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Abstract of Thesis

The purpose of the Thesis is to contribute to our theoretical and empirical understanding of
the social dynamics of student mobility and higher education internationalisation in the
European Union. Specifically, it examines the social factors influencing students from
different EU countries in their choice i) to study in a country other than their own, and ii)
select the UK as the place to study abroad. The Thesis approaches student mobility as a social
choice and action effecting in the structuration of the European educational space, and the
growing rapprochement and closer interaction among European higher education systems,
actors, and societies, that is European social integration. The Thesis argues that student
mobility and the structuration of the European educational space is a social process relating to
systemic factors but also the actions of collective and individual actors, involved in
hierarchical games, aimed at increasing some type of capital (economic, political, social,
cultural). In a context of mass higher education systems and growing internationalisation of
economies, societies, and labour markets new educational hierarchies emerge influencing
student educational choices to study abroad. Foreign language competences, international
experiences, and cultural communication and knowledge appear to constitute additional skills
and qualifications students perceive important educational credentials in their struggle for
successful entry into, and development within, labour markets, the hierarchies of occupations,
and social hierarchies. Moreover, the Thesis argues that student choice to study abroad in the
EU can be best interpreted as an interaction of the effects of globalisation and European
integration processes with national social contexts, and between country-systems
relationships within which educational choices are made. The factors specific to European
national and regional social contexts identified include: i) the position of national higher
education systems (and institutions) in the international hierarchy of systems, ii) the stage of
development and expansion of national higher education systems, iii) the diversity of higher
education systems, institutions, structures, and traditions across EU countries, iv) the
functioning of higher education systems and institutions. Such hierarchical stratification and
diversity of European higher education systems appear to also contain the social dynamics of
student mobility, higher education internationalisation, the structuration of the European
educational space, and European social integration.
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Introduction

1 Rationale for the study

At a world level, the European Union is the macro-region that has achieved the
highest degree of integration among its members. The European Union (EU) is
distinguished from other regional cooperation patterns, for the gradually increasing
role of European institutions in the formulation and development of public policies,
the gradual extension of competencies of European institutions in new policy areas,
and the expansion over new territories, with subsequent enlargements to include new

members.

The study of the European integration process and its outcomes, to date, has been
mainly subject to economics, international relations, political science, and law
approaches. In particular, economists focus on the process and development of
European economic integration, and the interactions among economic actors.
International relations approaches examine the relationships and interactions of
European national governments. Political scientists explore the interactions and roles
of European institutions and national or transnational interests in the development of
EU public policies and the transfer of policy competencies from national to European
institutions. Legal approaches examine the role of European law in the process of
European integration. The study, however, of the interactions and effects of European
social actors and social systems and the development of transnational social spaces

within the EU region is less often investigated and less well developed.

This Thesis adopts such a social perspective and examines social aspects of the
European process of integration. Specifically, it examines the process of higher
education internationalisation and the creation of the European educational space.
Education was not a policy area of EU interest in the initial Treaties establishing the
European Communities. Through a gradual process, EU institutions have expanded
their competencies over new policy areas including the policy area of education. The
creation of a European educational space appears to lie at the heart of the EU

involvement and action in this policy area. Supporting activities of European
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educational institutions -and particularly higher education institutions- with a
European or other international dimension are central in the EU educational policies.
Prominent among them is the promotion of mobility of staff and students across the
EU member states. European educational institutions, staff and students have found

additional support for such activities.

The European educational space creation, higher education internationalisation, and
the rapprochement of European national societies, their social systems and actors are
ongoing and growing social processes involving actions and responses of multiple,
actors, public or private, collective or individual with unequal resources at their
disposal. These mainly include European institutions (Europeah Commission,
European Parliament, European Court of Justice, European Council of Ministers),
national and regional governments, national or transnational business associations,
higher education institutions and departments, transnational associations and networks
of higher education institutions, individual academics and other higher education
staff, and students. Policies adopted and promoted by public authorities set the stage,
and shape the contexts within which social actors operate. Such contexts of
opportunities or constraints may be shaped by deliberate policies, by consequences of

other policies, often rational and intended but also unintended.

