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Introduction

One of the most striking features of the globalization of higher education has been 
the rapid growth in the number of students studying abroad. Globally, the number of 
students enrolled outside their country of origin doubled from 1.3 million students 
in 1995 to 3.0 million in 2007 (OECD 2009; UNESCO 2009). A majority of inter-
nationally mobile students are in university programmes, with smaller numbers in 
vocational tertiary programmes, intensive language programmes (especially Eng-
lish) and secondary schools.

Most internationally mobile students from high-income countries with high ter-
tiary participation rates study overseas for a few months, for a semester of univer-
sity exchange or study abroad or to advance their language skills. In effect it is an 
experience incorporated within the domestic degree. Short-term mobility of one 
academic year or less is not included in UNESCO data, so we have little way of 
assessing the scale of this type of mobility in the Asia-Pacific. A smaller number 
undertake degree programmes abroad, usually at graduate level as high-quality un-
dergraduate programmes are widely available locally. In the Asia-Pacific students 
from Japan, Australia and New Zealand fit this pattern. The pattern of outward 
student flows from these countries is similar to the industrialized countries in North 
America and Western Europe.

Students from low-income and middle-income countries more often travel 
abroad for several years to undertake whole academic programmes. Most of the 
international student mobility in the Asia-Pacific region is of this kind. In the last 
three decades, growth in this kind of mobility out of Asia has fuelled the develop-
ment of a global higher education market. In many countries in the region, rapid 
economic and social development has been accompanied by several factors that 
have combined to raise demand for overseas qualifications. We can distinguish three 
different ways in which globalization has spurred the rapid growth of international 
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student mobility in the Asia-Pacific, by disaggregating the effects of globalization 
on demand, mobility and supply of international higher education in the region. In 
this chapter we consider each dimension in turn, before analysing the resulting pat-
terns of cross-border student mobility in the region, the export-orientation of several 
nations and the tensions created by international marketization.

Globalization and Demand for International Education

Demand for international education is spurred by several factors including rapid in-
dustrialization, increased affluence, the lag between local demand and local supply, 
the role of English as the international business language and the ready employabil-
ity of business and IT graduates in industrial and knowledge economies.

Demand for overseas study is closely entwined with the broader process of glob-
al integration of Asian economies. Rapid industrialization in many countries has 
been spurred by export-oriented industrialization policies, pursued first by Japan, 
followed by the “Asian tiger” economies—Hong Kong, Taiwan, South Korea, Sin-
gapore—and more recently by China and Vietnam. The resulting economic trans-
formations have created growing labour market demand for tertiary graduates. At 
the same time, increased affluence has also fuelled student demand. Governments 
across the region have invested heavily in secondary education. Completion rates 
have improved in many countries, producing more secondary graduates qualified 
for tertiary study. But in all of these industrializing economies there has been a lag 
in expanding access to higher education. This lag has resulted in a period of under-
supply, fostering the strong growth in outward student mobility from these coun-
tries. Later, domestic (public and private sector) investment in higher education is 
gradually able to catch up to demand for tertiary qualifications.

Simultaneously, rising incomes have increased the affordability of foreign study, 
although study overseas is usually a far more expensive option than studying in 
the home country for the vast majority of international students in the Asia-Pacific 
region. Viewed in simple economic terms, many families are willing to invest a 
significant amount of money in foreign education, in expectation of “higher rate 
of return on internationally recognized qualifications (through higher earnings and 
migration possibilities)” (Bashir 2007, p. 51). Students and their families see the 
higher cost of overseas study as being worthwhile given that many employers in 
low and middle-income countries prefer foreign qualifications, and that interna-
tional education has become a pathway to migration.

Foreign direct investment and export-oriented development creates demand 
for qualifications in business, information and communications technology and 
English language skills. International student mobility can be seen as one mean of 
transferring skills from high-income countries to emerging economies, alongside 
transfers facilitated by the relocation of manufacturing operations and the outsourc-
ing of business services. The adoption of such technologically advanced processes 
requires high levels of skills, and student demand for international study can be seen 
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as a response by millions of families to the premium paid for such skills in Asian 
labour markets. International students are in effect buying their way into the global 
knowledge economy (Gürüz 2008).

Over the past two decades, professional competence in the English language has 
become increasingly important across the region. English has supplanted other for-
eign languages, including French, Spanish, Russian, Dutch and Portuguese, each of 
which was for a time the most commonly studied foreign language in one or more 
Asia-Pacific countries. English is now one of the most significant determinants of 
choice of host country, with two-thirds of internationally mobile students from East 
Asia and the Pacific studying in countries with English language higher education 
systems (UNESCO 2009).1

As a result of the role of language in driving demand, combined with a market-
oriented philosophy in Anglophone nations, English-language higher education 
systems and institutions almost always charge international students tuition that 
covers the full cost of provision—whereas most international students in non-Eng-
lish-speaking institutions and countries are subsidized and pay significantly less 
than the full cost of provision. In some Anglophone countries, such as Australia, 
public educational institutions are not allowed to charge below the full cost of pro-
vision of education to international students (except those in receipt of competitive 
institutional scholarships), a rule intended to ensure that international students are 
not cross-subsidized by funding intended for domestic students.

