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1. Introduction 

1.1 In January 2018, the Welsh Government appointed OB3 Research, in 

conjunction with the Wales Institute of Social and Economic Research, Data 

and Methods (WISERD) of Cardiff University, to undertake a scoping study for 

an overseas study pilot. 

1.2 The Welsh Government is committed to running a pilot scheme to explore the 

practicalities of extending the new student support package being introduced 

in 2018/19 to students wishing to study beyond the UK and EU, as 

recommended by the Diamond Review. It is anticipated that the pilot will be 

launched in the 2018/19 academic year with activities focused on publicising 

the pilot and application process, with candidates applying to study from the 

start of the 2019/20 academic year. The pilot is scheduled to run for three 

years from 2019/20. The pilot would offer the opportunity to test the 

practicalities, potential benefits and risks of offering portability funding for 

overseas study.  

1.3 The aim of the scoping study is to provide evidence to support the 

development of an overseas study pilot. The scoping study will also be used 

to support the development of an evaluation of the pilot itself.  

1.4 The overall objectives of the scoping study are to: 

 review current numbers of Welsh-domiciled students studying overseas, 

their characteristics, funding sources and levels 

 undertake a literature review of worldwide practice in outward mobility 

funding schemes  

 explore the feasibility of identifying actual and latent demand for Welsh 

domiciled students studying their whole degree overseas 

 explore the characteristics of students studying overseas and those 

aspiring to do so 

 explore the barriers to and benefits of overseas study; and identify any 

issues that may affect the potential take up of funding 

 review current funding provisions in Wales and overseas, any gaps in 

funding provision or potential areas of duplication 



  

6 

 develop and appraise options and make recommendations for proceeding 

with the pilot in terms of targeting of support, funding levels and study 

destinations, criteria for the inclusion of institutions and the administration 

of the scheme. 

1.5 The methodology adopted involved desk based research including a literature 

review of international student mobility, as well as a review of current funding 

provisions in Wales and overseas. It also included interviews with Welsh 

Government officials and representatives from key stakeholder organisations 

including Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) as well as a package of 

fieldwork with past and current overseas students and focus groups with 

individuals interested in studying overseas.  

1.6 This report is presented in twelve chapters as follows:  

 chapter one: this introduction to the report 

 chapter two: an outline of the study methodology  

 chapter three: provides the background to the overseas study pilot 

including the policy and strategic context 

 chapter four: reviews published data setting out current trends in 

overseas study mobility by Welsh-domiciled students  

 chapter five: explores the feasibility of identifying demand from Welsh 

domiciled students to full degree study overseas  

 chapter six: reviews the current funding available to support the outward 

mobility of Welsh-domiciled students  

 chapter seven: reviews international practice in terms of outward mobility 

programmes 

 chapter eight: considers the characteristics of students interested in or 

undertaking study overseas  

 chapter nine: explores the perceived benefits and barriers to overseas 

study 
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 chapter ten: provides the views of current sixth form students in Wales 

considering overseas study and the opinions of Welsh-domiciled 

students currently studying overseas 

 chapter eleven: considers possible approaches to and models for an 

overseas pilot scheme for Wales 

 chapter twelve: presents our conclusions and recommendations for the 

overseas study pilot.  
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2. Study Methodology 

2.1 This chapter sets out the method deployed for undertaking the scoping study 

and offers a view about the strengths and limitations of the approach 

adopted.  

Method 

2.2 The scoping study, which was undertaken between January and May 2018, 

encompassed the following elements of work:  

 an inception stage which included an inception meeting with Welsh 

Government officials and scoping interviews with relevant Welsh 

Government data officials regarding the available Higher Education 

Statistics Agency (HESA) data   

 desk based research which included a detailed literature review of Welsh 

Government policy and strategy documents, existing research into 

outward mobility of UK-domiciled students and a review of published 

sources of data covering current trends in overseas study. The findings 

are outlined in chapters three to nine of this report 

 preparing research instruments to include three semi-structured discussion 

guides for use with a range of contributors including current sixth form 

students interested in overseas study, students who have recently or are 

currently studying overseas and key stakeholders 

 interviewing five students who are currently studying or have recently 

studied overseas and organising and conducting two focus groups with 13 

current sixth form students considering overseas study. The findings of 

which are found in chapter ten of this report  

 conducting face to face interviews with 16 policy and strategic 

stakeholders (seven Welsh Government representatives and 

representatives from Universities UK International, HEFCW, British 

Council, Global Wales, Scottish Government, Fulbright Commission and 

three Welsh HEIs) to explore possible models for the overseas pilot  

 facilitating an options appraisal workshop with Welsh Government officials 

to consider possible approaches and models for an overseas pilot. A 
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continuum of five options were discussed, that were based on the findings 

of the desk review and the opinions and ideas gathered during stakeholder 

and student interviews. Chapter eleven presents these options and 

provides a synopsis of the discussions surrounding each one  

 preparing this scoping study report which sets out recommendations for 

the administrative arrangements for each option developed.  

Methodological considerations 

2.3 There are several issues that merit consideration in terms of what was 

possible within the scoping study. From the outset, it was apparent that there 

was a lack of data to enable full degree overseas study from Welsh-

domiciled students to be quantified. This data is not currently captured at a 

UK level, and although there are some figures provided in OECD1 datasets 

in relation to UK-domiciled students studying overseas, there were some 

questions about their validity when they were analysed in detail by the 

Department of Business, Innovation and Skills in 2010 (which is discussed in 

more detail in Chapter 5 of this report). Indeed the UK Strategy for Outward 

Student Mobility itself, published in 2017, has identified this gap in data and 

knowledge and sets a specific objective to analyse data on outward mobility 

to provide improved qualitative and quantitative data so that policy-makers 

have the means in future to scrutinise and evaluate such information in a 

more detailed way.   

2.4 However, this report does include an analysis of four years of HESA returns 

on Welsh-domiciled students studying in the UK who have undertaken a 

period of study abroad. Whilst this does not provide any direct data on full 

degree study abroad, it does provide a profile of Welsh-domiciled students 

who decide to study abroad for any duration up to one year, as part of their 

UK-based degree programme. The issues relating to the data are discussed 

in more detail in Chapter 4 of this report.  

2.5 Another methodological challenge facing this research study was how to 

access individuals with experience of full degree study abroad or interest in 

studying a full degree abroad.  
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2.6 To find those students who were interested in or were currently studying 

their full degree abroad, a number of approaches were deployed. Firstly, we 

contacted each of the eleven regional hubs in the Seren network, a Welsh 

Government funded scheme which supports Wales’ brightest sixth formers 

to gain access to leading universities2. We asked each regional hub co-

ordinator to send a link to any recent or current students involved with the 

hub who were interested in or were currently studying abroad, so that we 

could capture their contact details (via a hyperlink to a short contact 

information capture form) and request an interview. The hyperlink was also 

shared on the Seren network social media channels. A similar request was 

also shared by a contact at Yale University involved in student admissions 

and by contacts at the Sutton Trust and the Fulbright Commission. This 

process generated 19 contact details. However they were mainly US-based 

overseas students and therefore the findings are skewed to experiences of 

study in one particular country.  

2.7 Schools and FE colleges were also contacted directly to request interviews 

or focus group discussions with sixth form students who were considering 

overseas study. In total, two large FE colleges (one based in North Wales 

and one South-East Wales) with substantial sixth form provision were 

contacted, but no students could be identified who were interested in 

overseas study. Similarly, a total of five comprehensive schools across 

Wales were contacted, but only one was able to identify any students 

interested in overseas study and a focus group was held at this school. In 

addition, a second focus group was held with Welsh domiciled students 

studying at an independent, residential sixth form college. This college was 

deliberately included within the sample on the basis of having a unique 

international outlook and as such the findings from this focus group may not 

reflect the wider sixth form population in Wales. However, the process in 

itself testifies to the current low levels of latent demand for full time overseas 

study.    
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3. Background and Policy Context 

3.1 This chapter aims to set out the background and rationale for an overseas 

study pilot in Wales and considers the policy and strategic context for 

overseas study at EU, UK and Wales level. 

EU Policy Context  

3.2 In 1998 the UK, France, Germany and Italy signed the Sorbonne 

Declaration3 which established the framework for the Bologna Declaration4, 

signed the following year by 27 countries. This set in motion what is referred 

to as the ‘Bologna Process’, a set of shared principles for dialogue, 

collaboration and cooperation within Higher Education.  

3.3 One of the key objectives of the Bologna Process was the establishment of a 

European Higher Education Area (EHEA) which would encourage and 

facilitate Higher Education cooperation, through establishing a commitment 

to shared objectives in order to inform the basis for comparison and 

recognition of qualifications and a set of tools to support the process and 

ensure quality. Three key elements of the EHEA at the time included:  

 European students and graduates would be able to move easily from 

one country to another with full recognition of qualifications and 

periods of study 

 European HEIs would be able to cooperate and exchange 

students/staff on the bases of trust and confidence and also of 

transparency and quality  

 Higher Education in the European region would increase its 

international competitiveness as well as enter into dialogue and 

improve cooperation with HE in other regions of the world5. 

3.4 In 2010, the EHEA was formally launched, and by 2015 it included 48 

countries covering more than 4,000 Higher Education institutions. 

3.5 Over the past 15 years of the Bologna Process, the EHEA member countries 

have made significant changes to HE systems and mechanisms so that 

degrees become more comparable and mobility is facilitated. This has 

included the development of an overarching Framework for Qualifications, a 
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common credit system (ECTS) 6 and the European Standards and 

Guidelines for Quality Assurance. 

3.6 Across the EHEA, governments and HEIs have agreed a collective target of 

20 per cent of graduates undertaking a study or training period abroad by 

20207. To meet this goal, many countries are shifting their focus from the 

numbers of students participating in mobility, to the accessibility of 

opportunities for all.  

UK policy context 

3.7 The new UK strategy for Outward Student Mobility 2017-20 was launched by 

Universities UK International and outlines a commitment to ensure that 13 

per cent of UK-domiciled, full-time, first degree students take part in an 

international placement as part of their HE programme by 2020 (doubling the 

current rate)8. 

3.8 The strategy’s vision is to ‘create a new generation of global graduates and a 

higher education culture in which international opportunities are an aspiration 

for all students’9.  

3.9 The strategy has six strategic objectives including promoting the benefits of 

study and work abroad. This will be achieved by co-ordinating a UK-wide 

campaign along the lines of the US’s Generation Study Abroad to raise 

awareness of the benefits, and by promoting existing initiatives including 

HEI’s own campaigns and Erasmus+. It also commits to collaborating with 

other initiatives such as the British Council’s Generation UK China and the 

Fulbright Commission’s US-UK awards10.  

3.10 Another key strategic objective is to ‘build capacity in UK higher education to 

facilitate outward mobility. In order to achieve this it commits to:  

 ‘[securing] major investment to support outward mobility, including 

mobility grants  

 [securing] new mobility opportunities for the UK sector, either directly 

or via strategic partnerships  

 [working] with relevant stakeholders to provide support and guidance 

for the UK sector to widen participation in international opportunities 
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 [working] with the QAA11 and university representative bodies 

including HEURO12…to provide guidance on interpreting and applying 

quality assurance frameworks related to student placements overseas 

and 

 [promoting] existing sources of funding for outward mobility, including 

Erasmus+ and country specific scholarships’13.  

3.11 The strategy also includes a commitment to work internationally to ‘foster 

bilateral exchange with priority countries, and build partnerships and 

reciprocal agreements with new markets’14. 

Implications of Brexit  

3.12 At the time of drafting, the future of student mobility in the UK as a result of 

Brexit negotiations remains unclear. Erasmus has been one of the European 

Commission’s flagship programmes, and almost three million students have 

benefitted from the funding it offers them to study part of their degree in 

another European country. Whilst this has enabled many European Union 

(EU) students to study at UK HEIs, the UK HE sector has also collaborated 

with nearly 100 partner institutions across the EU.  

3.13 Whilst Brexit is unlikely to signal the end of UK student mobility to the EU, it 

nevertheless could require an alternative approach to enabling student 

mobility to happen. One option currently being explored at a UK HEI level 

would be to develop a tandem programme that could be widened to include 

global opportunities according to one HEI.  

Policy Context in Wales 

3.14 Promoting student mobility is a key focus of the HE strategy in Wales15 as it 

‘brings benefits to individuals, communities, universities, the economy and 

Wales as a nation’16. The policy statement on HE highlights the work of 

universities in Wales in ensuring curricula are flexible to allow students with 

appropriate mobility opportunities which are accredited17.  

3.15 Welsh Government’s HE policy statement also discusses the important role 

of outward mobility schemes, including Erasmus, and identifies a need to 

ensure that the uptake of such schemes is more consistent across Wales-

based Universities and that more support is provided to enable students 
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from ‘widening access backgrounds to overcome barriers to participation in 

international learning experiences’18.  

3.16 Welsh Government policy also states that studying overseas is beneficial to 

students as it can enhance their employability and personal development, 

offer opportunities to develop their linguistic skills and raise a ‘global 

mindset’ for Wales that can attract international business and encourage 

export19. However, the policy statement does not make any specific 

reference to the promotion of, or support for, full-degree study opportunities 

overseas. 

3.17 Global Wales, a partnership between British Council Wales, Universities 

Wales, Welsh Government and the Higher Education Funding Council for 

Wales (HEFCW) has been established to promote Wales’ HE sector 

internationally. Although it is predominantly involved in attracting overseas 

students to study in Wales via outward missions to priority markets and 

promotion of the ‘Study in Wales’ brand20, the HE institutions involved also 

work to develop partnerships with key Welsh business sectors to further 

develop international links.  

3.18 The recent Diamond Review21 of HE funding arrangements in Wales 

made two specific recommendations on cross-border study (which are 

subject to relevant regulation) including that:  

 ‘Student support should be portable and available to Welsh domiciled 

students that choose to study anywhere in the UK or EU’22 and 

 Welsh Government to explore possibility of running a pilot scheme to 

establish whether it is possible or desirable to extend the student 

support package beyond the UK23’. 

