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ABSTRACT

With globalization and the continual growth of studies abroad, many Ph.D.
Students apply to move to other countries for an exchange experience. Many
students elect the United States as their preferred destination, attracted by the
perceived better quality of education. In addition, they may want to specialize
in a field not offered in their home country or want access to specific
laboratories of research. The United States also tries to attract international
Students to its colleges and universities. However, becoming a visiting scholar
is very hard and takes considerable time. Applications and bureaucracy are
cumbersome and major support is required, especially for international
students. This article is a reflection on my experience planning an exchange
experience in the United States during my Ph.D. I also offer recommendations
for improving the experiences of international visiting scholars.
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INTRODUCTION

From the first day of my Ph.D. I have heard, “Pursuing an ambitious
research project with satisfying results is an essential element of every
competitive Ph.D. student.” An educational experience abroad nowadays is
often encouraged, and in some cases even required, by academic institutions,
included the one I am attending. Serving as a visiting scholar or visiting
researcher is important, not only to be more competitive but also to gain
knowledge, learn new or different technologies, improve personal skills, and
gain new cross-cultural competencies (Dwyer, 2004; Pascarella et al., 2001,
Williams, 2005). For this reason, many Ph.D. students try every year to move
to other countries for an exchange experience, especially if they are pursuing
scientific, technological, or business careers (Institute of International
Education, 2017; Naffziger et al., 2008). Often international students elect the
United States as their preferred destination because of the perceived better
quality of education (Chao et al., 2017; Hefner-Bab & Khoshlessan, 2018;
Marks et al., 2018). Furthermore, they want to specialize in an area that may
be not offered in their home country or they want access to specific
laboratories of research (Chao et al., 2017). As an international student, I
agree with these findings. However, I also add that the hundreds of movies
and sitcoms set in typical American colleges that are watched internationally
since childhood may contribute to the desire to live a similar experience. This
hypothesis has never been empirically explored, and it would also be very
hard to demonstrate a correlation, as this movie-influence probably works on
an unconscious level.

Human Resources No.110-73 of 2007 (cited in Hefner-Babb &
Khoshlessan, 2018) stated that the United States has in recent decades tried
to attracting international students to its colleges and universities. In addition,
the internationalization of colleges is a growing global opportunity both
economically and politically for the host countries (Zawacki-Richter &
Bedenlier, 2015). In fact, international students contribute to increased trade
and investment opportunities (Skinner, 2009) and to maintaining positive
relations among countries (Nikias, 2008). Skinner (2009) asserted also that
in the last 30 years the United States has been trying to originate an
international education policy to facilitate the process. For instance, they tried
to ease visa requirements, modify high-priced tuition costs, and increase
scholarships for international students. However, Human Resources No.110-
73 of 2007 (cited in Hefner-Babb & Khoshlessan, 2018) and more recently
Fisher (2017) reported that the visa policies of the American embassies in
foreign countries are often a barrier for international students. Recently,
another study (Springer et al., 2017) underlined also that the college
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admissions process has become more challenging in comparison to one
decade ago.

MY PERSONAL EXPERIENCE

During my Ph.D. program, I started to work on an ambitious project
regarding the moral reasoning of clinical ethics consultants. The project also
included an experiment that involved both American and European subjects,
in order to make a comparison. Given that I had already lived and worked in
the United States, especially on the East Coast, I wanted to pursue further
study there. I also had many helpful contacts. Subsequently, I left my country
and returned to the United States in May 2018 to find a professor interested
in the project who could sponsor me. I did not receive any reimbursement
from my institution for this travel but I was successful in finding what I was
looking for. Later, my application as a scholar was accepted and the professor
who kindly decided to sponsor me declared that she was looking forward to
working with “such a talented student” given my impressive resume. Finally,
we decided to write an agreement with explicit expectations and roles to add
clarity to the contract. This was only the first step of a great and long
partnership between two important academic institutions. Unfortunately, they
told me I had to wait almost 1 year before beginning because of the extended
bureaucratic procedure. Then, 2 months before departure, the professor sent
me a bleak e-mail saying that she could not sponsor me any longer because
of family problems.

I never heard from her again, and I have not been able to find another
professor. Even though she had already started the last final important
document (the formal letter of invitation of the school for the visa
application), no one in her department agreed to substitute for her
(temporarily, or to complete the paperwork). The director of my school sent
a formal letter to the dean of this institution with the hope to highlight the
issue and help me, but the dean has not responded either. I was not looking
for full-time mentoring but only for general collaboration, supervision, and
sponsorship. In fact, a multidisciplinary team composed of other external
Americans experts would have supported me. Furthermore, everything was
ready for my departure and had been planned: classes to attend, the next steps
of the research, where to live, etc. I needed to interview many subjects and
wished to conduct an experiment with the use of a neuroimaging technique.