The dominance of English seems well-entrenched at present, but in future de-
cades it will be interesting to see whether Putonghua (“Mandarin” Chinese), the 
only other language with over one billion speakers, becomes increasingly attractive 
to students and employers across the region as China assumes greater economic 
and political significance. At present many students travel to China to undertake 
intensive Chinese language programmes but few foreign students enrol in Chinese 
degree programmes alongside local students. This may change as Chinese universi-
ties develop stronger international reputations and the study of Chinese expands in 
secondary schools across the region. There is enormous scope for growth in student 
mobility between the Chinese language higher education systems in the region—
China, Taiwan, Hong Kong and Macao. Until very recently cross-border mobil-
ity between these territories was highly restricted, but since travel has been made 
easier, student numbers have begun to grow.

Globalization and the Accessibility  
of International Higher Education

Technological developments and policy decisions have together accelerated the 
provision and accessibility of international education.

1  Including, in order of number of students from East Asia and the Pacific, the USA, Australia, 
United Kingdom, New Zealand, Canada, Malaysia (where nearly all international students study 
in English-language institutions or programmes), Philippines and Ireland.

6  International Student Mobility in the Asia-Pacific
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Technological developments in transportation and communications have greatly 
simplified the process of studying in foreign institutions. The gradual reduction in 
the cost of air travel has made overseas study more affordable. Ease of travel also 
reduces the isolation felt by international students, by allowing many to return home 
during breaks in their studies, and making it more affordable for parents to visit 
during their studies.

The greatest development in communication has been in the use of the Internet 
by prospective students able to investigate study options online, using institutional 
websites directly or by exploring options through various portals operated by na-
tional authorities such as Japan’s Student Services Organization (www.jasso.go.jp) 
and Education New Zealand (www.newzealandeducated.com), and those operated 
by a variable range of private marketing agencies, the most established of which 
is Australia’s IDP (www.idp.com). These portals allow students to access infor-
mation about the range of study options in a particular country, and information 
about immigration, work rights, cost of living and related logistical issues. Students 
usually draw upon a range of resources in making the big decision about overseas 
study, including family and friends, former teachers and recruitment agents; but an 
increasing proportion of students use online resources to research options and com-
municate with prospective institutions. Students can directly apply to enrol with a 
foreign institution, and can expect to receive an offer of enrolment in a matter of 
days or weeks, rather than the months required by postal application processes. 
Once students have received an offer from an institution they can access student 
visa application forms online and may be able to submit a visa application online. 
During their studies, international students can maintain contact with family and 
friends back home much more easily through various online channels.

As important as these factors have been, the rapid growth in student mobility 
would not have occurred were it not for policy changes in key education export-
ing countries in the 1980s. Within a few years of each other, the United Kingdom, 
Australia, and New Zealand governments deregulated international student enrol-
ments, allowing institutions to enrol an unlimited number of international students 
on a user-pays basis, without displacing government-subsidized domestic students. 
This is the case also in USA, Canada and Ireland. In nearly all English-language 
higher education systems a vast majority of international students are self-funding 
(the exception is at doctoral level); and there are rarely caps on enrolments of in-
ternational students, though domestic enrolments tend to be highly regulated both 
in terms of student numbers and tuition fees. Anglophone universities have limited 
capacity to grow in size or income by domestic marketing and must recruit glob-
ally where they are much less restricted by national governments. By contrast, in 
non-Anglophone systems where governments subsidize international students to 
varying extents, there are usually caps on international student numbers, commonly 
around 5–10% enrolments, to limit the displacement of local students competing for 
publicly funded places.
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Patterns of Cross-Border Student Mobility  
in the Asia-Pacific Region

We can distinguish between four types of countries of origin in the Asia-Pacific 
region:

1.	 Low Income + Low Mobility: Cambodia, China, India, Laos, Myanmar, Papua 
New Guinea, Philippines, Thailand, Vietnam. These countries all have GDP per 
capita of less than $ 5,000 (USD 2008) and less than 0.6% of their tertiary age 
population studying overseas (2007).

2.	 Medium Income + Medium Mobility: Malaysia, South Korea New Zealand. 
These countries all have GDP per capita of $ 8,000 to $ 30,000 (USD 2008) and 
between 1.4 and 3.1% of their tertiary age population studying overseas (2007).

