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TRACKING INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN
HIGHER EDUCATION: A PROGRESS REPORT

Thursday, March 17, 2005
U.S. House of Representatives
Subcommittee on 21st Century Competitiveness
Subcommittee on Select Education
Committee on Education and the Workforce
Washington, DC

The Subcommittees met, pursuant to notice, at 10:06 a.m., in
room 2175, Rayburn House Office Building, Hon. Howard P. “Buck”
McKeon [Chairman of the Subcommittee on 21st Century Competi-
tiveness] presiding.

Present: Representatives McKeon, Petri, Tiberi, Price, Drake,
Kuhl, Kildee, Kind, Wu, Holt, McCollum, Van Hollen, and
Hinojosa.

Staff present: Jennifer Daniels, Communications Staff Assistant;
Kevin Frank, Professional Staff Member; Sally Lovejoy, Director of
Education and Human Resources Policy; Catharine Meyer, Legisla-
tive Assistant; Krisann Pearce, Deputy Director of Education and
Human Resources Policy; Amy Raaf, Professional Staff Member;
Deborah L. Samantar, Committee Clerk/Intern Coordinator; Jo-
Marie St. Martin, General Counsel; Brad Thomas, Legislative As-
sistant; Ricardo Martinez, Minority Legislative Associate/Edu-
cation; Alex Nock, Minority Legislative Associate/Education; and
Joe Novotny, Minority Legislative Staff/Education.

Chairman MCKEON. A quorum being present, the joint hearing
of the Subcommittee on 21st Century Competitiveness and the
Subcommittee on Select Education will come to order. I think,
given the gravity of what’s going on down the hall, it’s fortunate
that we all made it through the crowds to get here. I don’t know
what’s most important, but I'm glad we’re here to talk about some-
thing substantive.

I'd like to thank my colleague from Ohio, the chairman of the
Subcommittee on Select Education, Mr. Tiberi, for agreeing to hold
this joint hearing on “Tracking International Students in Higher
Education: A Progress Report.”

So we can get to our witnesses, we've agreed to limit the opening
statements to the chairmen and the Ranking Minority Members of
each Subcommittee. With that, I ask unanimous consent that the
record remain open 14 days to allow members to insert extraneous
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material into the official hearing record. Without objection, so or-
dered.
I'll now read my opening statement.

STATEMENT OF HON. HOWARD P. “BUCK” McKEON, CHAIR-
MAN, SUBCOMMITTEE ON 21st CENTURY COMPETITIVENESS,
COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION AND THE WORKFORCE

I want to welcome our witnesses here today and thank them for
taking the time to appear before the Subcommittees. This hearing
represents an important opportunity for us to learn about the
progress in implementation of systems that exist to help monitor
international students attending post-secondary institutions in the
United States, as well as to understand the challenges that remain.

Following the September 11, 2001 attacks on the United States,
concerns were raised about the conditions under which individuals
enter the country using a student visa. The Subcommittees on Se-
lect Education and on 21st Century Competitiveness held two joint
Subcommittee hearings to gain insight into the rules and require-
ments of tracking foreign students and to learn about the imple-
mentation of the Student and Exchange Visitor Information Sys-
tem, called SEVIS. As an Internet-based system, SEVIS sought to
address some of the shortcomings of the old paper-based system
and increase information sharing between agencies and schools in-
volved in the monitoring of foreign students.

Our previous hearings were very informative, and we learned a
great deal about the process that an international student wanting
to study in the United States goes through to obtain a student visa.
We also learned about the shortcomings of the old student visa sys-
tem and began to learn about the SEVIS system which was being
implemented at that time.

Those hearings made clear to me the importance of continuing
the exchange of ideas and cultures through international education
while balancing our need for an accurate and timely screening
process for protecting the safety and security of our citizens.

Today, the purpose of our hearing is to learn more about the
SEVIS program, what its capabilities are, and what still needs to
be done to ensure a smooth transition for foreign students studying
in the United States.

With the creation of the Department of Homeland Security, the
responsibility of establishing visa policy and reviewing its imple-
mentation was moved from the State Department to DHS. Within
the DHS, the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) was
also restructured, and responsibility for SEVIS was moved to the
new Bureau of Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE),
which works with the State Department to implement student visa
policy.

I have heard accounts of a decline in the number of foreign stu-
dents applying for admission into our universities. We have the
best higher education system in the world, due in part to bringing
the best and brightest of other countries here to exchange ideas
with our students. We want to preserve this flow of information
and culture while maintaining adequate safeguards to report and
monitor these students.
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I'm glad that we have witnesses from both the DHS and the
State Department to learn more about how the process has been
thus far, and learn what problems may still exist. We also have the
Government Accountability Office, the GAO here to talk about
some of the reports they have done to look into the processing of
international student visa applications.

I look forward to hearing our witnesses here today, and I thank
you all for joining us to discuss this important topic.

I now recognize my good friend, the Ranking Minority Member
of the Subcommittee on 21st Century Competitiveness, Mr. Kildee,
for his opening statement.

[The prepared statement of Chairman McKeon follows:]

Statement of Hon. Howard P. “Buck” McKeon, Chairman, Subcommittee on
21st Century Competitiveness, Committee on Education and the Workforce

I want to welcome our witnesses here today and thank them for taking the time
to appear before the subcommittees. This hearing represents an important oppor-
tunity for us to learn about the progress in implementation of systems that exist
to help monitor international students attending postsecondary institutions in the
United States, as well as to understand challenges that remain.

Following the September 11, 2001 attacks on the United States, concerns were
raised about the conditions under which individuals enter the country using a stu-
dent visa. The subcommittees on Select Education and on 21st Century Competitive-
ness held two joint subcommittee hearings to gain insight into the rules and re-
quirements of tracking foreign students and to learn about the implementation of
the Student and Exchange Visitor Information System, called SEVIS. As an Inter-
net-based system, SEVIS sought to address some of the shortcomings of the old
paper based system and increase information sharing between agencies and schools
involved in the monitoring of foreign students.

Our previous hearings were very informative and we learned a great deal about
the process that an international student wanting to study in the United States goes
through to obtain a student visa. We also learned about the shortcomings of the old
student visa system, and began to learn about the SEVIS system which was being
implemented at that time.

Those hearings made clear to me the importance of continuing the exchange of
ideas and cultures through international education while balancing our need for an
accurate and timely screening process for protecting the safety and security of our
citizens.

Today, the purpose of our hearing is to learn more about the SEVIS program;
what its capabilities are; and what still needs to be done to ensure a smooth transi-
tion for foreign students studying in the United States.

With the creation of the Department of Homeland Security, the responsibility of
establishing visa policy and reviewing its implementation was moved from the State
Department to DHS. Within DHS, the Immigration and Naturalization Service
(INS) was also restructured, and responsibility for SEVIS was moved to the new Bu-
reau of Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), which works with the State
Department to implement student visa policy.

I have heard accounts of a decline in the number of foreign students applying for
admission into our universities. We have the best higher education system in the
world, due in part to bringing the best and brightest of other countries here to ex-
change ideas with our students. We want to preserve this flow of information and
culture while maintaining adequate safeguards to report and monitor these stu-
dents.

I am glad that we have witnesses from both DHS and the State Department to
learn more about how the process has gone thus far and to learn what problems
may still exist. We also have the Government Accountability Office (GAO) here to
talk about some of the reports they have done to look into the processing of inter-
national student visa applications.

I look forward to hearing our witness testimony here today, and I thank you all
for joining us to discuss this important topic.
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STATEMENT OF HON. DALE E. KILDEE, RANKING MEMBER,
SUBCOMMITTEE ON 21st CENTURY COMPETITIVENESS, COM-
MITTEE ON EDUCATION AND THE WORKFORCE

Mr. KiLDEE. I thank you very much, Mr. Chairman, and thank
you for this hearing today. I'm pleased to join you, Chairman
Tiberi, Mr. Hinojosa, and other colleagues to these hearings on the
SEVIS system and how it is impacting international studies. This
is an important topic and deserves the attention of this Committee.

International students attending schools in the United States
make significant contributions to diversity and learning on our
campuses. I had the occasion of talking with the president of the
University of Michigan yesterday from Ann Arbor, where I did my
graduate studies, and she was greatly pleased by the students from
overseas, because they really enhance the educational environment
there in Ann Arbor. So it’s a very important thing.

These same students also help our economy and develop busi-
nesses in our cities and towns. Those who return home after their
studies become leaders in their own countries. In addition, they
also bring a respect for democracy back to their countries, helping
foster governmental stability and free and fair elections.

Since 9/11, there’s been a growing misperception overseas that
the U.S. is not a welcoming place for academic international visi-
tors. Proof of this misperception was made evident by the recent
study of the Council of Graduate Schools. This study showed that
once again there was a decline in the enrollment of international
students in U.S. graduate schools. This trend is troubling and
needs to be addressed.

Fortunately, over the past year we have seen big improvements
at the State Department and Department of Homeland Security in
this area. These agencies have made great strides in streamlining
the visa processing.

We’re going to hear about some of these improvements today, in
addition to the work that still needs to be done. Our unfinished
work in this area is critically important. We have to do more to
counteract the misconceptions of the U.S. abroad. Those who are
seeking to study in the fields of science and engineering are still
facing major delays in receiving their visas because of security
clearances.

While these security clearances are critical for maintaining our
safety, we have to redouble our efforts to process individuals more
quickly. If we don’t address these issues, increasing numbers of
international students at the highest levels will look for academic
opportunities outside the United States.

Other countries are investing massive amounts of resources to
develop and improve their systems of higher education. As these
systems develop, international students will have increased post-
secondary opportunities at home also.

The potential impact on our institutions and our economy is huge
if international students choose to attend institutions in their own
country and not come here.

