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Speaking in tongues
The recent case of a Chinese graduate student who was
almost expelled from Yale University and sent home
despite passing her qualifying exams (see Nature 438,
278–279; 2005) raises some difficult questions. How
much responsibility should foreign students shoulder to
ensure that they are prepared for work in their temporary
home? And to what extent should the host institution put
itself out to ensure their guests’ success?

Academic credentials and scientific skills are clearly
prerequisites for visiting students, but what about language
skills? To find out more, Naturejobs conducted a swift
survey of its readers. The vast majority of respondents
(79%) said the onus should be on the students to improve
their language skills, with 39% saying that the visitors
should take an intensive language course before heading
abroad. Only 11% believed that foreign graduate students
should ask their adviser or their peers at the host institution
for help overcoming the language barrier. 

At first glance, it seems reasonable to expect incoming
students to bone up on the language they will be working 
in before they arrive. But the question really centres on the

social contract between an institution and its students. In
many instances, universities not only provide education for
foreign graduates, they also benefit from the relatively
cheap research and teaching support these students
provide. In addition, institutions in the United States and
Europe are increasingly viewing foreign scientists as a key
component in their success — so it seems only fair for the
students to get help acclimatizing in return. 

Some places already take this approach in terms of
scientific acumen. The European Molecular Biology
Laboratory in Heidelberg, Germany, for instance, attracts
students from many different education systems, and
works to bring everyone to the same scientific level within
their first year. Maybe institutions should now be doing the
same sort of thing for language and teaching skills. 

Paul Smaglik, Naturejobs editor
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