number of students utilizing OPT was related to ISE,
particularly at non-doctoral institutions. This study also provided evidence that an urban location
is important for ISE. Implications include the importance of advocating for sustainable federal
immigration and employment policies, that context and institutional type influence ISE trends,
and HEIs should better support international students in the United States to meet their career
goals. With the recent decline of ISE and the long-term effects that COVID-19 is likely to have,
U.S. HEIs will have to think innovatively and holistically to continue to enroll large numbers of
international students.

Keywords: higher education, immigration policy, international student enrollment, time

series
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CHAPTER1
INTRODUCTION

Higher education institutions (HEIs) in the United States (U.S.) have long relied on their
strong academic structures, economic opportunities, rankings, and overall higher education
capacity to attract international students (Altbach, 2004; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Wei, 2013).
The majority of international students have chosen to study in the United States since official
statistics and tracking began (OECD, 2019), but other countries have rapidly increased their ISE
in recent years. ISE in the United States, however, has declined for the past four years alongside
immigration policy changes and other challenges (Institute of International Education [IIE],
2020c). As more countries shift toward economic structures focused on knowledge production,
attracting competent workers worldwide is essential to maintain and build an economically
prosperous country (Marginson, 2006). Leaders can grow their country’s human capital and
knowledge workforce through enrolling and retaining international students.

As the higher education landscape and ISE continue to shift and evolve, it is vital to
understand ISE’s leading drivers in the United States. Although researchers have looked
empirically at global or nation-wide mobility and broader trends (Kondakeci et al., 2018;
Macrander, 2017b; Yeakey & Yin, 2019), few studies have examined mobility beyond national
trends or an individual institution. The present study goes further than previous research and
takes a multidimensional view of ISE in the United States and examines essential factors like
ranking, postgraduate employment, tuition, and economic conditions that should explain ISE’s

institutional and state trends in the last few decades.



Background to Problem

ISE in the United States has continued to increase almost every year from 1949 until

2017. U.S. ISE increased 66% from 526,809 international students in 2000/2001 to 872,214

students in 2018/2019 (IIE, 2019). Figure 1 shows the ISE trends from the last twenty years

using IIE data, including 2019/2020.

Figure 1

International Student Enrollment in the United States, 2000/1 —2019/20

International Student Enrollment
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Several major events and circumstances have shaped U.S. enrollment trends in the past

20 years. After the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks, there was a modest decline in ISE for

the next four years as the United States grappled with immigration challenges, a new

international student tracking system (SEVIS), and fears of future terrorist attacks (Choudaha,

2017; Urias & Yeakey, 2009). After the financial recession in 2008 led to HEI budget cuts, HEI

administrators saw ISE as a method to provide financial stability (Macrander, 2017a). Much of



the international student growth stemmed from China (IIE, 2019), which underwent a middle-
class boom without enough national HEIs to educate its citizens (Choudaha, 2017; Rafi, 2018).
ISE in the United States reached its peak in the 2016/2017 year when 903,127 students were
enrolled (IIE, 2019). New international student enrollment has declined since 2016/17, although
ISE has continued to increase worldwide.

Although HEI admission staff and analysts projected that fall 2020 ISE numbers would
decline based on trends in recent years, the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has upended ISE for
the foreseeable future. IIE surveyed 520 HEIs in June 2020 and found that about 50% of HEIs
projected declines for fall ISE, while 26% reported similar numbers to the previous years
(Martel, 2020). Many international students already decided to enroll before the COVID-19
pandemic, so actual enrollment numbers are likely much lower. A survey of senior leaders by
NAFSA found that 78% of senior leaders expected Fall 2020 ISE to decline, resulting in a
potential loss to U.S. HEIs of over $3 billion (NAFSA, 2020). In actuality, IIE found (based on
the 700 HEIs it surveyed) that new international student rates for 2020/2021 fell 43 percent from
the 2019/2020 academic year, and international enrollment overall fell 16 percent (Anderson,
2020).

In addition to the global pandemic, international students experienced delayed visa
processing times due to ICE staff cuts and furloughs. ICE’s July 2020 guidance that initially
required students to leave the country, or not enter at all, will likely cause long-term distrust of
the U.S. immigration system (Durkee, 2020). Globally, experts have estimated that it will take
five years for ISE to return to stable levels pre-COVID-19 (Mitchell, 2020). All of these issues

will likely exacerbate existing downward trends of ISE in the United States.



As worldwide ISE has increased the past few decades, the overall proportion of students
that study in the United States has decreased (OECD, 2019). In 1998, two million students
studied outside of their home country, of which 28% chose the United States. In 2017, there were
5.3 million international students, and 18% of those students studied in the United States
(OECD, 2019). Westernized countries like Australia, Canada, and the United Kingdom have
created unified international student recruitment platforms and policies and have even adjusted
their immigration structures to accommodate international students (Grimm, 2019; Sa &
Sabzalieva, 2018). U.S. immigration policy and political rhetoric has not been as accommodating
and welcoming to international students in recent years, which has likely contributed to the
recent decline (Pottie-Sherman, 2018; Van de Walker & Slate, 2019).

Network studies that analyzed global student mobility have found that international
students hail from more countries and increasingly choose regional and burgeoning destinations,
and new higher education hubs (Kondakci et al., 2018; Wei, 2013). Nevertheless, most students
continue to attend HEIs in economically prosperous countries (Kondakci et al., 2018; Macrander,
2017b; OECD, 2019; Yeakey & Yin, 2019). Many HEIs have relied on their location in the
United States to attract international students, which aligns with research that shows many
international students prioritize the country before the HEI (Alfattal, 2017; Marginson, 2006).
However, the tide seems to be turning as a confluence of factors including negative political
discourse, immigration challenges, increased tuition, and a growing diversity of HEI options
have impacted the drivers and directions of ISE (Pottie-Sherman, 2018). It is critically important
to understand the main factors that influence ISE in the United States, particularly as higher
education enters a new era where the United States is beginning to lose its competitive edge to

attract the best students worldwide.



Rationale for Study

There has been a proliferation of empirical studies that examine international students’
motivations for attending college in the United States, as well as policy and advocacy reports
about data and trends to explain the current ISE landscape (Choudaha, 2017; IIE; 2019; Nicholls,
2018; Ruiz, 2014; Shen, 2016; Van Alebeek & Wilson, 2019). Much of the literature has focused
on international students in Anglophone, developed, or economically emerging countries
(Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Urban & Palmer, 2016; Wei, 2013; Wilkins et al., 2012). A synthesis
of research studies demonstrates that international students typically choose the United States
because of the academic structures, prestige of HEIs, potential for economic returns, and career
opportunities (Marginson, 2006; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Nicholls, 2018).

This study contributes to the growing body of research about international student
mobility (Kondakeci et al., 2018; Wei, 2013), the responses and rationales of institutions for ISE
(Alfattal, 2017), and how economic and immigration policies may impact ISE (Grimm, 2019).
This study goes beyond examining ISE solely at the national level, by focusing on individual
HEIs and characteristics shared by HEIs in different states like economic conditions.
Additionally, there is a growing need for more research about the impact of employment
attainment and immigration policies on U.S. ISE (Shih, 2016). Although international students
often choose the United States based on the potential for economic returns and employment
opportunities (Han et al., 2015), it is unknown whether the economic vitality of the HEI’s
location factors into students’ choices. Lastly, in a time of rapidly changing ISE, there is a great
need for more longitudinal studies that examine the trends over time and how certain institutional
factors may impact ISE in different ways (Macrander, 2017a). In summary, this study took

several novel or understudied approaches: (a) a large-scale focus on mobility at the individual



HEI level; (b) an examination of how postgraduate employment, or rates of Optional Practical
Training (OPT), may connect to ISE; (c) how the economic conditions of a HEI’s location may
relate to ISE; (d) a longitudinal analysis of ISE in the United States; and (e) an analysis of non-
doctoral institutions. Trends and rationales for ISE are decoupled from a specific institution or
set of students by using extant data from the last 16 years. This analysis allows for a greater
understanding of important factors that influence ISE in the United States.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this ex post facto quantitative research study was to understand how
ranking, OPT, tuition, Gross Domestic Product (GDP), and the unemployment rate relate to ISE
in the United States, particularly by examining trends over time at the institutional level and how
they may differ based on institutional type. Each HEI is situated within an individual state and
local context, impacting its positioning and appeal to international students. The perceived
academic quality of HEIs and economic opportunities are some of the main reasons that
international students choose to attend college in the United States. The five main predictors
examined in this study— HEI ranking, OPT, tuition, state GDP, and state unemployment rate—
correspond and serve as a proxy for the main factors that attract international students to the
United States (Han et al., 2015; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Nicholls, 2018). A longitudinal
examination of pertinent academic and economic factors from an institutional level should
provide insights on ISE trends in the United States.
Research Question and Hypotheses
Four research questions guided this research study:
e RQI: How does international student enrollment at U.S. higher education institutions

relate to ranking, tuition, GDP, and the unemployment rate from 2008 to 2019?



RQ2: How does international student enrollment at U.S. higher education institutions
relate to ranking, tuition, GDP, and the unemployment rate from 2008 to 2019 when
differentiated by Carnegie classification?

RQ3: How does international student enrollment at U.S. higher education institutions
relate to ranking, Optional Practical Training rates, tuition, GDP, and the unemployment
rate in 2019?

RQ4: How does international student enrollment at U.S. higher education institutions
relate to ranking, Optional Practical Training rates, tuition, GDP, and the unemployment

rate in 2019 when differentiated by Carnegie classification?

