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Abstract

This thesis explores the extent to which international student mobility
reinforces existing social inequalities by providing differentiated access to
global higher education and, subsequently, a global labour market. Based on
case studies of three universities in the UK, this research draws on
interviews with 55 international students from outside of the European Union
(non-EU) who were enrolled in or had recently completed postgraduate

studies as well as three career staff to examine the following issues.

Firstly, this thesis investigates the process by which international students
make higher education choices. The study demonstrates the socially and
spatially differentiated flow of international students across the case
universities in the UK. Students’ experiences of choice-making are
gualitatively different by access to the range of resources obtained from
various spheres of their lives. This decision-making process is further
complicated by their class, age, gender and race/ethnicity, as well as the

intersections of these social divisions.

In addition, this thesis examines the institutional contexts which generate a
divergent field of possibilities and choices for international students after
graduation. It identifies variations in the effects of attending three different UK
universities, whilst highlighting the ways in which individual institutions shape
students’ aspirations and transitions after graduation. It also finds that the
institutional effects are mediated differently by students’ social
characteristics, indicating the complexity of post-study aspirations and

pathways through UK higher education.

Lastly, this thesis analyses whether international higher education confers
positional advantage in the global labour market by facilitating an
international career. By looking at how an international career is understood
and experienced by international students in the UK, this research empirically
contests the dominant conception of an international career that centres on
transnational mobility and illuminates the multiple ways of pursuing an

international career which take on a circumventive or subversive potential.



Impact statement

This thesis begins with the question of how different school systems provide
a differentiated access to world-class universities and, subsequently,
influence the chance of individuals obtaining favourable positions in the
global labour market. Drawing on 55 semi-structured interviews with non-EU
international students who have completed, or were studying, postgraduate
degrees in three different UK universities, this research examines their
experiences before, during and after studies in the UK. Interviews with three
career staff were additionally conducted to identify a variety of careers advice
and support available at three case institutions. Firstly, it draws attention to
the contextual complexities of motivations for and choices of higher
education in the UK. The findings of this study also highlight the significant
role that the individual institutions play in framing participants’ possibilities
and choices upon graduation. Furthermore, this study goes beyond the
dominant framing of an international career that confers substantial positional

advantage in the global labour market through onward international mobility.

A significant contribution to knowledge is made by this thesis by analysing
international student mobility at both individual and institutional levels.
Attention must be paid to the salience of individual and familial resources in
projecting transnational mobility, although the fact that individual institutions
play a part in shaping participants’ post-study aspirations and transitions
underlines the importance of socio-analysis at the meso level. Notably, this
work enables a more fine-grained examination of differences between and
within the case universities. In addition, this thesis extends theoretical
discussions around international higher education by flagging certain
guestions regarding its role in (re)producing social inequalities across
national borders. Transnational student mobility can provide students with
conditions for transformation including ‘reflexivity’, as they encounter new,
unfamiliar social fields. This research empirically explores the extent to which
change is made possible through a Bourdieusian framework. In so doing, it
sheds light on the often hidden intricacy and multiplicity of international

student mobility to and from the UK higher education.



The findings of this study are instructive for prospective and current students,
career staff, policy-makers and other stakeholders in UK higher education.
Particularly relevant to practices is the significance of individual institutions in
shaping students’ post-study aspirations and transitions. This study found
that the anticipated and actual trajectories following graduation are closely
intertwined with the way in which international students perceive and
experience their universities. Practical suggestions may include raising
awareness of various careers support and resources available at universities.
Moreover, the data provided in this project have been used for several
publications to allow the findings to be accessed by the wider academic
community: two of them were already published in British Journal of
Sociology of Education and in Globalisation, Societies and Education. | have
also begun writing a joint paper with my supervisor Johanna Waters, which
we aim to submit in the first half of 2021. | have presented my research at
several academic conferences and seminars within and beyond the UK,
including EURO Student conference, 2019; Royal Geographical Society
annual conference, 2019; Comparative and International Education Society

annual conference, 2020.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

Social difference in the school system privileges access to world-class
universities, while educational difference in a globalising HE system
seems to influence the probability of an individual accessing favoured
positions in the global labour market. [...] This is represented as linked
to a desire to engage in an international career. (Findlay et al., 2012,
p. 122)