In this multi-actor process, the Thesis focuses on EU mobile students. From a social
perspective, student mobility can be approached as a social choice, action, and
process by which the composition of European higher education institutions' student
population becomes more multi-national, higher learning processes become
transnational, and knowledge, values, and ideas are transferred beyond national
borders, throughout the EU. In such a perspective, student choice to study in another
EU country can be approached as a social process that effects in the creation of a
European educational space. Within this transnational educational space social
interactions increase, social relations develop and expand over new spaces, while
European national societies, and their social systems, get ever closer. In this sense,
mobile EU students can be approached as agents of the social integration of the

European Union.
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Focusing on mobile students, the Thesis seeks to provide a theoretically informed
empirical understanding of the factors influencing student choice to study abroad in
the EU. Specifically, it seeks to shed light on the social dynamics and the 'driving
forces' of the growing process of complete or partial internationalisation of higher
learning processes and of the student population in EU higher education institutions.
Such an understanding of the social dynamics of student mobility in the EU also
contributes to our understanding of the process of the European educational space
creation and the broader process of rapprochement of European higher education
institutions and societies, that is, the social dynamics of European social integration.
In addition, such an understanding can provide a basis for a partial evaluation of
policies supporting the development of student mobility and further inform policy-
making and policy design at the EU, the national, and the level of higher education

institutions.

Student mobility is a phenomenon that has a historical and global dimension. Students
have been found to study abroad even before and without the policy support of
national and European authorities or other international organisations, but on their
own initiative. The number, however, of students studying in a country other than
their own for a short period of study, the full duration of a higher level degree or for
their whole higher level learning is on the increase, with sometimes a regional
dimension. Although, reliable statistical data at a global level is difficult to obtain-and
those available must be treated with much caution- it appears that such an increase is,

particularly, observed in the EU region.

In addition, available data suggest that in the period from early 1980s to mid-1990s, in
the European region, mobile student flows are uneven and have changed direction.
The UK is currently by far the most popular destination country among EU students
studying in another EU country for a period or for the full duration of higher level
courses. UK statistical sources show that the demand for undergraduate study in the
UK is growing rather rapidly. Therefore, the Thesis takes the case of students from
EU countries studying in UK universities and examines the factors influencing: 1)
student choice to study in a country other than their own, and 2) the choice of the UK
as the place to study abroad.

12



2 The Thesis' main argument

This investigation set out to contribute to our understanding of the growing
phenomenon of student mobility and the variable patterns of mobile student flows in
the European Union. It approaches students as social actors, and their educational
choice to study abroad as social action resulting in the structuration of the European
educational space. The European educational space is a transnational social space of
actions and interactions of multiple actors with unequal resources at their disposal,
acting at different levels (European, national, or the level of higher education
institutions). Such superordinate actors, acting at macro or meso levels, develop
policies and regulations, setting limits and constraints or providing opportunities to

subordinate social actors acting at lower and micro levels.

The Thesis takes the case of students from EU countries studying in UK universities,
as subordinate micro-level social actors, and seeks to provide an evidence based and
theoretically informed understanding of the social factors influencing such choice and
action. It thus seeks to contribute to our understanding of the social dynamics of
student mobility, the internationalisation of higher education, the structuration of the
European educational space, and the process of European social integration.
Therefore, it examines how student choice to study abroad increases student's cultural
capital in their social struggle for successful entry and development within labour
markets, the hierarchies of occupations, and social hierarchies in European societies.
Specifically, it examines the role of globalisation and European integration processes,
the massification of higher education systems, the stratification of higher education
systems and institutions in the EU, and the diversity of systems and traditions across

EU countries, in student educational choices and actions.

The main argument of the Thesis is as follows: the dynamics of student mobility in
the EU, and the structuration of the European educational space cannot be fully
explained with sole reference to the policy and regulatory contexts within which
student mobility develops. Although the role such policies play in the growth of
student mobility cannot be underestimated, explanations that would reduce the
dynamics of student mobility to deliberate policies developed at European, national or

the level of higher education institutions are rather unsatisfactory. The Thesis
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provides evidence that the dynamics of student mobility appear to transcend and
constrain such educational policies developed at a European, national or institutional

level.

Therefore, the Thesis argues that a better understanding of student mobility in the EU
can be provided by focusing on the social factors shaping student motives for
studying abroad and influencing student educational choices. Specifically, the
evidence of students from EU countries studying in the UK, for a degree or for a
period, suggests that international educational mobility of students may be best
understood as a social action, choice, and strategy relating to student's social
aspirations for either upward social mobility or maintaining student's high social

position.