3.19 The second recommendation was in relation to Welsh domiciled students 

who choose to study their whole degree programme overseas, and it was 

suggested that the proposed pilot should only fund study at not-for-profit 

organisations with a track record for quality provision.  
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3.20 The Welsh Government fully accepted that student support should be 

portable and available to Welsh-domiciled students to study anywhere in 

the UK, but did raise concerns about the complexity of extending the 

support to those studying in the EU, particularly in the context of Brexit. 

As a result, Welsh Government wanted to consider the potential funding 

and administrative implications of operating such a scheme and gauge 

the potential level of demand from learners for such support and 

committed to run a pilot scheme ‘to explore the practicalities of extending 

the student support package beyond the UK and EU’24.  
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4. Published Data on Overseas Mobility of Welsh domiciled 

students 

4.1 This chapter provides an overview of the trends in terms of overseas mobility 

and includes detailed analysis of HESA data specifically for Welsh domiciled 

students. The data relates to Welsh domiciled students based at any UK HEI 

who are undertaking up to one year of study abroad. It does not include data 

on Welsh domiciled students undertaking their whole degree abroad as that 

information is not currently captured.  

Analysis of HESA Overseas Student Database 

4.2 In 2016/17, 91,850 Welsh domiciled students were studying at UK HEIs, 

77,770 of which were studying at undergraduate level, with a further 14,075 

at postgraduate level25.  

4.3 There has been a steady growth in the overall numbers of Welsh domiciled 

students studying, volunteering or undertaking work experience abroad over 

the last four years, with the numbers almost doubling from 795 in 2013/14 to 

1,430 in 2016/17 at a time when the overall population of Welsh domiciled 

students studying at HEIs declined by 10 per cent26 However, the number of 

Welsh domiciled students, volunteering or undertaking work experience 

abroad remains low at under 2 per cent of the total Welsh domiciled student 

population. 

4.4 Table 4.1 gives the gender and age breakdown of Welsh domiciled students 

studying, volunteering or undertaking work experience abroad during the 

four year period from 2013/14 to 2016/17. It shows that females consistently 

represent a higher proportion of individuals studying, volunteering or 

undertaking work experience abroad, with the gap widening slightly in the 

last two years. However, with the exceptions being medicine and veterinary 

science, males represent a greater proportion of students of STEM subjects 

going abroad to study, volunteer or undertake work experience. Females, on 

the other hand, represent a greater proportion of those studying education, 

languages, law and arts based subjects.   
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4.5 The majority (70 per cent) of those studying, volunteering or undertaking 

work experience abroad are aged 19 to 21, though over the four year period 

there has been a slight shift in the profile of students, with 20 year olds 

representing a declining proportion of the overall numbers going abroad and 

those aged 19 representing a growing proportion.    

Table 4.1: Numbers and proportion of students studying, volunteering or 

undertaking work experience abroad by gender, age and year 

 
2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 Total 

Numbers 797 1076 1314 1432 4618 

Proportion by Gender 

Female 58% 56% 59% 60% 58% 

Male 42% 44% 41% 40% 41% 

Proportion by Age 

18 years - - 3% 4% 2% 

19 years 9% 13% 18% 17% 15% 

20 years 45% 46% 34% 33% 38% 

21 years 18% 16% 17% 16% 17% 

22 years 10% 8% 9% 10% 9% 

23 years 7% 6% 8% 6% 7% 

24 years 3% 3% 3% 4% 3% 

25 years - - 2% 2% 2% 

26-29 years 3% 4% 3% 4% 4% 

30-39 years 3% 2% 2% 2% 2% 

40-49 years - - - - - 

50-59 years - - - - - 

60 years and over - - - - - 

Source: HESA data (Welsh domiciled students) 

4.6 The overwhelming majority (91 per cent) of Welsh domiciled students 

studying, volunteering or undertaking work experience abroad were white, 

with 4 per cent coming from Asian backgrounds, 3 per cent from mixed 

backgrounds and 1 per cent from black backgrounds. This is broadly in line 

with the proportion of Welsh domiciled students from non-white backgrounds 

studying in UK higher education27.  
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4.7 The majority of those studying, volunteering or undertaking work experience 

abroad had no disability, whilst 6 per cent had specific learning difficulties 

and 2 per cent had mental health. . In all, 13.7% of the 2016/17 cohort of 

Welsh domiciled students in UK higher education had a known disability28.   

4.8 Almost half (49 per cent) of those studying, volunteering or undertaking work 

experience abroad have worked or have parents working in managerial or 

professional occupations. Some 14 per cent have worked or have parents 

working in intermediate, lower supervisory or technical occupations and 

some 11 per cent from routine or semi-routine occupations. Some 5 per cent 

were working for themselves. Less than 1 per cent of Welsh domiciled 

students studying, volunteering or undertaking work experience abroad have 

parents who have never worked or are long-term unemployed. Data for 21 

per cent of students was not available.  

Nature of study 

4.9 Overall, 95 per cent of those studying, volunteering or undertaking work 

experience abroad were studying at undergraduate level, whilst 5 per cent 

were studying at post-graduate level. Almost all (99 per cent) of those 

studying at undergraduate level were doing so on a full time basis, with 22 

per cent of these undertaking sandwich courses. Some 80 percent of those 

studying at postgraduate level were doing so on a full time basis and 12 per 

cent on a part time basis.   

Subject area of study 

4.10 Table 4.2 shows the subject areas being studied by those choosing to study, 

volunteer or undertake work placements abroad between 2013/14 and 

2016/17. It shows that 23 per cent of those going abroad were language 

students. A majority of these (811 or 78 per cent) were located in Europe, 

with 41 per cent of those located in France, 23 per cent in Spain, 15 per cent 

in Germany and 10 per cent in Italy.  
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Table 4.2: Number and proportion of students studying, volunteering or 

working abroad by subject area 

 Subject Areas 

Student 
Numbers 
2013/14 to 

2016/17 
% Total 

Students 

Agriculture & related subjects 40 1% 

Architecture, building & planning 215 5% 

Biological sciences 295 6% 

Business & administrative studies 325 7% 

Combined 25 1% 

Computer science 65 1% 

Creative arts & design 355 8% 

Education 105 2% 

Engineering & technology 140 3% 

Historical & philosophical studies 140 3% 

Languages 1045 23% 

Law 130 3% 

Mass communications & documentation 55 1% 

Mathematical sciences 45 1% 

Medicine & dentistry 545 12% 

Physical sciences 605 13% 

Social studies 285 6% 

Subjects allied to medicine 190 4% 

Veterinary science 20 - 

Total 4620 100% 
Source: HESA data (Welsh domiciled students) 

4.11 Of those studying, volunteering or undertaking work experience overseas, 13 

per cent were physical science students. A majority of these (405 or 67 per 

cent) were located in Europe, with Cyprus and Spain being the most popular 

destinations. Some 16 per cent of those studying the physical sciences were 

located in North America, principally in Canada and the United States.  

4.12 Some 12 per cent of those studying, volunteering or undertaking work 

experience abroad were students of medicine or dentistry. Of these, 27 per 

cent were located in Oceania (mostly Australia and, to a lesser extent New 

Zealand), 23 per cent were located in North America (principally in Canada 

and the United States), 23 per cent were located in Asia and 17 per cent 

were located in Africa (principally South Africa, Tanzania and the Gambia). A 

far smaller proportion of medicine and dentistry students (at 7 per cent) than 

students of other subjects were located in Europe.   
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Duration 

4.13 Table 4.3 shows the proportion of students studying, volunteering or working 

abroad by the duration of their stay overseas. It shows that just over half (51 

per cent) of the undergraduates going abroad to study do so for periods of 

up to three months29. Similarly, the majority (79 per cent) of undergraduates 

volunteering abroad also did so for three months or less. The duration of 

overseas work placements undertaken by undergraduate students was more 

varied. 

Table 4.3: Proportion of students studying, volunteering or working 

abroad by the duration of their stay overseas  

 Up to 3 
Months 

3 to 6 
Months 

6 to 9 
Months 

9 – 12 
months 

Undergraduate 

Study abroad 51% 18% 17% 14% 

Volunteering 79% 9% 6% 6% 

Work abroad 23% 18% 37% 22% 
Source: HESA data (Welsh-domiciled students) 

4.14 Study durations for postgraduate students showed shorter periods abroad 

overall. Almost four fifths (79 per cent) of postgraduates going abroad to 

study do so for periods of up to three months, with half of those going for 

periods of one or two weeks. All postgraduate students volunteering abroad 

and the majority (92 per cent) of postgraduates working abroad did so for 

three months or less. 

Location  

4.15 From the available outward mobility HESA data for 2015/1630, UK student 

mobility covered 172 countries in total, with the US, Canada, Australia, 

France, Spain, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands and China identified as the 

top nine countries for study.  

4.16 Welsh domiciled students follow a similar pattern. As shown in Table 4.4, the 

largest numbers of those studying, volunteering or undertaking work 

experience abroad do so in Europe, though the proportion of students going 

to Europe declined by some nine percentage points in 2016/17 to 50 per 

cent in that year. North America represents the second most popular 

location, with between 15 and 17 per cent of those studying, volunteering or 

undertaking work experience going to North America. The proportion going 
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to study, volunteer or undertake work experience in Asia increased from an 

average of some 11 per cent in previous years to 17 per cent in 2016/17.  

Table 4.4: Numbers and proportion of students studying, volunteering or 

undertaking work experience abroad by continent and year 

Continent 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 

Numbers     

Africa 45 45 90 75 

Asia 80 120 140 240 

Europe 455 630 775 720 

North America 125 170 195 240 

Oceania 55 85 90 120 

South America 15 15 20 20 

Total 797 1076 1314 1432 

Percentages     

Africa 6% 4% 7% 5% 

Asia 10% 11% 11% 17% 

Europe 57% 59% 59% 50% 

North America 16% 16% 15% 17% 

Oceania 7% 8% 7% 8% 

South America - - - - 

Source: HESA data (Welsh domiciled students) 

4.17 Of those choosing to study, volunteer or undertake work experience in 

Europe, 21 per cent did so in France, 19 per cent in Spain, 13 per cent in 

Germany, 8 per cent in Italy and 7 per cent in the Netherlands.  

4.18 Some 57 per cent of those studying, volunteering or undertaking work 

experience in North America did so in the United States and some 23 per 

cent in Canada. The remainder were distributed across a large number of 

Caribbean islands and Central American countries.  

4.19 China was the most popular location among those studying, volunteering or 

undertaking work experience in Asia, with 19 per cent of those going to Asia 

opting for China. Some 13 per cent of those going to Asia went to India, 

some 11 per cent to Hong Kong and some 11 per cent to Malaysia.  

4.20 The majority (57 per cent) of those choosing to study, volunteer or undertake 

work experience in Oceania did so in Australia and 22 per cent in New 

Zealand.  
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5. Feasibility of identifying demand from Welsh domiciled 

students to study full degrees overseas 

5.1 This chapter sets out to address a key research question of the scoping 

study, namely the feasibility of identifying actual and latent demand from 

Welsh domiciled students to study full degrees overseas. The chapter 

explores the current data available on full degree mobility and highlights 

some of the issues surrounding the UK-level data and its applicability and 

transferability to a Welsh context.  

Global Trends 

5.2 As a global trend, the numbers of Higher Education (HE) students enrolled 

outside their country of citizenship has seen a fivefold increase over the past 

four decades, from 0.8m in 1975 worldwide, to 4.6 million in 201531. 

International students however, only account for 5.6 per cent of total 

enrolments in tertiary programmes (but over a quarter of enrolments at 

doctoral level)32. Outward student mobility has seen an upward trend in the 

UK in recent years, with the mobility of under-represented groups also 

increasing during the same period33. However, the UK remains a net inward 

mobility destination for international students34 and is the second largest host 

country, after the United States, accounting for 14 per cent of all international 

students in the OECD area35. 

5.3 Overall, one-third of mobile students in the OECD areas are enrolled in 

STEM fields of study, with engineering (17 per cent), natural sciences and 

mathematics (10 per cent), and information and communication technologies 

(6 per cent) the most popular subjects overall. A further 28 per cent are 

enrolled in business, administration and law36.  

5.4 Some countries are more ‘deeply engaged in brain circulation’37 than others, 

with English-speaking countries like Australia and New Zealand working as 

regional educational hubs and counting 18 international students for every 

100 national student at home and abroad.  
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UK domiciled students and full degree mobility 

5.5 In terms of possible locations for full degree portability, the OECD data 

identifies five countries (in addition to the UK) that offers all or nearly all 

degree programmes in English, namely Australia, Canada, Ireland, New 

Zealand and the USA. In addition, the countries of Denmark, Finland, the 

Netherlands and Sweden are also noted as offering many programmes 

through the medium of English38.  

5.6 Interestingly, the OECD also looks at the tuition fee rates charged for 

international students, and although the impact of Brexit on this issue is 

currently indeterminate, it nevertheless offers an insight into the current 

situation. Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the United States all charge 

higher tuition fees for non-domestic students, whilst higher tuition fees also 

apply for non-EU or non-European Economic Area students studying in a 

number of EU countries too39. France, Germany, Italy and Spain all charge 

the same flat rate of tuition fees for both international and domestic 

students40.  

5.7 The Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) published a 

research paper in 2010 looking at the motivations and experiences of UK 

students studying abroad. The research acknowledged that international 

student mobility, and particularly students taking their entire degree outside 

the UK, has received very little attention from researchers. Although the 

research points to the need for greater clarity around the number of UK 

students enrolled in HEIs in other countries, it also clearly states that ‘at 

present no clear consensus exists on this matter’41. The BIS research 

therefore looked to evaluate the scale and significance of full degree 

overseas mobility. It undertook a metadata analysis of statistics (including 

OECD data), surveyed 1,400 final-year pupils from schools in two English 

regions and surveyed 560 UK students currently enrolled for study at 

universities across the world.  
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5.8 In its conclusions the BIS research makes the following statement on the 

quality of data for UK domiciled students studying full degrees abroad: 

‘There is no statistical or administrative basis for gathering data specifically 

on all diploma-mobile students who leave…the UK. International agencies 

appear to provide statistics on UK students by destination country, but the 

data is not based on a common set of definitions...currently data 

incompatibilities make it impossible’.42 

5.9 The BIS research looked at OECD data in 2010, and identified many 

problems with using international agency datasets, and believed that the 

statistics might over-estimate the true figure for UK full degree overseas 

students by more than 10 per cent. However, their ‘best estimate’ was that 

full degree study by UK domiciled students accounted for the equivalent of 

about 1.7 per cent of all UK domiciled students enrolled in higher 

education4344.  