Ten hypotheses were proposed in line with the research questions.

Hal: U.S. News and World Report (USNWR) ranking and ISE will have a positive
relationship.

Ha2: OPT and ISE will have a strong positive relationship.

Ho 3: Tuition rates will not have a statistically significant effect on ISE.

Ha4: GDP and ISE will have a positive relationship.

H. 5: ISE and unemployment rates will have a negative relationship.

H. 6: Ranking will be a significant predictor for CC1.

Ha 7: Tuition will be a significant predictor for CCI.

Ha. 8: GDP will be a significant predictor for CC3 and CC4.

Ha 9: Unemployment rate will be a significant predictor for CC3 and CC4.

Ha 10: OPT will be a highly significant predictor for CC1 and CC2.



Study Methodology

This study adds to ISE empirical literature by examining secondary data to better
understand international student flows to HEIs. I used an ex-post-facto quantitative approach that
examined the impact of ranking, postgraduate employment, tuition, and economic conditions on
ISE in the United States. The analysis of the institutional type also illuminated that there were
differences based on the Carnegie class. Data were analyzed from the 2003/2004 to 2018/2019
academic year to better understand how these factors have shifted over time in response to
significant events. Some of these critical events include HEI’s increase in international student
recruitment after the 2008/2009 recession, steady tuition increases, recovery after the 9/11
attacks, new visa policies and restrictions, OPT STEM extensions, changes in sending countries’
policies, and different presidential administrations (Choudaha, 2017; Macrander, 2017a; Pottie-
Sherman, 2018). Chapter 3 describes the study methodology in detail.
Data Sources and Variables

Data were retrieved from four different government agencies and one media company.
This included the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) nestled under the Department
of Education, Immigration and Custom Enforcement (ICE) under the Department of Homeland
Security, the Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA) situated in the Department of Commerce, and
the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) within the Department of Labor. I also used U.S. News and
World Report (USNWR) ranking lists.
Outcome Variable

ISE data was provided by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES),
specifically the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS). IPEDS is a data

collection and reporting arm of the U.S. Department of Education, and it collects annual



information from every higher education institution that receives federal student financial aid
(NCES, n.d.-a). A HEI was included in this study if: (a) it enrolled at least one international
student from 2003/2004 to 2018/2019 (or just 2018/2019 for RQ3 & RQ4); (b) it was degree-
granting; (c) it was non-profit; and (d) it was located in one of the 50 states, the District of
Columbia, or the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico. If an institution closed or merged with another
institution during the timeframe, it was not included in the dataset. The final sample included
2,884 HEIs, for a total of 46,144 observations for 16 years of data, and 31,724 observations for
RQI.

IPEDS classifies an international student as a nonresident alien, which is defined as “a
person who is not a citizen or national of the United States and who is in this country on a visa or
temporary basis and does not have the right to remain indefinitely” (NCES, n.d.-c, “Nonresident
alien”). Although students utilizing the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA)
program are sometimes listed under the same nonresident alien category, IPEDS data was still
determined to be the most accurate and accessible source of international student data for this
study. Chapter 3 discusses more about IPEDS as well as the rationale for choosing IPEDS data
for ISE over other possible data sources.

Predictors

HEI ranking is measured by the national and regional colleges and universities ranking
lists of the U.S. News and World Report (USNWR), which examines accredited, non-profit,
tertiary education institutions. I obtained the ranking lists for the reviewed years through publicly
available data, the university library, and purchasing older magazines.

OPT data, which is how postgraduate employment is measured for this study, was

obtained from ICE. I received the 2019 data through a Freedom of Information Act (FOIA)
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request. Some OPT data from 2004-2019 was available on their website, but the data were not
standardized across the timeframe and could unfortunately not be used. By the time of data
analysis, I had not heard back from several other FOIA requests for additional OPT data, so I
was only able to analyze 2019 data.

State GDP was used as one economic indicator for this study. Historical data were
retrieved from the BEA website. All monthly reports were averaged to create a yearly GDP for
each state, which served as an economic indicator for each HEI located in that state. The yearly
data were also adjusted to align with the typical academic year (August — July).

Yearly unemployment statistics from 2004 to 2019 for all 50 states were used as an
economic indicator. The unemployment data were retrieved from the BLS website.

Tuition data was provided by IPEDS, typically the out-of-state, undergraduate tuition rate
for public institutions, and undergraduate tuition for private institutions. For HEIs that did not
enroll undergraduate students, the out-of-state tuition for graduate students was used. At
comprehensive institutions, undergraduate tuition was best used as a proxy for cost, which
allowed for an understanding of how tuition rates may affect ISE.

Grouping Variable

The Carnegie classification (CC) of HEIs was used as a grouping variable to answer the
second and fourth research questions. These groups are referred throughout the study as CC1,
CC2, CC3, and CC4. The groups included: (a) CC1: Doctoral Universities - Very High Research
Activity (Also referred to as Research 1 institutions); (b) CC2: Doctoral Universities: High
Research Activity and other Doctoral/Professional Universities; (c) CC3: Master’s Colleges and

Universities, and Baccalaureate Colleges; and (d) CC4: Baccalaureate/Associate’s Colleges,
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Associate’s Colleges, Special Focus Institutions, and Tribal Colleges. All 2,884 analyzed
institutions had a CC.
Control Variables

Six HEI characteristics were included as control variables, including the total student
population, CC (for RQ1 and RQ3), campus setting, STEM degrees awarded, graduate student
population, institutional funding category, and the U.S. state. All control variable data was
retrieved from the IPEDS data (NCES, 2020).
Data Analysis

Institutional data from 2003/2004 to 2018/2019 were combined into one master dataset
for the first two research questions (RQ1 and RQ2). There were 2,884 institutions and 31,724
observations for the 12 years analysis (including the four years of lags). I answered the first two
research question through time series regression, particularly an autoregressive model with an
Arellano-Bond (AB) Dynamic Estimator. Time series enabled me to examine each of the main
predictors’ change over the studied period. Due to the specifications of the time series model,
several fixed-effects control variables were not able to be included in the analysis for RQ1 and
RQ2, which included state, institutional funding type, and campus setting. Analysis including
OPT for 2018/2019 was conducted using Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) Regression for RQ3 and
RQ4, which included all predictors and control variables. CC was used as a control variable for
RQI1 and RQ3, and as a grouping variable for RQ2 and RQ4. All analyses were conducted in
STATA 16.1. Time series analysis is most commonly employed within business, applied
sciences, and engineering fields, so it will be a relatively novel analysis technique for the

educational research field (Wooldridge, 2000).
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Theoretical Frameworks
This study was informed by two main theories: the worlds-systems theory (WST)
(Wallerstein, 2004) and human capital theory (Becker, 1993). WST hypothesizes that wealthy,
developed, often western countries dominate the global economic landscape, drawing resources
from other less developed countries to solidify their economic prowess (Wallerstein, 2004).
Human capital is the skills and knowledge that people gain in formal and informal learning.
Individuals can invest in their human capital through education or other resources that better
their economic and professional potential (Becker, 1993). Organizations and governments can
also invest in their constituents to advance human capital to better the country through increased
economic activity. The academic and economic rationales for international students to attend
college in the United States can be better understood through the lens of human capital. The
underlying power and privilege that U.S. HEIs have in a landscape can be explained in part by
the WST principles. These two theories are described in more detail in Chapter 2.
Operational Definitions
For the purpose of this study, key concepts and terms are defined as follows:
e [nternational Student: A person who is enrolled in an academic program of study at a
U.S. HEI on a non-immigrant student visa, including F-1, J-1, or M-1 (IIE, 2020b)
o [nternational Student Enrollment: The number of degree-seeking international students
enrolled at a HEI in a particular academic year
e Higher Education Institution: An accredited, non-profit, postsecondary education
institution that offers academic credentials and is located in the United States
e Postgraduate employment: International students using the Optional Practical Training

(OPT) program
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e Optional Practical Training: A temporary work authorization that international students
can utilize after graduating from a college or university in the United States (USCIS, n.
d.-b)
Significance of the Study

As the flows in ISE diversify worldwide, and ISE in the United States is trending
downward partially due to unfriendly immigration policy and growing economic opportunities in
other countries, it is critical to examine important factors that draw international students to the
United States. There have been many studies that investigate why international students choose
to attend a HEI in a particular country or to learn about how international students transition to
HEIs (Ahmad et al., 2016; Cubillo et al., 2006; Findley, 2011; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002;
Mamiseishvili, 2012). This study examined the influence of several factors on ISE that have not
been empirically studied on a large scale, specifically ranking, OPT, economic conditions, and
tuition. HEIs have come to rely on international students at their institutions for various reasons,
including diversity of thought, prestige and legitimacy, research and development, and increased
revenue (Chen et al., 2019). This study helps explain how academic and economic factors may
contribute to ISE. This should help U.S. higher education and immigration policymakers better
understand ISE flows and international students’ rationales to prepare for the future.

