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SUMMARY
Recent guidance from the US Immigration and Customs Enforcement drastically altered the lives of interna-
tional students in America, especially those who are matriculating. This commentary describes how interna-
tional students still face uncertainty concerning their visa statuses and their place in American society.
On July 6, 2020, the United States Immi-

gration and Customs Enforcement (ICE)

announced a new guidance for interna-

tional students in the United States

(USA). It proposed that non-immigrant

students participating in academic

studies (F1 visa holders) or vocational

studies (M1 visa holders) must leave the

USA if their course loads for the fall se-

mester were entirely online.1

The unexpected ICE directive con-

fronted institutions with a difficult deci-

sion: either put the health and safety of

an entire institution at risk in the middle

of a pandemic , or lose international stu-

dents. Harvard University and the Massa-

chusetts Institute of Technology filed a

lawsuit against the Department of Home-

land Security seeking a temporary injunc-

tion against the new guidelines.2 More

than 200 schools, as well as various big

tech companies like Facebook and Goo-

gle, supported the lawsuit.3

Over 1million international students like

us have come to call the USA home.4 For

days we sat in an uncomfortable limbo

wondering whether, as a result of the cur-

rent US administration’s actions, we

would still be able to call this country

home. Then, on July 14, 2020, the Trump

administration faced Harvard and MIT in

federal district court.5 Within minutes,

the administration rescinded its direc-

tive.6 Most international students felt

immediate relief. However, matriculating

international students not yet in the

USA are still banned from entering the
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country if their courses remain entirely on-

line.7

‘‘If They’re Not Going to Be a
Student or They’re Going to Be
100%Online, Then They Don’t Have
a Basis to Be Here’’
These are the words of Kenneth Cuccinelli,

acting deputy secretary of the Department

ofHomelandSecurity.4As international stu-

dents, we already face pervasive uncer-

tainty regarding our visa status.Beingbom-

barded with further uncertainty regarding

our immediate health and safety, as well

as our future careers, opened our eyes to

the volatility of our lives here in the USA un-

der the current administration. As interna-

tional graduate students in the USA, we

deeply disagree with Cuccinelli’s words.

We do have a basis to be here.

Perspectives from International
Graduate Students in the USA
The outcry observed by the institutional

establishment echoes the immense impor-

tance of international students to research,

science,andeducation in thiscountry.Past

international scholars have been Directors

of the National Institute of Health, discov-

erers of novel cancer therapies, and even

Nobel prizewinners.Thehardworkof inter-

national scholars has effected immense,

positive societal change in the USA. Deter-

ring international scholars from studying in

the USA hurts us all. Read our stories and

support our goals to better a society to

which we all belong.
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Tamina Kienka: Third-Year MD-PhD

Student at Harvard Medical School

As an international student on an F-1 visa,

you learn the rules quickly: do not leave

the country without your form I-20 signed

by your academic institution, apply for

your temporary work permit (OPT)months

before you need it to avoid unexpected

delays, and many others. You learn the

rules because your immigration status de-

pends on it.

I grew up in Nigeria and dreamed of

coming to theUSA topursuehighereduca-

tion. My family had moderate means and

understood my chances were slim. How-

ever, my father had a plan. When I was 4

yearsold,my father gavememyfirst tennis

racket. He would lead me to 6 a.m. prac-

tices before school and again later in the

day. He turned the courts into a classroom

and instilled in me the principles he held

close growing up: discipline, focus, and

perseverance. Soon, I was invited to join

theNigerian juniornational teamand repre-

sented my country in many parts of Africa.

Then came the opportunity I had been

working to create. At 16 years old, I

boarded a plane headed for the USA. I

hadbeenoffered full academicandathletic

scholarships from North Carolina Central

University to join its Division I tennis team.

I have been fortunate to say the least. I

completed my undergraduate education

at North Carolina Central University and

spent the following 2 years at the Massa-

chusetts Institute of Technology (MIT)

engaging in cancer immunology research.
ptember 22, 2020 ª 2020 The Author(s). 1
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I am now a third-year student at the Har-

vard Medical School (HMS)/MIT com-

bined MD-PhD program.