Student choice to study abroad in the EU takes place in a social context shaped by
mass higher education systems and growing internationalisation of national
economies and societies. Massification of higher education systems in the EU has
meant that higher education qualifications have become common entry qualifications
to a wide range of occupations, increasing the social competition for entry into the
hierarchies of occupations, and social hierarchies. Globalisation and European
integration processes have also meant that national economies, labour market
domains, and social contexts in the EU have become more international and shape the
social context within which student perceptions are shaped and educational choices
are made. The Thesis shows that in such a context, new educational hierarchies
emerge in addition to more traditional educational hierarchies of academic status and
prestige. Emerging new educational hierarchies include the acquisition of additional
skills, such as foreign language competencies, international and intercultural
experiences and knowledge. Such additional skills and educational credentials are
perceived to provide mobile students with comparative educational advantages in
their struggle for cultural capital, and their successful entry in competitive labour
markets, the hierarchies of occupations and social hierarchies. In such a changing
social context a hierarchy of foreign language skills also emerges with English
language occupying a particularly high position, as it dominates growing international
communication. The growing density of international communication over -

particularly- the last decades and the dominant position of English language appears

14



to best explain the popularity of the UK (and other English speaking countries at a
global level) as destination country among EU mobile students. It may also best
explain changes in the direction of student flows towards the UK that have occurred
in the same period. The effects, however, of globalisation and European integration
on student perceptions and educational choices does not seem to be spread in a
uniform way across labour market segments and social domains. Such uneven effects
may also account for differences in student mobility flows across subjects mobile

students more frequently choose to study abroad.

In addition, the Thesis argues that a better understanding of the dynamics, trends, and
flows of student mobility in the EU must also take into account country specific social
and educational contexts as well as between-country systems' relationships.
Specifically, three main such social factors, influencing student choices and actions to
study abroad, have been identified in this research. First, student choices seem to also
be influenced by the international stratification of higher education systems in the EU.
Such stratification is based on more 'traditional' educational hierarchies of academic
status, prestige, and -hence- visibility and social value at an international level.
Second, the stage of higher education systems' development and expansion and their
ability to meet the social demand for higher level qualifications. Third, the diversity
of higher education systems and institutions across EU countries, reflected on the
languages of instruction used, academic and scientific traditions embedded,
vocational orientation of curricula, teaching and learning practices, admissions
policies and practices, and degree structures developed within each country's system
and institutions. Such diversity provides students with different options from which to
choose for the fulfilment of their social aspirations for cultural capital and social

mobility.
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3 Structure of the Thesis

Chapter One reviews main themes in the literature on student mobility with emphasis
on student motives for study abroad. It shows that little empirical research has been
carried out on motives for studying abroad of students from, particularly, developed

countries, and little theoretically informed understanding has been provided to date.

Chapter Two places student mobility into the conceptual framework of social and
educational choice, action, and the structuration of the European educational space,
discusses the theoretical underpinnings of the Thesis, clarifies main concepts used,

and presents the research questions for investigation.

Chapter Three of the Thesis examines mobile student flow trends and patterns and
argues that student mobility in the European Union is on the increase but flows across
countries are highly asymmetric. It also examines EU student flow patterns towards
the UK and shows the rapidly increasing trends with large differences across country

of domicile, sex, field, and level of study.

Chapter Four of the Thesis focuses on macro and meso level actors and the
structuration of the European educational space. It argues that although such actors,
developing policies and regulations, set limits or provide opportunities to students in
their educational choices, a focus on the existing policy and regulatory context does
not provide satisfactory explanations for the growing trends, flow patterns and the

dynamics of student mobility in the EU.

Chapter Five presents the methodology employed and guided the collection of
qualitative and quantitative student data and the analytic approach adopted.

Chapter Six presents the results and analysis of quantitative data collected.