Delimitations

This study had several delimitations that helped narrow the scope. ISE was only
examined at accredited, non-profit HEIs in the United States, which still amounted to 2,884
HEIs. ISE data is examined in the aggregate for academic level, which means that the data was
not differentiated by undergraduate and graduate students. Additionally, IPEDS data does not

allow for the differentiation of student nationality, so this study does not examine trends from
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sending countries. Data that correspond to the prominent academic and economic motivations for
international students are used, which means that other potential student motivations like
personal, political, or cultural factors are not examined.
Summary

ISE will continue to play an essential role in the vitality and prestige of U.S. HEIs, but
numbers are shifting downward domestically as ISE rises in most other countries worldwide.
This longitudinal ex post facto study used data from 16 years to examine significant factors that
relate to ISE in the United States, including ranking, postgraduate employment, tuition, and
economic conditions. The effect of the predictors on ISE was also analyzed according to the
institutional type. This chapter described the background, rationale, significance of the study,
purpose, research questions, operational definitions, and hypotheses. The methodology and
theoretical frameworks were briefly discussed and will be further developed in subsequent
chapters. This study illuminated some of the significant factors that influence international
student enrollment in the United States, so that HEIs and policymakers can better respond to

shifts and trends in a quickly evolving global higher education landscape.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW

Global and U.S. higher education is undergoing rapid change, particularly in light of the
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. ISE has become a staple of the global higher education market,
and many countries compete for top-tier students worldwide (Altbach & Knight, 2007). A
prospective international student may consider dozens of institutions in several different
countries. What draws students to an institution in Singapore might not actually be that different
from why they are interested in attending a university in Michigan. ISE increased over 50%
worldwide in the previous decade, and the overall number of international students now
surpasses five million (OECD, 2019). Many U.S. HEIs broadened their international recruitment
activities to increase revenue after the 2008-2009 financial crash since international students
typically pay higher tuition and fees than domestic students (Krsmanovic & Sabina, 2020;
Macrander, 2017a). International students enrolled in U.S. HEIs peaked at 903,127 in 2016/2017
but have declined 10% in the past three years (IIE, 2019).

This chapter begins by broadly discussing trends of ISE in the United States and
worldwide in the last 20 years. I discuss primary motivations for international students’
institutional choices as demonstrated by the academic literature, particularly factors used as
variables in this research study. These motivations include academic quality or prestige;
immigration, employment, and economic factors; and geographic and spatial aspects. I also
discuss the theoretical foundations for this study, which are the world systems theory and human
capital theory. This research study will contribute to the academic literature by using existing
data to examine how ranking, OPT, tuition, and economic conditions impact ISE in the United

States at an institutional level.
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International Student Enrollment and Mobility Background

The recruitment and retention of international students have become a priority for most
HEIs worldwide (Altbach & Knight, 2007; Mamiseishvili, 2012). Not only do international
students bring prestige and tuition dollars to an institution and its surrounding area (Delgado-
Marquez et al., 2013, Macrander, 2017a; NAFSA, 2019), but they also increase the skilled
mobility and human capital in the host country (Chen et al., 2019). International students’
enrollment stimulates economic growth and increases global influence for the host countries with
increased tuition and highly skilled labor potential (Demirci, 2019; Gesing & Glass, 2019; Shih,
2016). NAFSA estimated that in 2019, international students contributed $41 billion dollars to
the national economy and created or supported 458,290 jobs (NAFSA, 2019). COVID-19 has
impacted the higher education sector and economy in major ways, with reports estimating that
the United States will lose close to three billion dollars due to fewer international students
(NAFSA, 2020).

ISE has dispersed and diversified in the last few decades, but long-standing patterns and
Anglophone, or English-speaking, dominance are still prevalent in today’s international
education landscape. Although this study focuses on ISE in the United States, it is essential to
understand the present moment’s context and how ISE has evolved.

Worldwide

ISE continues to grow worldwide, and as of 2017, was numbered at 5.3 million students
(OECD, 2019). Students have studied abroad since the time of ancient Greece and Rome (Bevis
& Lucas, 2007). As the industrial revolution and globalization created ripples of development in
most corners of the world, more students have chosen to study abroad. International student

mobility has become much more viable and accessible in the 21st century (Bevis & Lucas,
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2007). Mobile students have sought educational opportunities, experiences with other cultures
and languages, and career potential (Bevis & Lucas, 2007; McMahon, 1992). ISE increased by
165% since 1998 (OECD, 2019), and most mobility continues to flow toward Western or
Anglophone countries. In general, ISE follows an East-West trajectory, although regional higher
education hubs’ success has shifted ISE slightly in recent years (Kondakci et al., 2018). This
shift is aided by the international branch campuses and the growing higher education capacity of
developing and middle-income countries (Macrander, 2017b). Many students now choose to stay
in their home country for tertiary education or attend college in a country within the same region
(Ahmad et al., 2016). Although regional mobility has grown, 40% of international students still
attend college in either the United States, the United Kingdom, Australia, or Canada,
demonstrating the importance of the English language for international students (OECD, 2019).
Although the United States has lost some of its global student market share, it still receives the
highest numbers and most international students (OECD, 2019). It remains to be seen how the
COVID-19 pandemic will impact ISE in the long-term, although numbers are projected to
decrease at least in the short-term (DePietro, 2020; Martel, 2020; Mitchell, 2020).
United States

The United States currently receives 18% of the world’s globally mobile students
(OECD, 2019). Even with a decentralized national strategy compared to other countries, U.S.
ISE has continued to grow mostly due to the academic quality of the institutions, the economic
and employment opportunities, and the prestige and notoriety of the U.S. higher education
system (Marginson, 2006). ISE has steadily increased since 1949 with minor declines after the

9/11 attacks until the 2017/2018 academic year (IIE, 2019). According to the IIE’s Open Doors
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report, ISE reached its peak in 2016/2017 (IIE, 2019). See Figure 2 for a visual representation of

how ISE has evolved over the last 70 years.

Figure 2

International Student Enrollment in the United States, 1948/49 — 2019/20
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ISE in the United States grew exponentially after the 2008/2009 financial crash, primarily
due to enhanced recruitment efforts from many public and flagship institutions (Krsmanovic &
Sabina, 2020; Macrander, 2017a). Undergraduate international enrollment in particular has
increased, overtaking graduate enrollment in 2011. In the 2018/2019 academic year, graduate
students comprised 43% of the total ISE (IIE, 2019). International students bring numerous
academic, social, and other positive factors to campus (Pottie-Sherman, 2018). Studies and
reports, however, have found that the decrease in state appropriations and overall budget cuts

were connected to the increase in tuition from international students (Macrander, 2017a; Shen,
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2016). U.S. HEIs have grown their staff, programs, and facilities to provide for international
students, and now in the face of decreased enrollment, many institutions are having to rethink
their global recruitment strategy and their reliance on international students to bridge the
financial gap (Fisher, 2020; Krsmanovic & Sabina, 2020; Wong, 2019).

Some journalists, practitioners, and academics have been quick to blame the recent
decline in international student on the volatile political climate and immigration restrictions, but
there is a confluence of factors that may cause many international students to consider studying
in countries other than the United States (Pottie-Sherman, 2018; Wong, 2019). Increased tuition
and fees have made attending a tertiary education institution in the United States out of reach for
many families (Krsmanovic & Sabina, 2020). When students choose to attend a HEI in the
United States, the data show that they prefer more private elite or public flagship institutions
(IIE, 2019; Pham et al., 2019; Pottie-Sherman, 2018). This study’s primary goal is to empirically
examine the changing enrollment trends within the United States to determine important
economic and academic factors at the institutional and state level that influence ISE.

Theoretical Foundations

This study draws from several theories to understand ISE in the United States. The
theories are framed through the reference of the benefits to the receiving country, state, and
institution, and the rationales of students.

World Systems Theory

World-systems theory (WST) conceptualizes and explains the flow of capital and human
labor in the globalized economy (Wallerstein, 2004). Wallerstein (2004) postulated that world
economic structures operate in a system where “core,” wealthy, developed countries funnel

commodities, trade, and labor from lesser developed countries, thus monopolizing and stifling



20

economic growth in those “periphery” countries. This extends to the tertiary education landscape
because most well-regarded universities are located in developed countries, which pulls
international students away from their home countries and can result in lost human capital
(Gesing & Glass, 2019; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). These prestigious and highly ranked HEIs
tend to control knowledge production flow, have the best infrastructure, employ the most highly
qualified staff, and lead globally in research and development (Macrander, 2017b). Using WST
as a frame of reference, the United States will continue to receive the most international students
as long as students view U.S. HEIs as having strong academic and economic resources to
provide them with a more prosperous future. This theory may also apply to more developed
cities and states within the United States, which may welcome more international students and
continue to receive more prestige and financial benefits from international students living in their
region (Macrander, 2017a; NAFSA, 2019).

The WST is interwoven with the supply-side higher education marketization seen in
virtually all western or developed countries that have strived to grow their international student
populations in the 21% century (Findlay, 2011). Supply-side theories postulate that ISE is
“strongly shaped by the financial interests of those who organize, supply and market elite higher
education opportunities within the global economy” (Findlay, 2011, p. 163). As globalization has
grown and the student demand for international credentials has increased, well-resourced
universities have recruited and enrolled international students who often pay higher tuition and
help to subsidize the HEI (Cantwell, 2015; Macrander, 2017a; Shen, 2016). Much of the recent
wave of international students have come from middle- or upper-class families. They often bring
embedded cultural capital with them that also raise the prestige and cosmopolitanism of the HEI

(Findlay, 2011). It could be argued that even within the U.S. higher education system, there is a
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microcosm of the WST that is exemplified by the prestigious or highly ranked HEIs, who enroll
and attract a more significant number of students than the core, periphery HEIs (Marginson,
2006; Wallerstein, 2004). The WST can explain the dominance of U.S. HEIs in ISE. Still, other
capital theories help elucidate students’ rationales for studying in developed countries. The WST
is a commonly used theory within ISE research and is beneficial in explaining patterns and flows
of ISE worldwide (Kondakci et al., 2018; Macrander, 2017b; Yeakey & Yin, 2019), The WST
original map (Figure 3) is quickly evolving, and as ISE continues to regionalize and diversify, it
will be fascinating to see the long-term impact ISE has on the global economy and power

structures.