I think the balance is very important. I had the great oppor-
tunity in 1958 and 59 of doing graduate work in Islamic history
at the University of Peshawar in Pakistan under a Rotary Founda-
tion fellowship. And that was a great help to me—a great help,
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first of all, living in a different culture, a great culture, under-
standing real Islam. It’s been helpful to me to this very, very day.
And T think all of us benefit by having had some of that duality
in our education both at home and then studying in another coun-
try, and we want to continue to encourage that. And I look forward
to the hearing today.

I yield back the balance of my time.

Chairman McKEON. Thank you, Mr. Kildee. And we have served
together now on this Committee for 12 years. You have been here
a lot longer, but together we’ve served for 12 years and 10 years
on this Subcommittee, and I didn’t know that you had studied
abroad.

[Laughter.]

Chairman McKEON. We continually learn.

Mr. KiLDEE. That’s right.

Chairman MCKEON. And I'm impressed. I was at a meeting ear-
lier this morning, and Mr. Davis, another member of our Com-
mittee, and I both spoke. We attended an earlier meeting where
they were honoring some students that had done outstanding
achievement, and I learned some things about Mr. Davis that I
hadn’t known. And I think it’s—I continually am more impressed
by my colleagues here when I learn more about them, and that’s
a good thing to know.

We will have two panels today, and we decided earlier I will
chair the first panel and Chairman Tiberi will chair the second
panel. And he and Ranking Member Hinojosa will give their open-
ing statements at that time.

I'll introduce the first panel now at this time. First we have Mr.
Victor Cerda. Mr. Cerda currently serves as Counsel to the Assist-
ant Secretary for the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement
at the U.S. Department of Homeland Security.

The Office of Immigration and Customs is responsible for identi-
fying and shutting down vulnerabilities in the nation’s border, eco-
nomic, transportation and infrastructure security, and is also the
largest investigative arm of the DHS.

Next we’ll have Mr. Stephen Edson. Mr. Edson currently serves
as Managing Director of the Visa Services Directorate for the Bu-
reau of Consular Affairs at the U.S. Department of State. Prior to
his current position, Mr. Edson served as Senior Adviser for Stra-
tegic Planning to the Visa Services Directorate, as Consul General
at the U.S. Embassy in Jakarta, Indonesia, and as Deputy Director
of the Consular Systems Division in Washington.

And then we’ll hear from Mr. Randolph Hite. Mr. Hite has
served for 25 years with the Government Accountability Office, or
GAO, located here in Washington, D.C. In his current role, Mr.
Hite serves as the Director of Information Technology Architecture
and Systems Issues. In this capacity, Mr. Hite is responsible for
the GAO’s work on IT issues and maintenance, as well as the
GAO’s IT work at the Departments of Defense, Homeland Security,
Treasury, State, and Justice.

I should mention to the audience that accompanying Mr. Hite
today is another staff member from the Government Accountability
Office, Mr. Jess Ford, who serves as Director of International Af-
fairs and Trade. While Mr. Ford will not be offering official testi-
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mony today, he will be contributing to this hearing by acting in a
supportive capacity to Mr. Hite and the rest of the GAO team.

We will follow our normal procedure of the 5-minute rule today.
And the way these—I'm sure you’ve done this before, but when you
start, the green light comes on, and when you have a minute left,
the yellow light comes on, and at the drop dead time, the red light
comes on. So don’t worry too much about that.

First, let’s hear from Mr. Cerda.

STATEMENT OF VICTOR X. CERDA, COUNSEL TO THE ASSIST-
ANT SECRETARY, IMMIGRATION AND CUSTOMS ENFORCE-
MENT, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF HOMELAND SECURITY, WASH-
INGTON, DC

Mr. CERDA. Good morning, Chairman McKeon and Chairman
Tiberi and Members of the Committee. Thank you for the oppor-
tunity to provide you with an update on the Department of Home-
land Security’s progress on implementing the SEVIS program.

The Student and Exchange Visitor Information System, know as
SEVIS, was successfully deployed on time on January 1st, 2003.
Since then, SEVIS has been a central tool used by law enforcement
entities, including ICE, to ensure compliance with immigration
laws by foreign students, exchange visitors, schools, and exchange
visitor sponsors. This achievement could not have been possible
without the commitment and cooperation from the Department of
State, the academic and the exchange community, and we are very
grateful for that.

Since representatives of the former Immigration and Naturaliza-
tion Service last testified before you on September 24th, 2002, DHS
has fundamentally changed the process for monitoring foreign stu-
dents and exchange visitors attending DHS certified schools and
Department of State designated exchange visitor program sponsors
in the United States.

Prior to SEVIS, there was a decentralized manual, paper-driven
process that monitored foreign students attending more than
70,000 schools. There was in essence no tool capable of detecting
the culprits of the first World Trade Center attack in 1993, for
which a foreign student who had never attended school was con-
victed, and the terrorist attacks of September 11th, 2001, where
four of the 19 hijackers were foreign students.

Despite the tremendous challenge, DHS, in cooperation with the
Department of State, the academic community, and the exchange
program sponsors, developed and successfully implemented SEVIS
on January 1st, 2003, thus creating an electronic system that per-
mitted the United States to monitor foreign students and exchange
visitors and their dependents throughout their stay in the United
States. Needless to say, this new capability enhanced our national
security and ability to maintain integrity in our immigration sys-
tem.

In 2003, ICE took responsibility for SEVIS from U.S. Citizenship
and Immigration Services and established the Student Exchange
Visitor Program, SEVP. This program was created to manage
SEVIS, to centralize the certification process for schools wishing to
accept foreign students, to conduct outreach to the academic com-
munity, and to perform other related program functions.
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In addition, ICE established a Compliance Enforcement Unit in
its Office of Investigations, which uses SEVIS data to identify and
investigate potential student, exchange visitor, school and exchange
visitor program sponsor violators. All of this work was completed
by June 1st, 2003. By August 2003, all foreign students and ex-
change visitors were enrolled in SEVIS by their respective school
Or SPONSor.

More robust school screening requirements have essentially
cleaned the list of schools that could issue the necessary I-20 that
initiates the process for an individual to enter the United States
as a student. Gone are the days of the questionable dog grooming
school that, despite no investigation, had the authority to sponsor
individuals to enter the country. Of the 70,000 previously certified
schools that existed pre-SEVIS, we have approximately 8,000
schools now that participate, and we believe this is due to the en-
hanced and centralized SEVP certification process, which requires
a site visit and consistent reporting to SEVIS of changes in the stu-
dent’s status and performance at the institution. As a result,
SEVIS data is more reliable and therefore more useful as an en-
forcement tool.

The SEVIS system also creates an electronic, real-time, central-
ized repository of these records. Today, SEVIS is the only electronic
system used to track the status of F, M and J non-immigrants from
the moment they are accepted at the U.S. institution, through the
completion of their program. As of February 25, 2005, 609,000 stu-
dents, 142,000 exchange visitors and 120,000 of their dependents
are registered in SEVIS. These individuals report to and are mon-
itored by approximately 8,000 certified schools and 1,400 exchange
visitor program sponsors.

Over a period of 2 years, we have effectively eliminated a vulner-
able and archaic paper-based system of records and transitioned
ton an electronic, interactive and an up-to-date system.

In order to better understand the progress of SEVIS and its im-
portance, I would like to share with the Committee some of the
program’s accomplishments:

The implementation of the SEVIS Fee. On September 1st, 2004,
ICE implemented the SEVIS fee for students and exchange visitors
successfully and on time. ICE established several fee payment
mechanisms for the international education and exchange commu-
nity. These payment options include credit card or debit card on
line, check or money order mailed to a lockbox in the U.S., pay-
ment by a third party on the student or exchange visitor’s behalf,
and bulk filing for certain exchange visitor program sponsors. To
date, we have collected over 170,000 fee payments and are not
a}:va%“e of a situation where a student wasn’t able to ultimately pay
the fee.

Centralized and Enhanced School Certification. U.S. schools in-
terested in accepting foreign students must be first certified by
ICE. ICE has centralized that process and conducted onsite visits
for the first time for these universities’ exchange programs.

Implementation of the SEVIS Response Team. In anticipation of
the August 1st, 2003 deadline, we implemented the SRT to handle
situations where students were appearing at the ports of entry but
may not have had the opportunity to have the information clearly
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entered into SEVIS. We believe this was a success in facilitating
on our side as well as the school’s.

IT Enhancements. The vast majority of these improvements were
the result of feedback and requests from the schools and sponsors
hosting foreign students. By the end of fiscal year 2005, SEVIS im-
plemented a total of 11 major releases to improve performance and
functionality. This represents several hundred individual improve-
ments. These improvements were recognized in May 2004 by the
E-Gov Institute Government Solutions Center which selected
SEVIS as a best practice system.

Information Sharing. Clearly very important. We share all across
DHS, Customs and Border Protection, the Department of State, the
Federal Bureau of Investigation, U.S. Citizenship and Immigration
Services. This information is critical for integrity not only in law
enforcement but also to facilitate the visa process.

Outreach to Academic Community. Without effective outreach to
the academic community, we would not have been able to accom-
plish what we have today. We have been working to make several
inroads with the universities through training, outreach, weekly
meetings. We think this is an important part of the success.

The ICE Compliance Enforcement Unit. The Enhanced Boarder
Security and Visa Entry Reform Act of 2002 requires schools to re-
port foreign students who fail to enroll within 30 days of the reg-
istration deadline. Schools are required to maintain accurate
records and make this report to ICE. Additionally, SEVIS performs
automatic data runs to identify students who have fallen out of sta-
tus. These actions will cause a student’s record in SEVIS to become
terminated.

The ICE Office of Investigations extracts data from SEVIS on the
terminated records. Lookouts are entered on these terminated
records to alert officers and inspectors within DOS, Customs and
Border Protection, and USCIS of potential violations of the stu-
dent’s non-immigrant status. The CEU in investigations conducts
a thorough review of each individually terminated record to iden-
tify those who have actually violated their status. After this review,
actionable leads are identified and recorded and tracked electroni-
cally to ensure accountability.

