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The 2003 Statistical Yearbook of Overseas Students in China 

In the spring of 2003, a sudden outbreak of the SARS epidemic shattered the tranquil campus life 
of our country’s colleges and universities. With the unprecedented arrival of this sudden public crisis, the 
Chinese government attached great importance to the prevention and control of SARS among foreign 
students studying in China. On April 26, 2003, Premier Wen Jiabao cordially visited Peiking University’s 
foreign exchange students, sincerely and earnestly telling them: “The Chinese government very much cares 
about the health of our foreign students and specialists, if you want to return home, to return to your own 
country, the Chinese government will offer you every convenience. Wait until everything has returned to 
normal, and we will welcome you back again. Disease is temporary, friendship is everlasting!”  

Under the direct leadership of the Party Central Committee and the State Council, under the care 
of each province, autonomous region, and municipal government, and with the help and the insurmountable 
will of the national foreign student managerial department and all the international department officials, we 
have ensured (lit: seized the grand victory) that not one foreign student still residing in China or who 
returned home was infected with or susceptible to SARS. The Ministry of Education’s instituted a “people-
oriented, scientific prevention and cure, freedom to come and go, supply convince” work policy to oppose 
foreign students contracting SARS. This established the image of the Chinese government as one that can 
bear great responsibility in the face of a major disaster and wrote a brilliant chapter in the undertaking of 
bringing foreign students to our country to study.  

In order to achieve the “2003-2007 Education Revitalization Action Plan”, the Ministry of 
Education in 2003 established the “widen the scale, raise the standards, guarantee quality, standardize 
management” reasoning for study abroad in China with the goal of overcoming the detrimental effects of 
SARS, creatively re-starting work, and guaranteeing basic stability across all of China’s study abroad 
programs.  

In 2003, the Ministry of Education took a number of measures to optimize the learning environment 
for students studying abroad in China: established a social-security-like medical insurance system for 
foreign students and specialists; with the strong support of the Ministry of Finance, increased the number 
of scholarships to study in China and at the same time started to reforms on scholarship monetization; 
improve the management, assessment, and administration of the Ministry of Education’s study abroad 
programs; explore new methods to improve the standing of students coming to China; and, held 
comprehensive professional Ministry of Education training seminars on the management of study abroad 
at colleges and universities in order to establishing training mechanism for academic managers and 
professional officers for study abroad, and to foster professionalism across the ranks.  

 As of December 31, 2003, there were 77,715 overseas students studying in China from 175 countries, 
a 9.45% decrease from 2002 numbers though the same number of countries. They studied at 353 institutions 
of higher education and other teaching institutions located across 31 provinces, autonomous regions, and 
municipalities directly under the Central Government (the above data does not include Taiwan Province, 
Hong Kong Special Administrative Region or Macao Special Administrative Region). Specific statistics 
are as follows:   
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(1) Duration of Study 

There were 64,456 long-term students (study term greater than 6 months), up 6.54% from 2002 and 
accounting for 82.94% of total students.  

There were 13,259 short-term students (study term less than 6 months), a decrease of 47.65% from 2002 
and accounting for 17.06% of total students.  

 

(2) Funding Arrangements  

There were 6,153 scholarship students, making up 7.92% of the total students, an increase of 1.3% from 
2002. Of this group, 6,096 were long-term students and 57 were short-term students.  

There were 71,562 students studying on their own expense, making up 92.08% of the total students, a 
decrease of 10.27% from 2002. Of this group, 58,360 were long-term students and 13,202 were short-term 
students.  

 

(3) Student Category 

1. There were 24,616 degree-seeking students, making up 31.67% of the total students, a 16.91% 
increase from 2002. The 2003 statistics for degree-seeking students are as follows: 

19,319 undergraduates, making up 24.85% of total overseas students 
3,397 master’s students, making up 4.37% total overseas students 
1,637 graduate students, making up 2.11% total overseas students 
263 specialists, making up 0.34% total overseas students 
 

2. There were 53,099 non-degree-seeking students, making up 68.33% of the total, a decrease of 18.02% 
from 2002. The 2003 statistics for non-degree-seeking students are as follows:  

39,026 ordinary post-graduate students, making up 50.21% of total overseas students 
814 advanced post-graduate students, making up 1.05% of total overseas students   
13,259 short-term students, making up 17.05% of total overseas students  

 

(4) Studies  

59,059 liberal arts students (53,126 studying Chinese, 918 studying art), accounting for 75.99% of 
total overseas students  