3.	 High Income + Low Mobility: Australia, Japan USA. These countries all have 
GDP per capita above $ 38,000 (USD 2008) and less than 0.9% of their tertiary 
age population studying overseas (2007).

4.	 Small and Island States + Medium-High Mobility. These states have widely vary-
ing incomes but high-outward mobility due to their small size, including Brunei 
(6.9% of the tertiary age population studying overseas), Fiji (2.1%), Hong Kong 
(7.0%), Macao (2.9%) and Singapore (6.2%).2

In low-income countries very few people can afford to study abroad. Many of those 
who could afford to are likely to enter local elite institutions. As per-capita income 
increases in middle-income countries, many more families have the capacity to fund 
overseas study and higher wages rates improve the return on the investment in over-
seas education. High-income countries usually provide a range of quality education 
options, and when students travel abroad it tends to be for short periods of time to 
enrich a programme undertaken at home. For small and island states, local options 
are limited, even in high-income countries such as Singapore, and so many young 
people travel abroad for study.

It is significant for future projections that many of the world’s largest and most 
rapidly growing economies, such as China and India, have growing rates of out-
ward mobility. The impacts on the world’s international student population could 
be enormous. For example in 2007 there were 4,21,148 mainland Chinese students 
studying outside China, equal to 0.4% of the country’s tertiary age population of 
1,14,945,657. If just one percent of Chinese young people undertook a programme 
overseas (a significantly lower percentage than most other Asian economies at the 
stage of development China is fast approaching) we would see over a million mo-
bile students from just this one country. Even larger-scale growth of outward mo-
bility is likely for India, which compared with China has a rapidly growing youth 
population, greater challenges in growing local institutions and higher levels of 
English language proficiency.

2  GDP per capita data from United Nations, percentage of the tertiary age population studying 
overseas (“Gross outbound enrolment ratio”) from UNESCO.
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Ninety per cent of students from the Asia-Pacific region study in just ten coun-
tries, as shown in Table 6.1 below. The list includes the seven top receiving countries 
globally, plus three significant regional providers in South Korea, New Zealand and 
Malaysia. China and Singapore would also figure in this list if they provided coun-
try of origin data to UNESCO.

In 2007 there were 8,08,022 students from East Asia and the Pacific studying 
overseas, making it the largest source region for internationally mobile students, 
29% of the world total. On the other side of the ledger, 5,14,290 internationally 
mobile students were studying in East Asia and the Pacific, representing 18% of 
the all internationally mobile students. This puts the region in third place in terms 
of hoisting, after Europe (41%) and North America (24%) of internationally mobile 
students (UNESCO 2009). East Asia and the Pacific is becoming a more important 
destination for internationally mobile students, having taken an extra 5% global 
market share between 1999 and 2007 at the expense of Western Europe and North 
America.

Table 6.2 shows the growing intra-regional mobility of students from East Asia 
and the Pacific. Two-fifths of international students are now studying in another 
country within the region. There has also been a rise in the proportion studying in 
Western Europe and a sharp decline in the proportion studying in North America 
since 1999. Meanwhile, East Asia and the Pacific has proved increasingly attrac-
tive to students from South and West Asia, who now travel East more readily for 
study. The previously one-way flow to North America has become significantly 
more reciprocal.

This picture parallels developments in other aspects of the international con-
nections between these regions. Entrenched core-periphery relationships are giving 
way to a greater degree of multi-polarity and intra-regional relationships (Dicken 
2007). A similar growth in intra-regional students mobility has occurred in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, and Central Asia, with smaller gains in the Arab States, 
Central and Eastern Europe and sub-Saharan Africa (UNESCO 2009). In part, this 

Table 6.1   Host countries of students from East Asia and the Pacific. (Data source: UNESCO 2009)
Destination Number of students 

from East Asia and 
the Pacific 2007

Regional rank Global rank

United States 2,48,288   1   1
Australia 1,26,633   2   4
Japan 1,12,257   3   6
United Kingdom 96,671   4   2
Germany 35,959   5   5
France 31,511   6   3
South Korea 26,903   7 15
New Zealand 23,383   8 14
Canada 18,267   9   7
Malaysia 13,149 10 22
Others 75,001
Total 8,08,022
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trend reflects the proliferation of countries and institutions that seek to recruit inter-
national students. Students have many more choices closer to home than they had 
in the past.

The pattern of students moving from across the globe to study in North America 
and Western Europe has had a long history. It is integrally connected with broader 
economic and cultural relationships between the world’s established industrial pow-
ers and developing and emerging economies. The pattern is deeply embedded. As 
Altbach (1980) showed, the inequalities in access to knowledge and resources that 
underlie this pattern are resistant to change. But one of the most dramatic changes 
since the 1970s is the rapid integration of many Asian countries into the global 
economy, with the shift to export-oriented industrialization. This has increased in-
comes in the region and hence number of students able to study overseas, leading to 
the rapid growth in international student numbers from newly industrialized coun-
tries, most recently from China and India.