In total, I contacted 39 professors from six different states (in alphabetic
order, California, Connecticut, New York, Massachusetts, Minnesota, and
Rhode Island) I wrote to their official academic address between Fall 2018
and Winter 2019. First of all, I emailed those who were working in the same
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department and school that I supposed to attend so I could avoid starting a
new application or restarting the long demanding bureaucracy work.
Moreover, they knew their colleague well and they had similar research
interests. Later, I extended my search to institutions and labs based in other
American states that could support my research. Some of the keywords I used
during a first selection were “moral reasoning”, “decision-making process”,
“clinical or medical ethics.” Secondly, I carefully chose only those who were
working or had worked recently on projects similar to mine.

In my e-mails, I attached my resume and a brief presentation of my
project. I also explained the situation of the professor who suddenly could no
longer help me, and communicated that I was at risk of losing my Ph.D. and
scholarship. In order to be promoted to the next year, I had to demonstrate
evidence of my research advancements to a commission. In addition, I needed
to leave soon because in my country the Ph.D. lasts only 3 years and I was
already attending the second year (extension of the program is not possible
except for health issues). Finally, a research experience abroad was a
mandatory commitment.

Of the faculty members contacted, 60% did not respond, and 15% of them
replied very late (over 2 weeks later or after a reminder that was sent to all
those who did not reply in 2 weeks). Although the situation was delicate, their
feedback most of the time was disconcerting and unsympathetic. They replied
that they did not have time for supervising and meeting me even once per
month, or that they did not want to give extra work to their administration
office who would manage the paperwork. Almost no one apologized for the
rejection, gave more detailed explanations, tried to be helpful (perhaps
suggesting another academic member or lab), or showed sympathetic feelings
for my situation.

CONSIDERATIONS
The Discriminative Factor

As already stated, American colleges in the past have promoted the
applications of international students no matter their cultural, religious, or
racial backgrounds. However, on January 27, 2017, President Trump issued
an executive order prohibiting entry of citizens from seven Muslim-majority
countries, and severely restricting the admission of refugees, into the United
States. As a consequence of that, according to the study of Rose-Redwood
and Rose-Redwood (2017), international students are increasingly becoming
the targets of violence and discrimination based on their race, religion,
ethnicity, and/or national origin. I wonder if the change of mind from the
institution, or the lack of answers from the other professors, may have
occurred because of my surname origin (not typically Anglo-Saxon or
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European) and cultural background. The question I asked myself at one point
was: if I had instead a typical Italian, French, German, or English surname,
would they have behaved or answered me differently?

Lack of Support for Non-Degree Students

American colleges have often hosted numerous international students:
Why does it take so long (generally a full year) to accept a graduate student
who is not seeking admission to a degree program? It is not hard to obtain a
J-visa. Furthermore, I often had to explain to professors about the procedures
of sponsorization. The institution that first accepted my application is one of
the biggest in the country and the school has a history of hosting visiting
scholars, so why were they so disorganized and confused about procedures?

It seems to take an unreasonable amount of time before formalizing an
admission as a visiting scholar. I was supposed to audit classes, had to pay
personally my visa tuitions (over $1000), medical health insurance fees ($250
per month), and other administrative fees ($160 per month), without any
contribution from the hosting of the home school. Full-time international
students who are enrolled do not as much time before obtaining formal
admission and starting to attend classes, although they require more attention
from the institution. (Schools typically support international students with
health insurance, fees/tuition, scholarships, advising, or tutoring activities,
etc.)

Application Successfully Accepted

Initially, my application was accepted and the hosting school gave
permission to start my visiting stay. However, after the professor could not
support me, I think the university should have found a substitute for her, given
that I had been accepted as a potential student, but they did not. What if this
event had occurred when I already had my visa or left my country? Would
they have forced me to return home? Would they have left me alone without
assistance because no other academic members could or wanted to supervise
my project? Unexpected events and issues happen and institutions should be
ready to find fast solutions.

Agreement Not Respected
A written agreement between two academic institutions is always
recommended. In this case, the written agreement had not been finalized

before the professor backed out of sponsoring me. However, some faculty
members knew about this established expectation. I think that given the
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mutual interest by both institutions to collaborate and establish a long-time
partnership, the process could have continued anyway.