7,184 Medicine students (3,001 studying Western medicine, 4,183 studying Chinese medicine), 
comprising 9.23% of total overseas students  

3,091 Economics students, 3.97% of total foreign students 

2,693 Engineering students, 3.46% of total foreign students 

482 History students, 0.62% of total foreign students 

2,053 Law students, 2.64% of total foreign students 
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1,547 Management students, 1.99% of total foreign students 

725 Education (467 studying sports education), 0.93% of total foreign students 

465 Science students, 0.60% of total foreign students 

241 Agriculture students, 0.31% of total foreign students 

175 Philosophy students, 0.26% of total foreign students 

 

(5) Continents  

Asia 63,672 students, 81.93% of total foreign students 

Europe 6,462 students, 8.31% of total foreign students 

Americas 4,703 students, 6.05% of total foreign students 

Africa 1,793 students, 2.31% of total foreign students 

Oceania 1,085 students, 1.40% of total foreign students 

 

(6) Provinces and Cities 

Beijing 29,332; Shanghai, 13,858; Tianjin 4,952; Jiangsu 3,684; Liaoning 3,434; Shaanxi 2,836; Jilin 2,537; 
Zhejiang 2,089; Heilongjiang 1,941; Guangxi 1,686; Fujian 1,533; Shandong 1,451; Yunnan 1,451; Hubei 
1,220; Sichuan 1,097; Guangdong 1,071; Henan 907; Hebei 487; Anhui 383; Xinjiang 371; Hunan 302; 
Inner Mongolia 274; Chongqing 159; Jiangxi 144; Qinghai 125; Gansu 116; Shanxi 69; Hainan 67; Guizhou 
65; Tibet 48; and Ningxia 26 people.  

 

 (7) The 25 countries with more than 200 students studying in China 

South Korea 35,353; Japan 12,765; United States 3,693; Vietnam 3,487; Indonesia 2,563; Thailand 1,554; 
Germany 1,280; Russia 1,224; Nepal 1,199; Mongolia 1,060; France 962; Australia 918; Malaysia 841; 
British 657; North Korea 638; Philippines 602; Pakistan 598; Canada 557; Singapore 551; Laos 403; Yemen 
284; Italy 270; Myanmar 232; Sweden 229; and Kazakhstan 215. 

According to the education exchange agreements and exchange plans between China and the 
countries concerned, the Ministry of Education provided Chinese government scholarships to 163 countries 
in 2003. In September 2002, in addition to those students already studying in China, 1,879 new scholars 
from 131 countries received government scholarships and entered our colleges and universities to study. 
Another 123 foreign students and scholars received the “Great Wall Scholarship” (provided by UNESCO), 
the “Outstanding Foreign Student Scholarship”, the “Foreign Chinese-Language Teacher Short-Term 
Research Training Scholarship”, the “HSK Winner Scholarship”, and the “Chinese Culture Research 
Scholarship”, as well as other specialized scholarships furnished by the Ministry of Education to study or 
research in China. In 2003, 6,153 foreign students from 153 countries received Chinese government 
scholarships to study in China, accounting for 7.92% of the total number of students studying abroad in 
China and a 1.3% increase in scholarship recipients over 2002.  
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Among the scholarship recipients, 3,076 (50%) came from Asia; 1,442 (23.4%) came from Europe; 
1,244 (20.2%) came from Africa; 305 (5%) came from the Americas; and 86 (1.4%) from Oceania.  

3,713 scholarship students received scholarships for academic education, accounting for 60.34% 
of the total number of scholarships students. Among these 609 (12.36%) were PhD students, 1,350 (13.06%) 
were master’s students, and 1,754 were undergraduate students, a 3.74% decrease from 2002. There were 
419 scholarship students received scholarships for senior-level training courses, a decrease of 3.4% from 
2002; and, general-level training courses had 1,964 scholarship students, an increase of 0.2% over 2002.  

In 2003, our colleges and universities, through various international exchange channels, received 
71,562 self-financed students from 167 countries, which is down 10.27% from 2002 and a reduction of 
47.63% over the whole year.  

In addition, in 2003, the China Study Aboard Service Center continued to organize and hold 
Chinese Education Exhibitions related to our colleges and universities in Indonesia, the United Kingdom, 
and Italy; the China Education International Exchange Association organized and held a China Higher 
Education Exhibition in France; and the China Scholarship Council secretariat organized and held a Study 
Aboard in China Education Exhibition in Nepal, Australia, and New Zealand.  