These reviews include record checks against several immigration
and terrorist data bases. To date—
hCh%irman McKEON. Mr. Cerda, how much more do you have
there?

Mr. CERDA. You mean—one minute, sir, just to comply.

Chairman McKEoON. OK.

Mr. CERDA. To date, we’ve identified 81,000 potential violators,
have entered 130,000 lookouts, and have assigned 3,700 leads to
the field, resulting in 641 arrests. To note some of these arrests,
for example, a Saudi Arabian national who was investigated for
failing to maintain his student status. After his arrival, he was
identified as a potential extremist having possible links to a ter-
rorist organization. He attempted to smuggle a 500,000 volt stun
gun on board a commercial aircraft. This individual was identified
through SEVIS and was deported.

We continue to have many challenges ahead. We continue to look
forward to develop this program and to create the proper balance
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that allows us to welcome students into the United States while at
the same time maintaining the system that we believe ensures na-
tional security.

Thank you, Chairman.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Cerda follows:]

Statement of Victor X. Cerda, Counsel to the Assistant Secretary, Immigra-
tion and Customs Enforcement, U.S. Department of Homeland Security,
Washington, DC

INTRODUCTION

Chairmen McKeon and Tiberi, and Members of the Committee, thank you for the
opportunity to provide you with an update on the progress the Department of Home-
land Security (DHS) has made in implementing an effective system to monitor for-
eign students and exchange visitors in the United States and the schools and ex-
change visitor program sponsors that host them.

The Student and Exchange Visitor Information System (SEVIS) was successfully
deployed on time on January 1, 2003, as required by the Uniting and Strengthening
America by Providing Appropriate Tools Required to Intercept and Obstruct Ter-
rorism Act of 2001 (USA PATRIOT Act). Since then, SEVIS has been a central tool
used by law enforcement entities officers to ensure compliance with immigration
laws by foreign students, exchange visitors, schools and exchange visitor sponsors.
This achievement could not have been possible without the commitment and co-
operation from the academic and exchange community, for which we are very grate-
ful. But there is much more to accomplish with SEVIS and we look forward to up-
dating you on the recent successes and upcoming challenges that present us with
further opportunities for growth and improvement.

BACKGROUND

Since representatives of the former Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS)
last testified before you on September 24, 2002, DHS has fundamentally changed
the process for monitoring foreign students and exchange visitors on F, M and J
visas attending DHS certified schools and Department of State (DOS) designated ex-
change visitor program sponsors in the United States.

Prior to SEVIS, there was a decentralized, manual, paper-driven process that
monitored foreign students attending more than 70,000 schools. These schools were
certified to accept foreign students through a decentralized process by district offices
throughout the United States. There was, in essence, no tool that was capable of
detecting the culprits of the first World Trade Center bombing in 1993, for which
a foreign student who had never attended school was convicted, and the terrorist
attacks of September 11, 2001, where four of the 19 hijackers were foreign students.

Congressional response to these events resulted in legislation that mandated
progress be made in the Federal government’s ability to monitor the foreign student
and exchange visitor population in the United States. These legislative mandates in-
clude: the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA)
of 1996, which required the development of an electronic system for collecting infor-
mation on foreign students and exchange visitors (F, M and J non-immigrants); the
USA PATRIOT Act of 2001, which established the January 1, 2003 date by which
SEVIS must be operational; the Homeland Security Act of 2002, which delegated re-
sponsibility of SEVIS to the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and
required that SEVIS information be used to carry out enforcement functions; and
the Enhanced Border Security and Visa Entry Reform Act of 2002.

Despite the tremendous challenge, DHS, in cooperation with DOS, developed and
successfully implemented SEVIS on January 1, 2003, thus creating an electronic
system that permitted the United States to monitor foreign students and exchange
visitors and their dependents throughout their stay in the United States. Needless
to say, this new capability enhanced our national security and ability to maintain
integrity in our immigration system. As many of you know, SEVIS is a web-based
system that provides real-time, up-to-date information on F, M and J visa holders
that can be accessed electronically, making it an effective tool used by law enforce-
ment to ensure that foreign students and exchange visitors in the United States are
complying with the terms of their immigration status and are not a threat to na-
tional security.

In 2003, ICE took responsibility for SEVIS from U.S. Citizenship and Immigration
Services (USCIS) and established the Student and Exchange Visitor Program
(SEVP). SEVP was created to manage SEVIS, to centralize the certification process
for schools wishing to accept foreign students; to conduct outreach to the academic
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community; and to perform other related program functions. In addition, ICE estab-
lished the Compliance Enforcement Unit (CEU) within its Office of Investigations,
which uses SEVIS data to identify and investigate potential student, exchange vis-
itor, school and exchange visitor program sponsor violators. All of this work was
completed by June 1, 2003. By August 2003, all F, M and J foreign students and
exchange visitors were enrolled in SEVIS by their respective school or sponsor.

More robust school screening requirements have essentially “cleaned” the list of
schools that could issue the necessary I-20 that initiates the process for an indi-
vidual to enter the United States as a student. Gone are the days of the question-
able dog grooming school that, despite no investigation, had the authority to sponsor
individuals to enter the country. Of the 70,000 previously certified schools, approxi-
mately 8,000 schools now remain in SEVIS due to the enhanced and centralized
SEVP certification process, which requires a site visit, and consistent reporting in
SEVIS of changes in the student’s status and performance at the institution. As a
resiult SEVIS data is more reliable and, therefore, more useful as an enforcement
tool.

The SEVIS system also creates an electronic, real-time, centralized repository of
these records. Today, SEVIS is the only electronic system used to track the status
of F, M and J non-immigrants from the moment they are accepted at a U.S. institu-
tion, through the completion of their program. As of February 25, 2005, 609,517 stu-
dents, 142,901 exchange visitors, and 120,870 of their dependents are registered in
SEVIS. These individuals report to—and are monitored by—7,960 certified schools
and 1,453 exchange visitor program sponsors. Over a period of two years, we have
effectively eliminated a vulnerable and archaic paper-based system of records and
transitioned to an electronic, interactive and up-to-date system. We believe we have
accomplished this, in partnership with DOS, the academic and exchange commu-
nity, in a manner that has addressed concerns from this community while at the
same time establishing a tool that enhances our immigration and law enforcement
capabilities as well as our national security.

HOW SEVIS WORKS

SEVIS is a fully integrated system that incorporates information directly from
schools, exchange program sponsors, and other Federal electronic systems. The proc-
ess begins with prospective foreign students applying for admission to one or more
schools in the United States. If accepted, the school/s issues the students a Form
1-20 from SEVIS after inputting specific data on the individuals into the system.
At this point, the students must decide which school they wish to attend. The stu-
dents then pay the $100 SEVIS fee using the information from the I-20 issued by
the school they will attend. The students then take the I-20 issued from that insti-
tution to the U.S. consulate or embassy to apply for a student visa. During the visa
application and screening process, the Department of State (DOS) consular officers
uses SEVIS to confirm that the individual before them has, in fact, been accepted
by the school referenced on the application, and that the institution is certified by
DHS. The consular officer verifies the information on the I-20 with the information
in SEVIS, and if the application is approved, issues the student a non-immigrant
visa. Once approved, this visa data is electronically uploaded into SEVIS from the
DOS Non-Immigrant Visa (NIV) system.

The student must then present the Form I-20 along with the visa at the post of
entry prior to admission by a U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) officer. As
the student is inspected and admitted, pursuant to either the United States Visitor
and Immigrant Status Indicator Technology (US-VISIT) Program and/or National
Security Entry Exit

Registration System (NSEERS) registration process, the information is uploaded
into SEVIS from the CBP Arrival and Departure Information System (ADIS). This
information is made available to schools in order to notify them that their foreign
student has arrived in the U.S. and should be reporting to the school within 30
days. Once the student has physically reported to the school and enrolled, the school
updates the student’s SEVIS record, thus confirming arrival. If a student enters the
country and fails to enroll at the school, the student’s record will be terminated in
SEVIS, which, in turn, will trigger further investigation from the ICE Compliance
Enforcement Unit.

Schools will continue to update the record throughout the student’s stay in the
United States with information such as change of address, change of course study,
employment, or transfer to another institution. Once the foreign students graduate
or complete their program, they should depart the United States, or change to an-
other immigration status in accordance with immigration law.

The process described above is very similar for an exchange visitor who is partici-
pating in an exchange activity authorized by DOS. As shown, SEVIS is able to pro-
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vide up-to-date information on the status of foreign students and exchange visitors
throughout their stay in the United States.