Export-oriented growth in Asia’s globalizing economies in many ways reflected 
longstanding core-periphery patterns of trade and investment. Investment flowed 
from advanced industrial countries (“core”) countries to less industrialized (“pe-
riphery”) countries that used cheap labour to produce goods for export back to the 
core. More recently, as Dicken (2007) has shown, Asian economies are slowly be-
coming decoupled from the United States and Europe, with rates of trade and in-
vestment between economies in the region increasing faster than those with the 
rest of the world. We can see this occurring in education also, as student mobility 
between countries within the region increases.

Table 6.2   Inter-regional student mobility. (Data source: UNESCO 2009)
Destinations of 
mobile students 
from East Asia 
and the Pacific, 
proportion by 
world region 
2007 (%)

Change in 
percentage points 
relative to 1999 
(%)

Proportion of 
mobile students 
from each region 
studying in East 
Asia and the 
Pacific, 2007 (%)

Change in percent-
age points relative 
to 1999 (%)

East Asia and the 
Pacific

41.8 + 6.0 41.8 + 6.0

North America 33.0 − 10.0 15.4 + 6.4
Western Europe 22.9 + 4.4 3.7 + 1.0
Central and East-

ern Europe
1.3 − 0.4 1.2 + 0.1

Central Asia 0.4 + 0.3 3.2 + 2.4
Arab States 0.2 − 0.3 4.7 + 3.5
Latin America 

and Caribbean
0.2 + 0.1 2.5 + 0.9

South and West 
Asia

0.2 − 0.1 21.1 + 11.5

Sub-Saharan 
Africa

0.0 0 4.3 + 2.4

Total 100.0 – 18.4 + 5.0

6  International Student Mobility in the Asia-Pacific
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International student numbers in many Asian countries have grown in the past 
decade, including significant growth in China, Japan, Malaysia and Singapore, with 
a majority of foreign students in each of these countries originating in other Asian 
countries. Despite the shifts noted above, it is striking how few students from East 
Asia and the Pacific study outside of their own region and the “Global North”. Only 
2.3% of students study in any other part of the world.

Australia, New Zealand, the Cash Cow  
and the Killing of the Goose

The major host countries for students studying outside the region are the United 
States and the United Kingdom, especially for graduate-level students. Within the 
region, Australia and New Zealand have proven to be attractive to many students, 
as the only countries in the region with higher education systems that operate in 
English and have excess capacity. From the mid1980s onwards, following the lead 
of the UK, both countries allowed educational institutions to recruit unlimited num-
bers of self-funded international students and actively encouraged growth in in-
coming students. Previously, international students had been funded by government 
and numbers were limited. So rather than the role of the state being undermined by 
globalization as many had predicted in the 1990s, in these countries the nation state 
played a key role in facilitating and steering (or attempting to steer) global engage-
ment (Martens and Starke 2008).

These countries are among the top five education “exporting” nations in the 
world. (France and Germany host more international students, but at their own ex-
pense, as aid donors rather than exporters). In 2005, the value of education exports 
for the five exporters for whom data are available was over $ 28 billion (USD), with 
the United States accounting for an estimated $ 14.1 billion, followed by the United 
Kingdom at $ 6.0 billion, Australia $ 5.5 billion, Canada $ 1.6 billion and New 
Zealand $ 1.0 billion (Bashir 2007). Education has become an especially significant 
export in Australia and New Zealand relative to the economies of those countries. 
According to Education New Zealand, expenditure from international students ac-
counts for 1.13% of GDP in New Zealand and 1.06% in Australia, higher than the 
other leading destinations of self-funded students: 0.4% in the UK, 0.25% in Can-
ada, 0.16% in the USA. Considered as a proportion of export income, international 
education is even more significant. Expenditure by international students accounts 
for 6.90% of export revenues for New Zealand, 5.60% for Australia. This compares 
to 1.49% for the UK, 0.94% for the USA, and 0.88% for Canada (Boag 2008).3 
Education is the third most valuable export industry in both countries, after coal and 
iron ore in Australia; and wool and dairy in New Zealand.

3  As well as including tuition fees, such expenditure figures include living expenses in the host 
country, which typically account for as much or more export income as fees (Kenyon and Koshy 
2003).

6  International Student Mobility in the Asia-Pacific
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Educating students from across the Asia-Pacific is a vitally important part of the 
local economies of those cities where those students are concentrated—especially 
Sydney, Auckland and Melbourne. Education is the most valuable export industry 
for the state of Victoria, Australia’s second most populous state, where Melbourne is 
located. Both countries put considerable energy and resources into national brand-
ing, industry development, market research and government-to-government rela-
tionships with key educational trading partners.

