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Foreign study is already big business internationally,
but it has somehow either been ignored or written

off as an intellectual enterprise rather than a potential
“profit center.” Now, academic institutions, government
agencies, private corporations, and even individual en-
trepreneurs are seeking to cash in on the growing trade
in higher education. Our concern here is with one as-
pect of this trade—the flows of foreign students. Some
1.8 million students now study outside their own coun-
tries—with by far the largest number travelling from
developing and middle-income countries to a small
number of industrialized nations. Worldwide, most in-
ternational students are self-supporting, paying univer-
sity fees and their own living expenses. There is a
considerable flux introduced into this marketplace as
countries seek to maximize their advantages, increase
their influence, and above all earn more money from the
trade in degrees.

Ancillary industries have emerged around the edges
of the flows of international students, seeking to serve
specific market niches and to earn a profit as well: for
example, recruiters, expediters, counselors, testers,
credential evaluators, and a huge English-language
industry to provide the language skills needed for
international study. The underside of the foreign study
market consists of enterprises that falsify admissions and
language tests, provide fraudulent degrees, and produce
fake visas and other documents.

Most of the emphasis is on opening up markets for
foreign study, increasing flows, and maximizing the
market potential of foreign study. Few are concerned
about how foreign study serves the public good in both
the sending and receiving countries or how increased
flows might contribute to brain drain. Fewer still worry
about the huge financial cost of international study—
funds largely flowing from the countries least able to
afford the expenditure to the richest academic systems
in the world.

For example, international education contributed
U.S.$11 billion to the U.S. economy in 2000, much of it
coming from 73 percent of international students who
have non-U.S. funds as their primary source of support.
International education is one of Australia’s top-earning

exports, contributing more than A$4.4 billion to the
economy (U.S.$2.6 billion) more profitable than beef or
wool and considerable emphasis is being placed on
further improving educational export income. In the
United Kingdom, 58 percent of students from
Commonwealth countries are self-funded. If one adds
non-Commonwealth students, the proportion is
considerably higher. These students pay much higher
fees than do local U.K. (or EU) students.

Ancillary industries have emerged
around the edges of the flows of inter-
national students, seeking to serve spe-
cific market niches and to earn a profit
as well: for example, recruiters, expe-
diters, counselors, testers, credential
evaluators, and a huge English-lan-
guage insdustry.

Patterns of Financial Flows
International students are increasingly seen as income
earners by the host countries. Worldwide financial cut-
backs to higher education and a growing marketization
of the universities make income generation an ever more
important factor. Nonetheless, there are variations in
policy. The English-speaking countries are without ques-
tion at the forefront of looking at international educa-
tion as an income earner. Some continental European
countries still charge very low fees, or have no fees at
all, and few charge non-EU students more than domes-
tic students. This includes such major host countries as
France and Germany, which rank as number three and
four internationally (following the United States and the
United Kingdom). Japan, which has come close to reach-
ing its goal of hosting 100,000 international students,
does not charge foreign students more than domestic
students, although significant tuition is charged at both
the public and private universities. Costs vary among
high-fee Anglo-Saxon countries. American private uni-
versities are by far the world’s most expensive institu-
tions, for both domestic and international students,
although the high price is mitigated in some cases by
scholarship assistance. U.S. public universities typically
charge international students (and domestic out-of-state
students) a higher tuition than in-state students are
charged. The United Kingdom has a policy of charging
non-EU international students the “full cost” of instruc-
tion, but fees are still less than in the United States. Fees
in Australia and New Zealand are cheaper still.
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Flows and Patterns
The overarching reality worldwide is that demand
exceeds supply for higher education. In many
developing countries a foreign degree has greater cachet
than a local qualification. It is also true that in some
countries local students unable to qualify for local
institutions can gain admission to institutions overseas.
For these reasons, overseas study continues to flourish.
While the numbers of students from industrialized
countries going abroad is also increasing modestly, the
dominant flow is from South to North. There was a 7.4
percent increase in the number of U.S. students studying
abroad, and EU programs have boosted European
numbers although not by as much as anticipated by
planners.

Although U.S. international enrollments were
widely expected to go down in the aftermath of the
events of September 11, this does not appear to be the
case. In 2001–2002, 582,996 international students were
studying in the United States, up 6.4 percent from the
previous year. India has replaced China as the largest
sending country. Japan has also significantly increased
its numbers of international students, with 95,500 as of
May 2002, up 21 percent from a year earlier and close to
the Ministry of Education’s goal of 100,000. Asia
accounted for 92.8 percent, with most coming from
China, Korea, and Taiwan. It can be said that Japanese
enrollments have become regionalized rather than
internationalized. U.K. numbers are also up, due in part
to aggressive marketing overseas by British universities
to attract high-fee-paying international students. The
government has also supported an increase in non-EU
international enrollments in order to increase revenues.
Australia and New Zealand have also been marketing
their universities and have successfully attracted more
international students, mainly from Asian countries.
Although international study in EU countries has
increased due to major initiatives in recent years, the
numbers have not grown as much as hoped by EU
officials. A few countries have largely ceased to attract
international students—the former Soviet Union was at
one time a major host for international students, and
Czechoslovakia and Romania were also destinations.
Now, these countries attract few foreign students.

Future Prospects
For the immediate future, the numbers of international
students will continue to increase, with some changes
in destinations as well as in the sending countries. If U.S.
visa restrictions become very onerous, it is possible that
fewer students will choose to study in the United States.
The overall attraction of the United States, however,

seems certain to continue due to the perceived quality
of American higher education, the attractions of Ameri-
can society, and the possibilities of the U.S. job market.
With fiscal pressures on European universities increas-
ing, it is questionable how long fees for non-EU students
can be kept low. It is likely that aggressive marketing
will continue to boost numbers for such countries as the
United Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand. Japan’s
prospects for attracting students from beyond its imme-
diate regional area are limited because of the difficulties
of learning the Japanese language. Africa and Latin
America, which at present send only modest numbers
of students abroad, may play a greater role in the future,
although economic difficulties will hinder dramatic
growth.

The longer-term future is less clear. The impact of
distance provision of academic degrees, “twinning” ar-
rangements that will permit students from countries such
as Malaysia and China to earn “overseas” degrees while
remaining at home, the establishment of off-shore
branches of European and American universities in Asia
and elsewhere (Singapore, for example, is counting on
such imports to permit expansion of local enrollments
without major new expenditures), and other innovations
may affect the international student mobility.

International initiatives in higher education are big
business. These initiatives will continue to influence
global academic development. What is less clear is
exactly what direction change will take—and how the
public good can be served in the new global higher
education marketplace.
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Recent debates on the nature of international higher
education and the “pseudouniversity” are central

to understanding a new managerial initiative, the cor-
porate university. High-profile initiatives such as
Motorola University in the United States, Barclays Uni-
versity in the United Kingdom, and the Shell Open Uni-
versity on mainland Europe are all examples of a
significant innovation recognizable to both educational


