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Abstract

Synthesizing heretofore available Chinese sources, this article re-examines the transformation of China’s Study-
Abroad Program (SAP) from 1977 to 1996, a transitional period of SAP from infancy to maturity. It explores the
process by which Deng Xiaoping, de facto leader of the PRC from 1978-1990, rescued education out of chaos in the
early stage of Reform and Opening (R&O) and the dynamics between the political movements launched by him and
the restrictions of SAP in the 1980s. During this period, with the development of R&O, China's ties with the outside
world became increasingly close, which prompted Deng to rethink how China should send SAP students in the late
1980s, particularly after the Anti-Bourgeois Liberalization Campaign in 1987 and the Tiananmen Incident in 1989,
when many Chinese students changed their status to remain in the US. In the end, Deng found a relatively mature and
open solution—encouraging students to return home instead of restricting their departure—which marked the
beginning of SAP's maturity. This article concludes that despite the predominant scholarly focus on the result of the
SAP transformation, the motivator for this change was Deng, who facilitated the implementation and maturity of SAP
in the critical period of reform. Simultaneously, however, he was affected by the domestic politics, which resulted in

SAP’s fluctuations.
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