5.10 More recent OECD data from 2016 suggests that the total percentage of UK 

students enrolled abroad in tertiary education is just 1.4 per cent45 which is 

much lower than both the OECD average of 5.9 per cent and the EU22 

average46 of 7.5 per cent47. OECD data states that there were 12,335 

outbound internationally mobile students (defined as students studying 

abroad for more than one year) from the United Kingdom. If this percentage 

is used as a basis for a crude estimation, it could be concluded that 

approximately 185 Welsh domiciled students enrolled in credit-bearing 

educational provision study abroad for more than one year of study.  

5.11 The BIS research also looked at the educational background of students 

studying full degree study abroad, and concluded, from the school survey, 

that around 2.8 per cent of state sector pupils and 5.5 per cent of 

independent sector pupils apply to universities outside the UK. Of these, only 

a proportion are ultimately offered places to study abroad and choose to 

enroll. The total number (and educational background) of which is unknown. 

The survey also showed that many more pupils consider applying abroad, 

but end up not doing so48. The reasons for deciding against are discussed in 

more depth in Chapter 8 of this report.  
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5.12 The Scottish Government has recent experience of setting up a portability 

pilot for full degree study abroad (further information is provider in Chapter 

6). The take up for this pilot has been 10 students thus far, although the 

scheme had been set up to provide for up to 250 students. Our fieldwork 

suggested that the actual number of students from Scotland studying full 

degree programmes abroad (in any institution) to be low, and estimated it to 

be at less than a hundred at any one time.  

5.13 Taking into account that Wales has a much smaller independent sector than 

the UK as a whole, it is likely that the number of Welsh domiciled students 

studying abroad is lower than the UK average. Factoring in the experience of 

the Scottish Portability Pilot (although no formal evaluation has been 

undertaken yet), we can conclude that although it is ultimately impossible to 

accurately quantify the total number of Welsh domiciled students studying 

abroad, the actual and latent demand is likely to be very low – and probably 

considerably less than 200 students per year.   
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6. Current funding available for Welsh domiciled students 

6.1 This section explores the various grants and funding schemes that Welsh 

domiciled students can access to support overseas study (of any duration). It 

does not include bursaries and scholarships provided by individual HEIs 

across the UK. Students participating in study or work placements overseas 

as part apart of a course offered by a provider in the UK can apply to the 

Welsh Government support for fees and living costs. It is important to state 

that no Welsh Government funding is currently available for Welsh domiciled 

students to study a full degree overseas.  

Erasmus+ 

6.2 Erasmus+ is the EU’s programme to support and fund education, training, 

youth and sport in Europe. It aims to provide opportunities for over 4 million 

Europeans to study, train, gain work experience and volunteer abroad, and 

has a budget of €14.7billion for 2014-202049. It is the successor to the 

Erasmus programme, a European Union student exchange programme 

established in 1987. 

6.3 Erasmus+ aims to contribute to the European 2020 strategy for growth, jobs, 

social equity and inclusion as well as the aims of ET2020, the EU’s strategic 

framework for education and training.  

6.4 Each EU country has a dedicated national agency responsible for receiving 

applications and making awards of Erasmus+ funding to successful 

organisations. The Erasmus+ UK National Agency is a partnership between 

the British Council and Ecorys UK.  

6.5 Between 2014 and 2017 Erasmus+ awarded €500 million to allocated 

projects and activities across the UK. Of this, €29.3m was provided to 187 

projects in Wales, with 7,595 participants taking part in various projects. 

€12.2m was awarded to 43 higher education mobility projects (Key Action 

1)50. 

6.6 Under Key Action 1, charter-holding HE institutions can apply for funding to 

offer their students the opportunity to study in a partner university or carry 

out a traineeship abroad so that students can ‘improve their skills, enhance 

their employability and gain valuable international experience’51.  
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6.7 Erasmus+ provides students with opportunities to study abroad in Europe for 

between three to 12 months (per university cycle) as part of their degree. 

Students can take part in study mobility at any time during their degree, 

apart from their first year, but it will ultimately depend on the structure of the 

degree course and the arrangements of the individual university with its 

partners. Partner institutions can be located in any of the 32 participating 

countries within Erasmus+.  

6.8 Eligible students receive an Erasmus+ grant provided by the European 

Commission that is paid through the HE institution. The grant contributes 

towards the extra costs that can arise from studying abroad. For 2018/19 the 

grant can be up to €300-350 a month, depending on the country the student 

decides to visit. Additional funding can be provided to cover associated costs 

for students with a severe disability or exceptional special needs. UK 

students going abroad for the whole academic year may also qualify for a 

large contribution toward their UK tuition fees for the year they are away. 

This varies between UK countries, and is not currently available in Wales52.   

6.9 The UK Government has committed to continuing full participation in the 

Erasmus+ programme up until the UK leaves the European Union.  

6.10 The Erasmus programme is one of the best known exchange schemes, and 

over 14,600 UK students went abroad with Erasmus in 2014/15. The 

popularity of Erasmus+ means that it currently funds between 20-30 per cent 

of all overseas study by UK domiciled students53. 

Scholarships from overseas HEIs 

6.11 Some European countries have dedicated websites providing information on 

scholarships available to students who wish to study there. For example the 

‘Study in Holland’54 website provides information on 39 undergraduate 

scholarships across a range of subject areas. Similarly, the German 

Academic Exchange Service (DAAD)55 provides a database of scholarships 

for foreign students, which includes a total of 55 undergraduate scholarship 

options.  
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6.12 In the US, universities award around 1,000 scholarships to foreign students 

each year, ranging from partial scholarships, to ‘full-ride’ scholarships which 

cover all tuition fees and expenses56. US universities can be considered as 

those who offer ‘merit based scholarships’ to applicants, and those who offer 

‘needs based scholarships’. Merit-based scholarships are given for strong 

academic, music or sport achievement, and needs-based financial aid is 

provided (after assessing the family’s household income and ability to 

support the student)57.  

6.13 There are very few ‘merit based scholarships’ available, and these tend to 

only be available at the very prestigious, ‘need blind’ institutions such as 

Harvard University, Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and Yale 

University etc. Once these have offered a place to a particular applicant, 

then money is no restriction for them to secure these students to their 

institutions. They will award a full merit scholarship to these students and 

these students will require no other type of financial support. 

6.14 ‘Need aware’ institutions who offer ‘needs based scholarships’ to 

international students take into consideration how much of a financial 

contribution the students’ family can afford to make – they will then take into 

consideration how much financial contribution the university will have to 

make to support the student at that university. This contribution could be in 

the form of a grant, a low-interest loan or even in the form of ‘work’ 

contribution by the student whilst on campus. These universities have a 

limited pot of ‘needs based scholarships’ to offer so applicants stand a better 

chance of securing funding if they are able to bring a financial contribution to 

the table.  

6.15 Our fieldwork discovered that the Fulbright Commission concentrates its 

efforts on supporting students to make applications to universities which 

offer ‘needs based scholarships’ (on the basis that the number of merit 

based scholarships are very few in number and are highly competitive in 

nature). In the case of Harvard, the submission rate is 4 per cent so it is very 

challenging to secure a study place there. There are around 4,500 HEIs in 

the US and the Fulbright Commission disregards any universities who do not 
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offer any funding scholarships when guiding applicants. The actual cost of a 

higher education degree in the US is $250k or higher.   

6.16 Many individual universities in other countries around the world offer 

scholarships to international students. Students need to consult the websites 

of these individual HEIs to find out if they are eligible for any schemes58.  

6.17 Every UK-based HEI will also have a number of scholarships and bursaries 

(which can vary in amount and conditions attached) to support the overseas 

study of their students, depending on the institution’s specific 

internationalisation strategic priorities.   

Fulbright Commission 

6.18 The Fulbright Commission was established around 70 years ago as a joint 

initiative between the UK and US governments to support greater numbers 

of students to study overseas in their respective countries. The organisation 

provides a number of financial and advisory provisions for UK students 

interested in studying at accredited higher education institutions in the USA. 

As part of the US Department of State’s Education USA network59, they offer 

comprehensive information about opportunities to study with online guides 

on how to choose, prepare for and fund US-based education. Their website 

refers students interested in studying at the USA to a number of resources 

which will search for suitable scholarships including university-specific 

scholarships60 and athletic scholarships. 

6.19 The Fulbright Commission is also responsible for the Sutton Trust US-UK 

programme, which is aimed at helping underprivileged British state school 

students apply to American universities, by providing support, advice and a 

one-week summer school in the USA. In the past, these summer schools 

have been hosted by Harvard University, the Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology (MIT) and Yale University. It has recently engaged with Wales’ 

brightest sixth formers via the Seren Network to promote the Sutton Trust’s 

US summer programme. This year Sutton Trust reported a 150 per cent 

increase in the number of student applications from Wales for their US 

summer programme.  
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British Council  

6.20 The British Council has a Generation UK-China scheme which provides for 

up to 30 students aged over 18 years, currently enrolled full-time at a UK 

university or having graduated within the past year, to spend eight weeks in 

China. The programme includes three weeks of intensive Mandarin 

language study at a leading university and a five week internship placement 

in an industry sector of the student’s choosing (including IT, legal, marketing, 

accounting, engineering, pharmaceutical, finance, hospitality and more).  

6.21 The programme runs between mid-October and mid-December each year. 

The funding covers all language classes, cultural activities, accommodation, 

travel insurance, airport pick-up and placement fees. Students must cover 

their day-to-day expenses (estimated at around £50 a week), flights, visa 

and any other expenses related to travel. 

Scholarships provided by non-government bodies in the UK to study abroad 

6.22 Various UK educational trusts and charities will support students studying 

overseas. One of the most well-known is the Commonwealth Scholarships 

for UK citizens. UK citizens are eligible to apply for scholarships and 

fellowships to study in other Commonwealth countries under the 

Commonwealth Scholarship and Fellowship Plan (CSFP). However, these 

are primarily for Masters and PhD level study61.   

6.23 Individual rotary clubs can sometimes offer scholarships for undergraduate 

or graduate study to anyone except Rotary members and their families, and 

eligibility requirements will vary accordingly. The Rotary Foundation also 

offers scholarships for college graduates to study peace and conflict 

resolution or water sanitation. These are for master’s degree study at one of 

six partner universities, or ‘Rotary Peace Centers’62.  

6.24 Since 2007 Santander bank also provides scholarships, grants and awards 

to help students to achieve educational goals, including studying abroad. 

Awards are typically £1,000 and are made to cover travel related expenses 

such as accommodation, transport and visa costs. It provides funding for 

students from Spain, Portugal and Latin American countries to study in the 

UK, and also fund overseas study for UK-based students. This provision is 



  

31 

only open to students studying at partner institutions called ‘Santander 

Universities’ across the world63.  

6.25 There are a range of philanthropic foundations and voluntary sector 

organisations that offer support for outwardly mobile students – though rarely 

in the form of direct funding for programmes of study. Some of these 

organisations, such as the Institute of International Education (IIE),64 provide 

a range of resources for both would-be students and organisations to share 

information and facilitate international movement of students and expertise.  

6.26 Within the UK, the Sutton Trust is a significant sponsor of student mobility, 

particularly to the USA in partnership with the Fulbright Commission. 

Although the Sutton Trust does not fund studentships directly, it provides 

‘bright, state school students’ with a ‘taste of life’ at a prestigious American 

university through sending them to the US for a summer school and 

supporting them through the application process for scholarships. These are 

highly competitive places targeted at students who would not normally be 

able to study abroad. The Sutton Trust claims to have invested nearly 50 

million pounds over the last twenty years in supporting British students. As a 

result 15,000 state school students have benefited from the Trust’s summer 

schools, and 120 state school students have gone on to study at a 

prestigious US university65. 

6.27 In addition to the kind of public-private partnerships found within Australia’s 

Endeavour Mobility schemes (see more information in the next chapter), 

some companies, particularly in the USA, offer support to the children of 

their employees. Chevron, Chubb Corporation and Starr International 

Company all offer international scholarships for the sons and daughters (and 

sometimes the grandsons and grand-daughters) of employees. 

 

  



  

32 

Fees associated with Overseas Study  

6.28 In addition to considering the scholarships available to study abroad, it is 

important to note that the fees charged for foreign students to study abroad 

can differ substantially from country to country.  

Table 6.1 Available degrees through the medium of English and 

indicative fees for study overseas by UK students  

Country 
Undergraduate 
degrees in 
English 

Institutions 
teaching in 
English66 

Indicative Fees67 

Denmark 179 29 0 

Norway 10 5 0 

Sweden 39 21 0 

Finland 74 24 0 

Netherlands 309 54 €1,951  

Ireland n/a n/a €3,000 

United 
States 

n/a n/a US$5,000-58,500 

Australia n/a n/a 
AUD16,000-

24,000 

Austria 26 13 0 

Belgium 19 10 €620-830 

Italy 97 34 €690  

Spain 237 40 €977-1,950 

Germany 134 71 0 

Source: A Star Future 

6.29 A Star Future68 provides more detailed financial information on the financial 

implications for undergraduate study at any European country and 

summarises the cost of public higher education, specific financial aid 

available to British students, cost of living, accommodation and housing 

benefits and more practical advice (e.g. how to open a bank account and 

obtain a study visa). The website also explains the various entry 

requirements and links to all Universities within the country. The Scottish 

Government utilised its expertise when deciding on its partner organisations 

for the overseas mobility pilot scheme.  
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Conclusions 

6.30 The review of funding shows that there are several different funding sources 

which can be accessed to support overseas study, but it will vary depending 

on the institution at which the student is studying, the duration of planned 

study and destination country in which they wish to study.  

