SEVIS: One institution’s tale of implementation

By Janet V. Danley

In the days following the horrific events of September 11, 2001, while still giving comfort and assistance, many in the international educators’ community wondered what the future would bring.  The implication that international students – or at least people who pretended to be international students, were involved in the tragic acts was widely reported in the media.  Those of us in higher education knew that many of the Immigration and Naturalization Services (INS) initiatives of the past decade had been directed toward developing a management system for international students and scholars.  The events of 9/11 heightened the need for such monitoring.  

As sensitive to the situation as we were, the introduction of the Student and Exchange Visitor Information System (SEVIS) in the USA Patriot Act was a surprise to many.  The January 30, 2003, implementation deadline seemed unrealistic and impossible.  Further, the enormity of this unfunded mandate created serious concerns at institutions.  Those with moderate to large international student and scholar populations, such as Washington State University, seemed particularly vulnerable.  Washington State University enrolls 22,166 students, of whom 1255 are international students.  Additionally, the University employs approximately 150 scholars at any given time.  

Recognizing that SEVIS would necessitate a re-examination of the business processes for international student admissions and the maintenance of records for continuing students, the International Programs and the Enrollment Services staff at Washington State University initiated a series of discussions with faculty, staff, and administrators of the University.  As a consequence, the University community took a much-needed focused look at the role of international education and international students at the institution.  While we have always valued the contributions international students made to the diversity of the institution, we came away from our discussions resolved to protect our ability to attract and admit international students and to protect their rights as students, while complying with the provisions of the INS regulations.

The early discussions with staff focused on what data would be required for compliance.  Since the regulation and the simultaneous development of the national database were agonizingly slow, many more questions were raised than were initially could be answered.  At Washington State University, the majority of the data collected from international students are obtained in the admission application process, so it seemed most practical to collect as much of the required data for compliance to SEVP at the time of admission.  However, it was obvious that this approach would require that we modify the admission application packages for both undergraduate and graduate international students.  At the same time, we discovered through conversation, that data are collected from international students in a variety of offices for a variety of purposes, much of which are not recorded on the University’s main student record database.  We determined that a centralized database would facilitate data collection and a third-party software package was purchased.

Concurrent to the discussions about data collection, we reviewed workflows and assignment of duties in the offices responsible for data collection.  The proposed access limitations to the SEVIS system to the primary designated school official (PDSO), the designated school officials (DSO), and clerical support by the administrative school officials (ADSO), was going to impact how work was done and would require re-engineering in order to ensure compliance to SEVIS data requirements.

Throughout the late spring and early summer 2002, we continued to focus on workflow and duty assignments.  Administrative oversight for the SEVIS implementation was a consideration since the impacted offices had little spare personnel or time that could be dedicated to the deployment of the program.  The decision was made to hire a SEVIS Coordinator who would be responsible for the initial deployment and staff training and a search was conducted during November and December 2002.  

The International Programs staff, understanding that international students could possibly be confused and caught off guard by the regulations that were going to be more rigorously enforced, developed a SEVIS training program for both students and staff.  (Please see the attached PowerPoint presentations, initially developed by Michigan State University and modified for use at Washington State University).  Although the student requirements had not changed significantly with the implementation of SEVIS, the reporting requirements were very different and the consequences of failing to report changes to INS could be dire.  In an effort to prepare students, the International Programs staff worked tirelessly during the final months of fall semester 2002, to inform the students of the changes.  Meanwhile, University staff are working collaboratively to finalize the SEVIS implementation at Washington State University.
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