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Preface

Diana Leonard and Louise Morley

From the 18th century Grand Tour of Europe, to 1960s visits to ashrams in the Indian sub-continent and recent gap years abroad, students from the West have set off to other lands to continue or complete their education. Traditionally, overseas travel itself has been thought to have intrinsic educational value. Many have written accounts of their travels, as have those who financially supported them, serviced them, and learnt from them. 

Now student mobility moves in many directions, with an increasing number of international students coming to Britain – 240,000 in higher education (HE) (HESA 2002) and over 70,000 in public sector further education (FE) in 2001-02 (British Council 2002). This has prompted a quantity of discussion by institutional leaders and national policy makers as to the needs of such individuals and their sponsors, and how best these can be provided for by changed patterns of FE and HE. We have moved from an earlier perspective of encouraging students from abroad to study in the UK as a form of colonial or postcolonial aid and encouragement of trade (in goods or ideas) to a position which sees education more as a directly saleable commodity. That is to say, the stress is now more on the contribution international students’ fees make to the prestige and income of individual universities and the UK GNP and what we contractually provide for their money. 

The flow of international students to Britain – and the USA and Australia
 - looks set to continue to rise with shifting regional fortunes, the influence of the media industries and the dominance of the English language in science. There is certainly hot competition between national and international major providers and a growing global reach of higher education. This resulted in the 1990s in a range of new sites and modes of learning (a plethora of off-shore, on-line, franchised courses from public and private sector providers), new modes of partnership between universities, and (allegedly) new modes of knowledge production (involving more interactive, user-oriented processes in groups outside or in collaboration with universities) (Jarvis, 2000). Associated with this, there has been more sophisticated marketing, publicity and new contractual agreements, and attempts to harmonise qualifications across national boundaries, such as the Bologna declaration which has focused on qualifications frameworks, credit transfer and ratings across Europe.

But despite a rhetoric of the importance of evidence-based practice, these discussions and initiatives to internationalise higher education provision in the West/ UK have been based on surprisingly little research,
 and especially little on the progress and achievement of international students and their subsequent careers and mobilities, despite some recognition that a major consequence of overseas study can be a ‘brain drain’. Expensively trained graduates from low income countries often prefer to remain and to pursue their careers in the West. There certainly appears to be a lack of integrated policy on international students in the UK, and the discussions that do take place are also surprisingly separate from similar discussions and policy making around the UK’s own economic, social and institutional needs. (See, for instance, the almost complete absence of discussion of international students in various White Papers (including DfES 2003), Reports (Harris 1996, Dearing 1997), and consultative and policy papers from the Higher Education Funding and Research Councils and the Quality Assurance Agency.)  

The sources that do exist are mainly:

· Accounts of statistical trends   - international, OECD and national

These have their strengths but also their weaknesses. For instance, UNESCO’s Statistical Yearbook has difficulty in persuading countries to respond promptly and accurately and to follow standard definitions in such key areas as whether their figures include or exclude part-time students and whether long-term non-national residents are treated as ‘home’ or international students. (Joint Working Group of CEC and UKCOSA 2000: 14). 

The UK national statistics, produced by the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) from 1994 onwards, have not (yet) integrated the data on recruitment of international students collected by its predecessors before 1992 (when the former polytechnics became ‘new universities’), so it is difficult to look at long term trends. (E.g. we can say little about what influence the Asian economic crisis had on the numbers of students studying in Britain (Watts 1999: 14).) HESA also changed its collection methodology from 1996, excluding students who are registered at a UK institution but spend the whole of their postgraduate study overseas; and again in 2002, when it took out incoming visiting and exchange students. Moreover, the information it reports on employment (the ‘first destination’) six months after gaining a first or postgraduate degree does not give the same breakdowns on those who leave as on those who remain in the UK.

· Marketing related  

Prior to a survey of non-EU students on full time undergraduate and one year courses in GB by Heist
 for the Universities and Colleges Admission Service (UCAS) (Allen & Higgins 1994), the Careers Services Unit report (CSU 1995), and the British Council (plus advertising agency McCann-Erikson’s) initiative from 2000-2003 to rebrand British HE (British Council 1999
), we knew little systematically on trends in, or international students’ motivations for, choosing the UK.  Individual institutions may do some studies of their own, but these are commercially sensitive and thus not widely shared. (See also Watts 1999: 14 and 40-54.) 

However, market research is the only area where one regularly finds comparisons of international students in the UK with those elsewhere - and particularly those studying with our ‘global competitors’, Australia and the US. This is a pity because researchers more generally would find the sophisticated analytic frameworks and innovative practice developed in Australia and the US could be adapted to the UK context and would provide a more theory-informed approach. 