6.31 Whilst there are many sources available, it is piecemeal and there is no clear 

one-stop-shop for information nor is there clear signposting to all available 

funding streams to be explored. 

6.32 Study opportunities in Europe between 3 months to 12 months can currently 

be covered via Erasmus+, whilst shorter or longer study opportunities have 

less options of financial support currently available. The Welsh Government 

provides support for fees and living costs to eligible students who normally 

live in Wales to undertake a study or work placement abroad, of up to a year, 

as part of a course provided by a HEI in the UK. Scholarships and bursaries 

are available to cover full degree study abroad, but again this will vary 

depending on the destination and institution concerned with no guaranteed 

way of funding overseas study for Welsh domiciled students.  
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7. A review of international outward mobility schemes  

7.1 This chapter considers a range of international outward mobility schemes 

currently being provided by countries other than the UK. It considers the 

structure and funding arrangements associated with the various delivery 

models and the motivations and drivers for the development of outward 

mobility schemes. As part of this scoping study, an academic literature 

review was undertaken using a key word search of relevant academic 

journals and government websites internationally. The literature review 

focussed mainly on examples of government-sponsored mobility schemes in 

developed countries, with a particular focus on European examples and 

English-speaking countries internationally.  

Background  

7.2 There is a long tradition of government-sponsored student mobility schemes. 

Conventionally these have involved attempts to improve the human resource 

capacity of developing countries. Poorer countries, without their own well-

developed higher education systems, have traditionally sent their students 

overseas in the hope the graduates will return with their expertise69. 

However, while these kinds of schemes comprise the majority of outward 

mobility funding schemes, they are by no means the only ones. There has 

been growing recognition of the benefits of outward mobility for countries 

that might be considered to be ‘human resource’ rich and with their own well-

developed higher education systems. As outlined in Chapter 3, the UK has 

set its goal, within the UK Strategy for Outward Mobility to develop and 

promote opportunities for overseas study in line with the European Union’s 

goal of sending 20 per cent of its graduating students abroad by 202070. 

7.3 Since its launch in 1987, the European Union’s Erasmus programme has 

been a key mechanism for moving towards this goal, and has provided the 

principal support for outward mobility within Europe. In this chapter, some of 

the other models and forms of support that have been used to promote 

outward mobility are examined. The focus is predominantly on EU countries 

and others where higher education is largely delivered through the medium 

of English. 
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7.4 It should be noted that that there are particular challenges in undertaking a 

desk-based review of these various schemes. Some of the difficulties arise 

from the sheer diversity of forms of support, which can range from small 

bursaries supplementing brief visits to fully-funded degree programmes. 

There is often patchy information on the scale and nature of support71. In 

addition, there is also a wide range of funders, from government-sponsored 

schemes, to philanthropic foundations to multi-national corporations. Last, 

but by no means least, are the different definitions of what counts as 

‘overseas study’72. Some schemes cover study that comprises part (or all) of 

a qualification, other schemes provide resources for supplementary 

experiences and learning opportunities that do not contribute directly to a 

qualification. However, while this review may not be exhaustive of all the 

available schemes, it does provide an overview of the range of schemes. 

7.5 It should also be noted that this review is unable to provide any significant 

evaluation of their costs and benefits. There is very little research into and 

evaluation of overseas mobility in general, let alone outward mobility 

schemes in particular. Such evidence as is available is usually provided by 

the sponsoring organisation and is largely anecdotal, comprising personal 

narratives of the benefits of the various schemes rather than any systematic 

attempt to evaluate the cost-benefits of these schemes – including the 

opportunity costs. 

7.6 In the following section, a selection of government-sponsored outward 

mobility schemes are considered, as well as schemes offered by 

philanthropic foundations and businesses 

Government-sponsored outward mobility schemes 

7.7 There are wide variations across Europe, and even within the UK, in terms of 

national policies and support for outward student mobility.  

Netherlands and Germany 

7.8 These two countries are looked at together because they are often cited as 

the European countries with the highest levels of outward student mobility, 

and both have similar support mechanisms. In both countries, there is 

significant encouragement for the internationalisation of higher education. 

Germany, for example, has set a target of 50 per cent of students studying 



  

36 

part or all of their degree abroad73. For outward-bound German students, 

favoured destinations are the Netherlands, the UK, Switzerland, and Austria 

– collectively accounting for over 60 percent of German higher education 

enrolment abroad in 201274. Netherlands also has a high degree of student 

mobility, with 24 per cent of students studying part of their degree abroad 

and 2 per cent studying all of their degree abroad75. The top three receiving 

countries for full degrees are Belgium (Flanders), the UK and the USA. The 

top three receiving countries for part-degree study through Erasmus are the 

UK, Spain and Germany.  

7.9 Within both countries, study abroad is just seen as an extension of student 

choice. However, the exercise of this choice is facilitated by two principal 

factors (outside of the Erasmus scheme). One is the low or non-existent fee 

regimes of some of the receiving countries. The other is the international 

portability of student loans and grants in the Netherlands and Germany – 

something which is relatively rare76. 

7.10 There is no doubt that the portability of loans and grants is an important 

facilitator of student mobility. However, it should be noted that the level of 

loans and grants provided for each student is much lower than in the UK. It 

is probable that many outwardly mobile students need to supplement their 

overseas study, particularly if they are in a destination country that charges 

higher levels of tuition fees. 

Norway 

7.11 Norway also allows the international portability of student loans and grants. 

In 2003, 7 per cent of the student population were enrolled at a foreign 

university77 - a number which appears to have increased significantly since 

then. However, Norway additionally provides extra funding to support 

mobility to particular countries. In addition to a general belief in the benefits 

of internationalisation, this can be seen as part of an economic strategy. 

While the USA has traditionally been a favoured destination, in recent years 

Norway has chosen to prioritise the emerging economies of the ‘BRIC’ 

countries – Brazil, Russia, India and China.  
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7.12 The level of support provided is generous. In 2012/13, the Norwegian 

government provided the following support:  

 US$21,000 per year for tuition (a mixture of loans and grants) 

 US$16,700 for study and living costs (in the form of a loan, of which 

40 per cent can be converted to a grant when the student graduates) 

 US$3,000 for language study (a grant) as well as additional support 

for two return trips to the study destination78. 

7.13 In addition, there is provision for extra resources to cover currency 

fluctuations and visits ‘home’. 

Scotland 

7.14 As part of an EU Portability Pilot, Scottish domiciled students studying at 

eligible European universities can apply for the same bursary and loan 

support as they would receive attending university in the UK.  

7.15 Six eligible universities have been chosen, that deliver a wide range of 

undergraduate courses. They include:  

 Groningen University, Netherlands 

 Maastricht University, Netherlands 

 Malmo University, Sweden 

 Rhine Waal University, Germany 

 University of Southern Denmark, Denmark. 

7.16 The scheme was set up as a Ministerial priority, in order to encourage and 

develop links between Scotland and the European Union. Specifically, 

Scottish Government was of the view that enabling more Scottish domiciled 

students to study at EU institutions would encourage and improve language 

skills and international job prospects for the individual, and would ultimately 

provide economic value to Scotland.  

7.17 Scottish Government engaged with ‘A Star Future’ to help decide on the list 

of eligible Universities. These were chosen as they had many courses 

delivered in English; already had a high number of international students 

studying there (and would therefore have good support systems in place), 
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had a focus on STEM79 and a good international reputation (higher ranking 

Universities).   

7.18 The pilot was set up to support up to 250 students (although only 10 a year 

have taken up the scheme to date), and the funding application process is 

administered by the Student Awards Agency Scotland (SAAS).  

7.19 In addition to the bursary/loan support (which is dependent on family income 

levels), students can also contact the university they will be studying at to 

find out if there are additional bursaries or scholarships open to them. 

Students on the pilot scheme can also claim, in advance, the costs to get 

from their home to the institution and back, at the start and end of each year 

abroad. Medical insurance costs are also covered but students must arrange 

their own travel insurance.  

7.20 Students taking up the pilot scheme do not apply to SAAS for their tuition 

fees. The tuition fee arrangements depend on the country they choose to 

study in as follows:  

Table 7.1: Tuition fee arrangements of Scottish EU Portability Pilot 

Universities 

University Tuition fee arrangements 

Malmo University, 

Sweden 

No tuition fees  

Southern Denmark 

University, Denmark 

No tuition fees 

Rheine Waal University, 

Germany 

No tuition fees. Semester fees are approximately €250 

(which covers different administration fees and free 

public transportation in Northrine Westphalia 

Groningen University, 

Netherlands 

Approximately €1,850 for EU students. Students can 

apply for a tuition fee loan from the Dutch Government 

Maastricht University, 

Netherlands 

Approximately €1,835 for EU students under the age of 

30. Students can apply for a tuition fee loan from the 

Dutch Government. 
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7.21 Students are responsible for ensuring they have made an application to the 

eligible University and provided all required supporting documentation. 

Students are also responsible for arranging accommodation, tuition fees and 

additional costs.  

Northern Ireland 

7.22 Northern Ireland also supports outward student mobility for economic 

reasons. The British Council-supported Study USA provides funds for 

students’ enrolled in Northern Irish universities to study abroad for one year. 

This initiative was put in place to address what was perceived to be some of 

the particular social and economic challenges facing the jurisdiction. The 

focus of the studentships is largely on employability skills, with the intention 

of building management and leadership capacity – as well as raising 

awareness of Northern Ireland in the USA. 

7.23 The scheme annually provides funds for 50 to 60 students. Although it is 

largely about supporting business capacity, it is not confined to business 

studies students. Nor is it targeted at the most academically able. Applicants 

must have ‘good’ rather than ‘exceptional’ academic standing. 

Nordplus 

7.24 Nordplus80 is an example of a very different kind of outward mobility scheme. 

The Nordplus Programme offers financial support for international study 

partners from eight participating countries and three autonomous regions in 

the Baltic and Nordic area. With an annual budget of around 9 million euros, 

Nordplus seeks to strengthen and develop Nordic educational co-operation 

and establish a Nordic-Baltic educational region. It places particular 

importance on the promotion of Nordic languages and culture, as well as 

mutual Nordic-Baltic linguistic and cultural understanding. Although its 

significance has been slightly lessened since the introduction of Erasmus, 

many hundreds of students receive funding for exchanges of 1-12 months.  

What makes Nordplus particularly interesting is that it is based on 

international institutional collaborations (e.g. the development of joint 

degrees), rather than individual placements. 
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USA 

7.25 The USA has many different schemes that are designed to promote both 

outward and inward mobility. Most famous of these is the Fulbright 

Programme which provides a range of scholarships for UK students to study 

in America. Although its outward mobility scheme is largely targeted at 

graduates and post-graduates, it has various summer schools with British 

universities.  

7.26 US-based students can also apply for Benjamin A Gillman International 

Scholarships, which are specifically targeted at disadvantaged students, 

defined as those who have high financial need. Although financial criteria 

determine eligibility, this also means that many under-represented groups 

are included. And while no particular field of study is targeted, the 

programme encourages students to study languages, especially critical need 

languages (those deemed important to national security). However, as the 

maximum award is $5000, there must be some questions as to how effective 

this programme is at reaching the most disadvantaged. 

7.27 In general, issues of national security feature strongly in many of the US 

outward mobility schemes (e.g. the Boren Award for International Study and 

Project GO which is designed for the Reserve Officer Training Corps). 

Australia 

7.28 Like the USA, Australia has a range of initiatives that are collectively known 

as ‘Endeavour Mobility Grants’. These cover a range of schemes, some of 

which are jointly funded with private partners (e.g. Cheung Kong 

Infrastructure Holdings) in order to study at particular universities in Asia and 

the Pacific. Of particular relevance for this review are the International 

Student Exchange Programmes (up to one year) and the Study Overseas 

Short-Term Mobility Programmes (up to six months). Examination of the 

outcomes of the 2018 round of funding indicates that they are not targeted 

exclusively at particular subject areas, contain awards in the broad fields of 

‘Society and Culture’ and ‘Creative Arts’ as well as ‘Engineering’, ‘Health’ 

and ‘Management and Commerce’. 

7.29 What is interesting about these grants is that, like the Nordplus programme, 

it is the HE institution, rather than the individual, that applies. 
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Conclusions 

7.30 There are a number of key issues that have emerged from this international 

review. The international review found that a wide variety of support is 

available for outward mobility from government-led schemes, although the 

majority of examples uncovered provide funding towards the cost of short 

overseas visits or for a small number of modules. Very few government-

funded schemes cover the full cost of outward mobility. Overseas study is 

expensive and as a result the sustainability of ‘free’ higher education 

outward mobility schemes is an issue, with a number of examples found 

which had a relatively short lifespan. For example, Denmark’s USA-Canada 

programme targeted at higher professional education only ran for two years 

from 2010-2012. 

7.31 Unsurprisingly, countries which offer portable grants and loans for overseas 

study have higher levels of outward mobility. However, schemes are often 

related to study in nearby or neighbouring countries (particularly on mainland 

Europe). It is not clear, even in countries offering full grant and loan 

portability that this fully covers all the costs associated with overseas study.  

7.32 Where countries have decided to invest in outward mobility schemes, there 

seems to be a clear rationale and specific motivations. These motivations 

result in more targeted outward mobility schemes and determine the 

destination countries. Some schemes, focus on economic capacity-building 

(such as the Northern Ireland example), whilst others aim to capitalise on 

emerging economies (Norway), strengthen cultural collaboration (Nordplus) 

or increase national security (USA). 
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8. Characteristics of students studying abroad  

8.1 This chapter considers the profile and characteristics of students who 

consider and undertake periods of study abroad, and identifies distinct 

differences when comparing research into students undertaking shorter 

mobility periods abroad with findings in relation to students taking full degree 

study abroad. The chapter provides a synopsis of a series of research 

papers and publications that have looked at these issues in depth, over the 

past five years.  