Chapter Seven discusses main findings (and limitations of this study), presents

conclusions and highlights areas for further research.
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Chapter One
Approaches to student mobility

Introduction

This chapter reviews the literature and research on foreign students and international
study. Literature and empirical studies in this area are large and diverse bringing in
different social science disciplines, such as sociology, economics, political science,
international relations, and psychology. ' Therefore, this review adopts a historical
perspective and focuses on main themes and approaches of international study and
student mobility. Throughout this review connections are made with policy
developments, rationales, and approaches on student mobility at a national or
international level. The last sections of this chapter reviews research and literature on
students and their motives for study abroad. Emphasis is given on students in the
European Union and the UK context, reflecting the focus of the overall research

project.’

1 Early approaches on student mobility and foreign study

The international role of higher education institutions of developed countries is
historical and multiple. Higher education institutions of western -and more developed-
countries have a long tradition in developing activities with an international
dimension, also including foreign student recruitment. As Knight and de Wit (1995)
argue in the period from the 18th century, and until the Second World War, western

universities served mainly the national objectives of nation-states. In this period,

! Indicatively, the bibliography on foreign students and international study compiled by Altbach et. al.,
Research on Foreign Students and International Study: An Overview and Bibliography, 1985 included
over 2.800 relevant publications. The update of that bibliography (4/tbach et al, Foreign Students and
International Study. Bibliography and Analysis, 1984-1988), included over 500 more new publications.
2 Although an international subject-matter, research and literature on international study appears to be
developed mainly within the industrialised countries and particularly the US, a major receiving country
of foreign students in the post-war era. This review is, however, limited to the literature published in
English language. That is, references to other countries are only made if they are available (in full or in
summary) in English language.
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European universities, in particular, had three main international roles and activities i)
they served as models adopted by, and transferred in other countries, ii) international
communication of academics in scientific research, and iii) individual mobility of
students and mainly scholars. Flows and patterns of such mobility were mainly
shaped by the colonial relationships within, for example, the British Empire and

France and its colonies.

In the first post-war period and in the context of the 'cold war' the international
activities of universities were rather limited and -with few exceptions- were mainly
replaced by nation-state cultural agreements, as part of their foreign policy activities
(Knight and de Wit, 1995:5-9). In such a policy context at the national level,
international organisations such as UNESCO, the Council of Europe, the World Bank,
and the OECD seems to have played an important role supporting international
activities of higher education institutions and encouraging international co-operation
and development’. Support for international mobility of students and, particularly,
academics was seen as an instrument of cultural communication, promoting mutual
understanding and international peace. It must, however, be also added that the role of
national competitions over spheres of influence within and between the international
divisions brought about within the cold war dogma cannot be underestimated*. This is
also reflected in patterns of student mobility mainly developing within the two blocs,
and the limited mobility of students between Eastern and Western Europe throughout
the post-war period and until 1989 (see UNESCO statistics). In the European region,
it seems that the Council of Europe, operating above the European divide, has sought
to support communication channels between Eastern and Western European

universities promoting particularly mobility of academics. The role, however, of the

* The role played by international organisations throughout this period is also illustrated in the
historical experiences and development of the European University Association (known as CRE before
2001), a non-governmental association of European universities, set up in 1959 to promote academic
cooperation and mobility in Europe, presented by Barblan (2002).

* For a worldwide overview of governmental interests, policies and involvement in international
education in this period see also the collection of papers included in S. Fraser (1965). For a historical
perspective of governmental interest in this area see particularly chapter three (W., Brickman,
Historical Development of Governmental Interest in International Higher Education, pp. 14-46) in this
collection.
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Council of Europe and its activities in the educational and cultural domains

throughout this period, appear not to have been thoroughly examined yet.

In the '60s and '70s and in the context of post-colonialism a one-way relationship was
established in the international relations of universities and other higher education
institutions. International relations and activities of higher education institutions in
this period were characterised by: i) the growing number of students (as well as young
scientists and scholars) from less developed and developing countries studying and
receiving high level training in developed countries, and ii) the financial support and
knowledge transfer (technical assistance) from developed to developing countries.
International organisations, national governments and higher education institutions of
receiving countries played an important role supporting, encouraging, and facilitating
such activities (Knight & de Wit, 1995:5-9). Mobility of academics and students was

also encouraged within the Commonwealth countries’.