1.1 Research context, rationales and motivations

The expansion of higher education worldwide has been accompanied by the
salience in policy discourses of the knowledge-based economy and
‘employability’. In a global knowledge economy, individuals are encouraged
to remain competitive through the continual upgrading of skills. Higher
education has been seen by governments around the world as one of the
ways to enhance the employability of its citizens. This has brought about
widening access to higher education in many countries. Increased tertiary
education opportunities have led to an excess of educated graduates and,
subsequently, ‘credential inflation’ where the scarcity value of educational
credentials has moved upwards from high school and undergraduate
degrees to postgraduate and specialised qualifications (Collins, 1979).
However, as Brown, Lauder and Ashton (2011) have pointed out, the
promise of high-skill, high-wage jobs to those willing to invest in their human
capital through educational achievement does not match the reality of the
new global economy where there is a limited supply of such positions.
Against this backdrop, it has been argued that strategies to maintain
‘positional advantage’ in a labour market have taken on new significance as
they are expanded on an international scale, for example, through engaging
in international higher education and subsequently ‘an international career’
(Brooks & Waters, 2011; Findlay et al., 2012, 2017; Waters, 2006).

This thesis begins with an observation made by Findlay et al. (2012) about
motivations and meanings of transnational student mobility in relation to the

stratification of the global system of higher education and the globalising
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labour market. As ever growing numbers of students move across nation
state borders for education and/or work, should international student mobility
continue to be conceptualised as privilege? More specifically, does it confer
distinct and tangible advantage to all those who are internationally mobile?
These are core questions that form the central concern of this thesis. To
address these questions, this research is based on an empirical study that
explores the experiences of international students studying at three different
universities in the United Kingdom. The UK is one of the popular study
destination countries for internationally mobile students, not least because of
its reputation and standing in the global field of higher education (OECD,
2019). In addition, studying in the UK is often seen as the first step towards
an international career (Findlay et al., 2017; Packwood et al., 2015).
However, the above portrayal of international students does not always sit
comfortably with the narratives of those who | encountered during my
fieldwork in 2018.

Esther, a recent graduate from the USA, was awarded a Master of Arts (MA)
in Education and International Development from University College London.
One of the main reasons why she chose the UK over her home country was
because the period of study would be shorter, at a relatively lesser cost.
Since a Master’s programme in the US usually requires two years of study,
studying in the UK was a cheaper choice for her. This was particularly
important, as the costs attached to the Master’s programme fell on her
shoulders. Also, UCL was the only institution Esther applied to because she
learned from UCL alumni that it has an excellent reputation for her course of
study. The location of the university (i.e., London) was a plus. After
completing her Master’s study, she decided to work for non-governmental
organisations in the Philippines and then Cambodia rather than staying in the
UK or returning home. Since then, she engaged in a sequence of short-term,
voluntary and low-paid jobs. Despite her sense of fulfilment in furthering her
expertise and experiences, she nevertheless began to question the footloose
nature of her work and look for stable job opportunities at home in the long
term, partly because of her responsibilities to take care of her mom and her

younger brother as a breadwinner of the family.
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Similar to Esther, George had to rely on his own savings and a part-time job
for a Master of Science (MSc) in Finance at Oxford Brookes University.
However, this was a second Master’s degree for him, with the first one
obtained in Nigeria. When asked about his motivation to do another Master’s
in the UK, George explicitly linked it to enhanced job prospects post-
graduation. Ironically, it was the very reason he decided to pursue his first
postgraduate degree, although this did not translate into career advancement
opportunities. One of the main reasons he chose the UK over other countries
such as the US or Canada was the relatively lower entry requirements, which
demanded only English language test scores without the need to take
additional exams!. What is significant was his choice-making processes.
None of the four universities he applied to were so-called ‘world-class’
institutions in the UK. In fact, the location and the flexible entry date were of
utmost importance to his university choice. Brookes not only allowed him to
start his study in January unlike the other universities. Being located in the
city of Oxford was also appealing to him, as it evokes academic prestige
associated with University of Oxford. George planned on having an
internship in major consulting firms in the UK upon graduation, which would
be equally vital for securing desirable employment and status outcomes upon
return. However, he was unsure of how he could be able to obtain the

internship from those firms.

Hannah also chose Oxford Brookes University for her Master’s degree in
Applied Human Nutrition. However, the rationales behind her higher
education choice were qualitatively different from those of George. Firstly, as
a graduate from a UK transnational degree programme in Hong Kong (i.e.,
two years in Hong Kong and final year in the UK), Hannah was more familiar
with the UK higher education system than other countries. This ultimately led
her to consider only universities in the UK for her postgraduate study.