Overseas study students’ profile – full degree mobility 

8.2 The BIS survey of 1,400 final year pupils at secondary schools suggested 

that the most academically gifted pupils were most likely to apply to study full 

degrees at foreign universities, with pupils who had applied to the UK’s top 

ten universities also more likely to apply to world-class institutions in other 

countries. This was part of a strategy on the student’s part to access the best 

universities. The research also found that the application rate from the 

independent sector was three times that of state schools and that young 

people from white UK families with a strong history of engagement with 

international mobility were much more likely to have applied to study 

abroad81.   

8.3 An international survey of UK domiciled students studying abroad, also 

conducted as part of the BIS research showed that those UK pupils who 

successfully applied to universities outside the UK were more likely to come 

from households where both parents had a university education. They were 

also highly likely to have excellent A-level results. Although a majority of UK-

domiciled students studying abroad had attended state school (55 per cent), 

relative to its size, independent schools were over represented in the 

sample, suggesting that more applied and they had a higher chance of 

achieving entry to international universities82.  

8.4 The BIS funded research showed that students who were looking at full 

degree mobility offered many reasons for choosing to study abroad. The 

main response was wanting to attend a ‘world class university’ (55 per cent), 

the opportunity for a unique adventure (50 per cent) and taking a first step in 

an international career (38 per cent)83. Additional research by HEFCE 
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suggests that some students see overseas study as a ‘second chance’ to 

compensate for failure to get into Oxbridge. World class universities such as 

Princeton, Harvard and Yale are seen to be on a par with the target 

universities in the UK and are even considered easier to get in to84.  

8.5 Another pessimistic interpretation is that UK students studying full degrees 

abroad are ‘accidental achievers’ who are not overly concerned with their 

career development in the future, but rather that they see the opportunity to 

study abroad as something of an adventure and an opportunity to delay the 

onset of a career85. Those studying at ‘Ivy League’ US universities however, 

are more likely to have been guided there by ‘parental involvement in 

decision making, with their access to such universities facilitated usually by 

private schooling and wealthy backgrounds’86.  

8.6 Language is not a motivating force for full degree mobility, indeed, it is a 

constraining factor, with most UK domiciled full degree study students 

choosing English-speaking countries as their destinations. It is somewhat of 

a dichotomy that although students who study overseas are seeking 

something different, they also want a destination that they feel comfortable 

in, so choose destinations such as the US or European institutions with a 

strong English speaking ‘bubble’87. 

8.7 The HEFCE research also showed that attitudes to future employment 

location and mobility trajectories did vary, depending on the destination of 

study. For those who had studied their full degree abroad, Australia was the 

destination most likely to attract students to settle. The USA attracted 

students due to the perceived excellence of certain universities and also 

because it was believed to offer facilitated entry into international labour 

markets. However, only 21 per cent of those surveyed in the BIS research 

had no intention of returning to the UK, and those who were less 

academically able were most likely to stay at their overseas destination. This 

seems to suggest that international mobility does not therefore cause a 

‘brain drain’ of the brightest and most academically gifted students from the 

UK, as they are more likely to return tan those less qualified in terms of A 

levels88.  
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Overseas study students profile – credit mobility89 

8.8 Research by the British Council, undertaken with a sample of 2,856 full-time 

UK domiciled students suggested that 34 per cent were interested in 

undertaking some overseas study, with 47 per cent not interested at all and 

a further 19 per cent unsure. There was equal level of interest by both males 

and females90.  

8.9 A Destination Leavers HE (DHLE) survey of first-degree UK domiciled 

completers showed that females were more likely to study abroad than male 

students. For example 70 per cent of mobile language students were female 

and only 30 per cent were male. Similarly, 59 per cent of mobile non-

language students were female and 41 per cent were male.  

8.10 The British Council survey showed a positive relationship between second 

language acquisition and interest in study abroad, in those who were 

considering credit mobility (part time, rather than full degree study abroad). 

Only 44 per cent of respondents were able to speak more than one 

language, but they made up 60 per cent of those who were interested in 

studying abroad91. This research also asked those who had indicated an 

interest in overseas study but had not yet undertaken it about their preferred 

overseas courses and destinations and some interesting findings emerged, 

with 47 per cent of this cohort most interested in studying abroad for a one 

year period at undergraduate level followed by 26 per cent who would select 

a full degree and 14 per cent at one semester92.  

8.11 The preferred level of overseas study was undergraduate (59 per cent) and 

the most popular courses for study abroad included creative arts and design 

(14 per cent), social studies (11 per cent), business and administrative skills 

(10 per cent) and languages (9 per cent)93.  

8.12 Analysis undertaken of 233,185 UK domiciled first degree completers in 

2013 showed a slightly different picture with the same subject areas 

appearing high on the list of mobility students, but in a slightly different order 

– the analysis showed language students making up the largest proportion of 

mobile students (38 per cent) followed by business and administration 

students (11 per cent), social studies (8 per cent) and creative arts and 

design (6 per cent). STEM students were underrepresented in mobility 



  

45 

opportunities. Although 42 per cent of students were enrolled in STEM 

courses in 2012/13 only 16 per cent of all mobile students had studied such 

courses94.   

8.13 Of those who aspire to study abroad, the US was by far the most popular 

destination, with 40 per cent of respondents selecting this option, followed by 

Australia (11 per cent), France (7 per cent), Germany (6 per cent) and 

Canada (5 per cent)95. However, in reality, the vast majority of mobility (70 

per cent) takes place in Europe compared to 30 per cent to countries beyond 

Europe. Three quarters of mobility from UK domiciled students in 2012/13 

took place in just 8 countries with France being the most popular destination 

(25 per cent) followed by Spain (17 per cent), USA (12 per cent) and 

Germany (9 per cent).  

8.14 The main future aspirations for those interested in studying abroad for credit 

mobility was to have fun travelling and exploring different cultures (47 per 

cent) or wanting to work for an international company and live overseas (30 

per cent) according to a survey of DHLEs96. 

8.15 The vast majority, at 97 per cent, of all graduates who are employed full time 

six months after graduating are working in the UK, however, students who 

have undertaken study overseas are four times more likely than their non-

mobile peers to be working outside the UK97. 

Under-represented groups in overseas mobility schemes 

8.16 Universities UK’s Social Mobility Advisory Group found that graduate 

outcomes were influenced by a student’s background and that there is 

evidence that students from lower socio-economic groups were less likely to 

engage in a range of extra-curricular activities that can boost employability 

including taking up opportunities to work or study abroad98.  

8.17 A report looking at widening participation in UK student mobility looked in 

particular at five groups that are under-represented in mobility:   

 Students from low socio-economic backgrounds 

 Students from low participation neighbourhoods 

 Black and minority ethnic students  
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 Students with a disability 

 Students who are care leavers99. 

8.18 It found that the above five demographic groups were all under-represented 

in terms of overseas mobility, that short-term mobility (1-4 weeks) was the 

most attractive option and that they were attracted to the same overseas 

countries when mobility was undertaken. Perhaps unsurprisingly, those with 

multiple barriers had even lower participation rates.  

8.19 The research also found that:  

 Students from higher socio-economic backgrounds were 65 per cent 

more likely to participate in outward mobility than their lower socio-

economic background peers 

 Asian, Asian British (Indian) and Chinese ethnic groups had 

participation rates that equaled those of the HE sector average (at 1.7 

per cent) whilst Asian or Asian British Bangladeshi (0.6 per cent) or 

Pakistani (0.8 per cent) students had the lowest participation rates 

 1.5 per cent of students with a disability participated in outward mobility 

compared to the HE sector average of 1.7 per cent 

 Care leavers had a very low participation rate at just 1 per cent.  

8.20 Furthermore the research found that interestingly, HE institution-led mobility 

programmes proved more popular across all the target demographics than 

those provided by external providers.  
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9. Perceived benefits of and barriers to overseas study 

9.1 This section provides a synopsis of the literature review undertaken of UK-

based research into the perceived benefits and barriers associated with 

overseas study. It considers the findings in relation to benefits to both the 

home country and to the individual, and also looks at the most frequently 

perceived barriers to studying overseas.  

Benefits to the home country 

9.2 Research by the British Council and DAAD suggested that there were many 

reasons why countries implement scholarship programmes for outward 

mobility, but that the most common reason was ‘to enhance the human-

resource capacity among their citizens’100. In particular, countries were 

interested in enhancing their national knowledge base in specific areas of 

interest, often linked to economic development (and STEM subjects in 

particular). However the countries included in their research were all 

developing countries – BRIC and others such as Egypt, Kazakhstan, 

Pakistan and Vietnam. 

9.3 The majority of the countries provide such scholarship support at graduate 

level however, and the implication is that there will be a ‘multiplier effect’ with 

students returning to their home country and taking up some knowledge 

development related activity. British Council/DAAD research found very few 

examples of scholarship support for either non-STEM-related fields or for 

undergraduate research. Most of the scholarship schemes examined tend to 

fund ‘vertical’ mobility, i.e. students were provided with support to attend high 

ranking institutions in more highly developed countries.  

9.4 Interestingly, the British Council/DAAD research found that most countries 

did not engage with their overseas students once they had returned to their 

home country. There were very few examples of returnees being consulted 

or involved in the ongoing improvement or promotion of scholarship 

programmes from which they had benefitted.  

9.5 The research found that countries with outward mobility scholarship 

programmes experienced a positive correlation between education and 

prosperity. However, the underpinning evidence for this was questionable - 
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there was very little debate or evidence of the value of investing in the 

overseas education of a small number of citizens or the tangible, beneficial 

outcomes of these significant investments for either the individuals whose 

mobility was supported, the countries that funded them or the institutions 

either sending or receiving students.  

9.6 OECD research suggests that host countries consider mobile students as an 

important source of income, and that they have a disproportionally positive 

impact on the economy and on innovation systems. In the longer run, they 

perceive highly educated mobile students as being ‘more likely to integrate 

into domestic labour markets, contributing to knowledge creation, innovation 

and economic performance’. Host countries therefore see attracting mobile 

students (especially if they stay permanently), as a way of tapping into a 

global pool of talent, often compensating for the weaker educational capacity 

of the host country itself. The OECD research concedes that for the 

countries of origin, mobile students can be viewed as lost talent, yet if they 

return home, they can ‘contribute to knowledge absorption, technology 

upgrading and capacity building’101. 

9.7 The BIS research into international student mobility conceded that much 

more research is needed to understand whether outward mobility of UK 

students to other countries does drain some of the UK’s brightest young 

talents to other economies. Conversely, it was suggested that it is just as 

possible that the UK is not sending enough students abroad (given that the 

number of UK students studying abroad at high ranking HEIs is a very small 

proportion of all foreign students at these universities). As a result it argues 

that there is a danger that the UK is missing an opportunity to train its 

brightest young talent in world-leading skills that would be so essential for 

‘the future vitality of the UK economy’102.  

Benefits to the individual 

9.8 UK domiciled students have a number of ‘academic’ drivers for studying 

abroad, including gaining credits for study (61 per cent) and to improve their 

language skills (45 per cent)103.  
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9.9 Recent research by Universities UK suggests a correlation between 

outwardly mobility and improved academic outcomes, with 80 per cent of 

outwardly mobile students earning a first class or upper second class degree 

compared to 74 per cent who did not study overseas. Similarly, employment 

outcomes were found to have been improved (with 76 per cent of outwardly 

mobile students in a graduate-level job compared with 70 per cent of those 

who did not study overseas), and also earning [on average] 5 per cent more 

than their non-mobile counterparts104.  

9.10 Analysis undertaken of HESA and DHLE data in 2012/13 similarly suggest 

that academic outcomes are improved as a result of overseas study, 

irrespective of the subject studied. The analysis found that 87 per cent of 

mobile students achieved a 1st or 2:1 compared to 69 per cent of their non-

mobile peers105. The research also found that a consistently higher 

proportion of mobile students achieved a 1st compared to their non-mobile 

students in every discipline, with the exception of Medicine and Dentistry.  

9.11 The benefits are even more prominent for students who are under-

represented in overseas mobility. Graduates from more disadvantaged 

background who studied overseas during their degree were found to earn 

6.1 per cent more than their non-mobile counterparts, whilst black graduates 

who were mobile were 70 per cent less likely to be unemployed, and Asian 

graduates 71 per cent less likely to be unemployed than their non-mobile 

peers106. 

9.12 Even though students who studied languages were much more likely to be 

mobile than students of any other discipline, the benefits of studying abroad 

were seen in the employment outcomes for all graduates irrespective of 

subject107.  

9.13 ‘Non-academic’ drivers for individuals to study abroad include having the 

opportunity to travel overseas (52 per cent), experiencing a unique 

adventure (49 per cent), building their confidence (37 per cent) and 

improving their future career prospects (35 per cent)108. 
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9.14 However, when students were asked which statement they agreed with the 

most – studying abroad ‘sets my CV apart when applying for a job’ or 

‘introduced me to new cultures, gives me a cosmopolitan identify and allows 

me to travel’ they were more likely to opt for the latter, perhaps suggesting 

that the employability benefit is less strongly perceived109. Having said that, 

of those who were considering or had studied abroad, between 70-84 per 

cent consistently thought that an overseas study experience would give them 

the edge and make them stand out when applying for a job, so students do 

understand that study abroad can impact on their future career, but perhaps 

do not fully understand its significance110.   

Barriers to overseas study 

9.15 The British Council survey of 1,873 students not currently interested in 

studying abroad were queried about the perceived barriers to studying 

overseas. Many of these individuals (47 per cent) wanted to travel and 

explore different cultures whilst only 20 per cent stated that they didn’t want 

to leave the UK. Some 15 per cent wanted to work for an international 

company and live overseas111. This suggests that the barriers are not due to 

a lack of interest in going overseas but rather other factors such as a lack of 

foreign language skills (53 per cent) and concerns about the degree 

programme being too difficult (15 per cent) or that gaining credit for the study 

would be problematic (12 per cent).  

9.16 It is often hypothesised that UK students choose not to study abroad due to 

the inflexible structures within UK higher education, in terms of subject 

requirements and exam timings112. Whilst these concerns were raised, they 

were secondary to concerns around linguistic abilities.  