This American school has lost not only the possibility to host a talented
student and to collaborate on an important international project they were
interested in, but it has also lost the opportunity to give their students and
academic members an experience of cultural exchange. Indeed, the written
agreement that both institutions were formalizing, included also the
possibility to exchange and host reciprocally visiting students, researchers,
and professors. A second written agreement between the host professor and
the scholar student has been made instead, and it respected the desires and
expectations of each. This agreement should have been respected and the
opposite is not ethically acceptable.

CONCLUSIONS

In the process of attempting to find a supporting institution and faculty, I
experienced very few responses, and those who did, cited a lack of time to
support me. Professors and academic staff did not collaborate well, also
showed a lack of empathy, and seemed uninterested in cultural exchange. The
situation provoked in me strong feelings of sadness, anxiety, stress, and
frustration for months, especially because I was at risk of losing my doctorate
student status and scholarship, which is also my unique income. The
administrative staff could also have shown more compassion and been more
collaborative. A nice word or advice would have made the difference for me,
as I would have felt less alone and I would have been more positive.
Furthermore, racial prejudice or discrimination may have been a reason for
this rude behavior, given that most of the people contacted were male and
Caucasian. Being discriminated against because of gender, religion, race, or
cultural background occurs everywhere much too often. However, I believe
that when this phenomenon happens within an academic institution, it is much
worse because it demonstrates that faculty members are not able to teach their
students—the managers, politicians, or health workers of the future—to
respect, take care, and love every human being. Institutions must educate their
students to treat all people equally and demonstrate this respect themselves.

Moreover, academic staff would benefit from further information about
the needs of international students and the differences between programs.
They seemed to take for granted that visiting scholars can ask for a Ph.D.
program extension like in the United States, but this is not possible
everywhere. As reported also in a study by Dewey and Duff (2009), the
authors declared that they would desire “clarity in faculty involvement and
roles in internationalization at the institutional level” (p. 501). They noticed,
in fact, that at their university in Oregon, “Institutional rationales, concepts,
motivations, goals, and desired outcomes regarding internationalization have

90



not yet been clearly defined.” Ten years have passed after the publication of
this study and it seems that many faculty members around the country are still
not clear about their role in the internationalization process. A more recent
study highlighted the lack of readiness of many universities to engage and
support international students (Choudaha, 2016). Therefore, I believe that
faculty members should attend workshops or seminars annually in order to
gain more technical information about the internationalization process or
about the typical struggles of international students. For this reason, their role
would be more supportive and helpful. Even though there are specific offices
and employees that may take care of this, every single member of an
institution can make the difference. Finally, professors are always the first to
be contacted by international students; thus they should be able to answer their
questions or manage some situations.

In conclusion, becoming a graduate visiting scholar (no degree-seeking)
seems to be very difficult and takes too long to work for many programs, even
in cases with initial success. Applications and bureaucracy should be easier
and faster, and major support is required as reported also in other studies
(Fischer, 2017; Skinner, 2009). In 2007, the Human Resources No.110-73
(cited in Hefner-Babb & Khoshlessan, 2018). affirmed that the United States
of America has always tried to attract international students, yet it seems that
faculty members are burdened by the idea of supervising international
students and, thus, are not willing to sponsor or support them or feel too busy
to meet their needs (Dewey & Duff, 2009; Felton & Harrison, 2017; Lee et
al., 2019), despite that other studies state the opposite (e.g., Jin & Schneider,
2019). My experience was with a small number of subjects from only six
states of the United States, limiting the generalizability. However, it has been
shown also that if an institution welcomes and supports a scholar is largely
dependent on faculty willingness (Jin & Schneider, 2019). Finally, hosting a
talented Ph.D. visiting student after a successful application and admission
should be seen as an ethical obligation despite the personal problems of
faculty. In order to avoid similar future situations, it would be useful that if
two supervisors were chosen during the application or sponsorization process,
or that a backup sponsor could be identified. Furthermore, I would
recommend the presence of a mediator between the hosting and the home
school or between the school and the international student, so that he can ease
the process and help both parties to meet their needs.

Regarding my current situation, I still do not know if I am able to pursue
my Ph.D. My aim is to become a Clinical Ethics Consultant and to attend a
post-doctoral fellowship in Clinical Ethics, a role not present yet in my
country and still not very developed across Europe. I would like to continue
my experience as a researcher as well. Thus, in order to achieve these goals,
I should continue my education in the United States, where the Clinical Ethics
Consultant’s role has been established since the 1970s. If I am not able to, it
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means that [ will have to renounce my dream because “the land where you
can realize all your dreams” may not support me, the same country that argues
to have as a mission “to welcome talented international students and provide
opportunities for them to study, teach, and conduct research” (Hefner-Babb
& Khoshlessan, 2018, page. 1929).
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