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Fed-up overseas students begin lobbying for return to China
Young researchers have been locked out of labs and clinics for 10 months because of Covid
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International students enrolled at universities in 
mainland China, who are facing the possibility of being 
shut out of the country for a year, are becoming 
increasingly vocal about being allowed back to resume 
their studies.

Their recent actions have included collecting signatures 
for letters, producing an appeal video and enquiring 
with both Chinese consulates overseas and foreign 
consulates in China.

Hopes that overseas students can return before the end 
of the year are dimming, as Beijing further tightened 
controls this month to bar all non-Chinese nationals 
from the UK, France, Russia, India and other countries.

Normally, China hosts almost 500,000 international students a year, but the government claims that there have 
been no Covid cases (https://www.timeshighereducation.com/blog/what-can-west-learn-china-about-keeping-
campuses-covid-free) on any mainland Chinese campus since August − and it intends to keep things that way.

“I think the Chinese government is cautious because the government does not want to see imported infection cases, 
which would harm anti-Covid measures,” Ka Ho Mok, vice-president and dean of the School of Graduate Studies at 
Lingnan University Hong Kong (https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/lingnan-
university-hong-kong), told Times Higher Education.

Professor Mok, an expert in comparative higher education policy, urged patience. “As China is the first country in the 
globe to recover in terms of economic development, I think people and students in other parts of the globe would 
still be interested to study in China when the global health crisis is stable and national borders reopen.”
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However, the entry block is a pressing concern for students stuck midway through their studies.

A British chemist working towards her PhD at a Chinese university told THE that, like many international students, 
she left the country during the Chinese New Year holidays in January and has not been able to return.

“This [policy] leads to schools banning students from returning to China if they were abroad,” she said. “I cannot 
complete my work remotely at all, as it is completely lab-based,” she said. “My PhD will be suspended and delayed 
until I’m able to return; however, it will reduce my chances of completing my PhD in the time limit, as some 
universities only allow enrolment for a maximum of five years.”

About 1,000 foreign students wrote in a bilingual Chinese-English appeal that “China is our second home, so of 
course we will keep China safe at any cost” and promised to adhere to the mandatory 14-day quarantine and other 
restrictions.

“We, as students, contribute to university budgets,” they wrote. “We are creating cutting-edge technologies that will 
hugely benefit China in the future, and some of us are even pursuing our own start-ups in China, too.”

The problem appears greatest for final-year students with pending clinical, lab or work-study assignments. If they 
cannot secure internships and placements soon, their applications for postgraduate work or jobs could be delayed 
by a full year. And that is not to mention the fact that many of these students are still paying for rent and tuition in 
China, while scholarship money has been cut.

Some of the frustration, it appears, stems from the feeling that rules have been unevenly applied. For example, 
foreign professors and businesspeople can enter China.

“Our work is essentially the same,” said the British PhD candidate, who wished to remain unnamed. “I think using the 
severity of the pandemic is a weak excuse given to students if workers and businesspeople are able to return freely.”
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She also noted that Chinese students could travel between overseas universities and home. “Many Chinese students 
have had planes chartered by UK universities, so to see that sort of treatment in contrast to students who chose to 
study in China and have been waiting indefinitely, it hurts a lot being ignored for so long.”

However, mainland China is not alone in blocking international students.

About a quarter of foreign students enrolled in Australia are still in their home countries, with only a small number 
allowed back via pilot schemes (https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/internationalisation-benefits-
stressed-borders-stay-closed), while New Zealand is letting in (https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/new-
zealand-borders-inch-open-international-students) only some postgraduates engaged in clinical or lab work.

(/hub/p/beating-heart-biotech-research)

Page 2 of 5Fed-up overseas students begin lobbying for return to China | Times Higher Education...

20/11/2020https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/fed-overseas-students-begin-lobbying-re...



Overseas students 
frustrated as China and 
Japan restrict entry 

(/news/overseas-students-
frustrated-china-and-japan-
restrict-entry)

By Joyce Lau (/author/joyce-lau)
5 October

China told to reform 
education model to become 
global student hub 

(/news/china-told-reform-
education-model-become-
global-student-hub)

By Ellie Bothwell (/author/ellie-
bothwell)
3 August

HE leaders question Japan’s 
ban on returning foreigners 

(/news/he-leaders-question-
japans-ban-returning-foreigners)

By Joyce Lau (/author/joyce-lau)
24 July

Asia ‘may compete with UK’ 
on international students 
post-Covid 

(/news/asia-may-compete-uk-
international-students-post-
covid)

By Ellie Bothwell (/author/ellie-
bothwell)
12 June

Grade inflation ‘brakes have 
been applied’ in England 

(/news/grade-inflation-brakes-
have-been-applied-england)

Overseas students ‘would 
rather quarantine than 
defer’ 

(/news/overseas-students-
would-rather-quarantine-defer)

GSM exit ‘shows need for 
insurance plan’ for stranded 
students 

(/news/gsm-exit-shows-need-
insurance-plan-stranded-
students)

Biden gives cautious 
opening to student loan 
forgiveness 

(/news/biden-gives-cautious-
opening-student-loan-
forgiveness)

RELATED ARTICLES 

HAVE YOUR SAY 

Comment *

Please make sure that your comment does not contravene our terms and conditions (/terms-and-conditions/).
Update your username to use in public-facing parts of the site, such as commenting on articles here (/user).

Submit comment

YOU MIGHT ALSO LIKE 

Elsewhere across Asia-Pacific, though, doors are slowly reopening. Most international students are back on campus 
in Hong Kong and Singapore (https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/covid-19-foriegn-students-
singapore-universities-online-classes-13113330), while Taiwan lifted its ban on most overseas students in August. 
Even Japan, which was roundly criticised (https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/overseas-students-
frustrated-china-and-japan-restrict-entry) for its border controls, has allowed some entrants since October.
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