9.17 Some ‘non-academic’ deterrents have also been identified as being barriers 

to studying overseas. Almost half (48 per cent) of those surveyed by the 

British Council who were interested in overseas study stated that the cost of 

studying overseas was prohibitive, with others concerned that they lacked 

confidence in language skills (36 per cent), wouldn’t be able to access 

quality healthcare (31 per cent) or wouldn’t feel safe in other countries113.  
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9.18 All students, regardless of whether they were interested in overseas study 

were asked about what would motivate and incentivise them to consider a 

period of overseas study. The overwhelmingly popular answer was ‘help with 

funding’ at 71 per cent followed by foreign language training (40 per cent). 

Respondents also thought that having a period of mandatory study as part of 

their course (33 per cent) or information sessions about the benefits of 

overseas study from students (30 per cent) or lecturers (25 per cent) would 

also help114. 

9.19 An often cited barrier to studying abroad is a lack of information, and the 

British Council survey found a correlation between information and openness 

to the idea of studying overseas. Internet was by far the main source of 

information (71 per cent), with all other sources used at a much lower level 

be it family (24 per cent), study abroad officers (22 per cent), lecturers (22 

per cent), teachers (19 per cent) and friends (19 Per cent).  

9.20 Considering that initiatives such as the Erasmus programme have been in 

place for a number of years, it is perhaps surprising that awareness of 

government-sponsored schemes for overseas study was low. Only 35 per 

cent of those who had previously studied abroad, and 18 per cent of those 

who aspired to study abroad surveyed as part of the British Council research 

were aware of any funding schemes, suggesting that there is room to 

improve students’ awareness of such programmes.  

Conclusions 

9.21 International student mobility is seen as a key aspect of the 

internationalisation of higher education, and provides enriching experiences 

for ambitious and talented young people. Outward mobility is seen as 

providing students with life-changing experiences and opportunities to 

develop new skills that will improve their career prospects.  

9.22 The main drivers for individuals looking to spend time studying overseas is to 

improve future employment prospects and to gain new experiences. Whilst 

interest in overseas study is on the increase, barriers remain, and funding 

and information to enable overseas study remain the predominant reasons 

for these opportunities to remain elusive for some students.  
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9.23 The research suggests that outward mobility can provide benefits to the 

home country, particularly in terms of returning students bringing back 

knowledge, expertise and links to international networks. However this 

‘multiplier effect’ and the actual impact on the home country’s economy 

remains largely anecdotal at best. There is general agreement that more 

research is needed in this area in order to understand the trends and 

numbers of outwardly mobile students returning to their home countries 

following overseas study, and when they do so, whether there is a 

sufficiently positive impact on the economy to counteract the higher costs of 

study.  
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10. Views on overseas study from Welsh domiciled students 

10.1 This chapter outlines the views and opinions of Welsh domiciled students 

who are either considering overseas study or who have undertaken full time 

study overseas. It draws on the findings of two focus groups with 13 sixth 

form students and telephone interviews with five students who were either 

currently or had previously studied overseas.  

Background 

10.2 Of the 13 sixth form students interviewed, 10 were still considering overseas 

study, with two having come to the conclusion more recently that they were 

most likely to stay in the UK and another having recently received 

confirmation of a place at a UK university next year. Seven of the students 

were studying at an international sixth form college, whilst the remaining six 

students were studying at five different comprehensive schools across Mid, 

West and East Wales (two were interviewed in a focus group and the others 

by phone).  

10.3 All five of the students interviewed who were currently (or had previously) 

studied their full degree overseas had done so at US universities – two at 

Harvard University, one at Yale University, one at Skidmore College, New 

York and the other at Trinity College, Connecticut. Four of the five students 

had studied at comprehensive schools, and were from all across Wales – 

one was from the North West, one from North East Wales, one from the 

South East, one from Mid Wales and another from South West Wales. Two 

students had an international background – one had been born in Australia, 

whilst another had dual British-French citizenship. One student was a fluent 

Welsh speaker. 

10.4 It is pertinent to note here that three other comprehensive schools and two 

larger FE colleges were also approached for inclusion in this part of the 

research, but each responded with the view that there were no students 

currently studying at the institutions who were currently considering overseas 

study. This was particularly true of North and South West Wales and 

suggests that the latent demand for overseas study is low.  
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Factors influencing decisions to study overseas 

10.5 The sixth form students interviewed discussed how they wished to widen 

their horizons and taste different cultures. Another key point raised by 

students was how the different structure on offer in US institutions in 

particular was attractive to them. While some of the students had a clear 

indication of what they wanted to study overseas (e.g. Engineering and 

Botany), others had selected US universities because they did not have to 

specialise so soon in their academic life and could even ‘pick up subjects 

that I’d dropped after GCSEs’. All of the students currently studying in the 

US had been attracted to the prospect of not having to concentrate (or 

major) in one particular subject, and valued the flexibility of the graduate 

system: ‘Because I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do, I was happy that I didn’t 

have to state my major when applying. Specific things appealed to me…the 

flexibility of it all was probably the main attraction however.’ Another current 

student overseas also explained that there is much greater focus on 

recruiting well rounded students to US universities and added that it could be 

difficult for strong academic students to plan for the application if they didn’t 

also have a range of outside interests and experiences. 

10.6 A couple of current HE students also felt that institutions in America seemed 

to respect and give due consideration to the arts much more than seemed to 

be the focus in the UK, with the Liberal Arts of particular interest to both 

students. The flexibility and choice also appealed to several of the sixth form 

students: ‘In America…you can continue to have passions outside your main 

area of study whereas in Britain, it’s much, much harder to do that’.  

10.7 Dutch and US universities clearly appealed to several of the sixth form 

students, due to the image that had been portrayed during talks that they 

had received whilst at school, although the school in question had a specific 

international outlook and values which the students felt did influence their 

decisions to consider studying overseas. At least three of the students had 

applied to the Sutton Trust. One of these students explained that a talk from 

a Yale Ambassador at one of the Seren Network events had been an 

important factor in his decision to apply as it had made the option more 

appealing.  
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10.8 The experiences and attitudes of parents was another factor that played a 

part in shaping the opinions of students on overseas study. Some of the 

sixth form students discussed how their multi-cultural backgrounds and the 

fact that their parents had international roles influenced their decision-

making. One student described how a parent who spent a lot of time working 

in the Middle East had sparked an interest in them to travel to different 

countries and broaden her horizons. However, on the other side of the 

spectrum, another student mentioned how parental protectiveness was 

encouraging them to be more independent and look to study options further 

afield: ‘I kind of need the independence and if going overseas helps to 

achieve that then it is an option’. 

10.9 Some of the current overseas students from Wales also backed up these 

views through their own experiences. Although they stated that their decision 

to study overseas had been a personal one, many did give examples of 

close friends also studying overseas, or having members of the family living 

abroad: ‘which made it less way out of reach’. 

10.10 Three of the sixth form students knew that they would not end up studying 

overseas. They had been steered towards studying in the UK because they 

knew what courses they wanted to follow and had an idea of what they 

wanted to do afterwards: ‘I considered France and the Netherlands but at the 

end of the day the university, and more importantly the course that I very 

specifically wanted to do, was in this country. Studying overseas seems an 

option for those who don’t know specifically what they want to do’. 

10.11 One student had decided very clearly not to study overseas as they felt that 

the UK had very good universities and could offer all that was needed. In 

addition his future career plans had an influence: ‘One of my aspirations is to 

go into Welsh politics and so I am going to want to stay here [in Wales]”. The 

student also referred to the ‘brain drain’ in Wales and their concern that even 

going to university in England was ‘detrimental’ especially considering the 

low number of people coming back to Wales to live and work. Interestingly, 

some of the students would still like to follow a postgraduate course 

overseas and all the students would consider studying part of their degree 
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overseas if the option was available as part of their chosen undergraduate 

courses. 

10.12 Overall, students didn’t believe there was much demand from Welsh 

domiciled students to study overseas at all. Although several noted how 

activities via the Seren network, particularly their connections with the Sutton 

Trust had contributed to a recent ‘spike in interest’ in the number of Welsh 

students applying for overseas study, they thought that the numbers 

continued to be very small.  

10.13 The feedback from students currently studying in US universities suggested 

that the majority of UK domiciled students studying at Harvard came from 

private schools. One Welsh domiciled student studying overseas genuinely 

believed that the knowledge and experience within these schools – with an 

admissions person employed to support the process – has been a significant 

factor in this trend. Another explained how the application was ‘totally 

different’ to UCAS and that there hadn’t been much information from their 

school when they applied – ‘The Head of Sixth Form and the teachers didn’t 

know anything about overseas study’. On a positive note, the individual had 

since been asked to return to the school to discuss her experiences. 

Benefits to overseas study 

10.14 The sixth form students were very positive about the benefits that could be 

gained from studying overseas, including the confidence they would gain 

from being independent. Those who had an interest in overseas study 

believed that there could be increased opportunities in later years, especially 

in relation to future employability and believed that a decision to study 

overseas could have a positive impact on their future earnings. Students felt 

that their relatively unique experience would be a USP that would contribute 

greatly when competing in the job market. 

10.15 Others however, referred to the ‘brain drain’ when discussing some of the 

factors holding them back from studying overseas: ‘It would be Wales’ loss 

and there are no guarantees. As much as we would like to be optimistic and 

say that we should go abroad and that I should come back, I mean talking 

for myself I think once I leave Wales to go to university I don’t think I would 

come back here to settle for a job. I think that’s mainly because of the job 
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opportunities we see here and the way in which, especially youth, view 

Wales in working terms’. The students studying overseas seemed uncertain 

about their future career aspirations, but despite this, they were satisfied that 

overseas study would ‘open me up to the world’.  

10.16 A number of the students currently studying overseas also explained that 

there was a more positive attitude towards part-time jobs in the USA 

compared to some of the more prestigious universities in the UK. For 

example it was suggested that Harvard University actively encouraged 

student involvement in part-time roles.  

10.17 Generally speaking, students who were currently studying overseas felt that 

it wasn’t the right option for everyone, especially if students were interested 

in law or medicine and wanted to practice in the UK. However, there was 

consensus that it was important for students to spend some time overseas 

however, whether as part of their degree course or during a period over the 

summer. 

10.18 Interestingly, two of the current overseas students mentioned that they had 

applied (unsuccessfully) to study at Oxford University. While one mentioned 

that they had received offers to study at St Andrews, Durham and University 

College London (UCL), they eventually decided on the US study option at 

Harvard University due to the 100 per cent funding provided (which equates 

to £250k worth of support over four years). 

Barriers to overseas study  

10.19 When discussing the barriers to overseas study, the general lack of 

information relating to the application process and the perceived costs of 

studying overseas were considered to be the two main barriers. The level of 

information provided by schools and colleges was thought to vary greatly. 

Overall, interviewees took the view that there was a lack of awareness in 

schools with students explaining that their Head of Sixth Form and other 

teachers had minimal information about the process of applying for a place 

overseas. There also seemed to be a cultural barrier with schools focused 

on selling the idea of students attending Welsh and UK universities. Having 

said this, some of the students had picked up bits of information from the 

Seren Network conference. Some of the students were also in contact with 



  

58 

the Sutton Trust and were starting to receive information about the 

application process, summer schools, and so on. The information on offer 

through the Sutton Trust clearly put some students at ease when it came to 

barriers, particularly in relation to the costs of studying overseas. 

10.20 One student mentioned how they had thought about studying overseas but 

had missed the deadline for application. The lack of knowledge of the 

process and the fact that the admissions test (SATs) for the overseas 

university in mind clashed with the test he was doing for a place in Oxford 

were the reasons for him having missed the deadline. This lack of 

awareness, coupled with the cost of studying overseas, were the main 

deterrents in this particular situation. 

10.21 Several of the students (sixth form as well as overseas students) were of the 

view that teachers should be supported so that they could offer the full list of 

options available to their pupils. Some also talked about the stigma attached 

with even considering overseas study and that there needed to be a 

considerable cultural shift within schools before overseas study would be 

seriously considered alongside UK HE options: ’People don’t talk about the 

opportunities back home [in Gwynedd].’ 

10.22 The potential costs of studying overseas was a common theme during focus 

group discussions, with specific concerns around the associated costs of 

healthcare in America also being raised. Healthcare costs had indeed 

proved to be an issue to those studying overseas. One student had suffered 

an accident whilst studying overseas, resulting in medical bills that totalled 

hundreds of thousands of dollars, although the liability had fallen on the 

University in this instance.    

10.23 Uncertainty over Brexit proved to be another barrier for sixth form students 

currently considering overseas study: ‘Looking at Europe at the moment, 

with the uncertainty of everything…I find that it really puts me off the idea of 

applying there because the time when we’ll be leaving…to go to university at 

around about the date when all the changes come into play, [is] really 

making it a worrying prospect for me’. 
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10.24 Another barrier was concern about loneliness, with the thought of living and 

studying in another country for up to four years a concern for many. While 

students wanted to experience different cultures, they acknowledged that 

they would have to spend lengthy periods of time away from friends and 

family. Language barriers and cultural differences were less of a concern, 

mainly due to the fact that the majority wanted to study in the US. Loneliness 

was also raised as one of the main issues experienced by those who had 

gone to study overseas: ‘I didn’t factor in time differences and ability to pop 

home. Home sickness and living in different time zones has been an issue’. 

Funding overseas study  

10.25 Funding overseas study was not raised as a barrier by any of the Welsh 

domiciled students currently studying overseas. With the increase in fees to 

study in UK universities, some even suggested that it was cheaper to study 

in the US. A couple of the students went through a needs-based process for 

US study where they had to complete an extensive form providing a 

comprehensive financial breakdown of their (and their family’s) position: ‘I 

applied to the school, showed them different bank accounts and was given a 

financial aid of 100 per cent.’ Another student had been required to pay the 

majority of the annual tuition/fee ($73k) while another had a similar amount 

completely covered.   

10.26 Year 13 students were aware of the current financial support that could be 

available if studying overseas and it seems the Netherlands and the US 

were options that were seriously being considered due to the scholarships 

available. There was strong knowledge that fees in the Netherlands were 

much less than in the UK and there was also a perception that it could be 

cheaper overall to study in the US. The rising tuition fees in the UK and the 

availability of funding support from elsewhere were now making overseas 

study a much more viable option for many of the students interviewed. 