Figure 3

World Systems Theory Map in 1974 (Wallerstein, 2004)
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Human Capital Theory

A number of theories explain different types of “capital” that people can accrue
throughout their life (Bourdieu, 1986; Pham et al., 2019; Tomlinson, 2017). The pursuit of
human, social, and cultural capital has been frequently studied within international student
research (Chen et al., 2019; Pham et al., 2019; She & Wotherspoon, 2013), and it sheds light on
some rationale and motivations that international students may have to study in the United
States. Tomlinson (2017) developed a graduate capital model that focuses on five types of capital
that students accrue through their higher education experience and apply in their quest for a
postgraduate career. This includes human, social, cultural, identity, and psychological capital.
Pham and colleagues (2019) used his model to study international students and found that
international students typically have a deficit in the cultural and social capital needed to obtain
jobs they desire. The current study utilizes human capital theory as a frame of reference. In
particular, human capital theory relates most closely to academic, employment, and career
motivations, which are some of the primary reasons that international students choose to study in
the United States (Gesing & Glass, 2019; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; McMahon, 1992; Perkins &
Neumayer, 2014).

The human capital theory in education suggests that individuals invest in higher
education to increase their salary and earnings potential (Becker, 1993). Human capital is not
limited to wage potential, but most empirical studies have focused on income growth. Countries
that provide a free public secondary education (and tertiary education in some cases) are
investing in human capital with the expectation that its citizens will contribute economically and
further develop the country (Becker, 1993). Indeed, international students invest a significant

amount of money in their higher education to attend university in the United States, particularly
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since international students often pay much higher tuition than domestic students (Krsmanovic &
Sabina, 2020). The human capital theory can be used to suggest that students attend a U.S. HEI
with an expectation of increasing their human capital and bettering their employment and
earnings potential as a result of graduating with a degree from the United States (Gesing &
Glass, 2019).
Institutional Prestige

HEIs have focused on growing ISE in recent decades partly to bolster their prestige and
financial stature (Altbach & Knight, 2007; Delgado- Marquez et al., 2013), and there is ample
evidence that international students and their families value global and national rankings as an
essential heuristic for school selection (Branco Oliveira & Soares, 2016; Hauptman Komotar,
2019; Hazelkorn, 2014; Souto-Otero & Enders, 2017). Although they are not synonymous,
prestige and ranking are often used as a proxy for academic reputation and quality (Ortagus,
2016; Volkwein & Sweitzer, 2006). This section discusses the influence of rankings in higher
education, the background and different types of ranking systems, criticisms of ranking systems,
how international students and internationalization impact rankings systems, and the importance
of ranking for international students.
Influence of Rankings in Global Higher Education

Although global rankings are a recent phenomenon, their impact has been monumental
and may influence faculty hiring practices, program and major design, or campus facilities
(Hauptman Komotar, 2019; Hazelkorn, 2014; Volkwein & Sweitzer, 2006). The usage and
influence of rankings look differently depending on the HEI, country, funding context, and

student. U.S. HEI professionals mainly focus on national rankings (Marginson, 2006), but since
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international students consult global rankings, it is important to understand and differentiate
between national and global ranking systems.
Background and Different Types of Rankings

Institutional ranking of graduate schools began in the 1960s, but it was the U.S. News and
World Report (USNWR) rankings in 1983 that spurred the focus and transformation of rankings
in higher education (Hazelkorn, 2014). There has been a proliferation of national rankings in the
United States and many other countries in the last 30 years (Campbell et al., 2019). USNWR
continues to be the most influential ranking system in the United States, and they have refined
and updated their formula based on how the field has evolved (Dill & Soo, 2005; Morse et al.,
2019).

The era of global higher education rankings began in 2003 with the Academic Ranking of
World Universities (ARWU), also known as the Shanghai Rankings (Hauptman Komotar, 2019;
Hazelkorn, 2014). It was quickly followed by the Times Higher Education (THE)-Quacquarelli
Symonds (QS) rankings in 2004, which split five years later into two individual rankings systems
(Hazelkorn, 2014). There are now at least ten different global rankings systems, but THE, QS,
and ARWU are the most widely utilized and compute their ranking based on various formulas
(Hazelkorn, 2014). For example, the ARWU focuses only on research and academic factors,
while QS and THE include percentages based on international characteristics like the staff and
student numbers (Hauptman Komotar, 2019). Reputation is a large proportion of the calculations
for USNWR, QS, and THE, but the ARWU attributes 60% for citations and researchers that
publish in influential journals (QS, 2019; ShanghaiRanking Consultancy, 2019; THE, 2019).
Although the rankings systems weigh factors differently, the top institutions typically fall in

similar spots on most lists (Hazelkorn, 2014).
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Criticisms of Rankings to Measure Institutional Quality

Although there are evidence that higher-ranked schools have better facilities, resources,
faculty, and student completion rates, there are many criticisms and limitations of using ranking
to measure the quality of a HEI. All of the aforementioned ranking systems have methodological
similarities, but inherent flaws limit their ability to measure institutional quality (Dill & Soo,
2005; Hazelkorn, 2014; Pike, 2004). One of the significant criticisms of ranking systems is how
heavily they factor institutional reputation (Campbell et al., 2019) The USNWR justifies their
inclusion of prestige by stating, “Academic reputation matters because it factors things that
cannot easily be captured elsewhere” (Morse et al., 2019, Expert Opinion section).

Over time, the perception of prestige compounds, effectively shutting out newer and
innovative institutions (Marginson, 2006). Initial rankings were defined by specific values like
the worth of academic journal citations and high student test scores, and institutions continually
make critical choices to reflect and embed those values (Campbell et al., 2019; Marginson,
2006). Institutional reputations reinforced by rankings are also flawed because they make large
differentiation between institutions with little actual differences in measured indicators (Bowman
& Bastedo, 2009). This focus on reputation reinforces the emphasis that incoming students and
their families may place on these “expert opinions” to guide their choices (Bowman & Bastedo,
2009). Although using a ranking system like USN'WR is a flawed mechanism to determine
academic quality, it is frequently used by students and their parents to choose a HEIL
Influence of International Student Enrollment on Rankings

Internationalization is one of the critical markers of prestige and success in the modern
system, and many universities strive to leave their mark globally (Altbach & Knight, 2007). The

importance of internationalization for prestige has been boosted by THE and QS by including
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international indicators in their calculations (Hauptman Komotar, 2019). USNWR even created a
list of best global universities, which includes HEIs worldwide (Morse et al., 2019). There is no
specific formula to determine how internationalized a university is. Still, it may consist of
components of comprehensive internationalization like international students, scholars, education
abroad participation, curriculum internationalization, global partnerships, and collaborative
research (Delgado-Marquez et al., 2013; Hauptman Komotar, 2019). THE and QS only examine
international student enrollment, numbers of international faculty/staff, or international
collaborations (QS, 2019; THE, 2019). Delgado-Marquez and associates (2013) found that
internationalization significantly impacts a university’s reputation, particularly with highly
internationalized institutions. The International Association of Universities’ 3rd annual global
survey found that enhancing one’s international profile and reputation was the third most
common reason for pursuing campus internationalization (Beelen, 2011). The data show that
highly internationalized universities have a higher ranking and that universities increase
internationalization efforts to improve their prestige and notoriety on a global scale (Altbach &
Knight, 2007; Delgado-Marquez et al., 2013).

ISE is one of the most common ways that internationalization is manifested on campuses,
and universities compete globally for the best students. Altbach and Knight (2007) postulated
that universities desire more international students in part to increase their prestige. Some
countries with more flexible and centralized international education policies, like Canada and
Australia, have adapted their visa policies and incentives to attract more international students
(Chen et al., 2019; Grimm, 2019; James-MacEachern, 2018). Although the United States has
long received the most international students, national visa policy and institutional tuition fees

are not friendly to international students. These roadblocks could lead to fewer international
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students as other universities raise their global profile, and students’ preferences evolve
(Ammigan, 2019). Although some studies show that international students focus on academic
reputation more than domestic students do (Alfattal, 2017), other studies have found that HEI
ranking had a small impact on the actual flow of international students (Perkins & Neumayer,
2014) and that strong rankings are not necessary to grow ISE (James-MacEachern,
2018). Komissarova (2020) examined how ISE growth contributed to a HEI’s tuition revenue
based on their institutional selectivity and postulated that building prestige and recognition on a
global stage was more important than increasing revenue. This ambiguity of internationalization
and ISE’s importance for rankings mirror the multifaceted decision-making process that
international students undergo. Although academic reputation and prestige are essential for
international students’ decisions in choosing a tertiary institution, there are many other factors
that may have a more significant impact on their final decision.
Importance of Rankings for International Student Enrollment

Choosing a HEI is an individualized process for every international student. Although
different factors are considered for students’ HEI choice, there are clear trends that researchers
have identified in a variety of national and institutional contexts. Academic quality is one of the
most crucial university determinants for international students (Branco Oliveira & Soares, 2016;
McMahon, 1992), which students usually decide by consulting the rankings. International
students appear to be more influenced by academic reputation than domestic students (Alfattal,
2017; Branco Oliveira & Soares, 2016), perhaps because students and families have to rely on
rankings in the absence of prior knowledge about different HEIs. International students also
make a substantial personal and financial investment by studying in another country. The

academic quality and accompanying economic potential are some of the main drivers for
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international students who choose wealthier, developed countries (Branco Oliveira & Soares,
2016; Perkins & Neumayer, 2014) like the United States. Adding to this, higher-ranked schools
typically enroll larger numbers of international students (Branco Oliveira & Soares, 2016),
particularly prestigious public HEIs in the United States that have been found to charge higher
tuition rates and also attract more international students (Komissarova, 2020; Krsmanovic &
Sabina, 2020; Shen, 2016).