The fable of the goose (or sometimes hen) that laid the golden eggs, attributed 
to Aesop, is often invoked by commentators concerned by the success of Austra-
lian and New Zealand universities in attracting international students. It is worth 
recounting the fable here for those who may be unfamiliar:

A man had a hen that laid a golden egg for him each and every day. The man was not satis-
fied with this daily profit, and instead he foolishly grasped for more. Expecting to find a 
treasure inside, the man slaughtered the hen. When he found that the hen did not have a 
treasure inside her after all, he remarked to himself: “While chasing after hopes of a trea-
sure, I lost the profit I held in my hands!” (Gibbs 2002)

The critique espoused by higher education researchers such as Marginson (2007a, 
2007b) and widely evident in popular media discourse (Benson 2006), suggests that 
the attractiveness of universities in these countries results from long-term public 
investment in infrastructure, education for the public good and research. The com-
mercial full-fee provision of education to international students creates pressures to 
standardize quality and mass-market programmes. These pressures often conflict 
with and undermine the non-profit teaching and research activities. If the commer-
cial pressures become too dominant, the reputation of the university and indeed 
the national system can be undermined. Universities have become over-reliant on 
income from international students’ tuition fees. The solution is for governments to 
increase the level of funding for domestic students and research so that the value of 
these universities in the international marketplace is not eroded:

Universities are rarely credited for good teaching on a comparative basis, and in building a 
positive global reputation it is research outcomes that count. For Australia, the worst case 
scenario is that it becomes locked into the role of global polytechnic by its fiscal settings 
and business culture, its position-taking strategy becomes a downward spiral, its strong 
quantity position in the cross-border market is eroded, and the material resource base of 
Australian higher education is further eroded with it. The way out is public reinvestment at 
scale and especially in research infrastructure. (Marginson 2007a)

The construction of international education as a business activity has led to re-
garding students as “clients” or “customers”. A recent Australian example helps 
to illustrate the risks involved for educational institutions heading down this road. 
In early 2006, international students at the Melbourne and Sydney campuses of 
Central Queensland University staged banner-waving protests and threatened a 
hunger strike. It was reported that the students were disgruntled by failure rates 
of up to 80% in their final taxation law exam, accusing the University of treating 
them as a “cash cow” and providing poor education services. (Colloquially, a “cash 
cow” is a part of a business that generates unusually high profit margins). Central 
Queensland University countered that its services were high-quality, and that the 

C. Ziguras and G. McBurnie



133 

course was “notoriously a tough one: with high standards expected”.4 Commenting 
on the protests, Central Queensland University Professor Paul Rodan underlined the 
propensity for some students to seek to negotiate a better result:

…there is the constant danger that “customers” will see everything, including academic 
standards, as negotiable. All too often, students with borderline fail marks seek a pass, not 
on any academic grounds, but on the same basis as one might haggle over a price in an east-
ern bazaar. Given a cultural orientation to regard “no” as merely the start of negotiations, 
institutions will pay a price if they fail to emphasise that negotiation stops at the classroom 
door. (Rodan 2007, p. 5)

Rodan characterized some protesting students as “opportunistic types who had at-
tended few classes and done minimal work, but who hoped to manipulate their way 
to a cheap pass” (p. 2). CQU agreed to reassess disputed results, and noted that the 
students could have requested a re-mark.

We are not in a position to comment on the merits of either case. The general is-
sue, however, has important implications for student mobility in a higher education 
market. What is the nature of the relationship between the provider and the client in 
an educational setting? There is a tension inherent in trying to simultaneously em-
brace two qualitatively different types of relationship: that between service provider 
and paying customer (where the old adage is the “customer is always right”); and 
that between teacher and learner (in which the teacher is the one with the knowl-
edge/expertise, and the student is the empty vessel there to gather the pearls of wis-
dom). What is the nature of the service the student/client is engaging? A university 
would normally argue that the student is entitled access to specified resources (such 
as library materials, lecture and tutorial attendance, and so on) which, combined 
with successful study on the student’s part, can result in the award of a qualification. 
Failure to reach a common understanding can lead to accusations that inadequate 
students are passed (so as to not upset the client or potential clients) or, conversely, 
that it is in the financial interests of a university to fail marginal students so that they 
are obliged to repeat studies and pay additional fees.

These tensions are further heightened when substantial tuition fees, foregone 
earnings, additional living expenses (to cover a longer stay while subjects are re-
peated) and applications for permanent residency status are also at stake. It is im-
portant for students to have proper recourse to grievance procedures and dispute 
settlement mechanisms. At the same time, it is vital for universities to maintain—
and be seen to maintain—high standards of academic quality.