10.27 Other sixth form students could only estimate the cost of studying overseas 

and had not received any information about potential scholarships, 

application process and SAT requirements. In contrast, students who had 

been involved with the Sutton Trust were encouraged by the opportunities to 

study in the US and had greater knowledge of the application process and 



  

60 

the scholarships available through certain universities. The Sutton Trust US 

Programme115 in particular had played a key role in acting as a driver to at 

least three of the students from Wales currently studying overseas: ‘I 

attended a summer school in Yale University and met people out there.’ It 

became apparent that the Sutton Trust provided information on key dates, 

funding and the application process. This information was not readily 

available through the schools. 

10.28 Generally, current students studying overseas did not have sufficient generic 

information to state whether there were any gaps in current funding. Having 

said this, several talked about the need to travel to take the SATs and the 

fee associated with each application. One of the students mentioned that the 

cost to apply to five universities was approximately £200 and they had no 

way of covering this cost.  

10.29 The students also discussed the different types of scholarships, including the 

needs-based scholarships and merit-based scholarships (in relation to 

America study options). Several students mentioned that they would be 

dependent on a scholarship to enable overseas study.  

Conclusions 

10.30 The findings from these interviews with Welsh domiciled students generally 

concur with the wider literature reviewed. It suggests that those who are 

interested in overseas study are often academically able students, most 

often (though not exclusively) from higher income backgrounds with 

international experience within the family.  

10.31 The US is a popular destination for full degree study abroad, and the broad 

range of subjects studied as part of undergraduate degree programmes 

there appeal to many students who are unsure about the subject in which 

they wish to specialise. Those who do go to study in the US do so primarily 

through undertaking their own research, although organisations such as the 

Fulbright Commission, and access to such support via the Seren network 

can provide much needed practical guidance. The majority of those who go 

on to study overseas do access scholarships (either merit-based or needs-

based) which cover the vast majority of the costs associated with overseas 

study.   
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11. Options for an Overseas Study Pilot  

11.1 During the fieldwork conducted for this scoping study a number of options for 

an overseas study pilot were discussed and explored during a series of 

interviews with key stakeholders and at a subsequent workshop with Welsh 

Government officials to test emerging ideas. At the workshop, the initial 

findings from the desk based research and the qualitative research with 

stakeholders was presented, followed by a discussion around five options for 

overseas study offered across a continuum. They ranged from an option that 

would require very little financial intervention to a model that would provide 

portability funding for full degree study. This chapter outlines these refined 

options in more detail and provides the background and the reasoning for 

each.   

11.2 During the fieldwork, several stakeholders questioned the rationale behind 

developing a pilot project to provide overseas study opportunities for Welsh 

domiciled students. Whilst stakeholders were generally aware of the relevant 

Diamond Review recommendation, the basis on which the recommendation 

was made, both in terms of its fit with Welsh Government HE strategy and in 

terms of any evidence which currently exists that there is any latent demand 

for overseas study support was questioned.  

11.3 Three stakeholders also felt that increasing student mobility, particularly 

through short-term experiences was already a UK-wide strategic objective 

that individual HE institutions were responding to, and that there were no 

major gaps in provision or funding.  

11.4 Stakeholders generally conceded that the situation might be very different if 

Brexit impacted on the UK’s ability to participate in EU schemes, and several 

stakeholders also therefore questioned the timing for any overseas study 

pilot, highlighting that any such pilot should only be implemented once the 

wider funding situation for overseas opportunities post-Brexit became 

clearer.  

11.5 Two stakeholder organisations also pointed to the potential risks involved 

with funding any significant degree study abroad, in terms of losing the talent 

pool from Wales and also on a more practical level, losing funding from the 

higher education infrastructure in Wales and the UK. Some three 



  

62 

stakeholder organisations thought that the risks of funding of any full time 

study overseas outweighed the potential benefits to Wales.  

11.6 Ultimately, several stakeholders raised the issue of needing to ensure that 

the Welsh Government had a very clear rationale for undertaking an 

overseas study pilot and that the investment decisions should be based on 

sound strategic objectives: ‘We need to fundamentally agree on what it is 

this pilot scheme would set out to achieve and work from there’. Whilst the 

educational benefits for the students concerned were often seen as a given, 

stakeholders felt that any financial intervention from the Welsh Government 

should provide benefits to Wales itself. In this respect, many stakeholders 

saw merit in developing an overseas study pilot that linked directly with the 

Welsh Government’s strategic economic and international trade priorities.  

11.7 Stakeholders were very keen to explore different options and were 

comfortable with expanding the discussion to shorter term mobility pilot ideas 

rather than focussing solely on full degree portability. Stakeholders 

highlighted that relatively little was known about Welsh-domiciled students’ 

mobility and welcomed the opportunity to consider how HE strategy in Wales 

could support and increase prospects for overseas study in the future. In this 

respect, four of the external stakeholders mentioned how they would be 

more than willing to work with Welsh Government over the coming months 

and offered to support and advise on the development of any planned pilot 

mobility approaches. 

11.8 When drafting the various options, a series of guiding principles were 

followed, which acknowledge the general feedback received via the 

fieldwork:  

 All options are in relation to undergraduate level study only - 

although a couple of stakeholders felt that there was merit in funding 

postgraduate schemes or FE study, the focus of this scoping study 

has generally only considered undergraduate study options  

 Options are not restricted to ‘full degree portability’ – although this 

is the Diamond Review recommendation, it was very apparent from 

the desk based review and the fieldwork that short mobility options 



  

63 

were able to achieve other important outcomes and could provide 

better and more equal opportunities 

 All options would be able to be funded by a grant or scholarship, 

rather than a student loan covering tuition fees. This is because 

HMRC regulations do not allow for student loans to be adapted for 

overseas study 

 Options should focus on providing overseas study opportunities 

through the medium of English 

 Options are not subject specific – any student studying any 

discipline could apply. For some of the options, this could include FE 

and HE level study 

 The options are not means-tested – all options would be open to all 

eligible students. However, the amount of financial support provided 

could differ (e.g. it could relate to the amount of maintenance grant 

that a student is eligible to receive) 

 There is flexibility across several of the options to develop hybrid 

versions or to adapt the option depending on the strategic focus which 

the Welsh Government wishes to pursue.  

11.9 On the basis of the discussion held during the options appraisal workshop 

the original five pilot options have been further refined. The figure below 

outlines the continuum of options developed for an overseas study pilot. 

Figure 11.1  Continuum of options for overseas study pilot 

 

11.10 The five options are outlined in more detail below:  
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Option 1: Raising awareness of existing funding opportunities 

 

11.11 The desk-based literature and the qualitative discussions held with current 

and prospective students affirm the need for more support and information to 

be provided to those interested in studying overseas. 

11.12 The discussions with students in particular, highlighted how an overseas 

study pilot should consider developing the following elements: 

 awareness – there is a need to increase the level of awareness of the 

various opportunities available to students studying overseas in 

schools across Wales. According to the students, a cultural shift is 

needed: ‘People need to know about it [the opportunity]. We need 

people in schools to deliver talks …for example’ 

 timing – consideration should be given as to when information is 

provided to students: ‘Often students are told too late’. It was 

generally felt that information should be provided during GCSE and/or 

Year 12, with the option raised at an even earlier age  

 support and guidance with the application process - students clearly 

require more hands-on support and guidance from school 

Brief Outline: Raise awareness of overseas study options and 
signpost sixth form students in Wales to existing funding 
opportunities 

Rationale: Key existing barrier is lack of access to information on study 

opportunities and funding available (particularly for full degree study 

abroad) 

Target 

Audience: 

Sixth form students (via Seren Network) 

Duration: n/a 

Location: Promotion of overseas study as a concept.  

Does not preclude any study destination but could focus on the most 

prestigious e.g. US Ivy League or Top 20 International Ranking HEIs 

Administration: Seren Network 
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representatives with the application process, including support on 

passing the SATs 

 funding additional costs – while scholarships often cover the cost of 

tuition fees and/or living costs, students found that they were 

spending approximately £70 per overseas university application 

(particularly for the US). They also have to cover travel costs to attend 

SATs at any two sites in the UK and pay for visas 

 alumni to act as mentors – while providing more information and 

raising awareness was raised as a potential future objective, students 

wanted to hear first-hand from those who had experienced overseas 

study: ‘Ambassadors are important’. 

11.13 The Seren network has recently established a partnership arrangement with 

the Yale Young Global Scholars Program (YYGS)116 which offers a summer 

academic experience for high achieving students from around the world to 

attend a two-week session at Yale’s campus in New Haven (US) or the Yale 

Centre Beijing in China. The programme provides an experience in one of 

seven subject areas including applied science and engineering, international 

affairs and security, politics, law and economics. As part of the partnership 

arrangement a total of 11 funded places on the programme has been made 

available to Welsh domiciled students for summer 2018 (provided they meet 

the selection criteria set by the programme). This has been part funded by 

YYGS, the Welsh Government and private sector sponsorship. Each 

successful student benefits from a £6k financial package which covers the 

programme’s fees, accommodation and travel costs. Some thirty 

applications were received across all but one Seren hub areas in its first 

year. This suggests that such opportunities could generate more interest in 

overseas study. However it is not possible to know at this stage whether 

such experiences would lead to an increase in the number of applications for 

overseas study nor whether such applications would ultimately be 

successful.   

11.14 One stakeholder noted how aligning a pilot to the Seren network was crucial 

due to the fact that one of the fundamental objectives of Seren was to raise 

aspirations and broaden horizons, and that it also had the appropriate 
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structure in place. However, the Seren network works with specific students, 

identified as being the most academically gifted within Wales, and therefore 

there might be issues around parity of access and equality that would need 

to be considered. However, Seren is targeted on the basis of ability not 

background.  

11.15 The first option for a pilot would therefore be to ensure that information was 

provided directly to schools and via the Seren network in order to improve 

knowledge and awareness of existing opportunities to study overseas. This 

could include a series of speakers, events and support mechanisms (digital 

or otherwise) to allow students interested in overseas study to access the 

necessary information in a timely manner. This option could also have a 

small fund to cover practical costs associated with preparing applications for 

such overseas study. If this approach was to be undertaken, one stakeholder 

suggested that it should be focused on a small number of the most 

prestigious universities in the world (e.g. the top 20 in the World University 

rankings).  

Option 2: Short Term Study Model  

Brief Outline: 
 

Provide a scholarship for Welsh domiciled students to 
undertake short term study (less than 3 months) abroad to 
cover living costs 

Rationale:  Supports UK-wide International Mobility Strategy target for increasing 

outward mobility  

Low cost per head enables a number of grants to be issued.  

Responds to current gap in funding support.  

Target 
Audience: 

Any Welsh domiciled student studying at undergraduate level at a UK 

HEI 

Duration:  Up to three months study/volunteering/work experience abroad 

Location:  Any location worldwide (depending on strategic priorities of Welsh 

Government) 

Administration:  British Council? 

Relatively low administrative burden.  

No major governance/QA issues 
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11.16 The university sector in Wales and beyond generally welcomed the option to 

introduce an overseas mobility pilot as long as it provided tangible benefits to 

encourage more students from poorer socio-economic background to 

undertake overseas study as part of their HE course. In this respect it was 

strongly felt that the overseas study pilot should be wider than the Diamond 

Review’s recommendation and this option accommodates this view. 

11.17 The university sector was inclined to argue that an overseas pilot could help 

achieve the UK’s target to increase overseas mobility. As such, it was 

suggested that smaller sums of funding, for shorter durations would provide 

a better return on investment and support a greater number of students. It 

was also less likely to preclude disadvantaged students (although such a 

scheme would not need to be means-tested in any way) as the desk 

research clearly demonstrates that shorter study periods abroad are more 

likely to attract a more diverse student base to apply.  

11.18 This option would not need to restrict the funds by any particular type of 

destination – as the country or institute of destination does not have bearing 

upon the outcomes attained by mobile students according to the research. 

However, a specific scheme for particular destinations of strategic 

importance to Welsh Government could be an adaptation to this approach. 

11.19 Students from Wales currently studying abroad were also surprisingly 

positive about this type of option. Whilst they believed that full time study 

abroad was of interest to only a small cohort of students, they were of the 

view that there would be huge interest in studying overseas for a shorter 

period of time.  

11.20 This type of option could be achieved in a number of ways. It could simply be 

a fund to support existing exchange programmes which students, or 

institutions could apply for directly, or it could be a programme with a more 

specific remit (similar to the Study USA scheme delivered by the British 

Council in Northern Ireland for example), to develop leadership and business 

skills for the future by accessing specific courses, or by limiting the scheme 

to a specific country or area where Wales wishes to develop specific links 

(such as via the Global Wales scheme or a version of the Generation UK-

China approach).  
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11.21 Students studying at FE or HE level could equally be eligible for a short-term 

mobility option such as this one, and some stakeholders welcomed this.  

Option 3: Strategic Partnerships Model 

Brief Outline: 
 

Provide a scholarship to enable Welsh domiciled students 
to study part of their course at an overseas University in a 
strategic partnership with a Welsh HEI. 

Rationale:  To build on the existing strategic partnerships that already exist 

between Welsh HEIs and key overseas Universities. 

Target 
Audience: 

Any (Welsh domiciled) student studying at a Welsh HEI who wishes to 

study some modules abroad. 

Duration:  At least one semester of study.  

Could include one year placement/sandwich year options. 

Location:  (e.g.) Swansea University and Texas based Universities, USA 

or Xiamen University, China and Cardiff University 

Administration:  Funding provided directly to Welsh HEIs involved in the pilot.                                             

No major governance and QA issues as ‘home’ HEI should ensure 

alignment with their existing requirements/procedures. 