REVIEW OF ACCOMPLISHMENTS

In order to better understand the progress of SEVIS and its importance as a law
enforcement and immigration tool, I would like to share with the Committee some
of the program’s accomplishments.

e Implementation of the SEVIS Fee—Congress mandated that SEVP be an en-
tirely fee-funded program through the collection of school certification fees and
the SEVIS fee paid by students and exchange visitors. On September 1, 2004,
SEVP implemented the SEVIS fee for students and exchange visitors success-
fully and on time. This accomplishment assisted the program in meeting its
goal of transitioning from appropriated funding to fee-based funding in Fiscal
Year (FY) 2005. In addition, SEVP established several fee payment mechanisms
to enable the international education and exchange community. These payment
options include credit card or debit card on-line; check or money order mailed
to a lockbox in the United States; payment by a third party on the student or
exchange visitor’s behalf; and bulk-filing for certain exchange visitor program
sponsors. SEVP has continued to make enhancements to the fee payment sys-
tem, including a new fee payment method established on November 1, 2004,
which allows payment in local currency through the Western Union Quick Pay
Service, available in over 130 countries. Our goal was to ensure that all foreign
students and exchange visitors could successfully pay the SEVIS fee, and we
reached that goal. To date, we have collected over 170,000 fee payments and
we are not aware of any applicant not being able to pay the fee. In order to
prevent -or immediately resolve- fee payment problems, SEVP established a
Case Resolution Unit working directly with the individuals experiencing fee
payment problems. This unit became operational on August 10, 2004, and has
been engaged since September 1, 2004, in resolving over 3,000 fee application
and payment issues. This unit’s efforts prevent the outright rejection of many
fee applications, thereby expediting the fee payment process, as well as better
serving our customers in their efforts to pay the fee. Moreover, SEVP has estab-
lished a real-time check between the student and exchange visitor’s fee informa-
tion and SEVIS data to ensure 100 percent accuracy. Finally, on April 18, 2005,
SEVP is scheduled to begin implementation of a customer service website that
will enable students and exchange visitors to check online the status of their
fee payment.

e Centralized and Enhanced School Certification—As mandated by Congress, U.S.
schools interested in accepting foreign students must first be certified by SEVP.
Today, SEVIS has nearly 8,000 schools certified to accept foreign students. The
school certification process is an excellent example of a re-engineered process.
SEVP has centralized the adjudication of school petitions from district offices
located throughout the United States to ICE Headquarters. This move enables
us to ensure we are applying the same criteria and standards to all petitions
and see trends to better identify potential fraud in schools. Each school certifi-
cation requires both the review and adjudication of the I-17 petition, and an
on-site visit. This on-site visit confirms the bona fides of the school, and, more
importantly, ensures that the school understands its responsibilities to keep
adequate records and to update SEVIS with any changes to the students’ sta-
tus. In addition, SEVIS provides alerts and reports to the schools and exchange
visitor program sponsors to help them monitor and keep track of their students
and exchange visitors.

e Implementation of SEVIS Response Team—In preparation for the August 1,
2003, statutory deadline to have all non-immigrant students and exchange visi-
tors registered in SEVIS, SEVP organized and implemented a highly successful
SEVIS Response Team (SRT) to assist with issues associated with students and
exchange visitors not yet registered in SEVIS but who appeared at the ports-
of-entry. Operating 24—7, the SRT worked with inspectors at ports of entry, ad-
judicators, investigators, schools and program sponsors to expeditiously resolve
issues related to the admission into the United States of students and exchange
visitors. The creation of the SRT demonstrates the Department’s and ICE’s com-
mitment to making SEVIS a process that not only enhances national security
but also facilitates the entry of legitimate students and exchange visitors into
the United States. During the first six weeks in operation, the SRT received
over 8,000 calls and assisted over 5,400 students and exchange visitors entering
the United States. Three subsequent SRTs were established during high volume
entry periods to ensure the success of the program and solidify a cooperative
relationship with our government and non-government stakeholders. Today, we
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are proud to say that even during high volume entry periods, the SRT is no
longer necessary since CBP officers at ports of entry have access to SEVIS vio-
lator information at primary inspection and to all SEVIS data at secondary in-
spection. In addition, CBP inspectors have increased their knowledge of SEVIS
and are now proficient in accessing SEVIS information. The success and recent
decline in the need for SRT assistance is attributable to our partnership with
the academic and exchange visitor community. As a result, students and ex-
change visitors are more aware of the requirements to participate in SEVIS and
are now arriving at the ports of entry with the required documentation ready,
resulting in fewer delays.

Information Technology (IT) Enhancements—Since the deployment of SEVIS,
SEVP has made multiple improvements to its core technology. The vast major-
ity of these improvements were the result of feedback and requests from the
non-government users of the system (i.e. the schools and sponsors hosting for-
eign students and exchange visitors). By the end of fiscal year 2005, SEVIS will
have undergone a total of 11 major releases to improve performance and
functionality, which, in turn, represents several hundred individual improve-
ments. For example, in the summer of 2003, data “bleeding” between records
in SEVIS surfaced as a critical issue. With an expedited IT update release, the
hiring of an additional IT contractor, and the applying of additional resources,
data “bleeding” was eliminated and has no longer been an issue. Just as impor-
tant as data collection is the need to make SEVIS capable of interfacing with
the IT systems of key Federal partners. This has been accomplished. Interfaces
have been built between SEVIS and the Computer—Linked Application Informa-
tion Management System (CLAIMS), the USCIS database that maintains infor-
mation on immigration benefit petitions and applications; SEVIS and ADIS, the
CBP system that collects port of entry information on non-immigrants; SEVIS
and NIV, the DOS system that collects information on visas issued to non-immi-
grants; SEVIS and the Consolidated Consular Database (CCD), the DOS data-
base overseas that facilitates the issuance of visas; SEVIS and US VISIT, the
system that collects biometrics on non-immigrants arriving and departing from
the United States. These interfaces are key to ensuring that SEVIS data rep-
reseﬁl‘ch tlsle total picture of the status of foreign students and exchange visitors
in the U.S.

SEVIS Recognition—In May 2004, the E-Gov Institute Government Solutions
Center selected SEVIS as a best practice system that delivers improved service
with innovative applications and streamlined processes. SEVIS was selected
among nominations received from all levels of government, including Federal,
State, local and international organizations. Also, representatives from the ICE
Chief Information Office and SEVP were recognized at the 2004 Annual Gov-
ernment Solutions Forum Exhibition awards banquet in Washington, D.C.
While SEVIS is still a relatively new system responsible for collecting signifi-
cant amounts of student and exchange visitor data, a June 2004 Government
Accountability Office (GAO) report on SEVIS noted that many of the initial
problems with the system, including system performance have been corrected
and that the system is improving. The system is currently performing the func-
tion that it was designed to do in an effective and efficient manner.

Information Sharing—ICE recognized that the national security impact of the
SEVIS data would be minimized if it were not capable of being shared with key
Federal partners. ICE has addressed this concern. SEVIS data is being shared
with other Federal partners and has enhanced their capabilities of detecting im-
migration benefit fraud and criminal and terrorist activities. In addition, SEVIS
data is currently being used across DHS, as well as by DOS and the Federal
Bureau of Investigations (FBI) to support homeland security and national secu-
rity functions. USCIS uses SEVIS data to support immigration benefit eligi-
bility determinations. CBP uses SEVIS data to assist in the determination of
non-immigrant eligibility for admission into the United States. Agencies outside
DHS, such as the FBI, use SEVIS data to support ongoing investigations. DOS
uses SEVIS to administer and monitor the exchange visitor program and uses
data in SEVIS verify visa eligibility and to facilitate the visa issuance process.
Additionally, USCIS is using SEVIS to assist the Social Security Administration
(SSA) in determining the eligibility of foreign students and exchange visitors to
obtain social security numbers. This expedited process of determining eligibility
is critical for students interested in pursuing optional practical training -or
work related to their academic studies. SEVIS is used to conduct searches to
respond to SSA inquiries regarding students and exchange visitors status. This
process is a joint venture between DOS, DHS, and SSA. Using SEVIS as a
mechanism to verify status replaces a manual search process that often took
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weeks to accomplish. The result is that eligible students and exchange visitors
receive social security numbers in a timely manner. Since January 2004, SEVIS
data has been used for verification in over 47,000 cases. At the same time,
SEVIS provides the SSA a more efficient and accurate tool to ensure that only
eligible students are issued Social Security cards.

e Qutreach to the Academic Community—SEVP has implemented a comprehen-
sive outreach strategy to reach the schools and sponsors system users, as well
as the students and exchange visitors that they host. We have implemented an
enhanced website for the centralized dissemination of information on the pro-
gram and its requirements, and have posted frequently asked questions to pro-
vide standardized and consistent information on various subjects of interest-
such as fee payment and travel into the U.S. The website address itself was
simplified and 1t currently has the second highest number of hits of any website
in ICE. We also hold bi-weekly conference calls with various stakeholders on
policy and information technology issues. SEVP sends representatives to stake-
holder conferences across the country in order to get our message out and to
get feedback from the community on various elements of the program. Addition-
ally, SEVP publishes a quarterly newsletter that is also posted on the website.
All of these efforts promote a cooperative partnership that is critical to the suc-
cess of the program.

e Privacy Safeguards—SEVP has undertaken safeguards to ensure that robust
privacy protection is accorded to all individuals whose information is main-
tained in SEVIS. As this data continues to serve the law enforcement needs of
ICE and of our Federal partners, it is important that all users understand and
respect the privacy of the information in the system. For this reason, SEVP, in
coordination with the DHS Privacy Office, has prepared a Privacy Impact As-
sessment and a System of Records Notice.

e Compliance Enforcement Unit (CEU) Liaison—Addressing the concerns of
schools, program sponsors, foreign students and exchange visitors, SEVP estab-
lished a Compliance Enforcement Unit Liaison position to examine and verify
investigative leads on potential status violators. Specifically, the CEU Liaison
researches and analyzes leads on potential violators, working with the schools
and program sponsors to verify the accuracy of SEVIS information. The objec-
tive is to ensure that ICE investigative resources are used as efficiently as pos-
sible by verifying that all leads sent to the field are indeed valid and warrant
the expenditure of those resources. This review process has helped prevent the
unnecessary detention and removal of legitimate students and exchange visi-
tors. Alternately, this process has also expedited the forwarding of valid leads
for further investigation.

COMPLIANCE ENFORCEMENT UNIT

The Enhanced Border Security and Visa Entry Reform Act of 2002 requires
schools to report foreign students who fail to enroll within 30 days of the schools’
registration deadline. Schools appoint foreign student advisors who are required to
maintain foreign student information and assist the students and the school in ad-
hering to the laws and regulations of the Immigration and Nationality Act. These
advisors, known as designated school officials, are responsible for reporting students
who fail to maintain their status for specific reasons, such as failing to show up for
their program, failing to carry the required course load, and other adverse reasons.
Additionally, SEVIS performs automatic data runs to identify students who have
fallen out of status by failing to enroll or for other reasons. These actions will cause
a student’s record in SEVIS to become “terminated.”