These concerns are most strongly held by critics within research-intensive uni-
versities in Australia and New Zealand, concerned by the growth in international 
student recruitment by teaching-focused universities and vocational education and 
training institutions. They fear that such expansion is aimed at “lower-quality” stu-
dents, and this will tarnish the national brand and deter “high-quality” students and 
doctoral students from studying in Australia. The massification of these countries’ 
international education industries is seen as detrimental to their international reputa-

4  See coverage in the Sydney Morning Herald March 17, 2006, Brisbane Courier Mail March 17, 
2006, p. 21; and The Age March 14, 2006, p. 21.
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tions in an era in which global league tables of universities based on research output 
are increasingly influential (Marginson 2007a).

An oft-cited case of market failure in international education exports is the spec-
tacular and destabilizing rise and fall in the number of Chinese students studying in 
New Zealand in the early years of this decade. After several years of rapid growth in 
Chinese student numbers, in all types of providers, in 2003, complaints by Chinese 
students at some private English language colleges in New Zealand led the Chi-
nese Ministry of Education to use its International Education Affairs Supervision 
and Management website (www.jsj.edu.cn) and official news agencies to advise 
students not to study in New Zealand (Li 2003). As a result, the flow of Chinese 
students to New Zealand collapsed, even though the complaints stemmed from stu-
dents’ experiences of a handful of institutions. The New Zealand government used 
talks during bilateral free trade agreement negotiations with China to have these 
warnings modified and to have some private providers recognized by Chinese au-
thorities. Since that time Australian and New Zealand governments have been much 
more responsive to foreign governments’ concerns about their students’ welfare, but 
this did not prevent a replay occurring in 2009–2010 when a series of assaults on 
Indian students in Australia prompted a media storm and strained relations between 
the two countries.

All educational institutions and academic commentators, perhaps unsurprisingly, 
are calling for domestic students and research to be more heavily supported by 
government, so that institutions are not so dependent on international students for 
discretionary income. It is by no means clear that increasing universities’ funding 
for domestic students and research would lead the institutions to recruit fewer inter-
national students. However, such funding increases would likely allow institutions 
to provide better services to international students (Bradley et al. 2008).

Emerging English-Language Education Exporters: 
Singapore and Malaysia

As noted, countries with English language higher education systems are more eas-
ily able to recruit foreign students. In the past decade Singapore and Malaysia have 
taken advantage of their English-language institutions by actively marketing their 
education systems to foreign students.5

5  The other predominantly English-language system in the region, India, is understandably fo-
cused on meeting local demand rather than recruiting foreign students. International students in 
India numbered just 12,263 in 2003–2004, with over 90% of these coming from other developing 
countries in Asia. Nepal, Bangladesh, Malaysia and Kenya were the largest sending countries 
(Agarwal 2008).
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Singapore

Singapore’s “Global Schoolhouse Strategy”, launched in 2003, aimed to establish 
Singapore as a regional hub for education, with the ambitious goal of attracting 
1,50,000 international students by the year 2015. The multi-pronged approach in-
cludes expansion of local provision, attracting prestigious foreign education provid-
ers in branch campus mode, and enacting enhanced quality assurance and registra-
tion provisions for local private providers and consumer protection measures for 
students. Education is one of several sectors promoted by the government, which 
presents Singapore as a well-regulated, low-risk location where English is the of-
ficial language of government, business and education—where one can undertake 
Western-style education while having the opportunity to be immersed in Asian cul-
ture and business practices.

It is clear that Singapore has become a popular destination for international stu-
dents. In 2003, when the government began marketing Singapore as an education 
hub, there were 61,000 foreign students. By 2008 international student enrolments 
had grown to 97,000 (Lee 2009). Chinese students have become the largest group of 
foreign students in Singapore, overtaking traditional source countries Malaysia and 
Indonesia (Davie 2005). The Singapore Tourism Board, charged with promoting 
Singapore as an education destination, is now promoting Singapore in more remote 
Chinese cities. Small numbers of students from Europe, the USA and Australia are 
also choosing to study in Singapore. For them Singapore is a relatively comfortable 
introduction to Asia.