International students often pay more tuition and fees than domestic students to receive
the same services at U.S. universities, so it is understandable that students and families focus on
a return on investment (Ammigan, 2019; Krsmanovic & Sabina, 2020). Students who attend
higher-ranked institutions typically go to better graduate schools, find better jobs, and have
access to well-known faculty and an abundance of resources during their time in college
(Campbell et al., 2019; Ortagus, 2016). In other words, they increase their human and social
capital more by attending higher-ranked institutions (Bourdieu, 1986; Pham et al., 2019). These
elevated student outcomes are also likely because students enter college with more knowledge
and personal resources, and the university's education and support become a bonus (Dill & Soo,
2005; Volkwein & Sweitzer, 2006). Students who enter college with high SAT scores and good
grades will do well no matter if they go to an Ivy League or a public comprehensive school.
However, prestige begets prestige, so a university’s reputation continues to build on itself and
attract the best students (Campbell et al., 2019; Marginson, 2006).

The importance of ranking varies based on the type of international student or what they
prioritize. For instance, several studies found that students from developing countries viewed
prestige and academic quality as the best way to improve their economic standing and achieve

legitimacy in their careers (Perkins & Neumayer, 2014; Rafi, 2018). Rankings may be more
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important for students from collectivist cultures because obtaining a degree from a highly ranked
prestigious school can uplift their whole family (Souto-Otero & Enders, 2017). This corresponds
with the importance of parental influence in many international students’ university decisions,
which is common in collectivist cultures as well (Rafi, 2018). An institution’s ranking is more
important for the younger, higher ability students than the non-traditional students (Souto-Otero
& Enders, 2017). The highest achieving international students often focus on choosing a
particular institution before the country, since their underlying goal is to attend a prestigious
institution (Marginson, 2006; Souto-Otero & Enders, 2017). International students seem to
prioritize and focus on academic reputation and consult the national and global rankings as an
essential factor to help winnow down their HEI choice.
Section Summary

Academic quality plays a significant role in motivations for many international students
to enroll in the United States. Students often use ranking systems to identify which HEIs are
higher academic quality easily. This section discussed different rankings systems and their flaws,
how influential rankings are for international students, and how internationalization may
influence global rankings systems. This research study will use USNWR ranking as a predictor
to understand how it may relate to ISE in the United States. The next section discusses
immigration, employment, and economic factors, which have also been identified as essential
motivations for international students in selecting a HEI.

Immigration, Employment, and Economic Factors

Although HEI ranking is an essential element in college choice, international students

consider other significant factors when choosing a HEI. International students studying in the

United States have to pay high tuition and fees (Cantwell, 2015; Krsmanovic & Sabina, 2020)
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and want to know that their education will bring a substantial return on investment (Ammigan,
2019; Chen et al., 2019). Therefore, OPT rates, job placements, and professional support are
increasingly important. Many of these factors are considered after students narrow down their
choices based on the rankings. Still, they also are more important than an academic reputation
for a sizable swath of students (Branco Oliveira & Soares, 2016). This section examines several
immigration, employment, and economic factors that may impact students’ decision-making,
including career resources at HEIs, OPT, H-1B visas, immigration and visa challenges, tuition
and fees, and state economic vitality.
Professional Development and Support at Higher Education Institutions

International students typically choose to study in the United States because of the
academic reputation, economic opportunities, and professional potential that a U.S degree
provides (Popadiuk & Arthur, 2014; Wei, 2013). International students want to make sure that
they receive the best value for their tuition dollars. If they do not find employment opportunities
and receive career preparation that facilitates finding a job, future students will eventually opt to
enroll in other countries that are more conducive to their needs (Loo et al., 2017; Musumba et al.,
2011). HEIs can provide more opportunities for international students if they increase
communication and understanding of career services on U.S. campuses (Pham et al., 2019;
Spencer-Rodgers, 2000). For example, Popadiuk and Arthur (2014) found that international
students were largely unaware of on-campus jobs and experiential experiences that can bolster
their resumé. Several researchers have found that international students, in particular, need more
assistance when it comes to an understanding the cultural nuances and expectations that are
embedded within the job application and interview process (Crockett & Hayes, 2011; Ng et al.,

2019; Pham et al, 2019). Tailored information for international students could be very useful in
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ensuring that international students learn about implicit expectations and develop skills that
domestic students may inherently have (Tomlinson, 2017).

HEIs in the United States cannot control federal policy or visa restrictions. Still, they can
prepare students to be the best possible candidate for available jobs and equip them with the
knowledge to navigate the complex visa acquisition process (Ng et al., 2019; Urban & Palmer,
2016). Although international students often have strong academic records and professional
skills, they do not usually know the expectations of other countries’ job markets (Crockett &
Hayes, 2011; Loo et al., 2017). International students have expressed discomfort with the
working environment and the norms that accompany it (Crockett & Hayes, 2011; Pham et al.,
2019), which is where career centers and other related offices can assist.

Student Visa Challenges

Students often face additional challenges in obtaining a visa to attend a HEI in the
United States or work upon graduation (Han et al., 2015; Pottie-Sherman, 2018; Todoran &
Peterson, 2019). Administrators and students have faced challenges with the student visa system
for over 20 years, dating back to when the first electronic system was created to track
international students studying in the United States (Urias & Yeakey, 2009). Abuse of the
student visa system by some foreign nationals necessitated better tracking to increase safety and
security. Still, the Student and Exchange Visitor Information System (SEVIS) and ICE
regulations have become so complicated that many international student specialists at HEIs
spend the majority of their time on compliance issues rather than assisting students.

In recent years, obtaining a visa to study in the United States has become quite arduous
and unpredictable (Pottie-Sherman, 2018). The previous presidential administration increased

bureaucracy, costs, and hurdles for students to enroll at HEIs, which put a strain on
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administrators and students alike (Wong, 2019). International education administrators have
cited the increased denial of student visas as one of the main contributing factors for decreased
ISE at U.S. institutions (Wong, 2019). Additionally, highly visible proclamations like travel bans
have left many international students from targeted countries in limbo or denied when returning
to the United States (Pottie-Sherman, 2018; Todoran & Peterson, 2019). One study found that
student applications from Muslim-majority countries declined at a much higher rate than non-
Muslim-majority countries (Van De Walker & Slate, 2019). Similarly, Muslim majority
countries’ applications fell after the 9/11 attacks (Urias & Yeakey, 2009). Many U.S. HEIs have
strived to overcome the negative messaging with nationwide campaigns like “You are Welcome
Here,” which assures international students that they will find a supportive community at their
HEI (Fisher, 2020). It remains to be seen how long HEIs can counteract the increasingly hostile
rhetoric toward international students and immigrants in general from the U.S. government and
leadership.

Mandates from ICE during the COVID-19 pandemic increased the unpredictability and
challenges for students who come to the United States. In the summer of 2020, ICE implemented
and quickly rescinded guidance that barred international students from staying in the United
States if all of their classes were held online in the Fall 2020 semester (Durkee, 2020). New
international students who had classes solely online could not enter the United States (Durkee,
2020). This provides more evidence for the seemingly unwelcoming nature of the United States
for international students. Even though obtaining a student visa has become more complicated, it
is considerably easier than trying to work in the United States longer than a few years after

graduation.
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Optional Practical Training

OPT is a temporary employment opportunity that international students can utilize after
graduating from a college or university (USCIS, n.d.-b). Students must first apply for OPT and
find a job related to their field of study, and then they can work for 12 months. Students who
receive a degree in a science, technology, engineering, or math (STEM) field can apply for a 24-
month extension, bringing their total postgraduate work opportunity to three years in the United
States (USCIS, n.d.-b). The original STEM 17-month extension legislation was passed in 2008,
which coincided with the exponential rise in international student numbers (Demirci, 2019). In
2016, STEM OPT was extended to 24 months. Pre-Completion OPT or Curricular Practical
Training (CPT) provides another employment opportunity for international students while still
enrolled at a HEI. After one year of enrollment, students can work full-time when they are not in
school and part-time when they are registered. All CPT and OPT full-time positions have to be
related to students’ field of study, and they are unable to take an off-campus job during the
academic year like domestic students (USCIS, n.d.-b).

International students widely use the OPT program. In 2014, 68% of international
students graduating with a Ph.D. applied for OPT (Wadman & Stone, 2017). Over 1.5 million
students utilized the OPT program from 2004 to 2016, more than half of whom were in STEM
fields (Ruiz & Budiman, 2018). Since there is no cap on the number of students that can receive
OPT, as ISE has grown in the United States, so has OPT. OPT grew at least 20% each year from
2008 to 2016 when the STEM extension was implemented (Grimm, 2019; IIE, 2019). All
graduating international students are eligible for OPT, but it can be extremely challenging to find

a job and even have the OPT paperwork approved in time to begin a job.
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While all international graduates have access to the OPT program, which enables
international students to work from one to three years after graduation, recent federal regulations
have made obtaining OPT even more challenging (Pottie-Sherman, 2018). OPT regulations and
opportunities expanded during the Bush and Obama presidential administrations, but it was still
quite challenging for international students to find a job. Considering that one of the main
reasons international students choose to study in the United States is to better their employment
opportunities, most students desire to temporarily work in the United States to gain work
experience (Loo et al., 2017; Ruiz & Budiman, 2018). Unfortunately, student visa and OPT
regulations have become more complex and exclusionary in recent years. There was a lawsuit
from labor union officials who wanted to eliminate the OPT program (Redden, 2019), that
fortunately was recently struck down by a federal judge (Redden, 2021). This lawsuit
demonstrates the fragility of the OPT program, which is vital to international student
employment opportunities in the United States.