In this period two main theoretical approaches on the international role of education
were developed, the development theory (also referred to as modernisation theory)
and the dependence theory (see also Goodman, 1984) largely reflecting ideological
and political conflicts within the developed countries. These approaches influenced
the direction and provided the conceptual lenses for empirical research and studies
carried out. Development theory approaches international study and the international
role of educational institutions -particularly higher education institutions- from the
perspective of human capital development and provided the theoretical underpinnings
for policy development. In this perspective, the international mobility of students
constitutes an instrument for the transfer of knowledge and technology (‘'know-how')
across countries. Such knowledge was seen as crucial for the economic and social
development of less developed and developing countries. Critical approaches,
however, emphasised the curriculum within developed countries and its relevance to
the developing countries' needs. As Altbach and Lulat argue, in relation to the US,
empirical research in this area is still limited and 'the few studies that have looked at

this issue indicate that, in general, US curricula are not particularly suited to the needs

> See, for example, Selvaratnam (1988), Maxey (2000).
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of international students coming from Third World countries- especially with respect
to the technical disciplines (engineering, agriculture, etc.) at the advanced levels'®
(1985:32). It appears, however, that no research has been carried out on the
curriculum relevance of study abroad for students from less developed or developed
countries studying in another developed or less developed country. Critics also
pointed to the 'brain-drain' from developing to developed countries as students with
high level expertise and ability tend to settle in host countries after the completion of

their studies’.

Dependence theory points to the role of international study in the cultural integration
of third world countries to the international economic and political system and to
western culture and values. In the context of this approach emphasis was given to the
integration of international students -and through them their countries of origin- in the
values, beliefs, ideas, and consumer patterns of hosting countries. Students from less
developed and developing countries studying at high levels abroad are usually a social
elite group that upon their return play influential roles in their home countries. In this
perspective international student mobility was seen as an instrument more of
imposition of western culture on developing countries and cultures (cultural
imperialism) than an instrument for their economic and social development (Carnoy,
1974, Kumur, 1979, 1980).

This approach -and particularly the political socialisation aspect within it- is not,
however, uncontested. As Williams, for example, notes with respect to students from
British colonies studying in British universities, 'the widespread belief that many
ideas about national independence were learned in the lecture rooms of the LSE casts
some doubt on this hypothesis. If it was imperialism it was an imperialism of ideas

and not a narrow pursuit of British national interests' (1987b: 10)

¢ For empirical studies on this issue see Altbach and Lulat (1985), p.32.

"Fora study on brain drain and foreign students see Rao (1979). Rao examined attitudes and intentions
of foreign students in Australia, the USA, Canada, and France. The study concluded that only a small
minority of students from developing countries sponsored to study abroad fail to return home. This
study, however, did not include non-sponsored students that choose to study abroad on their own
initiative. Moreover, no longitudinal study has been carried out to examine the choices and actions of
international students in their life cycle.
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2 Student mobility as internationalisation of higher education

Since early 80s, and particularly in the 90s, the policy interest on student mobility and
other international activities of higher education institutions has grown. Such
activities of higher education institutions have attracted more the attention and
support of international organisations (e.g. OECD®, UNESCO’) and the European
Union institutions (Neave, 1984, Field, 1988). In addition, at the national level,
although differences pertain (see Smith et. al, 1981, Kéalvermark, 1997) governments
have also developed policies supporting the international dimension of higher
education institutions. The rationales underpinning such policy developments are
multidimensional and interrelated, including economic, political, educational and
cultural aspects. As Wende (1997:226-231) argues the economic rationale refers to
policy objectives related to economic benefits (i.e. institutional income, net economic
effect of foreign students and commercial benefits). Political rationale refers to the
role and position of a country in the world and the political and ideological influence
it exercises on a world level. The educational rationale refers to educational aims and
functions of higher education, and the cultural rationale refers to the importance of
intercultural communication and understanding and the position of a country's own
culture and language. In the EU context importance is also assigned to the educational
implications and prerequisites of the development and successful operation of a
European labour market and the political requirements for enhancing European

identity and citizenship'®.

Recent studies and literature relate the growing policy interest in the international role
and activities of higher education institutions with the intensification of international

interdependence and competition at a global level (Knight and de Wit, 1995), the

¥ For research activities and OECD seminars related to the internationalisation of higher education and
foreign study see A. Dimitropoulos, (2000:pp.40-41). Internationalisation of higher education and
international trade of educational services is also a priority theme in the current work programme of the
OECD educational services, as reflected by the growing studies and seminars on this theme organised
under its auspices.