For Singapore, student recruitment is but one strand in an extensive regional hub 
strategy, the contemporary continuation of the city’s entrepôt economy. Since its 
foundation, Singapore has acted as a regional business hub providing a point of co-
ordination for extensive trade and investment relationships across South East Asia. 
The contemporary approach to Singapore’s hub strategy is to draw foreign invest-
ment by fostering concentrations of specialized services in fields facilitating inter-
national business in the global knowledge economy: research and development, IT, 
finance, accounting, advertising, property development, and legal services. These 
knowledge-intensive aspects of companies’ operations require a highly trained 
workforce and links with a range of higher education institutions. One of the Global 
Schoolhouse strategy’s aims is to attract top international student graduates to re-
main in the country as skilled immigrants—an important consideration for a small 
nation with a low birth rate. Liberal immigration policies make it easy for interna-
tional student graduates to stay on, and public institutions offer bonded scholarships 
to top foreign applicants. However, there are stresses. Just as there is some public 
concern about the domestic impact of large numbers of international students in 
Australia, there is anecdotal evidence of some local resentment of “foreign talent” 
in Singapore. The presence of foreign students (and the allocation of international 
scholarships) adds to the pressure on locals seeking to enter the already highly se-
lective public university system, which effectively restricts entry to the top quartile. 
Similarly, the presence of foreign graduates and other skilled immigrants makes the 
employment market more challenging.
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Malaysia

Malaysia’s higher education system includes public institutions operating primar-
ily in Bahasa Malaysia, the national language, and private institutions operating in 
English. Most international students in Malaysia are enrolled in English-medium 
programmes in private institutions, with a smaller number in English-language 
postgraduate programmes in public universities. The few international students who 
study in public universities in the national language are mostly from neighbouring 
countries and already proficient in Malay.

The Malaysian government has set a target of 1,00,000 international students per 
year by 2010 and established Marketing and International Education Division with-
in the Ministry of Higher Education. The government’s recruitment efforts focus 
on Islamic countries, primarily North Africa and the Middle East. Private institu-
tions are more active in China and South Asia. Capitalizing on Malaysia’s diversity 
of higher education institutions and cultural diversity, the more active recruitment 
strategies of both government and private sectors appears to be paying off and the 
country looks set to meet its 2010 target. By 2007, international enrolments were at 
65,000, with 48,000 (74%) enrolled in private institutions. In 2008 foreign students 
enrolled in private higher education institutions reached 71,000.6

The successful recruitment strategies of Malaysia and Singapore demonstrate 
the competitive advantage of English language institutions when recruiting foreign 
students, especially when supported by government policy in areas such as student 
visas, overseas promotion and branding, and quality assurance of providers. As a 
point of comparison, it is interesting to compare the experiences of these countries 
with the Philippines, which has a large number of English-language institutions, but 
lacks a coordinated strategy to increase international enrolments. In both Malay-
sia and Singapore, education export strategies were promoted by powerful central 
economic policy units, able to coordinate whole of government responses aimed at 
recruiting more international students and encouraging institutions to accept them. 
Meanwhile ministries of education have remained concerned primarily with the 
education of the local population and the functioning of the public institutions.

Universities in several countries are developing graduate programmes in Eng-
lish, to cater both to local students seeking a more international programme, and 
international students proficient in English but not in the local language. Significant 
numbers of these programmes are offered in China, South Korea and Thailand. 
Many of these programmes are heavily subsidized by institutions and government, 
as part of a broader internationalization effort. It remains to be seen whether such 
programmes are sustainable in the longer term. The key reform that led to the huge 
growth in the number of international students in Malaysia was the liberalization 
of the private higher education sector in the mid 1990s. Under this policy the gov-
ernment encouraged the development of domestic private institutions and allowed 
them to teach in English, often in collaborative partnerships with foreign universi-

6  The Star, March 9, 2008; The Star, April 4, 2009.

C. Ziguras and G. McBurnie



137 

ties; and invited foreign universities to establish branch campuses. This was pos-
sible in Malaysia due to the colonial legacy of widespread English-language use. 
Politics is also a significant factor. In Malaysia, private education catered largely 
to ethnic minorities who missed out on places in public institutions due to racial 
quotas. In India, there has been considerable opposition to liberalizing the private 
higher education system on equity grounds. For most other countries in the region, 
the only way to develop English-language institutions is to invite foreign universi-
ties to establish branch campuses.

Intra-regional Mobility Outside the Anglosphere

Until around 2000, the bulk of the growth in intra-regional student mobility in the 
East Asia and Pacific was accounted for by students from Asia studying in Australia 
and New Zealand. Since that time, as noted above, more East and South East Asian 
students are studying in nearby Asian countries. Mobility between neighbouring 
countries in the region is an excellent mean of building long-lasting connections 
and of sharing expertise between higher education systems.

The student recruitment strategies of the Anglophone exporters are driven pri-
marily by the desire to develop knowledge-intensive export industries. Australia, 
New Zealand, and Singapore also seek to recruit skilled migrants to fuel the knowl-
edge economy and counteract ageing populations. In most countries across the re-
gion the situation is very different. Many non-Anglophone countries are seeking 
to enhance inward mobility especially between neighbouring countries in order to 
enhance social and economic regional integration. Across the region, mobility be-
tween neighbouring countries appears to be increasing. In 2007 three quarters of 
the international students in Vietnam were from Laos. Indonesia is by far the most 
popular destination for students from Timor Leste (UNESCO 2009).