Research has shown that increased employment and immigration opportunities can lead
to increased ISE both in the United States and in other countries (Ilieva, 2017), so it is quite
possible that elimination of the OPT program would drastically reduce the number of
international students who choose to study in the United States. A recent empirical analysis of
the initial STEM OPT extension in 2008 found that the increased work authorization opportunity
did lead to more students staying in the United States temporarily after graduation and taking
advantage of the program (Demirci, 2019). Ilieva (2017) found that when political events
occurred — whether terrorist attacks, immigration restrictions, or other related events — ISE was

temporarily diverted to other countries. The next viable pathway for international students who
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want to work in the United States is the H-1B non-immigrant visa, which can be even more
challenging to obtain than OPT.
H-1B Visas

The H1-B work authorization visa, which can be used after OPT expires or directly after
graduation, is not easy to navigate. Additionally, employees and employers have little influence
on who is approved (Shih, 2016). This temporary nonimmigrant status is granted for three years,
with a one-time extension for a maximum of six years (American Immigration Council [AIC],
2020). Added together with the STEM OPT extension, international students can potentially
work in the United States for nine years before applying for permanent residency status. This
pathway is complex for postgraduates to tread (Shih, 2016). The H-1B program was initiated in
1990 with an initial limit of 65,000 visas each year, and an extension of 20,000 for U.S. degree
holders. As the international student numbers have grown, the immigration pipeline has shrunk
because the H-1B cap has not increased, excluding 1999-2004 (AIC, 2000). Every year since
2000, the H-1B visa applications have exceeded 85,000, which triggers a lottery system of who
is awarded the visa (AIC, 2020).

Contrary to some policymakers’ objections that the H-1B visa program hurts American
citizens, studies have shown that cities with high numbers of H-1B workers saw even greater
wage growth for American citizens (AIC, 2020). Shih (2016) found that a decrease in the H-1B
cap led to reduced international student numbers, particularly from countries like India that
receive a disproportionate number of H-1B visas. Demirci (2019) found that students who
utilized the STEM OPT extension were more likely to obtain an H-1B visa, tentatively showing
that the increased employment time can provide postgraduates with more time to prove their

professional value to their employer and USCIS. However, most H-1B visas go to immigrants
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who did not complete an academic program in the United States. In 2010, only 35% of H-1B
visas went to former international students (Ruiz, 2014).

Although the H-1B visa cap has not decreased recently, the filing process and costs have
increased, and the process has become more complex and challenging for employers to navigate
(AIC, 2020). These continual challenges and limited H-1B visa availability may discourage
students from coming to study in the United States (Demirci, 2019; Shih, 2016). Although some
legislators have proposed a pathway to permanent residency for international student graduates,
this is unlikely in the current divided political climate. At a time when other countries are
increasing their postgraduate employment opportunities and expanding immigration for highly
skilled workers (Grimm, 2019; Sa & Sabzalieva, 2018), the United States is moving in the
opposite direction (Redden, 2019).

Other Countries’ Immigration Policies and International Student Enrollment

This section compares immigration policies and trends of three other top host countries:
The United Kingdom (U.K.), Australia, and Canada. The United States has been the most
popular host country for international students since data collection began (OECD, 2019).
Nonetheless, the global proportion of international students that study in the United States has
continued to decrease as other countries increase their HEI capacity, change their immigration
policies, and develop stronger economies (Gribble, 2008; OECD, 2019). Part of the reason the
United States has been able to enroll large numbers of students is its capacity. International
students comprise less than 5% of the total college student population in the United States, but
other popular host countries have much higher international to domestic student percentages
(IIE, 2019; OECD, 2019). As of 2017, Canada had 11% ISE, the U.K had 19%, and Australia

had 25 % (Sa & Sabzalieva, 2018). Additionally, as U.S. ISE recently declined, other
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Anglophone and developed countries increased their ISE. In particular, Canada has seen
exponential growth in recent years as the United States has experienced declines (OECD, 2019).

Globalization has ignited the debate of merit-based immigration and the reality that the
United States needs more highly skilled immigrants to compete in a knowledge-based economy
(Gesing & Glass, 2019; Ruiz, 2014). However, subversive political rhetoric and immigration
policies have underscored this reality and made it more difficult to attract and retain highly
skilled immigrants (Pottie-Sherman, 2018). The United States is unique in its immigration and
visa policy because it is primarily structured around family reunification instead of merit and a
point-based system (PBS), like virtually all other developed countries (Pottie-Sherman, 2013).
The creation of the H-1B visa in 1990 and OPT in 1992 created steppingstones to residency and
potential pathways for international students, but these programs’ explicit goal is for temporary
experiences (Grimm, 2019). Recent attempts to shutter or decrease the OPT and H-1B programs
(Redden, 2019), as well as the 2020 ICE guidance that attempted to send students taking online
courses to their home countries during a pandemic (Durkee, 2020), portray the United States as
an unwelcome place to study.

On the contrary, other major receiving host countries have continued to open their
borders and create more student visa and immigration pathways. Canada, in particular, offers a
pathway to residency for international students that graduate from a Canadian HEI (Gribble,
2008). Canada’s government even has a “Come to Canada” tool and detailed charts online that
help students find the best pathway to work and remain in Canada (Government of Canada, n.d.).
Australia moved from a family reunification immigration focus to a PBS in the 1990s, similar to
the Canadian system. Australia offers a similar program to OPT called the Temporary Graduate

Visa, allowing students to obtain enough points to qualify for permanent residency (Grimm,
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2019). Although Australia has also struggled with the some of the same social and political
backlash to immigrants in recent years as the United States, they have continued to welcome
international students in a unified higher education recruitment policy, which has led to ISE as
their third highest-grossing import service (Grimm, 2019). The U.K has experienced similar
challenges to the United States due to Brexit and political tensions. They also lost a proportion of
international student market share, although their ISE has continued to increase, even in recent
years (Walsh, 2020). The U.K.’s PBS and ISE strategy has prioritized non-European Union (EU)
students for international enrollment but prioritized EU residents in obtaining work visas after
graduation (She & Wotherspoon, 2013). They plan to adjust their work visa policy to make it
more accessible for international students after the 2020/21 academic year, reverting to the
system in place before 2012 (Walsh, 2020). In an analysis of the different ISE and policy and
policy influences of the four countries between 2000-2016, however, Sa and Sabzalieva (2018)
found that the challenging policies did not prevent growth. Much has changed since 2016, and it
remains to be seen how ISE in the United States will continue with the present obstacles.
Tuition Costs and Fees

While most international students can provide funding for their education through family
and other personal means, many students are also frequently burdened by the cost of tuition (IIE,
2015; Krsmanovic & Sabina, 2020). There are mixed results in the literature about the impact of
tuition rates on enrollment. Zhang (2007) found that tuition increases did not significantly impact
student enrollment at U.S. HEIs, although the author did not examine international students.
Bowman and Bastedo (2009) found that enrollment at liberal arts institutions increased when

tuition increased, potentially serving as a proxy for quality. Another study found that tuition rates
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did not significantly impact the enrollment of international students at a particular university
(Chen et al., 2019).

The overall costs for attending college, including tuition, fees, room, and board, increased
by 31% at public institutions and 24% at private institutions from 2007 to 2017 (NCES, 2017).
Increased tuition coincided with an 85% growth in ISE (IIE, 2019). While the raw numbers
indicate that increased tuition rates were not a deterrent for international students, the biggest
increase in ISE came from students in higher-income countries like China (IIE, 2019). Only
looking at an overall ISE growth does not consider the impact that increased tuition may have on
graduate students or students from less-wealthy countries.

International students are frequently charged higher tuition rates and fees than domestic
students and out-of-state students at public institutions (Krsmanovic & Sabina, 2020). A recent
study by Krsmanovic and Sabina (2020) that examined 229 public HEIs found that 14% of HEIs
charged higher tuition rates for international students than out-of-state students. They also found
that on average, undergraduate international students paid almost $300 per semester in fees, and
graduate international students paid $250. Several studies have examined whether increased
international student numbers have coincided with decreased state appropriations or net tuition
revenue, highlighting ISE’s potential importance for financial stability at U.S. HEIs (Cantwell,
2015; Komissarova, 2020; Macrander, 2017a; Shen, 2016). Macrander (2017a) and Shen (2016)
found that a decrease in state appropriations was significantly correlated with increased
international student enrollment. Cantwell (2015) found that for some HEIs, more significant
numbers of international students led to higher tuition revenues.