Formany international students likeme,

the COVID-19 pandemic has complicated

our education. In March, I pausedmy clin-

ical clerkships to ‘‘shelter in place’’ like

many others around the country. Given

that an MD-PhD typically takes 8 years

to complete, this added great uncertainty

and anxiety over the trajectory of my

future. Then, an already difficult situation

was challenged by the greatest threat of

all: being forced to leave the country at a

moment’s notice. I have always under-

stood that my immigration is tenuous,

but I believed that as long as I stayed

out of trouble, paid my taxes, and posi-

tively contributed to my community, I

would remain unscathed. The ICE

announcement pulled the rug from under

me and affirmed my deepest worries.

Youmay dedicate your time to supporting

and enriching a nation, but that support

may not be returned. What happens

when your contributions are no longer

valued or respected?

During my time at Harvard, I have sup-

ported the important work of the Family

Van at HMS, an organization that works

to increase access to healthcare and

improve the health of residents in Bos-

ton’s most underserved communities. In

addition, through the Harvard chapter of

the Student National Medical Association,

I haveworked to help organize workshops

and information sessions for underrepre-

sented minority students looking to pur-

sue graduate degrees in the biomedical

sciences and gain entry into medical pro-

grams. During the COVID-19 pandemic, I

have volunteered with the Cambridge

Health Alliance Mobile Market, helping

package and distribute food to those

who need it in this difficult time. I have

also assisted in a COVID-19 serology

study run by a group of researchers at

Harvard and the Broad Institute to

contribute to both our current under-

standing of the pandemic and to policy

decisions affecting the health and lives

of us all.

Over the past 8 years I have learned

here, worked here, found a second family,

and grown to love this country. I have

broken no laws and committed no crimes.

Yet, as we have seen, international stu-

dents like me may be asked to leave the
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country or risk deportation, jeopardizing

the future we have worked hard to create.

My long-term goal is to be a physician-

scientist, using my MD-PhD training

synergistically to improve the health

outcomes of my patients through care de-

livery and research. That is my basis to be

here.

Ademi Zhakyp: First year PhD

Student at Harvard Medical School

During my undergraduate years at

Nazarbayev University, Nur-Sultan,

Kazakhstan, I developed a profound inter-

est in biomedical research. My belief that

my work will make a valuable contribution

to the international scientific community

empowered me to spend all of my spare

time in the lab.

I took a gap year after my junior year of

college to both train as an intern and

contribute to research in the USA at Mas-

sachusetts General Hospital in Boston.

The Boston community was the most

vibrant research community I had ever

been a part of, so I applied for a PhD at

Harvard Medical School (HMS). When I

got accepted to the PhD program in

Immunology at HMS, I felt a few steps

closer to my dream. I was going to be a

researcher. However, the COVID-19

pandemic put my PhD experience into

question. How am I going to obtain F-1

status before classes start? How am I

going to travel to Boston without risking

my and others’ health and safety? Will

laboratories still be open to new PhD stu-

dents?

Just days before the ICE immigration

rule, HMS opted to make the Fall 2020 se-

mester online, stating that international

students could still complete their course-

work online and travel to Boston as soon

as the US Embassies reopened. The

recent guidance issued by ICE added a

new layer of difficulty for international

PhD students.

As amatriculating student, I am nownot

allowed to enter the USA for the entire fall

semester. I may not be able to finish the

required number of lab rotations neces-

sary to identify my PhD lab and advisor

by the required date. Further, the time dif-

ference between Nur-Sultan and Boston

is 10 hours. The online curriculum for the

fall contains both self-paced components

and professor guided lectures. While I can

do self-paced work at my convenience,

participating in scheduled events will be
r 22, 2020
difficult because I will need to attend class

late into the night. I wish I could at least

travel to the USA during the Fall because

it is difficult to participate in lectures at 3

a.m. But with the current ruling, I am

forced to stay in Nur-Sultan or risk losing

my visa privileges altogether.