Secondly, given that she had to rely on financial support from her parents,

1 Universities in countries such as the USA usually demand the Graduate Record
Examination (GRE) and/or the Graduate Management Admission Test (GMAT) scores
in addition to Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL).
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the alumni discount that she got from Brookes was particularly appealing.
Hannah believed that this would help to alleviate some of their financial
burdens. Unlike George or Esther, her plan after graduation was neither
staying in the UK nor moving to a third country; instead, she was determined
to get a job in local government at home. She believed that such a career in
the public sector would be less likely to be affected by economic changes in
Hong Kong and therefore much more stable than other employment. It would
also offer all the fringe benefits including free healthcare for her as well as
her parents. Ironically, Hannah admitted that gaining employment in the
public sector did not require a foreign degree or a postgraduate qualification;
nonetheless, she hoped that good English proficiency acquired from studying
in the UK — rather than having a postgraduate degree from Brookes — might

make a difference in the job market.

Take another example of Chris. His Doctor of Philosophy (DPhil) in
Engineering at Oxford University was fully funded by a scholarship from the
Chinese government. Emphasising that he had stayed all his life in China,
doing a doctoral study abroad was driven by his desire to explore the world
and gain international exposure. Given that Chris graduated from ‘top’
universities in China for his undergraduate and postgraduate degrees, ‘world-
class’ universities in the US, the UK and Switzerland were taken-for-granted
choices for him. Oxford and Cambridge were the only universities he applied
for within the UK, with other universities virtually unthinkable for him. When
gauging the offers he had received, he decided to take up the place at
Oxford because of its reputation and recognition in China. After having
achieved an unusual breakthrough in his DPhil project, he was offered a
three-year postdoctoral position in another prestigious university in the UK
before graduation. Central to this opportunity was the connection or, to use
Chris’s words, ‘intervention’ of his supervisor. While looking for a lectureship
at the time of the interview, he indicated his plan to stay and work in the UK
for a few more years in order to be eligible to apply for indefinite leave to
remain. Without discarding the possibility of returning to China for work, Chris

pointed out the importance of having a permanent residence in the UK to him
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and his wife, not least because it would allow ‘freedom’ to live and work in

the UK and ensure flexible accumulation of capital across borders.

These short vignettes show the complexity of international student mobility to
the UK. George’s and Hannah’s comments about their institutional choices
challenge the institutional reputation as a straightforward rationale for higher
education choices amongst internationally mobile students. As | will go on to
discuss in the following chapters, the location of the university — whether it is
related to the quality of life or academic tradition — features as much in
students’ choices of university (see, for example, Prazeres et al., 2017) as
other factors such as the length and cost of study. Also, the smooth study-to-
work transition of Chris — as opposed to the lack of know-how of obtaining
internships in the UK displayed by George — necessitates a discussion on the
role of, and potential variation between, individual institutions in shaping
students’ possibilities after the completion of their studies. In addition,
Esther's and Hannah'’s cases raise a number of questions, including the
extent to which mobile international students as privileged individuals are
mainly interested in reproducing their social advantage and whether they
aspire to ‘enter an international career and develop an internationally mobile
trajectory’ as described in extant literature (Marcu, 2015, p. 74). Furthermore,
as shown in Chris’s narrative, the need to acquire an indefinite leave to
remain is another precondition — alongside international credentials — for
flexible capital accumulation across borders, underlining the complexity of

post-study international mobility.

If we zoom out and take an overview of the institutional and national context,
these experiences start to make sense. On the one hand, the students’
experiences and expectations are inevitably entangled with the entrenched
hierarchical structure of UK higher education, whereby different universities
are associated with differentiated prestige and power. In her cluster analysis
of universities in the UK, Boliver (2015, p. 619) has identified distinctive
clusters of high and low prestige HEIs. For example, the three institutions
that Esther, George, Hannah and Chris attended belong to different clusters:
Oxford (i.e., cluster 1), UCL (i.e., cluster 2), and Brookes (i.e., cluster 3). The
distinction is made according to the extent to which institutions possess
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various ‘institutional capital’, with traditionally elite and highly ranked
institutions in the UK displaying higher levels of symbolic and economic
capital than their lower counterparts (see also Cronin, 2016; Papatsiba &
Cohen, 2019). On the other hand, in the context of a significant reduction in
government funding, UK universities all share in common the importance of
international students to their revenue and reputations. This has led to
growing competition between UK universities in attracting international
students as well as various internationalising efforts at the institutional level.
The latter includes the expansion of transnational education (TNE)
provisions, particularly amongst less research-intensive universities (UUKI,
2018).