After a student’s SEVIS record has been terminated, CEU, which is part of the
ICE Office of Investigations, extracts data from SEVIS on the terminated records.
Lookouts are entered on these terminated records to alert officers and inspectors
within DOS, CBP, and USCIS of a potential violation of the student’s non-immi-
grant status and to scrutinize subsequent attempts to obtain a visa or another im-
migration benefit, or to enter the United States. Moreover, the ICE Law Enforce-
ment Service Center (LESC) in Burlington, Vermont, has access to SEVIS, as well
as the CEU-generated violators lookouts in IBIS, and can advise Federal, State, and
local law enforcement officers who make inquiries to the LESC of the immigration
status of a foreign student or exchange visitor. If a student is later determined not
to be in violation of his/her status, or overcomes a past violation by virtue of a new
visa, the lookout is removed. The process described above also applies to exchange
visitors and their program sponsors.

CEU conducts a thorough review of each individual terminated record to identify
those who have actually violated their status. This review includes record checks
against several immigration and terrorist databases. After this review, actionable
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leads are identified, and recorded, and tracked electronically to ensure account-
ability. These validated leads are then prioritized according to their national secu-
rity risk, or impact on public safety, such as the case with criminal aliens. ICE field
offices for investigation are assigned actionable leads for further investigation and
enforcement action. ICE field offices have arrested 641 status violators as a result
of this effort. ICE is committed to enforcing our immigration laws against violators
identified through SEVIS. This is founded in our belief that effective compliance en-
forcement of student violators is a critical component of SEVIS ;| and of our legal
immigration system.

CEU identifies approximately 1,000 potential student and exchange visitor status
violators a week through SEVIS. However, this number more than doubles when
student enrollment peaks after the start of the school term. To date, over 81,000
potential violator leads have been resolved through CEU analysis. CEU has placed
more than 130,000 lookouts on students and exchange visitors who have been termi-
nated in SEVIS, and who have potentially violated their nonimmigrant status. The
lookouts are subsequently reviewed to determine whether they are, in fact, malafide
students or exchange visitors. CEU has assigned over 3,700 SEVIS violator leads
to ICE Special Agent in Charge (SAC) field offices for investigation, resulting in 641
arrests.

COMPLIANCE SEVIS ENFORCEMENT EXAMPLES

CEU continuously monitors SEVIS data in order to increase the effectiveness of
SEVIS as an enforcement tool. Using the work of CEU, ICE will continue to adapt
SEVIS enforcement priorities to recent trends, current intelligence and known
threats as they relate to national security and public safety. The following are some
examples of successful apprehensions of status violators resulting from CEU initi-
ated SEVIS leads. These violators were identified as national security threats only
after they had entered the country and had been properly screened:

e A Pakistani national was arrested for failure to enroll. This student violator
was the subject of a terrorist database record entered after his arrival to the
U.S., and was investigated by the Joint Terrorism Task Force. This subject is
currently in removal proceedings. If ordered removed, he will be barred from
re-entry for a period of 10 years.

e A Saudi Arabian national was investigated for failing to maintain his student
status. After his arrival, this violator was identified as a potential extremist
having possible links to a terrorist organization. He attempted to smuggle a
500,000-volt stun gun onboard a commercial aircraft. This subject was deported
from the United States and is barred from re-entry for 10 years.

e A Jordanian national was arrested for failing to maintain his student status.
Subsequent to his entry into the United States, this student violator was en-
tered in the National Crime Information Center database (NCIC) as a potential
terrorist, having possible links to a terrorist organization, and was the subject
of an FBI investigation. This subject is currently in removal proceedngs.

These apprehensions are significant in that ICE was able to use SEVIS to rapidly
identify nonimmigrant violations on each potential terrorist subject, and place them
into removal proceedings. These examples demonstrate how SEVIS capabilities aug-
ment the overall effectiveness of terrorist databases and counter terrorism inves-
tigations.

LOOKING FORWARD

As you have heard, many initial obstacles encountered during the implementation
phase of SEVIS and SEVP have been overcome. Major accomplishments have been
achieved as a result of the cooperation and coordination with the academic commu-
nity and other Federal partners. But there is still room for growth and greater effi-
ciency in SEVP.

One such area is the overall integrity of the information in SEVIS. The system
is a cornerstone in the fight against terrorism, used by law enforcement partners
to identify potential violators in the United States who seek to do us harm. Con-
sequently, the information in the system must be reliable. We are working toward
an overall data integrity strategy that will address data correction issues, including
enhanced training for SEVIS users, more frequent and targeted discussion to receive
feedback from the education community, and increased authority for school and pro-
gram sponsors to correct data entry errors. In order to facilitate data integrity and
system performance discussion with SEVIS users, SEVP is considering the estab-
lishment of a Federal Advisory Committee (FAC) specifically focused on perform-
ance. Such a FAC would bring together members of the SEVIS community to meet
on a regular basis to discuss user requirements and system enhancements. Such a
FAC would be composed of a diverse group of individuals to ensure that SEVIS com-
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munity at large is represented. We look forward to working with the education com-
munity and our Federal partners in crafting a solution to these issues that will be
beneficial to us all.

Another area that we recognize presents a challenge to us and to the community
is the coordination of student and exchange visitor policy across multiple agencies
in the Federal government. This situation is not unique to student and exchange
visitor issues, but is a complex one that affects the lives of individuals in a very
personal way. We recognize this challenge and are eager to work with the commu-
nity and our agency partners to develop a process that will allow for enhanced and
expedited decision making between various organizations on issues that impact the
academic and exchange visitor community.

We welcome the thoughts of the academic and exchange community regarding
ways the Federal government can provide better service to foreign students and ex-
change visitors and the schools and program sponsors that are hosting them.

Another opportunity for further collaboration with the community and Federal
partners in the very near future is the recertification of schools currently partici-
pating in SEVIS. The Enhanced Border Security Act of 2002 required that all
schools accepting non-immigrant students be recertified every two years. An imple-
menting rule on recertification is currently being prepared, and will be published
in the Federal Register. Schools will be given ample time to prepare for recertifi-
cation and will maintain their authority to accept non-immigrant students while
they are undergoing the recertification process. A dialogue with the community
about the recertification process will ensure that the process is not burdensome to
the schools and will allow us to ascertain whether the school is still fulfilling its
SEVIS requirements, such as maintaining current records on the students through-
out their participation in the academic program.

We look forward to continuing to grow as a program and to more effectively work
with the community on our common goal of keeping the doors open to foreign stu-
dents and exchange visitors interested in participating in outstanding academic in-
stitutions and exchange visitor programs in the US, while effectively monitoring
their compliance with our nation’s laws for the security of us all.

Thank you, Chairmen McKeon and Tiberi, and Members of the Committee, for the
opportunity to testify before you. I look forward to answering any questions that you
may have.

Chairman McKEON. Thank you.
Mr. Edson.

STATEMENT OF STEPHEN A. EDSON, MANAGING DIRECTOR OF
THE VISA SERVICES DIRECTORATE, BUREAU OF CONSULAR
AFFAIRS, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF STATE

Mr. EDSON. Mr. Chairman, Members of the Committee, thank
you for the invitation to testify today on the role of the State De-
partment in the processing of student visas.

Consular officers who serve at our 211 visa adjudicating posts
around the world form this nation’s first line of defense against
ilnternational terrorists and others who would do this country

arm.

Consular officers also serve as the public face of the United
States government overseas and appreciate that America is a na-
tion of immigrants and has always welcomed legitimate visitors.
This is the foundation of the Department’s policy of secure borders
and open doors, an apt description of the balance we strive for be-
tween border security and openness.

It’s in our national interest to encourage people to study at our
educational institutions, rightly famous the world over for offering
the very best in education. International students attending U.S.
colleges and universities account for $13 billion in revenues each
year. Beyond the economic benefits, we as a nation gain immeas-
urably from the foreign students who study at our colleges and uni-
versities.
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In the aftermath of the September 11 attacks, the State Depart-
ment and other agencies made many far-reaching changes to
strengthen border security. Some of the changes resulted in visa
processing delays. The delays were exacerbated when we expanded
the requirement for personal interviews to include almost all visa
applicants in order to enhance security and to prepare to imple-
ment the congressional requirement that we collect biometric data
from visa applicants.

We and our interagency partners have undertaken a trans-
formation of the visa process over the past 3 years. For example,
we've instructed all consular officers at our overseas posts to give
priority to students and exchange visitors. Visa applicants now
have more information to plan their travel since we began requir-
ing that all posts publicize current visa appointment wait times
and processing times on our Internet site.

We've added to the resources dedicated to processing visas. We've
created more than 350 new consular positions since September
2001, and the President’s budget request for 2006 includes funding
for an additional 121 consular officer positions.

We invested $1 million in automating outdated systems for
transmitting and receiving interagency security clearances. This
cuts days off the processing time.

We have also enhanced consular training so the consular officers
are better prepared. This updated training now includes a formal
presentation on the importance of international education and ex-
change.

The result of these investments is a demonstrably better visa
process. Now almost all the visa applications we receive, some 97
percent, are processed in one or 2 days. A small proportion of cases
require interagency clearances due to the applicant’s involvement
in a sensitive scientific field. We refer to these applications as
Visas MANTIS cases, and for a time they were subject to prolonged
delays. To address the problem, we assigned a special team to han-
dle the cases and reached agreement on improvements with other
agencies involved in that process.

The improvement in processing time has been striking. In No-
vember 2003, the average processing time for a MANTIS clearance
was about 72 days. Today the average processing time is less than
2 weeks.

With our interagency partners, we also extended the validity of
those clearances so that most students are able to obtain a clear-
ance one time for the duration of their academics program.