Although international students have continued to enroll at U.S. HEIs even with

increased tuition costs, a report from the IIE (2015) found that 62% of international students
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believe that U.S. HEIs are too expensive. The rising cost of tuition was also identified in another
report as one of the main reasons that international students choose to study outside of the United
States (International Trade Administration [ITA], 2016). International students are also unable to
apply for loans or work off-campus to support themselves during school (USCIS, n.d.-b). As
tuition continues to rise, visa challenges mount, and other countries grow the capacity and
quality of their higher education systems, it is likely that the ISE in the United States will
continue to decline. This study will examine whether tuition plays a role in ISE at individual
institutions over 16 years, which is an understudied aspect of economic influencers on ISE.
Economic Opportunities in Cities and States

The United States is economically prosperous, but wealth and job opportunities are
disproportionally located in individual states or urban areas (Ruiz, 2014). Worldwide, people are
moving to urban areas to obtain better employment opportunities (United Nations [UN], 2018).
By 2030, 60% of the world’s population is projected to live in an urban area (UN, 2018). Little
research has been conducted to determine if international students are influenced by the city’s
economic vitality, state, or region where their HEI is located. It is a logical to imagine that if
international students are drawn to study in the United States because of economic potential, they
may prefer to study in an economically prosperous state or city where they can build their human
capital and networks for future job opportunities (Bourdieu, 1986; Ruiz, 2014). This connects to
data that shows that students often chose to stay in the same metro area as their university to
complete their OPT (Ruiz, 2014; Ruiz & Budiman, 2018). According to Ruiz and Budiman’s
analyses (2018), OPT graduate retentions ranged from 85% for the New York City metro area to
7% for the Springfield, IL area. In terms of attracting other international student graduates and

retaining their own, the Seattle metro area topped the list with a 52 % growth in international
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student graduates living in the area (Ruiz & Budiman, 2018). The top seven states with the
largest international student populations in 2019 were also among the top ten states with the
highest GDP, an indicator of economic vitality (BEA, 2020; IIE, 2019).

Two empirical studies explored how the economic vitality of a HEI’s surrounding area
affects ISE. Chen and colleagues (2019) did not find a significant effect of ISE’s local
unemployment rates over time, but they only examined one HEI. In a rare study that examined
how state economic conditions might connect to net tuition growth and ISE, Komissarova (2020)
found that states with better financial health enrolled more international students during the last
15 years. Although it is doubtful that international students directly consider the GDP and the
state’s economic stability, it connects to students’ desire to obtain gainful employment upon
graduation in the United States (Loo et al., 2017; Musumba et al., 2011).

Section Summary

This section discussed important immigration, economic, and employment factors that
may influence or contribute to international students’ choice to study in the United States. This
included career resources at HEIs, visa challenges, OPT, H-1B visa, tuition and fees, and how
economic opportunities in individual states or cities may connect to ISE. A discussion of other
countries’ immigration and postgraduate employment policies was also included to provide a
global context. International students are increasingly focused on employment outcomes. The
idea of paying exorbitant tuition fees with the unlikelihood of obtaining a job in the United States
after graduation is not a viable long-term solution (Ammigan, 2019). The inaccessibility of the
H-1B visa, the recent challenges of the OPT program, and the unregulated numbers of enrolled
international students create a crowded pipeline where it becomes even more essential that

international students are well prepared to obtain a job in the United States (Shih, 2016). To
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advocate for changes in policies at the national and state levels, it is critical to understand how
economic and employment factors contribute to international student enrollment. This research
study will examine the connection between OPT and ISE, how ISE is related to tuition increases
over time, and how ISE may connect to a HEI’s state’s economic conditions. The next section
will discuss different aspects of geographical and spatial factors.
Geographical and Spatial Factors

The national context of a HEI is an important motivation for many students, and studies
have found that students often choose a country before they even search for a specific HEI
(Branco Oliveira & Soares, 2016; Dill & Soo, 2005; Marginson, 2006). Much empirical research
has focused on the appeal of a specific host country, and general desirable institutional
characteristics over the city, state, or other regional features. This study goes beyond the
common focus of the nation in ISE research. It examines other layers of international students’
decision-making process, including the state and city factors that are often interwoven with the
HEI. This section discusses international student motivations related to the national, state, city,
and institutional levels in the United States and how worldwide regional mobility is impacting
ISE more broadly.
Importance of Location for International Students

A HET’s national location has proven to be one of the most foremost factors in the
decision-making process for international students (Rafi, 2018). Most research studies have
examined students’ choices based on the host country. There is still much to discover about the
flows of ISE beyond the national typography. Studies have shown that students prioritize the
country before the institution, but the most academically minded students focus on the ranking

and the institution before the national context (Branco Oliveira & Soares, 2016; Marginson,
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2006). Students may often see the benefits of studying in a specific country available at most
HEIs they could choose (Nicholls, 2018). The location of a student’s tertiary education
institution is a key factor in their decision-making process, even though it may not be as crucial
as other factors like academic quality and employment opportunities (Rafi, 2018). Nicholls
(2018) conducted a systematic literature review and found that the institution’s location (beyond
the national level) was infrequently listed as a primary reason for students selecting their
particular institution. Rafi (2018) found that students considered the climate and geographic
location after they determined the HEI to be highly ranked. The specific institutional location
may have more influence on non-degree seeking, exchange students, as demonstrated by
Gallarza and colleagues (2017) who examined study abroad students in Spain. Students who
choose to study overseas for their full degree may not be as concerned with the institution’s
location beyond the national context, academic programs, and economic potential of the specific
HEI (Marginson, 2006).
National Level Mobility

The United States has one of the most developed and extensive higher education systems
in the world. However, many other national higher education systems like Singapore, the United
Arab Emirates, and Malaysia have made significant progress in the last 30 years (Altbach &
Knight, 2007; Kondakci et al., 2018). Although the United States welcomes the largest number
of international students and has the largest capacity, a unified global student recruitment plan in
the United States has not been prioritized like in many other countries (James-MacEachern,
2018). As discussed in earlier sections, international students that choose the United States do so
primarily because of the academic reputation, institutional prestige, and economic opportunities

(Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Nicholls, 2018). English as a medium of instruction is key to growth
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in the international student market, exemplified by the student growth in English-speaking
programs in non-English-speaking countries like China and Germany (OECD, 2019).
International students are viewed as a way to bring prestige to one’s university, increase the
knowledge economy, and bring more revenue to the host country in general (Altbach & Knight,
2007; Delgado-Marquez et al., 2013). The United States has been able to rely on the demand and
desire for its HEIs with ISE, so many institutions can benefit and receive international students
without many strategies simply because they are located in the United States (Marginson, 2006).
Most empirical studies that examine international students’ decision-making processes
have considered the national level (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Wei, 2013). One of the most
commonly used frameworks for ISE, the Push-Pull theory, looks at what “pulls” a student to a
particular country and “pushes” them from their home country (Altbach, 2004; Mazzarol &
Soutar, 2002). This focuses solely on national characteristics. Other theories are similar in that
they stipulate several steps: International students first have to decide that they want to obtain a
credential abroad, then choose a country, then select an institution (Branco Oliveira & Soares,
2016). Bohman (2014) modified a common framework for the community college sector, which
added a step for international students to decide the type of institution most suited for them.
Multiple studies have shown that international students typically choose the country they want to
study before choosing a particular institution (Marginson, 2006; Souto-Otero & Enders, 2017).
UNESCO and OECD collect data on country-level mobility. Solely thinking in terms of national-
level mobility misses the importance that global cities and regions play. There needs to be more
research that moves beyond methodological nationalism and examines the role that embedded
cities and states may play. Much research examines data that is easily quantified and available,

which is aggregated by the nation. Other studies investigate students at one or two institutions to
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determine why they selected that university (Chen et al., 2019; Nicholls, 2018; Urban & Palmer,
2016). The trends and decisions are often extrapolated to a national level, which may not
accurately explain the phenomenon. This study will contribute to push back against
methodological nationalism by examining the impact of the HEI’s location on ISE, not solely
defined by national characteristics.

Worldwide, more students are choosing to study closer to home, potentially due to cost,
growing higher education capacity, or to be closer to family (Kondakci et al., 2018).
Additionally, countries in the same region tend to have similar cultural and religious tendencies,
which is a factor that influences students choosing a regional location (Ahmad et al., 2016;
Perkins & Neumayer, 2014; Van Alebeek & Wilson, 2019). An institution’s location may be
even more important when students choose to stay closer to home or in the same region.
Worldwide Regional Mobility and Emerging Destinations

ISE has continued to diversify as more people study outside their borders, and as
countries around the world develop greater higher education capacity (Perkins & Neumayer,
2014). Developed, mostly Western countries, were well-positioned to receive the largest
numbers of international students in the 20th century, but the 21st century has ushered in the
beginning of a new era in higher education (Altbach & Knight, 2007). Regional hubs appear to
provide more affordable opportunities for students to gain an international perspective and aid in
developing the host country. Students who choose regional hubs are not typically students who
would choose to study in a Western country if they had the chance (Ahmad et al., 2016;
Kondakei et al., 2018; Wilkins et al., 2012). They have different circumstances, goals, and
characteristics, then traditional students who historically study abroad. This may include

financial constraints or family concerns (Wilkins et al., 2012). Historical, political, and cultural
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proximity are major pull factors to regional destinations, but they also have similar push factors
from their home countries (Ahmad et al., 2016; Kondakeci et al., 2018). Students are not typically
pulled to the regional hub’s destination country based on the academic performance, contrary to
what is often seen for major receiving countries like the United States and the United Kingdom
(Kondakeci et al., 2018; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). Students who attend an international
institution in their regional network tend to come from developing countries, while wealthier
students, or students from developed countries, can afford to study in any location (Nicholls,
2018). The growth of regional mobility worldwide shows the importance of location and
geographical factors on ISE and tertiary education.

