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International Higher Education and the Mobility of UK Students

International students are an increasingly visible presence within higher education (HE)

in many countries, and the recent trend in overseas study is widely predicted to

continue. Research has begun to acknowledge this, addressing the international

mobility of students as part of a wider interest in the transnational migration of highly

skilled workers in a global knowledge economy. Most of this work, however, describes

a limited pattern of student mobility – from non-English speaking to English-speaking

countries, from East to West, and from developing to advanced economies. Very little

attention has been paid to students who move from advanced English-speaking

countries to pursue their studies overseas. Our paper seeks to address this significant

gap in extant knowledge through an examination of the motivations and experiences of

the increasing numbers of UK students and graduates choosing a foreign education.

The notion of ‘choice’ provides one way of conceptualising this trend in overseas study.

Recent legislation in the UK has introduced a raft of measures aimed at increasing

choice within compulsory schooling and the post-compulsory sector. Indeed, ‘choice’

has remained a central plank of education policy under both Conservative and Labour

administrations. Debates have ensued regarding the potentially exclusionary nature of

choice; research has suggested, for example, that middle-class families are far more

likely to exercise choice than are their working-class counterparts (Ball 2003). They are

far more likely to approach education strategically, reflecting the desire for valuable

cultural capital (Brown 1990). Our research examines the pursuit of international

education in light of these debates; asking, to what extent is student choice

increasingly made in the context of an international education market and exercised by

travel overseas? Is overseas study a largely middle-class (and relatively exclusive)

pursuit?

It is now well documented that the expansion of HE has led to credential inflation and

increasing levels of competition for high status, graduate jobs. In this climate,

distinction from other graduates is sought through postgraduate education, work

experience and/or a range of extra-curricular activities – and, possibly, through

overseas study. An overseas education suggests more than simply a different form of

academic qualification, however – it provides overseas experience that is highly valued

by employers, as well as by graduates themselves. Whilst most recent graduates

continue to be employed within their own national context, research has highlighted the

global market for skills, particularly amongst the highly educated. Drawing on

interviews with British young people seriously contemplating overseas study as well as

those returning from study abroad, we examine international education set against this

background of credential inflation and a global knowledge economy, asking to what

extent does going overseas for education provide students and graduates with a

greater competitive edge in a UK labour market?
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