The question then remains as to the extent to which the mobility of
international students to the UK is nuanced by their social characteristics and
the institutions they attend. As demonstrated above, the higher education
choices of international students rest on a multitude of factors beyond
institutional reputation. This may be particularly evident amongst those at
postgraduate level, as they tend to have more socially diverse backgrounds
and hence distinctive demands than their undergraduate counterparts
(Brooks & Waters, 2010; Waters & Brooks, 2010; Xiang & Shen, 2009). Also,
the reputation of a particular institution may sometimes feature more strongly
in students’ expectations and choices post-graduation than having a UK
degree. As a result, they may or may not be able to obtain favoured positions
in the global labour market. Critically, existing research into international
students in the UK context has focused upon either a single nationality group
(Sin, 2009; Xu, 2020b) or a whole group with little differentiation between
international students (e.g., those from or outside European Union countries)
(Geddie, 2010, 2013; Beech, 2019, 2015). It is thus essential to conduct a
fine-grained analysis of the experiences of non-EU international

postgraduate students from different universities in the UK.
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1.2 Research aims and approaches

This research study aims to provide a nuanced understanding of international
student mobility through the experiences of non-EU international students
who were either studying or have completed postgraduate degrees from
three distinct higher education institutions in the UK. This not only helps to fill
a gap in the current literature, but offers insights into existing discussions
about social reproduction through international higher education, to which
studying in Western, Anglophone countries has hitherto been key. The
analyses undertaken in this study are centred on the following issues,
namely: i) international students’ motivations for, and choices of, UK higher
education focussed on three universities in particular, ii) their aspirations and
transitions post-graduation, and iii) the conceptualisations and practices of an

international career. Accordingly, my research questions are:

e Why and how do international students make higher education
choices in the UK?

e To what extent, and in what ways, do UK higher education institutions
play a part in shaping international students’ post-study aspirations
and transitions?

e How is an international career imagined and actualised by

international students in the UK?

In developing the above research questions, | was initially inspired by the
work of Reay and her colleagues (2001; 2005), which acknowledges the
differentiated impact made by individual institutions (i.e., sixth form or further
education colleges in Greater London area) on prospective university
applicants’ choices of higher education in the UK. | argue that the concept of
institutional habitus, which the authors have drawn upon, can be equally
applied to my research, as it attends to how the institutional value, belief and
practices influence students’ dispositions and preferences. Just as the
distinct features of the respective institution are played out in the university
choices of higher education applicants in Reay et al.’s (2001; 2005) research,
so those characteristics too affect — as | will demonstrate in this thesis — the

way in which international students imagine the range of possibilities after
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graduation. However, given the diversity of educational backgrounds of
international students before initiating their studies in the UK, this notion is
deployed to particularly identify the influence of three UK universities on the
shaping of students’ aspirations and transitions after graduation. The
recognition of institutional differences is crucial to this study, which would
otherwise be glossed over by reference to those pursuing their degrees in
the UK and hardly yield any valuable insights in terms of their differentiated

experiences within the same educational context.

The work of Reay and her colleagues is largely built upon a theoretical
framework developed by Bourdieu (1990b, 2010). This framework, featuring
his central thinking tools of field, capital and habitus, fundamentally seeks to
reconcile the binary focus of agency—structure in existing scholarship by
illuminating the importance of various levels of analysis. This is crucial to the
study of internationally mobile students, because it was common to assume
that international student mobility was driven by either rational individual
decision-making or objective structural factors. Moreover, prior research
underscores spatial differences in the value of cultural capital (Brooks &
Waters, 2011; Collins et al., 2014; Waters, 2018; Waters & Leung, 2013a,
2013b). The emphasis on where students have studied or pursued their
degrees tends to obscure potential divergence at the institutional level.
Underpinned by Bourdieu’s framework, this study attends to the interplay
between different — for example, institutional and individual — scales, whilst
acknowledging the respective significance of individual and structural factors
in international student mobility. In doing so, it throws light on the co-
constitutive role of individual institutions and international students — albeit to
a different extent — in shaping experiences before, during and after
international study, and reveals the socially and spatially differentiated flow of

international students across the universities in the UK.
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1.3 Structure of the thesis

Having introduced the study, the remaining chapters are organised in the
following way. Chapter 2 and 3 review the theories, concepts and
explanations in the extant literature which provide a basis for conducting this
research. Chapter 4 outlines the methodology and research design. The
main empirical findings in relation to higher education choices, post-study
aspirations and transitions, and the imagining of an international career are
discussed in Chapters 5, 6 and 7, respectively. Chapter 8 concludes the

thesis with reflections on the contributions of this research.