Although Anglophone, developed countries top the list for international student
destinations, historical and colonial legacies have provided a pipeline for many countries
(Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; OECD, 2019). This can be particularly pronounced when examining
ISE from a regional level. Perkins and Neumayer (2014) found that a colonial linkage doubles
international students’ flow, while a common language increases the flow by four times. They
discovered that colonial and language similarities were more important for international student
choice than university quality (Perkins & Neumayer, 2014). As an example, almost 35% of
Portugal's international students come from Brazil, which is a former colony of Portugal and is
Portuguese speaking. An additional 13% come from Angola, a former Portuguese colony
(UNESCO, 2020) Cairns and Sargsyan (2019) found that Armenian students were attracted to
study in specific countries with large Armenian diasporas. Other studies have found that trade
and political linkages can impact international student rates (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002;

McMahon, 1992; Wei, 2013).



47

Students’ flow from developing to developed countries, in line with the WST utilized in
this study, has summarized and explained the vast majority of ISE flows until the last few
decades (Kondakeci et al., 2018). ISE has diversified and proliferated due to political tensions
shifting, the growth of higher education institutions in developing countries, and intentional
immigration and visa policies to welcome international students (Kondakci et al., 2018). Wei
(2013) found that traditional destinations were still dominant, but that other locations were more
attractive for international students. As the worldwide wealth disparity decreases between
different countries, the historical, colonial, and language linkages may provide a more important
rationale for students. Suppose students can receive a good education and economic benefits in
countries where they share a common culture. In that case, more students may choose to study in
similar locations or close to home (Kondakci et al., 2018). More research is being conducted
about ISE regionally, but there is still much unknown about the importance that international
students place on U.S. states or cities.

State Level Mobility

Examining ISE through the lens of a particular U.S. state is not commonly seen or
discussed within the academic literature. A notable exception is Nicholls (2018) who examined
Michigan State University students’ decision to study in Michigan. Participants listed the factors
unique to the state of Michigan or the campus location among the least important factors in their
decisions. However, they did prioritize the safety and security of Michigan over other state-level
factors (Nicholls, 2018). Domestic undergraduate students seemed to be more impacted by the
campus and the surrounding area than international students. However, it may be the case that
students are not aware of how the state they choose connects to their HEI choice. This could tie

into the state’s economic vitality and the increased job opportunities if students build
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connections in a well-resourced state. A recent study examined how state-level economic
conditions connected to ISE and found that states with healthier economies enrolled more
international students (Komissarova, 2020).

Although research is sparse that connects the state location with international students’
decisions, few noteworthy studies examine the choices of out-of-state domestic students, which
may parallel international students’ motivations (Gonzalez Canché, 2018; Zhang, 2007). Similar
to how 61% of international students attended a doctoral, research-intensive university from
2008 to 2012 (IIE, 2019; Ruiz, 2014), 66% of out-of-state domestic students enrolled at doctoral
research institutions, while only five percent enrolled at baccalaureate institutions (Zhang, 2007).
Well-resourced international students are usually better able to travel further for college,
consistent with how out-of-state students typically have the financial means to support moving
further away from home (Gonzalez Canché, 2018).

At face level, it seems that individual states in the United States are more attractive to
international students. The largest international student populations in the United States reside in
immigrant and international-populated states like Texas, Florida, California, and New York (IIE,
2019; Yao & Tong, 2018). These states have also experienced the greatest international student
growth in the last decade, suggesting that student numbers may compound for further
development (Yao & Tong, 2018). More empirical analysis is warranted to understand how the
state may connect to ISE.

City-Level Mobility

There is scarce empirical research regarding a city or urban area’s impact on international

students’ decision-making. In today’s globalized world, it is not hard to imagine that a city’s

geographic importance could bypass the national context for a prospective international student,
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where cities become more important than the country. For example, students may want to study
in a cosmopolitan city, be it New York, Hong Kong, or London. The United States in particular,
is not a unified labor or higher education market. Rather, it is better defined by the hundreds of

metro areas that have distinctive economic and educational characteristics (Ruiz, 2014).

Cubillo, Sanchez, and Cerviiio (2006) listed the city as one of the significant factors in
students’ motivations to obtain a credential abroad, after the personal decision to study overseas
and the country. The researchers theorized that the safety, cost of living, social activities, and the
international environment could be important (Cubillo et al., 2006). Although Yao and Tong
(2018) examined IIE state data, their Global Information Systems map showed the top five
institutions in each state that enrolled international students were skewed toward urban areas and
cities, suggesting that it is instead the metropolitan area rather than the state that attracts students.
The United States is unique because of each state’s ability to govern its affairs and set their
policies to a large extent. The state where a city is located does impact the way the city is
governed and likely perceived as well. Therefore, a particular city’s state may be more critical in
the United States than in other countries.

Much of the research about international students and urban areas relates to how students
make their home and find attachment in their new environment (Prazeres, 2018). One study
found that students identify their host city as a place of belonging rather than the actual country
(Prazeres, 2018). International students appreciate a multicultural and international environment
where they can meet like-minded people (Ammigan, 2019), which may be more likely to occur
in urban areas with more diverse populations. Relatedly, one study found that urban community
colleges enroll higher numbers of international students and have a higher commitment to

internationalization (Bégin-Caouette, 2013). In urban development literature, a study discussed
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the increased studentification of a city with many international students. Studentification is the
student population’s effect on an urban area, particularly around a college (Malet Calvo, 2018).
Other urban areas have likely experienced similar transformations with international student
enrollments’ large growth in the first half of the 2010s (IIE, 2019).

The Brookings Institution has focused on the importance of Global Cities in one of its
recent initiatives to equip metropolitan leaders with the information, policy implications, and
data to better position themselves globally (Ruiz, 2014). Ruiz’s 2014 report emphasized the role
that HEISs in cities play in enrolling international students. He found that from 2008 to 2012, 85%
of international students attended a HEI in one of 118 cities, with a third of those students
concentrated in only ten different cities (Ruiz, 2014). In the same five-year period, smaller cities
experienced the fastest international student growth and had some of the highest percentages of
international to domestic student ratios. Although several large land-grant institutions appeared
on the list of cities with the highest international student populations due to their large numbers
of international students, cities with multiple HEIs where international students could enroll had
higher ISE overall (Ruiz, 2014). This report by Ruiz (2014) provides some of the only research
about international students studying in metropolitan areas in the United States. This study will
use the campus setting as a control variable, categorizing a HEI based on its urban location.
Institutional Level

This section has covered various geographical and spatial levels that affect ISE, be it at
the national, state, city, or worldwide regional level. Discussing the institutional level is nuanced
because a HEI is both autonomous from its physical location (city, state, and nation) and
embedded in its area’s culture and economy. In theory, the same academic programs, faculty,

student services, and research could occur in New York City or small-town Nevada. However,
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HEIs both simultaneously shape and are shaped by their surroundings. Even though the influence
of a HEI’s location may be better explained by the city, state, or country, it is important to
discuss the influence of a HEI’s unique offerings because it is an important aspect of
international students’ decision making.

Academic quality, often conceptualized by ranking, is one crucial institutional factor
discussed in-depth earlier in this chapter. A highly ranked HEI in the United States has a major
advantage in international student recruitment because many international students prioritize the
institution’s ranking over other significant factors (Branco Oliveira & Soares, 2016). In general,
HEIs in the United States are presumed to have a higher academic standard, but the ranking
helps students to differentiate between hundreds of HEIs (Bowman & Bastedo, 2009). Several
other studies have looked at the impact of institutional factors on international students’
decision-making. At the institutional level, the focus is often on the facilities’ quality and the
faculty (Ammigan, 2019; Nicholls, 2018). One study found that international students were the
most satisfied with HEIs that had a strong multicultural classroom environment, which speaks to
the idea that the HEI’s internationalization might impact ISE and the students’ experience
(Ammigan, 2019).

Alfattal (2017) conducted a study that focused on the most important institutional aspects
to international students that differed from domestic students. He found that academic program,
affordability, and reputation were the top three choices of international students that
corresponded to the specific HEIL. Nicholls (2018) also conducted a large-scale survey study at
one doctoral HEI with a large international student population and found that the reputation of
the degree program and the university’s overall reputation were the most important. Van Alebeek

and Wilson (2019) examined international student choice through a qualitative study and found
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that the HEI reputation and study program were critical in helping students choose their HEI.
Many of the leading institutional factors that matter to international students relate to the quality
of the academic programs and the overall university. However, it does vary based on each
student. There are several institutional characteristics that I used for control variables in this
study, including the HEI Carnegie classification and student population.
Section Summary

International students’ focus on location for their HEI decision is an unevenly studied
phenomenon. Much attention has been paid to the importance of the host country, but the city
and state-level remain underdeveloped. Institutional characteristics are incredibly important and
often distinct from its embedded location. This section discussed literature surrounding national,
city, state, and institutional mobility motivations, the overall importance that students place on
location, and how worldwide regional mobility is slightly shifting the patterns and flows of ISE.

Chapter Summary

The literature reviewed in this chapter has demonstrated a complex array of
characteristics and factors that influence international students’ decision to study in the United
States. In particular, this chapter focused on the importance of institutional prestige, immigration,
employment, economic factors, and geographical and spatial factors. World-systems theory
provided a rationale for the overall focus on ISE in the United States. Additionally, human
capital theory highlighted the individual motivations that international students might have when
enrolling at a U.S. HEIL ISE in the United States has increased and changed in the last 20 years,
making the time-series and longitudinal analysis of this study critical for understanding the
impact of the selecte