· International student support and welfare services and alumni

Although UKCOSA’s experience has been that higher education institutions (HEIs) do not generally expect the staff appointed to support international students to do research (other than market research), in a few institutions such personnel have been encouraged (or at least been able) to reflect on their practice, to give papers at conferences and to publish their findings (including sometimes becoming ‘research active’ for Research Assessment Exercise purposes). Even though these studies are generally small scale, synchronic and based in particular institutions; and even though they focus mainly on the ‘challenges and problems’ (welfare/ counselling/ homesickness/ ‘integration’/ student satisfaction/ group dynamics in teaching situations) which are the day-to-day concern of their authors, collectively they have made a quite substantial contribution to this under-researched field. In particular the continuing focus on and quality of work on academic literacy/ English for Academic Purposes has produced excellent work, given its theoretical unpinning in socio-linguistics. 

However, there are gaps. There is little research from such sources on institutional or national policy on international students, nor on international student achievement, nor any which looks at specific subject areas (except for science and engineering), or which considers spatiality or locality (e.g. of specific institutions and local contexts). Most is supported by ‘soft’ money (if at all) – we could locate nothing since the mid 1990s supported by the ESRC or by any of the other major research funders with an interest in Education. 

The nature of such staff research may change, however, if, as is common in the US for Directors of International Offices, individuals were encouraged to gain doctorates, especially professional doctorates. These combine professional involvement with systematic research (see Kenway 2002 for the effects this has had in Australia; and note the PsychD (Gascon 1998) in the following Annotated Bibliography).

· Occasional studies commissioned by organisations     

These have included recently 

the Heist national survey (referred to above) on non-EU students’ motives for choosing, and their experiences of, British undergraduate education (Allen & Higgins 1994 for UCAS);

a comprehensive picture of international student enrolment in the UK and the likely costs and benefits (and risks) for the economy as a whole and for individual HEIs (Greenaway and Tuck 1995 for the CVCP);
a report on Institutional Support for Overseas Students in Scotland  (Hall, et al. 1998 for the Department of Education);

a report on recent changes in tertiary student flows and long term academic visits within the Commonwealth (Joint Working Group of the Council for Education in the Commonwealth and UKCOSA 2000, with funding from a number of sponsors
). This has an interesting chapter on the impact of international studies on HEIs’ work and the non-economic benefits to home HEIs; 
a collection of essays highlighting trends and challenges in the recruitment and training of international postgraduates, as a constituency distinct from international undergraduates, relating these to changes in the mode of knowledge production, modes of delivery and international competition, from a group convened by the Director of Education at the British Council and Nicholas Watts (Watts 1999) and published by the UK Council for Graduate Education; and
studies following up the careers of Namibian, South African, Horn of Africa and Central American refugee students who had been the recipients of funding to study in the UK (Preston 1993 for the African Educational Trust and ODA; Unterhalter and Maxey 1996 for the AET and SIDA; Brophy, Bird and Omona 1997 for AET and DANIDA; and Jones 1997 for WUS and the ODA in Preston 1999). 
The present study

Given this dearth of research on international students, any extra sources, especially where they involve systematic and thorough data collection and careful analysis, are important and welcome. We were therefore keen to work with UKCOSA to review unpublished sources on the experiences of international students. We knew from experience that this topic had interested many of our own and our colleagues’ students who had worked for masters and doctoral degrees and that material in dissertations and theses is not easily accessed. These sources are also welcome because they often take the students’ perspective, which is a ‘voice’ frequently missing, or heavily mediated, elsewhere.

The main Report which follows outlines what we (or more strictly our research officer Caroline Pelletier) found, and the Annotated Bibliography looks at each source in detail. (There is also a supporting Bibliography of Recently Published Material.) These contain a lot of interesting specific information, but also some disappointments. 

Almost all the research noted has been done by one person with limited resources, within a short time-frame and, specially in the case of Masters degrees, as the author’s first major piece of research. It is therefore inevitable that not all are theoretically sophisticated and that even PhDs exclude expensive, large, representative surveys or longitudinal studies.  

On the other hand, there is less reason why:

· So many studies are restricted to conventional methodologies (largely combining some interviews and a survey). Others make uncritical use of various standard quantitative measures and/or have poorly chosen samples, and then over-generalise their findings. 

· There is notably little participant observation, despite students sharing the same situation as their informants. Nor is much use made of other data sources, e.g. personal letters and diaries or novels or autobiographies; and there is a general lack of any historical or spatial context or dimension. 

· The focus is very much on matters to hand (current students, own HEI, own country of domicile and own subject area) not on international students in FE, or from several strategically chosen countries (e.g. located in different regions but with the same national income levels and recent experience of a revolutionary regime change; or from the same country of origin but studying in London, Leeds and Sussex, or the UK, US and Australia) on in contrasting academic disciplines. 

· Writers study not only ‘isolated’ individual HEIs, but also the UK in isolation from other OECD countries and international trends. That is to say, their studies are not located within context and do not draw the insights they could from work on recent changes in (the globalisation, internationalisation and marketisation) of higher and further education. 