Chapter 2 situates this research within broader debates in relation to
international higher education, student mobility and educational (in)equality.
It starts with an overview of policies and discourses circulated around the
internationalisation of higher education and transnational student mobility
both globally and in the UK context. The review of extant literature points to
the role of international higher education in (re)producing socio-spatial
inequalities at regional, national, institutional and individual levels (Altbach &
Knight, 2007; Brooks & Waters, 2011; Findlay et al., 2012; Foskett, 2010;
Kenway & Fahey, 2008; Marginson, 2008). Notwithstanding the differential
impacts of internationalisation on British universities, there has been a
relative lack of research on international students studying at different higher
education institutions in the UK (cf. Beech, 2014, 2015, 2019). As a result,
the outcomes of attending or graduating from different UK institutions tend to
be homogenised — such that the chance of these students accessing
favoured positions in the global job market is often considered to be
unequivocally higher than those undertaking overseas education in less
popular study destinations or their home country (Leung & Waters, 2013;
Waters & Leung, 2013a, 2013b). In facilitating new discussions, this chapter
highlights the need to take into account the socially diverse backgrounds of
international students and the hierarchies of individual institutions within the
UK and, in doing so, underlines the mediating role of individual and
institutional characteristics in the transferability of a UK degree across

national borders.
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In Chapter 3, | present Bourdieu’s (1977, 1986, 2010) key concepts of field,
habitus and capital as a theoretical framework for this study. After reviewing
key theories that have applied to studies of international student mobility, |
elaborate on why a Bourdieusian perspective is more apposite as an
overarching framework than other theoretical approaches. | argue that
focusing on the notion of field allows us to capture the polarity of international
higher education across and within countries, and to consider a transnational
social field where participants plan on working or obtain employment after
graduation. The recognition of habitus advances a critical theorisation of
international student mobility by paying attention to the more mundane, and
hence less calculated, aspects of choice-making processes, post-study
aspirations and transitions, and understanding of an international career.
Crucially, in this study, habitus is applied to both individual and institutional
levels in order to elucidate the respective influences of individual students
and universities on transnational student mobility in UK higher education.
Likewise, the concept of capital draws attention to variation in terms of
positions and position-taking strategies of individuals and institutions in the
field of higher education. Combined together, these theoretical concepts not
only bridge across the experiences of international students in three different
UK institutions but also enable the identification of subtle differences

between those experiences.

Chapter 4 provides methodological reflections on the research design and
methods. | firstly outline my ontological and epistemological stances and
explain why it is essential to take an interpretivist approach to a detailed
account of students’ voices. | then introduce the research methodology,
which is essentially based on qualitative case studies of non-EU international
students who have studied or completed postgraduate degrees from three
different UK universities. After providing rationales for why these groups of
international students are of particular interest to this research, | explicate the
choice of semi-structured interviews — conducted either face to face or using
Skype — for the main research methods. After laying out sampling strategies,
| demonstrate how | analyse the data collected from interviews with student

participants and university career staff across three case institutions. In
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closing the chapter, I discuss my positionality as an insider-outsider
researcher along with ethical considerations which concern my research

participants.

Chapter 5 unpacks the contextual complexities of higher education choices
of international students. It begins by throwing light on diverse motivations for
UK higher education increasingly feature in the participants’ narratives which
are not always limited to matters of individual advantage and social
reproduction. It then draws attention to the significance of cultural capital
acquired from various spheres of life — family, education and social life/work
— in the choice-making process (Ball et al., 2000). It describes the multiple
ways in which they obtain knowledge and experience in relation to the field of
international higher education, whilst indicating how the extent to which
participants make informed decisions hinges on the level of cultural capital
they possess. Alongside this, the chapter explores the dispositions and
preferences of individual students, which are often intertwined with social
characteristics such as age, class, gender and race/ethnicity. This unsettles
an ostensibly smooth and seamless transition of these students to
international higher education as well as the portrait of mobile international
students as a homogenous group of young and privileged individuals (Brooks
& Waters, 2009, 2011; Findlay & King, 2010; Xiang & Shen, 2009).

