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My dear friends - Greetings from QS!

I am particularly concerned and overwhelmed with how
the situation around the spread of COVID-19 has taken
shape in the last few weeks.

It was the first week of March 2020 when QS launched
the

subject

rankings,

and

I

attended

a

rather

grand

celebration in New Delhi as a guest of honour, which had
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over 700 attendees; and 2 weeks later we are in a state
ashwin@qs.com

of lock down and curfew due to this nasty virus.

No one would have imagined that when we were ringing
in the new year at the night of 31 December 2019 that
within

a

few

months

we

would

be

practicing

social

distancing.

India and Indians are strong, with even stronger resolve. When we are united, we will
rise again - and so will Indian Higher Education.

This report is a small token of our work towards providing a silver lining to current
crisis. We hope that this would provide your institution an opportunity to look beyond
and prepare for a future where you are the top choice for students.
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covid-19
A SECOND WIND
FOR INDIAN HIGHER
EDUCATION
A Global Issue
On 11 March 2020, the WHO declared the novel coronavirus outbreak, a pandemic.
The WHO Secretary General Dr Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus stated that the number
of cases outside China had increased 13-fold in two weeks and announced that he
was “deeply concerned” by “alarming levels of inaction”. As of 20 March 2020, almost
a quarter million cases of COVID-19 have been reported, including 9,885 deaths. It
took over three months to reach the first 100,000 confirmed cases and only less than
two weeks to reach the next 100,000. This has naturally resulted in one of the
toughest lockdowns including quarantine and travel restrictions across countries.
According to experts, vaccine remains at least 12 to 18 months away. Furthermore, a
second wave of the COVID-19 is already being experienced by countries like China and
Singapore in the form of imported cases. Due to these factors, experts believe that
the COVID-19 will remain in circulation until next year at the earliest. A US federal
government plan to combat the COVID-19 stated that the pandemic “will last 18
months or longer” and could include “multiple waves,” resulting in widespread
shortages that would strain consumers and the nation’s health care system. The
COVID-19 has been declared a national emergency by President Trump.

"Describing the situation as a pandemic does not change
WHO’s assessment of the threat posed by this virus. It
doesn’t change what WHO is doing, and it doesn’t
change what countries should do."
Dr Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, Director General, WHO
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The Indian Connection
As of 2018, the number of Indian students who pursue higher education abroad totals
more than seven hundred thousand. Incidentally, a vast majority of these students
choose to study in the countries which today are most affected by the corona outbreak
including the US. It is no surprise that the prospective Indian students looking forward to
studying abroad are facing various problems related to the pandemic.
The shut-down of embassies across nations, cancellations of visa interviews and that of
immigrant and non-immigrant visa appointments in India are some of the early problems
to begin with. Policies such as the quarantines, risk of both the compromise of studies as
well as personal health by contracting the virus are some additional problems to be dealt
with. Moreover, cancellation of admission tests and decisions such as to defer admission
applications from summer to fall are all but discouraging. These difficulties have
hindered student mobility considerably and can have a dire impact on their resolve to
pursue higher education abroad.
As a result, it is now quite possible that Indian students who would otherwise be
considering to pursue their higher education goals abroad may now consider the Indian
institutions as their primary options. The COVID-19 thus offers an additional compelling
advantage for Indian institutions to compete with institutes across the globe to attract
best talent. It may well prove to be a decisive opportunity for India to gain a foothold in
higher education globally. However, the same cannot be attained without enhancing
quality in these institutions -- one of the main reasons for Indian students travelling
abroad for higher studies is the clear supremacy of foreign universities over their
Indian counterparts in terms of quality.
Actual Numbers
According to a Report by the Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, the list of
estimated Indian students pursuing studies in foreign Institutions, based on inputs
received from Indian Missions/Posts abroad as on 18 July 2018 suggest that a total of
752,725 students study abroad. Amongst these, the countries which attracted most
number of Indian students are: United States of America (211,703), Canada (124,000),
United Kingdom for 2016 -17 (16,550), United Arab Emirates (50,000), Bahrain (27,200),
China (18,171) and Australia (87,115).
India is only behind China in terms of the population of the number of foreign students
studying in the US. Again, in terms of the number of grants of sponsored study (Tier 4)
visas for UK, India only lags behind China.

"Indians make up for 18 per cent of all international
students in the US. This marks the sixth consecutive
year that the total number of Indians pursuing higher
education in the US has grown."
Charisse Phillips, Minister Counselor for Counsular Affairs, US Embassy
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Top 75 Countries for Indian Students
1-25
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51-75

Ref: List of Estimated Indian students pursuing studies in foreign Institutions (based on inputs received from Indian Missions/Posts
abroad as on 18.07.2018) by Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India