· They generally share the problem formulation found in practitioner research (even if from a somewhat different perspective) rather than, say, celebrating the wealth of experience international students bring with them and their enrichment of classrooms by contributing a comparative element (see e.g. Rizvi 2000); or constructively critiquing the pedagogy, appropriateness of curriculum, QA and assessment criteria employed in the UK.

· Students from one country or region are often homogenised: for example, there is often talk of ‘Asian’ students’ learning style, as if this were a universal. 

· Most do not distinguish among international students by gender, age, full or part-time study, domestic responsibilities, ethnicities, disabilities/abilities, etc.

· Psychology is particularly popular as a disciplinary framework to examine international student experiences, but while some studies use it valuably to explore inter- and intrapersonal student experiences, others are in danger of medicalising and socially decontextualising stress, isolation etc. and of constructing international students in a victim role – as in need of rescue and ‘help’. There are dangers in reducing major socio-economic and structural barriers to the level of individual or group interaction and/or coping strategies. It is noteworthy that although some authors use the term ‘discrimination’, power relations, racism and sexism, etc., are rarely mentioned.

· Many studies say little about how well the researcher felt able to ‘read’ the data when researching outside his or her cultural group; and/or how they sought to convey meanings which require deep understanding of another culture (or cultures) to a British audience. Issues of representing the ‘Other’ have, however, been subject to considerable critical scrutiny in the literature on research methodologies and in work on globalisation and postcolonialism (see e.g. Ahmed, 2000; Fine, 1994; Said, 1991). The concepts the latter writers use - such as ‘orientalism’ and ‘neocolonialism’ - do not feature as analytical frameworks in any of the work here which reports and tries to understand feelings of isolation and stress.

· These accounts say very little about issues of translation, interpretation or cultural negotiation - even to the extent of not recording which language the interviews were conducted in. They also do not record whether or not they could (or did) use software packages for analysis when working in languages other than English.

Another disappointment is how little of the material produced for Masters and Doctorates gets published in an accessible form. We hope that UKCOSA, by publishing this review, will draw it to others’ attention, because few except doctoral students have time to seek out work in postgraduate theses. 

We hope also that it will lead to consideration of support for graduates to work up material from their Masters and Doctorates and to build a track record of publications more quickly than currently occurs. While a thesis might appear an ideal text for mining multiple publications, work to date suggests the process is far more complex than anticipated.  This complexity relates, in part, to the fact that the doctoral dissertation may not help/teach candidates to take up authoritative speaking positions in the various professional communities of academic (and other) publishing they seek to enter (Kamler et al., ongoing). 

The issue of publication is perhaps particularly vexed for international students. Most need to publish in ‘home’ as well as ‘UK’ and ‘international’ journals; and the accounts noted here also want to make recommendations to the individual universities they studied and/or more generally. Writing recommendations in a thesis has very limited impact, so see by contrast Eunice Okorocha (in the annotated bibliography) who also published her findings as a Society for Research in Higher Education/ Times Higher Education Supplement staff development pamphlet (1997). Many ideas need to be pressed beyond the level of the individual institution – to the Higher Education Funding Councils, Research Councils, Universities UK and relevant agencies and policy-makers who sponsor international students. 

In this respect we were struck by the lack of an ‘alternative’ literature – of constructively critical accounts and email discussion – representing the voices and interests of international students. This might have been expected from, e.g., the National Union of Students, the National Postgraduate Committee, the World University Service or the Council for International Students; or collectively from various Trusts (e.g. the African Education Trust, Canon Collins Educational Trust) and Associations (e.g. ESIB - The National Unions of Students in Europe). This lack of campaigning makes it hard for individuals to make much impact, though if some would consider journalism, and were taught to present their findings on websites and/or to do press releases based on their theses, they would almost certainly find coverage not only in academic journals but also in the THES and the rest of the Education press. See for instance Tricia Walker who managed to get some opinion pieces (most of which  related to her thesis, in the annotated bibliography) published in the Times Higher Education Supplement (Walker 1998a and b) as well as articles in the professional press (Walker 1999) and in academic journals (Walker 2001).
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� IDP Education Australia predict global demand for international higher education will grow from 1.8 million in 2000 to 7.2 million international students in 2025 (Böhm, Davis, Meares and Pearce 2002).


� Apart from everyday experience and more systematic evidence of just how important international students are to the revenues of British universities (Greenaway and Tuck 1997).


� Heist (Higher Education Information Services Trust) is a financially independent company founded in 1987 which does marketing and public relations work for universities, colleges and schools.


� British Council research by MORI is due to be published in July 2003. 


The first British Council International Student Awards, sponsored by the Times Higher, were awarded in May 2003. In this first year they were for the best ‘letter home’ describing the student’s life, experiences and achievements in the UK (Tysome 2003).


� Including ACU, CfBT, CVCP, DfEE, Nuffield and the THES.
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