Chapter 6 moves these discussions forward by exploring the extent to which,
and the way in which, three case universities play a part in shaping the range
of options international students could envisage or realise after graduation. |
first examine the educational status of each institution in relation to the field
of both global and national fields of higher education and how it is reflected in
the geographies of possibilities post-graduation (Findlay et al., 2012;
Marginson, 2008). Second, this chapter unfolds a range of organisational
practices with a focus on careers resources and informal institutional
connections, featuring the differential experiences of students with those
provisions across the case universities (Brinton, 2000; Reay, David, et al.,
2001). Lastly, I look into the cultural and expressive characteristics of the
case universities, which are distinctively classed, racialised and/or place(s)-
specific (Horvat & Antonio, 1999; Allen & Hollingworth, 2013; Angod &
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Gaztambide-Fernandez, 2019). Whilst | do not deny the confluence of
familial, social and institutional factors, my intention here is to consider the
influence of individual institutions on students’ aspirations and transitions and
identify the potential differences between institutions within the same popular

study destination such as the UK.

In Chapter 7, | follow on from discussions of post-study aspirations and
trajectories to consider how international students imagine and practice an
international career. The notion of an international career has received some
attention in recent years, particularly in academic literature. Research has
suggested that the growing interest in an international career amongst
internationally mobile students articulates with the conditions of neoliberal
globalisation, whereby students and graduates are encouraged to make use
of opportunities offered by a global economy and seek after an internationally
mobile lifestyle or career trajectory across different countries (Bozionelos et
al., 2015; Findlay et al., 2012, 2017; King & Sondhi, 2018; Mohajeri Norris &
Gillespie, 2009; Wiers-Jenssen, 2011). This chapter interrogates this idea,
focussing on how an international career is conceptualised and experienced
by international students. Whilst not entirely independent of such a neoliberal
understanding, it is equally understood by some participants in a way that
disrupts the idealisation of onward international mobility. Importantly, this
chapter illuminates how the construction of an international career is
mediated by participants’ social characteristics and, to a lesser extent, their

institutions.

Chapter 8 closes the thesis by reflecting on the key findings and
underscoring the original contributions of this study. It presents the
significance of empirical research on the experiences of non-EU international
postgraduate students who were studying in, or graduated from, three
different universities in the UK. Here | suggest going beyond the dominant
conception of international mobility as privilege that has become entrenched
in much of the previous studies of international student mobility (see, for
example, Waters, 2018). Bourdieu’s framework makes visible the often

hidden intricacy and multiplicity of international student mobility in UK higher
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education. Through the notions of field, habitus and capital, | emphasise the
importance of looking at international students’ choices of higher education
within the UK, aspirations and transitions after graduation, and constructions
of an international career, as being embedded within a complex matrix of
influences. Ultimately, this study calls for more attention not only to the
increasingly diversified backgrounds of internationally mobile students, but

also to the transformative potential of international higher education.
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Chapter 2 International higher education, transnational

student mobility and the pursuit of an international career

The role of international higher education in (re)producing social
(dis)advantages has received considerable attention across different
contexts. Much of the existing literature on international student mobility,
however, has analysed the geographies of cultural capital acquired through
international higher education on a macro scale (e.g., countries). Whether or
not such unevenness is observed at meso (e.g., institutional) or micro (e.g.,
individual) levels within the same popular study destination, such as the UK,
has been little explored. In order to address this gap, | firstly situate my
research within broader issues of internationalisation of higher education,
educational (im)mobilities and a globalising labour market. | then review
these issues in relation to UK higher education more specifically, in which |
demonstrate how international students have been constructed by the UK
government to meet its own economic, political and socio-cultural agendas.
This is followed by a discussion of educational equality concerns for
international students at UK universities, which points to the need to probe in
detail their higher education choices, post-study aspiration formations and

experiences, and understandings of an international career.