The post-9/11 decline in applications contributed to a perception
among the business, travel and scientific communities that visa
processing impedes legitimate travel to the United States.

This perception was exacerbated by the results of studies and
negative anecdotes reported in the media. News accounts report
that the United States is somehow less welcoming to foreign stu-
dents, and often point to U.S. visa processing as a barrier to study
in the U.S. Although there have been changes in the way visas are
processed, the criteria have basically not changed. The overall visa
refusal rate has remained virtually constant sine prior to Sep-
tember 11th. In fact, the percentage of student visa applicants who
received their visas is increasing.
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We’ve been battling these and other misperceptions with an ag-
gressive public outreach campaign. We've also consulted closely
with the academic community over the past 3 years to take their
concerns into account and solicit suggestions on how we can im-
prove the visa process without compromising national security.

Visa outreach efforts will continue. We recognize that we must
work with the academic community to counter lingering
misperceptions about the visa process and have encouraged aca-
demic organizations to acknowledge the progress we’ve made as a
way of attracting students to the U.S.

In the meantime, we will continue to support what we hope will
be a resurgence of student visa applications by making sure that
legitimate students receive visas in a timely manner.

Thank you.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Edson follows:]

Statement of Stephen A. Edson, Managing Director, Visa Services Direc-
torate, Bureau of Consular Affairs, U.S. Department of State, Washington,
DC

Mr. Chairman, Members of the Committee:

I appreciate your invitation to testify before you regarding the role that the De-
partment of State plays in the processing of student visas. The Bureau of Consular
Affairs is responsible for protecting the lives and interests of U.S. citizens overseas,
and for making lawful and conscientious judgments about applications for passports
for U.S. citizens, as well as visa applications for immigrants and visitors, including
students and exchange visitors. Consular officers serve at our 211 posts that adju-
dicate visa applications all over the world. They quite literally form this nation’s
first line of defense against international terrorists, transnational criminals and oth-
ers who would do this country harm.

Consular officers also serve as the public face of the United States Government
overseas, and appreciate that America is a nation of immigrants, and has always
welcomed legitimate visitors from all over the globe. This is the foundation of the
Department’s policy of Secure Borders and Open Doors; an apt description of the
balance we strive for between border security and openness.

Secure Borders and Open Doors

It is in our own national interest to encourage people who want to visit our beau-
tiful nation, conduct business, and study at our educational institutions, rightly fa-
mous the world over for offering the very best in education. We have particular re-
gard for international students, recognizing that the U.S. is preeminent in the field
of higher education worldwide, and gained that standing with the contributions of
students and academics from all over the world.

International students attending U.S. colleges and universities account for $13
billion in revenues each year. Beyond the economic benefits, we as a nation gain
immeasurably from international students and scholars who study at our colleges
and universities and conduct research at our leading medical and scientific facilities.

State Department-sponsored international exchange programs, including Ful-
bright scholarships and International Visitor grants, offer a particularly compelling
illustration of the impact of academic exchanges. Since the Fulbright Program’s in-
ception, over 255,000 people have participated in Fulbright exchanges. More than
110,000 people have participated in the Department of State’s International Visitor
Program, which brings current and future leaders of other nations to the U.S. for
targeted education opportunities. Worldwide, more than 200 alumni of U.S. ex-
change programs have become heads of state or government, including Anwar
Sadat, Hamid Karzai, Tony Blair, Kim Dae-Jung of South Korea, Oscar Arias
Sanchez of Costa Rica, Ricardo Lagos of Chile, and Mikhail Saakashvili of Georgia,
to name only a few.

Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice has been a vocal advocate of the abiding U.S.
tradition of welcoming students and other visitors to the United States. On March
9, she stated to the House Committee on Appropriations,

“We will continue to work closely with the Department of Homeland Secu-
rity to identify and prevent terrorists and other adversaries from doing
harm, even as we maintain the fundamental openness that gives our de-
mocracy its dynamism and makes our country a beacon for international
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tourists, students, immigrants, and businesspeople. We will keep America’s
doors open and our borders secure.”

The Department of State adjudicates student visa applications in three general
categories: F-1 visas for those engaged in academic studies at an accredited institu-
tion, J-1 visas for those participating in exchange programs, and M-1 visas for
those engaged in non-academic or vocational study or training at a U.S. institution.
In addition, derivative visa categories allow the immediate family members of stu-
dents and exchange visitors to accompany qualified students during their period of
study in the United States.

Processing Delays

In the aftermath of the September 11 attacks, the State Department and other
agencies made many far-reaching changes to strengthen border security that had an
impact on visa processing. Some of the changes resulted in visa processing delays.
For example, the State Department implemented a more robust visa screening sys-
tem, or security advisory opinion (SAQO) system, with our interagency partners that
resulted in many more applicants requiring additional screening. The interagency
SAO process, strained by the larger workload, led to particularly lengthy delays in
2002-2003. Processing delays were exacerbated when we expanded the requirement
for personal interviews to include almost all visa applicants in order to enhance se-
curity, and in preparation for the implementation of a Congressional mandate that
we collect biometric data from visa applicants.

Improvements

The Bureau of Consular Affairs, in cooperation with its partners in the U.S. Gov-
ernment, has undertaken a transformation of visa procedures over the last three
years. We have aggressively refined our processes and procedures to enhance the
transparency, efficiency and predictability of the visa application process. Allow me
to enumerate the Bureau’s initiatives.

For the last two years, we have instructed all of our overseas posts to give priority
to students and exchange visitors. Our Embassies and Consulates have imple-
mented this requirement in a number of ways and have been very successful in get-
ting student applicants appointments in a timely way.

Visa applicants now have more information to plan their travel since we began
requiring that all visa processing posts publicize current visa appointment wait
times and processing times on our Internet website at: www.travel.state.gov. In fact,
we overhauled the entire website to make it more user-friendly and to provide addi-
tional resource material. Having more information about the process helps visa ap-
plicants be better prepared when they attend an interview.

We have added to the resources dedicated to processing visas, in spite of the sig-
nificant drop over the last two years in the number of visa applications we have
received. We have created more than 350 new consular positions since September
2001 and the President’s fiscal year 2006 Budget request includes funding for an
additional 121 consular officer positions.

We have greatly increased the level of data sharing among the Department and
other federal agencies to enhance border security. For example, we have made visa
information available to DHS Customs and Border Protection Officers at ports of
entry. This actually facilitates entry, since it resolves immediately any questions an
inspector might have about fraud.

We have made a concerted effort to undertake the most sweeping changes in a
way that mitigates their impact. For example, we implemented changes to our inter-
view requirements well in advance of the Congressional deadline to collect bio-
metrics from all visa applicants by October 26, 2004. We made the changes in Au-
gust 2003 so that our visa processing posts overseas could adopt procedures to man-
age the new workflow and so that the transition would be a smooth one.

We invested $1 million in automating outdated systems for transmitting and re-
ceiving interagency security clearances. New software is in place at every post to
automate what was previously a paper-based system. Requests and responses are
now transmitted electronically to some agencies, cutting days off of the processing
time and enhancing tracking and accountability.

We have lengthened and enhanced consular training so that the consular officers
we send into the field are better prepared to handle their adjudicatory responsibil-
ities, and more familiar with the full context for their work. The basic consular
training curriculum has been expanded from 26 to 31 days and incorporates ad-
vanced interviewing techniques that give consular officers more confidence in their
decisions. The training also includes presentations on security threats and on the
importance of international education and exchange.
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Results

The result of these investments is a demonstrably better visa application process
across the board. Now, almost all of the visa applications we receive—some 97 per-
cent—are processed in one or two days. For the two-and-a-half percent of visa appli-
cants who, for national security reasons, are subject to additional interagency
screening, we have streamlined the process so that even this small percentage of
the overall number of applicants can expect an answer promptly.

A portion of the cases that require interagency clearance are assigned special
clearances due the applicant’s involvement in a sensitive scientific field where the
United States Government has concerns about the transfer of sensitive technology
for hostile use. We refer to these applications as VISAS MANTIS cases and for a
time they were subject to prolonged delays. To address the problem we assigned a
special team of employees within the Bureau to handle MANTIS cases and reached
agreement on improvements with other agencies involved in this process.

The improvement in processing time is striking. In November 2003, the average
processing time for a MANTIS case was about 72 days. Today, the average proc-
essing time for a MANTIS is less than 14 days.

Through the interagency process, we also extended the validity of MANTIS clear-
ances for students from one year, in most cases, to the entire length of the academic
program. This means that, if a student receives a clearance, it remains valid as long
as he or she remains in the program, up to a maximum of four years.

Where it makes sense to do so, we pursue expanded visa reciprocity agreements
with other nations. For example, China is the largest source country for inter-
national students in the United States. About a year ago we undertook active nego-
tiations with China to secure a more liberal reciprocal visa regime to facilitate le-
gitimate travel. Our efforts have resulted in an agreement between the United
States and China, that took effect on January 15, to lengthen the maximum validity
of business and tourist visas from six months (multiple entry) to 12 months. We
seek the same treatment for students but understand that it will require a change
in China’s domestic law. Nevertheless, we will continue to press the Chinese govern-
ment for this liberalization on behalf of students.

SEVIS

I understand that you are particularly interested in information about the Stu-
dent and Exchange Visitor Information System (SEVIS). The Department of Home-
land Security’s Bureau of Immigration and Customs Enforcement administers
SEVIS, and I defer to my colleagues in DHS to discuss it. I would however, like
to discuss some of the real benefits to the Department of State and foreign students
that SEVIS provides by verifying that a student is enrolled at an approved institu-
tion. The system provides a level of security and confidence in the documentation
of enrollment from an educational institution, called the I-20, that was previously
unavailable. Consular officers reviewing student visa applications now have con-
firmation of the authenticity of an I-20 and no longer have to question it. Although
it is difficult to collect empirical data on this subject, we believe that the elimination
of improperly completed or possibly fraudulent I-20 documents actually speeds the
processing of a student visa application.

