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Based on 2013 data from UNESCO, China sent over 
710,000 students to study abroad. 1 Some observers 
believe that this figure is low. It is likely, however, 
that at least 30-40 percent of all Chinese students 
studying abroad are studying in the United States. 
The economic impact of these students on the U.S. 
economy is significant, and the Bureau of Economic 
Analysis reports that in 2014 (the most recent data 
available) U.S. exports of education services (tuition, 
fees, and living expenses) to China reached $9.8 
billion.2 
 
Level and Fields of Study for Chinese Students 
 
Chinese students are fairly evenly split with 39.6 
percent of Chinese students in the United States 
studying at the graduate level and 41 percent 
enrolled as undergraduates. The remaining Chinese 
students are enrolled either in “optional practical 
training” or “other.”3 
 
As with many other countries, the STEM fields 
(science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) 
are the largest fields of study for Chinese students. 
STEM fields attracted 42.4 percent of Chinese 
students during the 2014/15 academic year. 
Meanwhile, business and management attracted 
26.5 percent, and the social sciences, attracted 7.8 
percent.4 
 

Chinese students are broadly distributed throughout 
the regions of the United States, including the East 
Coast, West Coast, South and Middle West. The 10 
states welcoming the most international students 
account for about 62 percent all international 
students in the United States. These same 10 states 
also account for about 63 percent of all Chinese 
students in the United States. In nine of the top 10 
states, Chinese students are the largest national 
student group and account for 30 percent to 40 
percent of all international students. The 10 states 
are California, New York, Texas, Massachusetts, 
Illinois, Pennsylvania, Florida, Ohio, Michigan, and 
Indiana.5  
 
Future Growth/Opportunities 
 
A growing middle-class allows more Chinese families 
to send their children abroad for their tertiary 
education. On the other hand, future growth in the 
number of Chinese students studying in the United 
States is tempered by: the slowdown of China’s 
economy, a devalued currency6, and the shrinking 
number of college-age Chinese students7. 
 
Factors Which Might Dampen Future Growth 
 
It is unlikely that the exponential growth in Chinese 
students studying in the United States of the last 
decade will continue indefinitely. U.S. institutions  
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China remains the largest single source of international students studying 
in the United States. In 2014/15, China sent 304,040 students to the 
United States, an increase of 10.8 percent from 2013/14. Chinese students 
make up a commanding 31 percent of all international students in the 
United States.1 
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Figure 1: Chinese Students in the United States 
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Source: Historical Data - Institute of International Education. (2015), Open Doors 
Forecast: International Trade Administration estimates.  

 
are increasingly focused on diversifying their 
campuses and are hesitant to depend on foreign 
students from any individual country. In addition, 
the Chinese Government has significantly increased 
its efforts to build universities in China, which could 
emerge as new competitors to U.S. institutions. 
Chinese institutions are also under pressure from the 
government to offer academic programs that 
facilitate an easier segue way to employment. 
Finally, other English-speaking countries also offer 
education in English and at a lower cost in tuition 
and fees than many U.S. institutions.  
 
Both the Commerce Department’s U.S. & Foreign 
Commercial Service and the State Department’s 
EducationUSA offer information and guidance on 
recruitment of Chinese students for U.S. institutions. 
ITA has not organized a recent education trade 
mission to China, as several private sector 
organizations offer help in recruiting students in  

 
China. Furthermore, U.S. institutions are offering 
Chinese-speaking advisors and staff members to  
attract more Chinese students. The Internet and 
social media are also critical components to 
successful recruitment efforts. In China, and many 
other parts of Asia, it is important to supplement 
online recruitment efforts with face-to-face 
recruitment efforts, such as student fairs, because 
Chinese parents (many of whom do not possess 
strong English-language capability) play a large role  
in determining whether and where their son or 
daughter will attend university. 
 
It is also important to note that Chinese families 
from smaller cities in China’s interior provinces have 
the financial resources and interest to participate in 
studying abroad. Second and third-tier Chinese cities 
are an excellent market for U.S. schools and colleges 
interested in recruiting Chinese students.  
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