2.1 Geographies of international student mobility: From global higher

education to global labour market

A neoliberal view of globalisation has been thus far dominant in
understanding the internationalisation of higher education. It is assumed that
markets are much more efficient providers of services than are public
sectors, and market mechanisms are consequently extended across all
spheres of social life (Harvey, 2011). Against this backdrop, education is
seen as a tradeable service and students as consumers (Robertson, 2003).
Such ideas have led to a major internationalisation of the sector worldwide,
which was viewed as having the potential to increase educational

opportunities for students (Altbach & Knight, 2007). As education began to
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be perceived as an export industry, the internationalisation of higher
education has also taken on growing prominence and importance — both
economically and strategically — to nation states and universities around the
world. Notwithstanding the benefits, the manner in which internationalisation
has evolved has not only highlighted the unequal landscape of international
higher education at regional, national, institutional and individual levels. It
also indicates the potential implications educational (im)mobilities have for
intensifying social difference within the global higher education and,
subsequently, in the global labour market. Given the recent outbreak of
coronavirus (COVID-19), | will elaborate further the likely impacts of COVID-
19 on the internationalisation of higher education and international student

mobility in particular.

Uneven landscape of international higher education

‘Internationalisation’ of higher education has been closely associated with the
process of individual institutions responding to an unstoppable force of
‘globalisation’, often conflated with neoliberalism (Altbach & Knight, 2007).
The spread of a neoliberal agenda, that is, the extension of market
mechanisms, to higher education was epitomised by the World Trade
Organization (WTO) negotiations by the General Agreement on Trade in
Service (GATS) in 1995 (Robertson, 2003). Its aim was to privatise a range
of services including education and liberalise the market in those areas
globally. Within this free-trade context, higher education is seen as a private
good and a commodity to be freely traded. This process is facilitated even
further in some countries such as the UK by reforms to national systems and
institutions according to ‘New Public Management’ systems (Marginson &
Van der Wende, 2007). These reforms have led to the emergence of various
market mechanisms as well as a significant reduction in state funding for
higher education followed by a shift of individual institutions to rely on student
fees. The internationalising efforts of higher education have thus been
understood as a response to both a reduction in government funding and the

increasing importance of the proportion of international students and staff in
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institutional reputations, through which individual institutions can compensate

for state disinvestment and improve their global market shares.

With a reduction in government funding certainly accelerating the
internationalising efforts of higher education, this is not the only factor that
has driven the process of internationalisation. In fact, international activities
such as academic exchanges and research collaborations have long been
considered an integral part of universities, as seen in the European medieval
university and in the Arab university (Altbach & Knight, 2007; de Wit, 1999;
Teichler, 2004). Following the development of nation-states and colonial
expansion after World War Il, political rationales came to be dominant.
Examples include the replication of European models of higher education in
their colonies around the world as well as the establishment of area studies,
foreign language training and study abroad programmes in US universities.
As the Cold War ended, the political rationale has been relatively weakened
by the economic one, with a greater emphasis on marketing higher education
internationally. However, these different rationales are not mutually exclusive
and often co-exist at the institutional level. Internationalisation has become a
crucial area whereby universities can ‘improve the quality and cultural
composition of the student body, gain prestige and earn income’ (Altbach &
Knight, 2007, p. 294). Whether it is driven by academic, social/cultural,
political and economic rationales (de Wit, 1999; Knight, 2009), or the
combination of all or some of these rationales, the internationalisation of
higher education has become a key strategic goal for both nations and

institutions alike.

Knight (2012) suggests that the conceptualisation of internationalisation rests
on two interdependent pillars — that is, ‘internationalisation at home’ and
‘cross-border education’. The former type of internationalisation gives
prominence to campus-based strategies, which entails the incorporation of
intercultural and international dimensions in teaching, learning, research,
extracurricular activities, as well as the integration of foreign students and
scholars into campus life and activities. On the other hand, ‘cross-border’
education — often used interchangeably with transnational, offshore and

borderless education (Knight, 2007) — centres on the movement of people
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(e.g., students, faculty, scholars), programmes (e.g., courses, programmes,
degrees), providers (e.g., institutions, organisations, companies), projects
and services, and policies (e.g., institutional, national) across national
boundaries. Importantly, the conceptualisation highlights that
internationalisation in higher education is no longer restricted to the mobility
of students and staff alone and extends to that of programmes and providers
(Kehm & Teichler, 2007). The growth of the international higher education
sector has therefore seen increased opportunities to access overseas
education beyond the traditional forms of international education, in which

students travel to a different country for their education.