Addressing Misperceptions

Visa applications worldwide declined immediately after September 11, 2001, and
eventually dropped by approximately 30 percent. While the number of applications
decreased, the overall visa refusal rate remained almost constant. However, the de-
cline in applications, coupled with processing delays and more visible security meas-
ures, such as the expanded use of personal interviews, contributed to a perception
among the business, travel and academic communities that visa processing impedes,
rather than facilitates legitimate travel to the United States.

This perception was exacerbated by studies on travel to the United States and
negative anecdotes reported in the media. For example, several surveys on inter-
national students showed decreasing numbers of applications and enrollment in
U.S. universities. News accounts report that the United States is somehow less wel-
coming to foreign students and often point to U.S. visa processing as a barrier to
study in the U.S. As recently as March 9, the Council of Graduate Schools issued
a press release regarding a decline in international graduate school applications
from 2004 to 2005.

Although there have been changes to the way in which visas are processed, the
overall visa refusal rate has remained virtually constant since prior to September
11, 2001. In fact, our own statistics comparing visa applications in October 2003
through January 2004 with October 2004 through January 2005 show that the per-
centage of student visa applicants received visas is increasing. For example, we
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issued 64,912 student (F-1) visas from October 1, 2004 to February 28, 2005, and
63,900 during the same period the previous year. During that time, the refusal rate
for this category of applicants dropped from 27 percent to 25 percent. Issuances to
exchange visitors (J—1) are also on the rise, from 62,909 issued from October 1, 2003
to February 28, 2004, to 69,802 visas issued from October 1, 2004 to February 28,
2005.

Student visa applicants continue to be subject to Section 214(b) of the Immigra-
tion and Nationality Act (INA), which requires that the applicant possess a resi-
dence in a foreign country that he has no intention of abandoning. State Depart-
ment regulations require that a consular officer be satisfied that, at the time of a
visa application, the student has a residence abroad, has no immediate intention of
abandoning that residence, and intends to depart the United States upon the termi-
nation of his student status. We recognize that the context of the residence abroad
requirement for student applicants differs significantly from that of applicants for
other kinds of temporary visas, since students may not have the same property, em-
ployment, and family obligations of other temporary visa applicants. Accordingly, we
have updated our regulatory guidance clarifying that it is natural for students not
to possess the same ties to a residence abroad that might be present in other cases.
Consular officers are instructed that they must be satisfied at the time of the appli-
cation that a student possesses the present intent to depart the U.S. at the conclu-
sion of his or her studies. That this intention is subject to change or even likely to
change is not a sufficient reason to refuse a visa.

We have been battling these and other misperceptions with an aggressive public
outreach campaign. We have also consulted closely with the academic community
over the past three years to take their concerns into account and solicit suggestions
on how we can improve the visa process without compromising national security.

Assistant Secretary of State for Consular Affairs Maura Harty has spoken to a
number of academic audiences over the past two years, and takes every opportunity
to reach out to international student audiences during her official travel overseas.
Most recently, she addressed a group of two hundred students at Beijing University
and encouraged them to study in the United States. Deputy Assistant Secretary of
State for Visa Services Janice Jacobs has spoken to academic associations and stu-
dent groups dozens of times on this important issue. In fact, on February 23, she
addressed over 350 students at the University of Maryland on one stop of our exten-
sive domestic outreach program. Ambassadors and other officials lead our outreach
efforts overseas, speaking to student groups and placing op-ed articles in local news-
papers to encourage students to apply to U.S. academic institutions.

Our efforts will continue. We recognize that we must work with the academic
community to counter lingering misperceptions about the visa process, and have en-
couraged academic organizations to acknowledge the progress that we have made
as a way of attracting students to the United States. In the meantime, we will con-
tinue to support what we hope will be a resurgence of student visa applicants by
making sure that legitimate students receive visas in a timely manner.

I have brought with me a summary of the improvements we have made to the
visa process that benefit legitimate international students, as well as our most re-
cent statistics showing the improvement in the processing time for cases that in-
volve technology transfer concerns which I will leave with you and your staff. Now
I am happy to answer your questions.

Chairman McKEON. Thank you.
Mr. Hite.

STATEMENT OF RANDOLPH C. HITE, DIRECTOR, INFORMA-
TION TECHNOLOGY ARCHITECTURE AND SYSTEMS ISSUES,
U.S. GOVERNMENT ACCOUNTABILITY OFFICE, WASHINGTON,
DC, ACCOMPANIED BY JESS T. FORD, DIRECTOR, INTER-
NATIONAL AFFAIRS AND TRADE

Mr. HiTE. Good morning to all of you, and thank you for the op-
portunity to participate in today’s hearing on the progress in track-
ing international students in higher education.

Before summarizing my written statement, let me first commend
the Subcommittees for their continued attention to this important
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area, as evidenced by the hearings you held the month following
the 9/11 attacks and then a year later.

Given that several of the 9/11 hijackers attended flight training
schools in the United States, it’s abundantly clear that having a
system that tracks foreign students and exchange visitors pre-
entry, entry, and stay in the United States is critical.

At the same time, since providing higher education to foreign
students is a major U.S. service industry, doing so in a way that
facilitates students’ application and enrollment is also important.

DHS has recognized this in stating its two main objectives for
SEVIS: namely, to support oversight and enforcement of relevant
laws and regulations and to streamline and modernize the entry of
students and exchange visitors and their dependents.

One key to achieving both objectives is for DHS to engage with
SEVIS stakeholders—for example, the education community and
the State Department—to clearly define outcome-oriented goals
and objectives along with supporting system and people measures
and to systematically measure and disclose the extent to which
each is being met.

In this regard, we reported in June 2004 that SEVIS perform-
ance had improved based on available system measures and other
indicators of performance, including reports showing that certain
key system performance requirements were being met, new re-
quests for system corrections, which were showing a downward
trend, and a general consensus among officials representing 10
educational organizations that performance had improved.

However, we also reported at that time that several key system
performance requirements were not being measured, and that edu-
cational organizations continued to experience certain problems,
particularly with regard to timely and accurate help desk support.
For example, we found that SEVIS is not a very forgiving system
when it comes to correcting data base errors because of the time
and effort required to effect those changes. Accordingly, we made
recommendations at that time aimed at improving system perform-
ance management and resolving education community concerns.

Since June 2004, DHS reports that it has taken a number of
steps to begin addressing our recommendations. In particular, we
were told that help desk staffing has increased and the scripts used
to guide help desk responses to queries have been revised. And at
the same time, education associations generally agree that SEVIS
performance has continued to improve, although they continue to
cite residual help desk problems, particularly long delays in cor-
recting data base errors which can create hardships for students
and exchange visitors.

Generally, however, these organizations do not believe that
SEVIS should be singled out as the reason for the U.S. declining
numbers of international students and exchange visitors.

Now when I speak of these declines, I'm referring to that same
report that the chair—or that the Ranking Member cited from the
Council on Graduate Schools. And some of the numbers that were
in that report between 2003 and 2004, graduate schools saw a 28
percent decline in applications, an 18 percent decline in admis-
sions, and a 6 percent decline in enrollments. And then between
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2004 and 2005, with respect to applications, they saw another 5
percent drop.

Their report attributes the declines to increased global competi-
tion and changed visa policies, as did most education organizations
that we spoke to.

Now with respect to the second reason, the visa processing, I'd
like to mention that we recently reported that a combination of
Federal agency efforts has significantly improved the time it takes
to process visa applications for certain science students and visiting
scholars.

So with that, I'd like to introduce my colleague; Mr. Jess Ford,
as the chair recognized, is the director for GAO’s International Af-
fairs and Trade team, and he specializes in visa processing mat-
ters. Mr. Ford and I would be happy to answer any questions you
have at this time.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Hite follows:]

Statement of Randolph C. Hite, Director, Information Technology Architec-
ture and Systems Issues, U.S. Government Accountability Office, Wash-
ington, DC

Messrs. Chairmen and Members of the Subcommittees:

We appreciate the opportunity to participate in the Subcommittees’ hearing on the
federal government’s progress in tracking international students in higher edu-
cation. As you know, a central component of this tracking is the Student and Ex-
change Visitor Information System (SEVIS), an Internet-based system run by the
Department of Homeland Security (DHS) to collect and record information on for-
eign students, exchange visitors, and their dependents—before they enter the
United States, when they enter, and during their stay. The system, which is the
focus of our testimony, began operating in July 2002, and DHS required its use for
all new and continuing foreign students and exchange visitors beginning in August
2003.

SEVIS automates the manual, paper-intensive processes that schools and ex-
change programs had been using to manage and report information about foreign
students and exchange visitors. With SEVIS, schools and program sponsors can
transmit information electronically to DHS and the Department of State. The sys-
tem’s two main objectives are

e to support the oversight and enforcement of laws and regulations concerning

foreign students, exchange visitors, and schools, as well as sponsors of exchange
visitor programs who are authorized by the government to issue eligibility docu-
ments, and

e to improve DHS’s processing of foreign students and exchange visitors at ports

of entry, through streamlined procedures and modernized data capture.

Our testimony today is based on a report that we issued in June 20041 on SEVIS
performance, augmented by our recent work to determine DHS efforts to strengthen
system performance since that report, reports that we issued in February 2004 and
2005 on student and visiting scholar visa processing,2 and related recent research
by others.

All work related to our testimony was conducted in accordance with generally ac-
cepted government auditing standards. Our SEVIS work was performed at DHS and
State headquarters in Washington, D.C., and at 10 educational organizations,3 from

1GAO, Homeland Security: Performance of Information System to Monitor Foreign Students
and Exc})lange Visitors Has Improved, but Issues Remain, GAO-04-690 (Washington, D.C.: June
18, 2004).