Seriousness of COVID-19
As of 21 March 2020, the US stands as the seventh highest country in terms of corona
cases with 10,442 cases and 150 deaths. UK being the tenth having 3,277 cases and 144
deaths. Canada being twentieth having 736 cases and 9 deaths, Australia being twentieth
second having 709 cases and 6 deaths and of course China being the first having 81,300
cases and 3253 deaths. Amongst the European countries, Germany often pops up to be
a popular choice for higher education. Given this, Germany's Chancellor Angela Merkel
has warned that up to 70% of its population, some 58 million people, could contract
coronavirus. It currently ranks fifth having 10,999 cases and 20 deaths.
As stated by Anthony Fauci, director of the US National Institute of Allergy and Infectious
Diseases and a member of Donald Trump’s Coronavirus Taskforce, since the spread of
the coronavirus rises exponential and not linearly, in the absence of any effective
treatment as of now, the only feasible option suggested, in order to “blunt the curve”,
includes social distancing which has led governments across nations to adopt policies
such as travel restrictions and quarantines. He, along with UK chief scientific adviser Sir
Patrick Vallance said that a vaccine would take at least 12 to 18 months. The same
opinion was resonated by Annelies Wilder-Smith, professor of emerging infectious
diseases at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine stating, “Like most
vaccinologists, I don’t think this vaccine will be ready before 18 months”.
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Second wave
A second wave of the virus is being witnessed by China and Singapore. On 18th March in
China where inspite of no new domestic cases, 34 new cases amongst people who
returned to China emerged. Similarly, Singapore also reported 47 new cases of which 33
were imported. Ian Henderson, Director of the Institute for Molecular Bioscience at the
University of Queensland, said, “What remains possible is that as controls around
isolation are relaxed in China, with a population that is still susceptible, then the virus
may resurge if it has not been eradicated elsewhere”. These factors largely undermine
the hope of eradication of the virus, let alone accomplish the same in a short span of
time.
Experts believe that novel coronavirus will remain in circulation until next year at the
earliest. Gao Zhengliang, vice-director of the China Cell Biology Institute said with
reference to the fatality rate “The resolute curbs on the coronavirus must be continued,
it absolutely cannot be allowed to co-exist with humans in the same way as the influenza
virus.”
Past pandemics conclude that the second wave can be deadly as with what Toronto had
to undergo in during the second wave of the SARS. Therefore, it would not be
unreasonable to state that such drastic global measure to ensure social distancing could
remain in place for months to come.
COVID-19 and the West
The COVID-19 has been declared a national emergency by President Trump. A US federal
government plan to combat the COVID-19 stated that the pandemic “will last 18 months
or longer” and could include “multiple waves,” resulting in widespread shortages that
would strain consumers and the nation’s health care system. The plan further stated
that, “Shortages of products may occur, impacting health care, emergency services, and
other elements of critical infrastructure”. “This includes potentially critical shortages of
diagnostics, medical supplies (including PPE and pharmaceuticals), and staffing in some
locations.” “The spread and severity of COVID-19 will be difficult to forecast and
characterize,” the government plan said. It also warned of “significant shortages for
government, private sector, and individual U.S. consumers.” In the same vein, a study by
the Imperial College London stated that suppression would be the most preferred
method to contain the virus and that “..in the UK and US context, suppression will
minimally require a combination of social distancing of the entire population, home
isolation of cases and household quarantine of their family members. This may need to
be supplemented by school and university closures, though it should be recognised that
such closures may have negative impacts on health systems due to increased
absenteeism. The major challenge of suppression is that this type of intensive
intervention package – or something equivalently effective at reducing transmission – will
need to be maintained until a vaccine becomes available (potentially 18 months or more)
– given that we predict that transmission will quickly rebound if interventions are
relaxed.”
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"The spread and severity of COVID-19 will be difficult to
forecast and characterize,” the government plan said. It
also warned of significant shortages for government,
private sector, and individual U.S. consumers."
Senator Jack Reed, Democrat of Rhode Island, USA

Therefore, in the light of the aforementioned, it is clear that measures of social
distancing across the globe including travel restriction and quarantine is not going away
anytime soon, especially for the coming many months. Ultimately, it is without an iota of
doubt that the student mobility will be greatly affected. This can especially be true for
Indian students as the countries which they prefer to go to for their higher studies suffer
from alarming rates of novel coronavirus widespread.
Will the students return?
There is no certainty whether the Chinese students will arrive on their respective US
campuses on time for Fall 2020 since the U.S. embassies are shut down during the
outbreak in China. Similarly, there is no surety whether students can access a visa
interview once the consulates are open, if they do open. Various immigrant and nonimmigrant visa appointments have been cancelled in India. It would not be surprising to
see an increasing number of visa appointment cancellations and embassy closures
globally with the steep rise in the novel coronavirus spread globally. As with China, an
updated policy requires that all Chinese nationals who return to China from overseas to
complete a required 14-day quarantine normally in local hotels at their own expense.
Therefore, the worries of the students not only include interruptions in studies but also
dire inconveniences due to travel restrictions and not being able to return back to the US
due to the travel bans. Risk of corona infections during the travel is another important
factor. All of these contribute to a hugely restricted student mobility.
Admission tests deferred
Admission tests are another area where students are going to face troubles. More than
15 countries have cancelled the administration of the SAT exam scheduled for March 14
due to the coronavirus fears, according to the College Board. Mainland China, for
example, has cancelled entry exams like the SAT and GRE and English proficiency tests
like the TOEFL and IELTS, which are generally required for international students to study
at U.S. universities