China has enormous comparative advantage in manufacturing, a massive trade 
surplus, and no shortage of highly trained young people. The Chinese government 
awards around 11,000 scholarships per year, mainly to students from developing 
countries, to assist in building political, diplomatic and economic links. Self-funded 
students are also welcomed by the state as a way of showcasing Chinese achieve-
ment and fostering cultural engagement (Ministry of Education n.d.). According to 
Chinese government figures, there are more foreign students arriving in China each 
year than there are Chinese students leaving to study abroad. In 2008, 2,23,000 
foreign students entered China while 1,79,800 Chinese students went abroad for 
overseas studies, 90% self-funded.7 However, while most Chinese students study-
ing abroad are undertaking degree-length programmes, only around one-third of the 
international students arriving in China enrol in degrees. Two-thirds undertake non-
award programmes, such as intensive Chinese language studies or short courses for 
study-abroad students (AEI 2008). Therefore while commencing numbers are simi-

7  People’s Daily, March 26, 2009.
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lar, the total commitment of Chinese students outside China remains much greater 
than the commitment of foreign students studying in China. Nevertheless, the gap 
appears to be closing.

Around three-quarters of the international students in China in 2007 were from 
Asian countries (72.5%), followed by Europe, the Americas and Africa. The top 
source country by a considerable margin was South Korea (33.0%), followed by 
Japan (9.5%), the United States (7.5%), Vietnam (5.0%) and Thailand (3.7%) (AEI 
2008).

While the Anglophone exporters are able to attract students from outside the 
region, as illustrated in Table 6.3, most countries in the region, including Japan, 
Korea, Hong Kong, Vietnam, and Macao, recruit nearly all of their international 
students from within East Asia and the Pacific. Usually the patterns of mobility 
are quite localized. For example, students from mainland China constitute 64% of 
international students in Japan, 72% in Korea, 93% in Hong Kong SAR, and 95% 
in Macao, China (UNESCO 2009). Japan and Korea are striving to increase the 
number of incoming students. It would seem that closer economic and cultural ties, 
coupled with linguistic affinities, will continue to make these countries attractive 
to mainland Chinese students. Within the Chinese language territories, or “Greater 
China”, the flows of ethnic Chinese students across borders is potentially enor-
mous—given the demand in China, the quality institutions in Hong Kong, and the 
oversupply of higher education in Taiwan. However, in Hong Kong the government 
sets quotas for foreign students, most of whom are from mainland China, in order 
to ensure that local demand is met (Li and Bray 2007). Continuing tensions over the 
status of Taiwan long made travel difficult, let alone the recognition of qualifica-
tions, and student mobility across the Taiwan Strait was non-existent (Republic of 
China Ministry of Education 2008). However, Taiwan has now announced that it 
will recruit some mainland students.

Conclusion

Students, institutions and governments across the region have sought to exploit and 
manage the new possibilities and challenges that globalization has opened up. Until 
the onset of the Global Financial Crisis it appeared certain the flow of international 
students from countries in the Asia-Pacific region would continue to grow rapidly—
and the crisis may indeed have only brief effects on the trend. Across the region, the 
growth in student mobility has been underpinned by growing household incomes, 
government and employer valuing of international education, greater emphasis on 
foreign language study in schools (especially English), streamlined application pro-
cesses, and opportunities for students to work while studying and to obtain work 
experience in country after graduation.

Governments in China, Vietnam, Malaysia and several others have increased 
their scholarship programmes for research students as a way of quickly expanding 
the size of the academic workforce. This is a critical ingredient in the drive to boost 
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participation rates in tertiary education. In future decades we could expect to see 
student mobility from developing countries follow a similar pattern to that found 
in some higher-income countries in the region. As participation rates in domestic 
tertiary education climb, the number of students studying abroad tends to plateau. A 
smaller proportion of students enrol in undergraduate studies overseas, but higher 
numbers engage in short-term overseas study and postgraduate degrees.

At the same time, the casting of education as an export has led to tensions be-
tween the role of student as learner and as client, and the potential for the qual-
ity of education to be undermined (or at least perceived to be undermined) by an 
overemphasis on the pursuit of revenue at the expense of traditional educational 
values—for example, concentrating too heavily on the provision of internationally 
popular undergraduate courses at the expense of research and scholarship. There 
are also concerns about the impact of foreign students on the domestic system in 
terms of skewing provision and increasing competition to the detriment of locals. 
Indeed, problems in the education field—questionable quality of provision, inad-
equate regulation of providers, mistreatment of students—can become flashpoints 
that fray international relations. As traditional education-importer countries in the 
region seek to become major education exporters and regional education hubs, they 
too will be obliged to deal with these tensions.
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