2GAO, Border Security: Improvements Needed to Reduce Time Taken to Adjudicate Visas for
Science Students and Scholars, GAO-04-371, (Washington, D.C.: Feb. 25, 2004) and GAO, Bor-
der Security: Streamlined Visas Mantis Program Has Lowered Burden on Foreign Science Stu-
dents) and Scholars, but Further Refinements Needed, GAO-05-198 (Washington, D.C.: Feb. 18,
2005).

3The 10 organizations were the Accrediting Council for Continuing Education and Training,
Alliance for International Educational and Cultural Exchange, American Association of Colle-
giate Registrars, American Association of Community Colleges, American Council of Education,
Association of American Universities, Association of International Educators, Council for Stand-
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December 2003 through March 2004; we also conducted follow-up work at DHS
Headquarters and 6 of the 10 educational organizations in March 2005.4 Our work
on student and visiting scholar visa processing was performed from May 2003
through January 2004, and July 2004 through February 2005 at several locations:
DHS, State, and Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) headquarters in Washington,
D.C.; and U.S. embassies and consulates in China, India, Russia, and Ukraine.

Results in Brief

After a number of problems during the first year that its use was required, SEVIS
performance improved. As we reported last year, a number of indicators of how well
SEVIS was performing were positive. In particular, DHS reports relating to certain
system performance requirements® showed that some key requirements were being
met. Also, our analysis of new system change requests® during the first year of re-
quired use, the majority of which related to fixing system problems, showed that the
number of new requests was steadily declining. Further, the consensus among offi-
cials representing 10 educational organizations that we spoke to was that system
performance had improved. At that time, DHS attributed this performance improve-
ment to a number of actions, such as installation of a series of new software re-
leases and increased Help Desk staffing and training.

However, we also reported that several key system performance requirements
were not being formally measured, and that by not measuring them, DHS was not
adequately positioned to know sooner rather than later of system problems that
could jeopardize accomplishment of SEVIS objectives. Further, we reported that, de-
spite DHS actions, educational organizations were still experiencing problems, par-
ticularly with regard to Help Desk support,? and we reported that although collec-
tion of a SEVIS fee had been required since 1996, it was still not being collected,
and educational organizations were concerned about proposed fee collection options.
Accordingly, we made recommendations aimed at improving system performance
measurement and resolving educational organizations’ performance issues and fee
concerns.

Over the last year, DHS reports that it has taken steps to address our rec-
ommendations, particularly with regard to strengthening Help Desk support. More-
over, educational organizations generally agree that SEVIS performance has contin-
ued to improve, and that their past fee collection concerns have been alleviated.
However, despite DHS actions, these educational organizations still cite residual
Help Desk problems, which they believe create hardships for students and exchange
visitors. Most of these organizations, however, do not believe that SEVIS is the rea-
son for the declining number of international students and exchange visitors coming
to the United States.

A recent report by the Council of Graduate Schools cites declines in U.S. inter-
national graduate school applications, admissions, and enrollments between 2003
and 2004, and further declines in these applications between 2004 and 2005.8 The
report attributes the decline to increased global competition and changed visa poli-
cies. We recently reported on the State Department’s efforts to address our prior
recommendations for improving the Visas Mantis program, an interagency security
check that often affects foreign science students and scholars applying for visas to
come to the United States. In particular, we reported that a combination of federal
agency steps had resulted in a significant decline in Visas Mantis processing times
and in the number of Mantis cases pending more than 60 days. The Council of
Graduate Schools’ report also recognizes the recent Visas Mantis program changes
as positive steps.

ards for International Educational Travel, Council of International Educational Exchange, and
the National Association of State Universities and Land—Grant Colleges.

4The six organizations were the Accrediting Council for Continuing Education and Training,
American Association of Community Colleges, Association of American Universities, Association
of International Educators, Council of International Educational Exchange, and the National As-
sociation of State Universities and Land—Grant Colleges.

5Examples of performance requirements are (1) the system is to be available 99.5 percent of
the time to all users 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, excluding scheduled downtime and (2) the
time to respond to user queries, as measured as the response time between the application serv-
er and database, is to be less than 10 seconds.

6 Change requests are used to track all system changes, including corrections to erroneous sys-
tem programming, as well as planned system enhancements.

7The SEVIS Help Desk was established, among other things, to assist system users by pro-
viding troubleshooting and resolution of technical problems.

8 Council of Graduate Schools, Findings from the 2005 CGS International Graduate Admis-
sions Survey I. We did not independently verify the information in this report.
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Background

Within DHS’s Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) organization, the Stu-
dent and Exchange Visitor Program (SEVP) is responsible for certifying schools to
accept foreign students in academic and vocational programs and for managing
SEVIS. Schools and exchange programs were required to start using SEVIS for new
students and exchange visitors beginning February 15, 2003, and for all continuing
students and exchange visitors beginning August 1, 2003. °

The following tables show the number of active students, exchange visitors, and
institutions registered in SEVIS as of February 28, 2005.

Table 1: Number of Active Students and Exchange Visitors in SEVIS

Category® Number Percent

F visa holders 605,664 80

M visa holders 3,853 1

J visa holders 142,901 19

Total active students and exchange visitors

registered in SEVIS® 752,418 100
Source: DHS.

* F visas are for academic study at 2- and 4-year colleges and universities and other academic
institutions; M visas are for nonacademic study at institutions, such as vocational and technical
schools; and J visas for participation in exchange programs. SEVIS manages information for foreign
students and exchange visitors having any of these types of visas (8 U.S.C. § 1101 (a) (15)).

" State commented that some persons enrolled in SEVIS are not issued visas, and other persons may
have more than one SEVIS record.

|
Table 2: Number of Institutions in SEVIS

Category Number Percent

Technical schools, colleges, and universities 7,984 85

Exchange visitor programs 1,453 15

Institutions in SEVIS 9437 100
Source: DHS.

SEVP is also responsible for providing program policies and plans; performing
program analysis; and conducting communications, outreach, and training. Regard-
ing SEVIS, SEVP is responsible for identifying and prioritizing system require-
ments, performing system release management, monitoring system performance,
and correcting data errors.

The Office of Information Resource Management, also part of ICE, manages the
information technology infrastructure (that is, hardware and system software) on
which the SEVIS application software is hosted. It also manages the SEVIS Help
Desk and the systems life cycle process for the system, including system operations
and maintenance.

The software for the SEVIS application runs on a system infrastructure that sup-
ports multiple DHS Internet-based applications. The infrastructure includes com-
mon services, such as application servers, Web servers, database servers, and net-
work connections. SEVIS shares five application servers and two Web servers with
two other applications.

To assist system users, the SEVIS Help Desk was established, which provides
three levels of support, known as tiers:

e Tier 1 provides initial end-user troubleshooting and resolution of technical prob-

lems.

e Tier 2 provides escalation and resolution support for Tier 1, and makes nec-

essary changes to the database (data fixes).

9 According to program officials, SEVIS was available to certify schools on July 1, 2002, and
to register students on July 15, 2002. According to State, SEVIS was available to exchange vis-
itor programs in October 2002.
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e Tier 3 addresses the resolution of policy and procedural issues, and also makes
data fixes. 10
SEVP uses a contractor to operate Tiers 1 and 2. Both the contractor and the pro-
gram office operate Tier 3. According to an SEVP official, contractor staff for Tiers
1 through 3 include the following: Tier 1 has 21 staff, Tier 2 has 6 staff, and Tier
3 has 13 staff.
Data are entered into SEVIS through one of two methods:
e Real-time interface (i.e., an individual manually enters a single student/ex-
change visitor record) or
e Batch processing (i.e., several student/exchange visitor records are uploaded to
SEVIS at one time using vendor-provided software or software created by the
school/exchange visitor program).

SEVIS Data and Users

SEVIS collects a variety of data that are used by schools, exchange visitor pro-
grams, and DHS and State Department organizations to oversee foreign students,
exchange visitors, and the schools and exchange visitor programs themselves. Data
collected include information on students, exchange visitors, schools, and exchange
visitor programs. For example,

e biographical information (e.g., student or exchange visitor’s name, place and

date of birth, and dependents’ information),

e academic information (e.g., student or exchange visitor’s status, date of study
com;nencement, degree program, field of study, and institution disciplinary ac-
tion),

e school information (e.g., campus address, type of education or degrees offered,
and session dates);

e exchange visitor program information (e.g., status and type of program, respon-
sible program officials, and program duration).

SEVIS data are also used by a variety of users. Table 3 provides examples of

users and how each uses the data.

_— e
Table 3: Examples of How Data Are Used by Different Types of Users

Users How data are used

DHS users - - pAhs : ot : :

ICE and CIS*personnel Certify schools’ ications to use SEVIS and reinstate students.

Port of entry inspectors Admit foreign students and exchange visitors into the United States at the ports of entry.
Intelligence officers Conduct analyses and research regarding student and exchange visitors who may be out

of status, and schools and exchange programs that may be in violation of program rules.

Determine if agents should take corrective actions against individuals, schools, or
exchange visitor programs.

Identify patterns of criminal activity, including i ics, alien gling, trade
fraud, weapons pi n, and money laundering, as well as i igration fraud.
Investigators Conduct analyses and ding student and exchange visitors who may be out

of status, and schools and exchange visitor programs that may be in violation of program
rules.

Identify possible status violators and contact them to determine if they are in fact in
violation; pass on valid leads to agents for enforcement activities. According to Office of
Investigations officials, they have received about 31,000 leads from SEVIS since the
summer of 2003.

Department of State users e S 2 SECLTEES 2 S

State consular officers Compare information on the hard copy I-20° or DS-2019;° such as the applicant’s name,
date and place of birth, and SEVIS identification number, against information that has
been automatically extracted from SEVIS to State's C: i Consular Database to
issue 