I should feel happy in these days before

the start of my higher education. Instead, I

feel excluded from the community I am a

part of. Because the regulation still ap-

plies to new incoming students, I have to

stay outside of the USA. Even though I

believe that staying in my home country,

for now, is wise for the safety of myself

and others, I hope that the American gov-

ernment will understand how much inter-

national students contribute before

deciding to prohibit us from entering the

USA. As an international student, my

goal is not just to earn one more degree.

I want to invest my knowledge and unique

experience to make a positive change

both in science and in the community I

belong to.

During my undergraduate years, I was

part of the Nazarbayev University Green

Society student club that aspires to pro-

mote an environmentally friendly lifestyle.

We organized lectures or workshops on

plastic waste sorting and how to minimize

one’s ecological footprint. I am eager to

share my experience with the Harvard

community and make Boston an even

greener place. My long-term goal is to

open an immunology laboratory with the

primary goal of helping cancer patients.

That is my basis to be here.

Juan Colazo: Fourth Year MD-PhD

Student at Vanderbilt University

My father was an international student in

the late 1990s and early 2000s. He moved

to Canada from Argentina and lived by

himself for a few months, before my

mother and sister and I were approved

to make the nearly 7000-mile journey. Lit-

tle did we know this ‘‘temporary’’ move

would change the trajectory of our lives

forever.

Originally, my father’s plan was to

become a well-trained animal scientist

abroad and head back to Argentina for

work. Around the time he completed his

master’s degree, the 2001/2002 Argen-

tine crisis was unraveling, and my parents

felt it was unsafe to return. Riots occurred

in the streets, banks were shut down, and

jobs were few and far between. My
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father’s institution graciously approved

his request to extend his international sta-

tus into a PhD. As a family, we are eter-

nally grateful for the opportunities pro-

vided to international students: my father

finished his PhD and hasworked as an an-

imal scientist in Canada ever since.

In 2017, I had to make a big decision:

either stay in Canada for medical school

or take a risk and follow in my father’s

footsteps as an international student. So,

why the latter? Was my decision

persuaded by having rose-colored

glasses from my father’s prior experi-

ences? Was it because of my belief that

medical and scientific education in the

USA is some of, if not the, best in the

world? Probably both.

Since being here, the additional barriers

faced by international students have

become apparent. For example, I

received my access card to work in the

Veterans Affairs (VA) hospital almost

6 months after my peers and only after

filling out a form containing every single

piece of my personal information since

birth. I’ve also been ineligible for most, if

not close to all, graduate student fellow-

ships. After standing face-to-face with

potential deportation and with the risk still

lingering, I am scared to travel home; as a

result, I’ve only been able to see my

recently born niece through a video

screen. It will probably be this way for

quite some time.

Science and medicine, although

wonderful professions, are notoriously

difficult and mentally challenging, often

requiring 100% commitment. With ICE’s

announcement coming ‘‘out of the blue,’’

I found it increasingly difficult to focus on

my studies and experiments. I even felt

like I lost some of the fulfillment in pursu-

ing this career path as I now know that I

need to be ready and responsive to any

sudden and ill-advised regulations. Since

being in this country, I feel like I am

constantly questioning my perceived

value to American society, and I some-

times ask myself, ‘‘Do I belong here?’’

Since moving to Nashville, Tennessee,

from Canada in 2017, I have taken care

of and translated for Spanish-speaking

patients at Vanderbilt’s student-run

Shade Tree Clinic for the uninsured and

underserved community of Nashville. I

helped organize the 2018 Southeastern

Medical Scientist Symposium and have
participated in leadership roles within my

MD-PhD program. I have coached soccer

for the Nashville Youth Soccer Associa-

tion, and I participate yearly in Vander-

bilt’s ‘‘Mini-MSTP,’’ teaching elementary

and middle schoolers about science and

medicine. I mentor international pre-med

applicants through the organization F-1

Doctors as well as domestic pre-med ap-

plicants. During the current COVID-19

crisis, I have volunteered to answer citizen

calls for the Tennessee Department of

Health, participated in the direct care of

Shade Tree patients utilizing telehealth,

and delivered food with the Second Har-

vest Food Bank of Middle Tennessee.

