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Make Way 
For the Dragon

A burgeoning  
industry of middlemen, 

many corrupt, are 
taking advantage  

of Chinese demand for 
U.S college degrees

BY JUSTIN BERGMAN

BUSINESS EDUCATION

 Business 1Illustration by Chris Silas Neal for TIME

david zhu, a shanghai universit y 
 student, is nowhere close to being fluent 
in English. But that hasn’t stopped him 
from enrolling at Oregon State Univer-
sity this fall to pursue a bachelor’s degree 
in  business—a dream his parents have 
had for him since they started saving a 
$157,000 nest egg for his education. Zhu’s 
family felt that an American college de-
gree would help give him an edge over 
the tens of thousands of Chinese students 
pouring into the country’s overcrowded 
universities each year. Because his Eng-
lish is limited, however, Zhu may not have 
been accepted without a little assistance. 
His family spent $4,000 to hire a so-called 
education agent in China—the Shanghai 
Huashen International Education Co.—
to help with his application by cleaning 
up the grammar and expanding on his 
experiences and interests in his personal 

essay. “Some students write essays them-
selves,” says Zhu. Others are “written by 
the company.”

Stories like Zhu’s are becoming in-
creasingly common as the number of 
Chinese students venturing abroad for 
college swells. In China and other emerg-
ing countries like India, where the qual-
ity of universities severely lags economic 
growth, more wealthy families are rely-
ing on U.S. degrees to get their children 
ahead. Higher education’s biggest brand 
names— Harvard, Yale, Oxford and 
 Cambridge—tend to be magnets for for-
eign students. But as budgets are slashed 
and endowments dwindle in a dour econ-
omy, lesser-known private colleges and 
big state schools in the U.S. are angling 
for their share of the foreign-student mar-
ket, since those students can pay two to 
three times the tuition of their  American 
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 counterparts. In China, the world’s big-
gest supplier of foreign students, an in-
dustry of agents run by Chinese firms has 
bubbled up to help students make sense 
of the dizzying U.S. application process. 
But the largely unregulated practice has 
raised concerns about cheating and cor-
ruption, since agents competing for cut-
throat commissions are more prone to 
fudge transcripts and plagiarize essays to 
meet their goals. 

Although Chinese students have been 
going to the U.S. to study for decades, their 
numbers have spiked dramatically in the 
past few years. The largest increase has 
been among college undergrads: China 
sent nearly 57,000 to the U.S. during the 
2010–11 academic year, up from 10,000 
five years earlier. For wealthy Chinese, an 
overseas education is becoming a standard 
affair. A survey conducted by the Hurun 
Report, a magazine tracking China’s rich, 
found that 85% of wealthy Chinese par-
ents planned to send their kids abroad to 
study. Ivy League diplomas are especially 
hot. A book published in 2000 about one 
young woman’s journey to Harvard, 
 Harvard Girl, became a best seller in China.

Aside from offering the promise of 
more money and prestige, U.S. universi-
ties are also a fallback for Chinese stu-
dents who don’t do well enough on the 
national exam, the gaokao, to get into a 
Chinese school. There’s always a second-
tier American college willing to take their 
tuition dollars.

But many of these students would prob-
ably never make it to the U.S. without a 
middleman to pave the way, given their 
poor language skills and lack of under-
standing of the admissions process. Ac-
cording to a 2010 report by Zinch China, a 
company that matches Chinese students 
with U.S. colleges and scholarships, 8 
out of 10 Chinese undergraduates use an 
agent to file their applications. And with 
intense competition among agents— 
compounded by ambitious students and 
overzealous parents—cheating is ram-
pant, education experts say. “The problem 
is massive,” says Mark Sklarow, head of 
the nonprofit Independent Educational 
Consultants Association in Washington. 
“There’s no oversight in China, no control 
over who can set up an agency, over what 
the agency can and can’t do,” he says. The 
system incentivizes agents “to help in cre-
ating fraudulent documents.”

Not only are agents paid by families 
in China—up to $10,000 before bonuses, 

according to Zinch—some American 
schools also have contracts with agents 
that guarantee them a commission for 
each student they enroll. That creates 
conflicts of interest, says Philip Ballinger, 
head of a commission to study the issue 
of foreign recruiting launched by the Na-
tional Association for College Admission 
Counseling (NACAC), a nonprofit based 
in Washington. “If money is first, then 
perhaps the interest of the student or the 
person that’s involved is not,” he says. Last 
October, Bloomberg reported that Chi-
nese students who had employed agents 
to help them snag spots at premier U.S. 
boarding schools were instead placed in 
a private U.S. high school focused on the 
learning-disabled.

For its part, the Chinese government 
has launched a new service to verify stu-
dents’ high school grades for foreign uni-
versities. But there are gaps between the 
Chinese and U.S. systems that this service 
doesn’t address.

Part of the problem is a lack of clar-
ity in U.S. policies. Federal law prohibits 
colleges and universities from paying 
recruiters commissions to reel in U.S. 
students, but that doesn’t apply to inter-
national applicants. The NACAC’s policy 
against it is on hold now that more U.S. 
universities are pushing back. Mitch Lev-
enthal, vice chancellor for global affairs at 
the State University of New York, who has 
started an agent-certification program, 
argues that allowing U.S. schools to use 
agents that have been vetted, a practice 
long employed by British and other Eu-
ropean universities, is the only way to 
keep up with growing demand for their 
services and develop professional stan-
dards. Agents “are not going to go away, so 
the best way to address them is to engage 
them and identify the good ones.” But 
Sklarow says to protect students, agents 
should be more like consultants who are 
paid solely by families. 

But even that has limitations. Oregon 
State student Zhu says his agent didn’t 
falsify documents beyond his “perfected” 
essay. But he believes such falsification 
can be a necessary evil. “Some schools in 
China test students by very hard ques-
tions beyond their abilities, so the scores 
students get are very low. So the students 
who want to go to the U.S. had to change 
their scores,” says Zhu. “But they are still 
very good students.” In a boundless edu-
cation market, performance may turn 
out to be the greatest equalizer.   !
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