® See for example the IAU (International Association of Universities) Statement ‘Towards a Century of
Cooperation: Internationalisation of Higher education' developed by the IAU Task Force as a
Framework for Action and tabled at the UNESCO Conference on Higher Education in October 1988 in
BangkoK.

1 See also Field (1998).
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regional development and co-operation (regionalism) between different states in
certain world regions (Blumenthal et al, 1996), and the growing globalisation of
economies, societies, and knowledge (Wende 1997, Green 1997). In particular,
Knight and de Wit stress the role of the intensification of international economic
competition and interdependence with the dynamic entry into world economic
developments of Japan and the European Union. At the end of 1980s, those
developments were reinforced and expanded with the collapse of the Soviet Union
and the re-entry of Central and Eastern European countries into the western economic
and political system. The impact of those developments Knight and de Wit argue was
to give 'more emphasis to the globalisation of economic, social and political relations
and knowledge' and 'to economic arguments for the promotion of international co-
operation and exchanges in higher education' (1995:9). Similarly, Smith (1981) also
argues that the growing policy interest over higher education internationalisation, in
this period, have been accompanied by more emphasis on the economic aspects,

effects, and benefits accrued by related policy programmes and initiatives.

Blumental ez al (1996) also point to the role of intense international interdependence
and the emerging regional patterns of groups of nation states in different world
regions. Regional cooperation and development is seen as an effort made by policy
authorities, acting at different levels (international, national, subnational, institutional)
to respond effectively to the new developments and the challenges set by growing
international interdependence and competition. Among the educational implications
of regionalism, prominent stands the development of policies, strategies and processes

for the internationalisation of higher education systems and institutions.

Wende (1997) emphasises the role of globalisation of societies, economies, and
labour markets in the development of policies supporting the internationalisation of
higher education systems and institutions. These developments create needs for
academic and professional knowledge and skills such as foreign language learning,
social and intercultural communication skills and attitudes. Wende stresses also the
role played in the international co-operation of higher education -particularly in
research related activities- by the level of expertise and the required financial
investment in certain scientific fields (e.g. genetics, astrophysics etc.). Wende also

points to i) the role of financial incentives in attracting students from other countries
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as a means for increasing higher education institution's income as well as the national
economic interest accrued by incoming students from other countries, ii) the use of
new technologies in education services provision, and iii) the erosion of traditional
relations of nation state, educational systems, and values caused by the unlimited

diffusion of knowledge and information made possible by information technologies“.

In this socio-economic, political and policy context, the study of student mobility is
placed within a novel conceptual framework. In particular, study abroad is
approached within the wider concept of higher education internationalisation. The
term internationalisation, although it is used in different ways (see Wende, 1997:17-
20) it generally refers either to policies and strategies developed at different levels
(i.e. international, European Union, national, institutional) or as a process taking place
within higher education institutions and systems'?. Internationalisation either as
policy or as process aims at or effects in the integration of 'an international dimension
into the research, teaching and services functions of an institution of higher education'

(Knight & de Wit, 1995).

In such a context of growing policy interest at the international, European and
national level policy programmes were developed supporting international activities
in higher education institutions and mobility of students. Evaluation studies of related
policy programmes, although of an empirical orientation, have focused on different
aspects related to higher education internationalisation and student mobility within the
developed countries. Such studies have, thus, expanded the knowledge base on the
processes of higher education internationalisation and student mobility'®. The
growing policy interest in this area and the expansion of international activities within
higher education have also instigated studies of a more theoretical orientation. Such

studies approach higher education internationalisation and student mobility as

' For a critical perspective and assessment of the impact of globalisation on national education systems
see Green, 1997. Green disputes the notion of a radical transformation of national education brought
about by the internationalisation of national economies and societies. He does, however, accepts that
national education systems have become more 'porous’ as a result of growing internationalisation.

2 For an analysis higher education internationalisation and a conceptual distinction between
internationalisation as policy or process see also Callan, (1998).

¥ For example, see the Study Abroad Evaluation Project (Burn et al., 1990a and 1990b), ERASMUS
and LINGUA Evaluations (for major findings see Teichler & Maiworm, 1997), and the SOCRATES I
programme Evaluation. For EU- Central and Eastern Europe see Kelm et. al 1997. For a US
perspective see Carlson et. al., 1990.
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