My long-term goal is to be a scientist in

the regenerative medicine, tissue engi-

neering, and drug delivery fields while tak-

ing care of the Hispanic community as a

physician. That is my basis to be here.

Mackenzie Lemieux: First Year MD-

PhD Student at Washington

University in St. Louis

I was born in Toronto, Canada. My child-

hood dream was to attend college in the

USA; I wanted to compete as a long-dis-

tance runner in the NCAA and learn along-

side the best students and athletes in the

world. Knowing how insurmountable it

would be to make running my ticket to

the USA, I trained and studied as hard

as my mind and body would allow. I

matriculated at Cornell University, and

competed on the Division I track and

cross-country teams. I was also able to

conduct neuroscience research. With

incredible opportunities, endless re-

sources, and leaders in scientific innova-

tion just steps away, I quickly realized

that I would do whatever it took to pursue

an MD-PhD in the USA.

I was told that my chances of accep-

tance were slim.ManyMD-PhD programs

do not even let international students

apply. After talking to my international

peers, I discovered that deterring interna-

tional students from applying to graduate

programs was commonplace at most

American colleges. Frustrated yet deter-

mined, I applied to all 25 institutions that

claimed to accept international students.

I am now tremendously excited to be

starting my first year as an MD-PhD

student at Washington University in St.

Louis.

Just one month before moving to St.

Louis, I was shocked by the ICE guidance.
Cell Reports
Should I try to back out of my apartment

lease in St. Louis? Do I have to fly home

to Toronto? The sad reality was that if I

had to go home, so would my future

MD-PhD classmates who were interna-

tional students from Spain, Honduras,

China, Vietnam, and Lebanon. It felt

extremely unfair that the chance to bond

with our class and explore research and

clinical opportunities in St. Louis was be-

ing ripped away.

I immediately began crafting a solution.

We needed to have at least one in-person

class. Since I was already spearheading

the creation of a journal club for the

incoming MD-PhD class, titled ‘‘Social

Justice in Medicine and Science,’’ I

worked with my classmates to expedite

the planning and proposed the journal

club as an in-person, one-credit class.

We could effectively protect our interna-

tional students while simultaneously

educating each other on racism, violence,

and injustice in the USA. Though almost

half of my MD-PhD class is international,

we are dedicated to making the USA

better by equipping ourselves with the

skills to become better allies and advo-

cates for our patients and our commu-

nities.

For two years prior to beginning my

MD-PhD, I was a research technician in

a neuroscience lab at both theMassachu-

setts Institute of Technology (MIT) and the

Salk Institute for Biological Studies. While

at MIT, I founded a diversity seminar se-

ries called ‘‘SAID in STEM’’ to highlight

the achievements of women in science

and medicine and educate the MIT com-

munity on gender discrimination and

harassment. At the Salk, I taught my com-

munity how to create and edit Wikipedia

pages for women in STEM to address

the severe underrepresentation of women

and minorities on Wikipedia. I organized

the first ever Wikipedia Edit-a-Thon at

Salk and chaired the International

Women’s Day Wikipedia Edit-a-Thon at

the University of California, San Diego.

By supporting women in my community

and amplifying their voices, I hope to

make academia a more equitable and

welcoming place.

I plan to continue to impact my com-

munity one day as a physician-scientist.

My goal is to lead a neuroimmunology

laboratory and develop novel im-

munotherapies to treat psychiatric and
Medicine 1, 100100, September 22, 2020 3
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neurodegenerative diseases in my pa-

tients. That is my basis to be here.

Our Basis to Be Here
Our stories only partially encapsulate our

basis to be here in the USA. There are

approximately one million more stories

like the ones above: just ask one of the in-

ternational students in your research insti-

tute, class, or lab. Allowing us to better

our communities and supporting our pur-

suit of scientific and medical break-

throughs will result in a stronger and

healthier USA. The opportunity to study

in the USA made our goals to become

both physicians and scientists possible.

Wewant to give back. Like themany inter-

national students, scientists, and physi-

cians before us, we are determined to

make our society a better place. At least

give us a shot.
4 Cell Reports Medicine 1, 100100, Septembe
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