Amongst the various aspects of internationalisation of higher education as
outlined above, student mobility has received considerable attention (Kehm &
Teichler, 2007; Knight, 2012). This is explained by the visible growth of
internationally mobile students around the world, which increased from
around 2 million to 5.6 million between 2000 and 2018 (OECD, 2020; UIS,
2019). International students usually refer to students who have crossed
national or territorial borders for the purpose of study (OECD, 2018; UIS,
2020). Depending on whether they take a full degree abroad or participate in
a short-term, semester or year-abroad programme, international students are
divided under two broad categories of student mobility: degree mobility and
credit mobility (Findlay et al., 2012). As Knight (2012) identifies, student
mobility can also move beyond the mobility for coursework or programme
and entail other forms of mobility, such as ‘research and fieldwork’,
‘internships and practical experiences’ and ‘study tour, workshops’ (p. 25). As
the scope of transnational student mobility is diversified and expanded,
whether the academic qualification as well as institution are recognised in
home, host, and other countries where a student may want to seek further
education or employment has become important as the main thrust of

research in the field.

Despite its emerging importance at regional, national and institutional levels,
scholars have voiced growing concerns about the internationalisation of
higher education. These include, most notably, regional imbalances,

stratification of institutions, and inequalities between students. As Altbach
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and Knight (2007) have suggested, the internationalisation of higher
education is both spatially and socially uneven. They contend that developed
countries, especially large English-speaking nations, dominate the
international higher education market and provide most services for middle-
income countries in Asia and Latin America, and poorer nations of the
developing world. This is evidenced by the flow of international students, the
franchise of academic programmes, the provision of quality assurance and
accreditations among others. Whilst these patterns reflect — to some extent —
colonial ties and influences, similar inequality has also been observed within
regions. For example, mobility policies within Europe tend to favour
‘knowledge transfer’ from richer Western European nations to poorer, less
powerful countries (Kenway & Fahey, 2008). Although efforts to address
imbalances between and within regions (e.g., the provision of English-
medium courses/programmes and scholarships) have been made,
economically developed English-speaking countries still maintain their

position as the major players in the international higher education landscape.

In addition, existing status hierarchies between institutions are entrenched
both within and between nations, as university league tables became
prevalent under the growing competition for international education and
especially international students. Within national systems, there has been a
concentration of resources in a small number of ‘world-class’ universities with
the aim of enhancing the international profile of the country as a destination
(and provider) for international education, as is the case in Germany with the
‘Excellence Initiative’ (Maesse, 2017). Such power relations within national
systems are also apparent and replicated on the global scale through
international university rankings. Whilst delineating the global hierarchy of
institutions, Marginson (2008) contends that the global field of higher
education is structured by ‘an opposition between the elite sub-field of
restricted production and the sub-field of large scale mass production tending
towards commercial production’ (p. 305). He has noted that institutions in the
global sub-field of restricted production or the ‘global super-league’ —
including the top American universities (e.g., Harvard, Stanford, MIT, Yale,

Princeton, Berkeley) and a handful of universities in the UK (e.g., Oxford,
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Cambridge and a few Russell Group? universities) — maintain their global

power through the subordination of other institutions as well as nations.

A marked stratification of destinations and institutions is implicated further in
international student mobility. Educational mobility has long been associated
with social privilege, and it is considered more prevalent among individuals
with high levels of economic, cultural and/or social capital (Brooks & Waters,
2009; Findlay et al., 2006). However, as the global market in higher
education has been expanded and diversified, scholars began to argue that
international student mobility is increasingly differentiated, and the benefits of
mobility vary accordingly. For example, Foskett (2010) has argued that
internationally mobile students can be categorised into three distinct ‘tiers’
along their socio-economic lines. Unlike those in the ‘top tier’, students in the
second and third tiers tend to rest their decisions on the calculation of costs
and benefits of mobility within the limited budgets, and their choices are often
geographically circumscribed to neighbouring and low-cost countries.
However, there is some evidence that those who choose to move to
neighbouring countries may not always be concerned with the cost of study,
as they may engage in ‘horizontal mobility’ whereby there are no significant
differences in academic quality between the country of education and the
country of origin (Teichler, 2004, 2017). Studies have nevertheless found that
social stratification still exists even amongst this group of students, pointing
to the significance of socio-economic factors in international student mobility
(Courtois, 2018b).

Furthermore, inequalities play out between local students and international
counterparts. On the one hand, despite the diverse backgrounds within
mobile international student groups, they are often seen as a homogenous —
highly privileged — group whose needs are qualitatively different from those
of domestic students. Whilst efforts are typically made to widen participation
from disadv