"There will be a deterrent effect, especially on international
students. The choice of destination for study abroad is
influenced by perceptions about personal safety. The virus,
and the response to it, is a reminder that health services
and hygiene standards are not what some students are
familiar with"
Alan Ruby, Senior fellow, Alliance for Higher Education and Democracy, University of
Pennsylvania
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Admission tests deferred - what next?
As a result, students’ admissions are getting deferred from summer to fall. The University
of Delaware, which began with its spring session in the second week of February this year
after a winter session, reported that it has 226 students who were not able to return to
campus for the spring semester. It is therefore not surprising that according to a
February 2020 study conducted by the Beijing Overseas Study Service Association
(BOSSA), approximately 36% of students are changing their plans to study abroad
because of the COVID-19 outbreak.
On the other hand, in Australia, where the fall semester starts in late February or early
March, an estimated 107,000 Chinese students which amounts to 56 percent of the total
Chinese student population are still outside Australia and unlikely to be able to return in
time to resume classes.
Christopher Ziguras, a professor of global studies at RMIT University, and Ly Tran, a
fellow at Deakin University, both located in Australia, described the coronavirus outbreak
as “the biggest disruption to international student flows in history.” Furthermore, as the
question of the impact of the COVID-19 on future enrolment of overseas students arises,
a comparison can be made to the July 2003 spread of Severe Acute Respiratory
Syndrome (SARS) in China. There were 8,098 confirmed cases of SARS in 2003, causing a
4.6 percent drop in Chinese enrollment to the US colleges. There are currently 242,488
confirmed cases of COVID-19 as of 20th March 2020 which according to experts is much
less containable and lethal than the SARS of 2003.
Impact assessed
Although much of the data considers the impact of the COVID-19 on the enrolment of
the Chinese students in these universities, it would be unwise to think that the problem
is specific to China. Indeed, this will adversely impact the enrolment of the Indian
students in foreign universities. As China has already been through several stages of the
pandemic and is now battling the second wave, India is only in the early phase. Things
may get worse for India before they get better according to experts. In the existing
difficulties the prospective countries where students look out for admissions are already
closing their gates in the form of travel restrictions combined with the risk of contracting
the virus means that the student mobility is suffering terribly as it is. When conditions for
India get worse in the coming months as inevitable, Indians would naturally face
resistance from foreign nations in the form of travel bans and quarantines. All this again
points out to the fact of weakened student mobility.
Such restricted overseas mobility must be utilised by the higher education institutions in
India, who have the opportunity to establish a reputed, firm foothold in attracting Indian
students of high quality and talent. However, the precondition to the same includes
improving the quality of these institutions. It is the mediocre quality of higher education
in India that pushes Indian students opt for foreign universities in the first place.
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QS global survey
A final factual study to support the contention that students from across the world, let
alone India, would be deterred to opt for foreign universities for higher education include
a survey analysis. A QS-survey conducted on 26 February, 5 March and 12 March to see
how the coronavirus spread has impacted on the decisions of international students
reveals that as time progressed and the pandemic worsened, a trend of deterrence
amongst students was seen with respect to considering studying abroad. Specifically, on
26 February, only 27% of respondents stated that the coronavirus had impacted their
plans to study abroad. Whereas on 5 March, 29% said their plans had been impacted and
as of 12 March, 35% of respondents said their study plans had changed. Of these 35% of
respondents, the majority intend to defer their entry until next year (54%), some no
longer want to study overseas (14%), and some had decided to study in a different
country (13%). This is in stark contrast to the previous analysis on 26 February where of
the 27% of respondents who stated that their study plans had been impacted, 35%
intended to defer, 38% wanted to study in a different country, and only 9% said they no
longer wanted to study overseas. Thus, this data shows a chilling effect on the mobility of
international students going out of India as the pandemic expands.
Final word
To conclude, based on the analysis done in this text, it would be safe to recognize that
the number of Indian students opting to pursue their higher studies abroad would
significantly drop, at least for the forthcoming academic year, in the wake of the COVID19 pandemic which has created various hurdles especially concerning student mobility.
In turn, this would open doors for the Indian higher education institutions to absorb the
high quality students in large quantities who would otherwise have preferred to study
overseas. However, this can only materialise if the Indian institutions can sufficiently
impart quality education to these prospective students.
While rankings are providing a regional or international benchmark, rating systems like
QS IGAUGE have proved to be beneficial to universities and colleges that want to prove
to its stakeholders that they take quality seriously. By getting a rating from QS IGAUGE,
the institution sends a strong signal to its current students, their parents, faculty, alumni,
local community, local administration and beyond that excellence in serious initiative for
them. Hundreds of thousands of prospective students now have access to detailed
institutional performance and the scrutiny will get even more deeper considering the
situation explained in this report.
An institutional quality validation is the need of the hour. We intend to produce more of
such reports in the coming weeks. Please feel free to contact us for getting your insight!
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