 

11.22 There is merit in building upon the arrangements that Welsh universities 

already have in place with international HEIs, and as a result this option was 

widely supported by stakeholders. In several instances, the strategic 

partnerships already in place are in areas of economic and trade interest to 

Wales. Universities explained how joint research and staff exchanges 

already occur with these strategic alliances but often there is less of a focus 

on student exchanges. Beyond Europe, overseas mobility is largely 

dependent on students accessing university funding, which currently creates 

a slightly uneven playing field across Welsh HEIs, with larger, wealthier 

universities with a more international perspective more likely to promote and 

support overseas mobility than other Universities in Wales. 

11.23 Stakeholders felt that enabling these alliances between Welsh HEIs and 

strategically placed, high quality Universities abroad would be a positive 

development to higher education in Wales. Several examples were provided 

of relationships that could be expanded. Cardiff University has two ‘signature 

partnerships’. One is with Xiamen University in China, and this partnership 
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(borne out of the Cardiff City twinning originally) now includes collaborative 

scientific and business research, the co-supervision of doctoral students and 

elements of promoting trade links between China and Wales. Similarly, there 

is a partnership between Cardiff University and the Leuven University in 

Belgium which also involves formal research collaboration. Swansea 

University has similar arrangements with a number of Texas-based 

Universities in the USA. One stakeholder conceded that ‘we sometimes 

struggle to join the dots between [international research collaboration] and 

mobility’ and felt that more could be done to build on this.  

11.24 Welsh HEIs also have a number of exchange agreements, some of which tie 

into the strategic partnerships and others that do not. Aberystwyth 

University, for example, has exchange links with more than 100 institutions 

across Europe and a further 100 or so across the world. The main focus of 

Aberystwyth’s overseas mobility activity (beyond Europe) is in the USA, with 

institutions with a strong Welsh connection, such as Bryn Mawr in 

Philadelphia and Rio Grande University (home to the Madog Centre for 

Welsh studies) in Ohio of particular interest.  

11.25 Interestingly Welsh HEI stakeholders took the view that Welsh domiciled 

students were ‘not especially courageous’ when considering overseas study, 

and did not tend to opt for countries that were very culturally different, such 

as China. The Welsh HEI representatives interviewed as part of this 

research all saw merit in a pilot programme that worked with Welsh HEIs to 

encourage international mobility beyond Europe and would be happy to work 

with the Welsh Government to develop such ideas further. Funding for 

shorter term study, work experience or volunteering opportunities was 

deemed most useful ‘because there isn’t any funding at the moment’ and 

due to shorter mobility periods being more accessible to students from lower 

socio-economic groups who are less likely to undertake international mobility 

experiences in the first place. However, this comment was made on the 

presumption of Erasmus+ continuing to be available to cater for longer 

placements.  
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11.26 One concern raised by a stakeholder was that a pilot limited to Welsh 

domiciled students studying at Welsh HEIs would be inherently unfair on 

other students from other parts of the UK studying in Wales, and it was also 

argued that it would be equally unfair to exclude Welsh domiciled students 

studying at English universities from qualifying for similar schemes running in 

England. However, another stakeholder commented that when overseas 

study schemes were offered by their University, their existing international 

students were considerably more likely to capitalise on the opportunities than 

their UK domiciled counterparts. One stakeholder noted that any pilot of this 

type should be pan-Wales and not be focused on institutions funding 

overseas mobility, in order to make international mobility more accessible to 

a wider range of students, across all Welsh HEIs.  

11.27 There was a general feeling that a pilot scheme such as this option (or 

option 2) had the prospect of enabling Welsh Government to convey ‘a really 

positive message’ about international mobility to students and to institutions, 

and would serve to reinforce the message that ‘we need young people and 

graduates who are outward looking’ in order to build the Welsh economy. 

11.28 Another benefit to this option that made it an attractive and viable option to 

stakeholders was that quality assurance and governance issues should 

already be covered to a certain extent due to the relationships already being 

in place. 
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Option 4: Trade Connections Model 

Brief Outline:  

  

Provide a scholarship to enable Welsh domiciled students to 

study abroad for one year at a HEI in an area of economic trade 

importance to Wales 

Rationale: To capitalise on emerging economies; or to strengthen relationships 

between key areas of strategic importance for the Welsh economy. 

Target 

Audience: 

Any Welsh domiciled student studying at undergraduate level at a UK HEI 

Relatively high cost per head so fund up to 15 students per year at most? 

Duration:  Sandwich or ‘gap year’ scheme (one year)  

Location:  3-4 HEI institutions at locations of strategic international trade and 

investment importance to Wales in Europe (e.g. Germany); specific regions 

overseas (e.g. Chicago, USA) or specific countries overseas e.g. Canada, 

China 

Administration:  Dependent on strategic priority but could link to Global Wales scheme 

(administered by British Council) or Fulbright Commission (if focused on 

America).  

Could be a reciprocal partnership with the identified HEIs abroad.  

11.29 A consistent message from our fieldwork was that there was merit and a 

clear rationale on focussing a pilot to support students to study, and act as 

ambassadors of Wales, at countries which are well aligned to the economic 

and strategic priorities of the Welsh Government.  

11.30 One stakeholder highlighted how the Welsh Government’s Prosperity for All 

economic action plan had shifted the focus away from a sectoral focus in 

terms of economic development, and that this needed to be reflected in its 

outcomes in relation to higher education too. Important global regions such 

as North America, Europe, the Middle East and Asia were all noted as 

priority areas, and several stakeholders mentioned Germany and France as 

key markets in Europe, whilst America (and the Chicago region in particular), 

Canada, Qatar, China and Vietnam were also raised as countries where 

work is currently being undertaken to build and enhance relationships.  
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11.31 Several stakeholders also mentioned how any option for a pilot should link to 

areas where Wales had existing, or was intent on opening new international 

offices, which are based on an assessment that they are areas of economic 

opportunity for Welsh businesses. The Prosperity for All economic action 

plan notes that new offices are to be opened in Canada, Germany, France 

and Qatar in 2018, whilst ‘existing and new markets’117 will be allocated 

resources where good opportunities are possible. In this respect, this option 

would link overseas mobility with Wales’ economic ties in terms of foreign 

investment.  

11.32 At least three stakeholders suggested linking a pilot with the work of the 

current Global Wales partnership between British Council Wales, 

Universities Wales, Welsh Government and HEFCW. Other stakeholders 

suggested that a pilot could be aligned with schemes such as Generation 

UK-China, run by the British Council.  

11.33 One or two stakeholders felt that this option could work as a competitive 

model if the number of students interested exceeded the resources 

allocated. If this was the case, a similar approach to the Study USA scheme 

in Northern Ireland could be utilised, where the average results of first year 

undergraduate study could be taken into account to provide a ‘cut off’ for 

funding support.  

11.34 Several stakeholders also saw merit in exploring a hybrid model between 

Option 3 and Option 4 which could focus on the economic priority countries 

of importance to Wales, but adopt a delivery approach as outlined in option 

3.  
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Option 5: Full degree portability model  

Brief Outline:  

 

Provide portability of funding (maintenance grant/loan) to 

study a full degree abroad 

Rationale: 
Responds more directly to Diamond Review recommendation (especially 

if institutions are outside EU) 

Target Audience: 
Welsh domiciled students who wish to study full degree abroad 

Duration:  
3-4 years (depending on length of undergraduate study at overseas 

country) 

Location:  
Focus the pilot on 3-4 publicly funded Universities (to be identified) in 

specific regions/countries of strategic importance to Wales.  

Choose locations with low/no tuition fees.  

Administration:  
Student Loan Company? 

Fulbright Commission (if US focused)?  

QA via direct contact with participating institution due to low numbers 

 

11.35 The final option is based on a similar set-up to that undertaken by the 

Scottish Government for its portability pilot. As it would be a pilot scheme, 

the locations/institutions would be limited, but full portability of funding would 

be offered as per the maintenance grant for studying in the UK.  

11.36 Whilst this option responds most closely to the Diamond Review 

recommendation, it was also the one that was questioned in terms of its 

practicalities, limitations and cost. Several stakeholders queried the need to 

fund full degree options for students abroad, and felt that this option would 

be driven by benefit to the individual student rather than providing benefit to 

Wales and its economy. Others questioned its administration and observed 

that the Student Loan Company, as the obvious administrator of such a 

scheme, would need a long lead-in time to set the appropriate processes 

and procedures in place.  

11.37 The scheme would have to be operated as a grant or bursary award given 

the restrictions on making student loans available for overseas students. 

Tuition fees cannot be covered either, due to UK Treasury regulations, so 

this would necessitate narrowing the options in terms of locations (as per the 

Scotland model) to countries where there were little or no tuition fees. 
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Several European countries would fit into such a model at the moment, but 

again, the uncertainty of Brexit, and its potential impact during a three-year 

pilot period also caused concern.   

11.38 To counteract concerns about losing Welsh talent to other countries, one 

stakeholder suggested that the pilot should adopt some criteria around 

‘encouraging students to return to Wales to work afterwards’, even looking at 

garnering support from some key employers with links to any given location 

that could offer a role back in Wales on completion of an overseas degree. 

11.39 Generally, stakeholders felt that HE institutions involved in such a pilot 

scheme would need to be prestigious and high-ranking, and if a scheme was 

to look at the top 20 or top 50 in any recent international university ranking 

guide, then this would guide this option to consider the USA above any other 

area. The Times World University Rankings for 2015/16 for example 

determines that 14 of the top 20 universities in the world are US based (most 

of the others in the top 20 incidentally are in the UK). This approach could 

also be attractive from a promotional perspective, with Welsh Government 

supporting a small number of Welsh domiciled students to study at the very 

top global universities.  

11.40 If such a pilot was to be considered under Option 5, with a US focus, then 

one stakeholder suggested that a scheme which could provide additional 

funding could serve to enhance (and leverage) the funding generally 

available for US-based study, and would not necessarily need to cover the 

whole costs. It would be sensible for the fund to be made available for those 

Welsh domiciled applicants applying to ‘needs based’ US institutions: as one 

stakeholder commented ‘if a student can say ‘I can bring £10k to the table’ 

when applying then they are increasing their chances of securing a place at 

a US university’. There is merit therefore in offering a sizeable amount of 

funding per student which would be adequate enough to make a difference 

in terms of their application success rate but which would also ensure that a 

decent cohort of students (circa 8-10) could be supported in any one year.  
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12. Conclusions and Recommendations 

12.1 The evidence considered to support the development of an Overseas Study 

pilot has taken us on a somewhat unexpected trajectory and as a result the 

focus of some of the options provided reflect that journey.  

12.2 By looking at the current patterns of Welsh domiciled students studying 

overseas, we can conclude that the numbers are generally low. The 

evidence suggests that Welsh domiciled students are less likely than their 

UK counterparts, and certainly less likely than European or international 

students generally, to undertake overseas study. The evidence suggests that 

even when Welsh domiciled students study abroad it is for a shorter period 

of time, and to countries that are either relatively close to home (in Europe) 

or in countries further afield with a similar culture (USA and Australia). 

Accessing provision through the medium of English also plays a part in 

establishing overseas destinations, understandably.  

12.3 When taking into account that the research into the characteristics of 

students who choose to study overseas demonstrates that independent 

school-educated individuals and those from higher socio-economic 

backgrounds are more likely to study overseas, it is no surprise that Wales is 

under-represented and that actual and latent demand here, although 

impossible to accurately quantify, is certainly very low.  

12.4 Perhaps the more surprising message that has become increasingly 

apparent during this scoping study is that the rationale for considering 

overseas study as an element of a student’s experience during an 

undergraduate degree – be it short term or for the duration – from a 

government perspective, is different to that of the individual.  

12.5 Whilst the benefits for the individual are to boost future employability and to 

obtain new experiences, this does not necessarily translate into any direct 

benefits for the Welsh economy. Indeed, there is some argument that such 

mobile students (especially those who study for the longer term overseas) 

are more likely to have a positive impact on the economy and innovation of 

the host country, and are more likely to continue with their global outlook for 

future graduate employment opportunities. It was also argued that Welsh 

Government should do more to boost the future employability and maximise 
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the aspirations of individuals irrespective of whether they were living and 

working inside or outside of Wales.  

12.6 It is therefore not unexpected that the rationale behind almost all 

government-funded scholarship programmes for overseas study that were 

studied as part of this study, was for supporting short-term (one year or less) 

study for outward mobility and that they were often linked to clear economic 

priorities – either to build human capacity in undergraduate talent, to 

capitalise on emerging economies or to strengthen cultural collaboration or 

strategic economic partnerships.  

12.7 In terms of barriers, two specific issues stand out. Firstly, it is one of funding 

an overseas mobility experience. And secondly it is one of receiving timely, 

accurate and inspiring information to generate interest and enable the 

individual to make the step into the unknown.   

12.8 The research has demonstrated that there are several conflicting views on 

what an overseas study pilot should and could set out to achieve, but there 

is relative agreement that any approach needs to be wider than the initial 

Diamond Review recommendation that generated the study in the first 

instance.  

12.9 As a result of the findings of this scoping study, we therefore make the 

following recommendations:  

Recommendation 1 

When developing an overseas study pilot the Welsh Government should 

look to ensure that the model opens up opportunities for all current Welsh 

domiciled students. As a result, funding opportunities for shorter-term study 

should be the main focus of any intervention. 

Recommendation 2 

Welsh Government should look to develop an overarching strategy for its 

overseas mobility activities aimed at linking ‘Wales and the World’. This 

strategy should clearly articulate the rationale for such activity and link with 

the relevant educational and economic development priorities of the Welsh 

Government. The strategy should also set specific targets regarding the 
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proportion of Welsh domiciled students experiencing overseas study, in line 

with both the UK and EU approach. This will be crucial in ensuring that any 

future overseas study options, funded by the Welsh Government can be 

evaluated against clear strategic aims and objectives and expected 

outcomes.  

Recommendation 3 

Whilst it is important that any pilot schemes are closely aligned with Welsh 

Government economic priorities, some caution is required as Welsh 

Government strategic areas of interest overseas can change over time. The 

pilot should therefore focus on areas that are likely to remain of high 

importance over the coming decade so that funding interventions remain 

highly relevant.  

Recommendation 4 

A small working group to include British Council, HEFCW, Welsh HEIs and 

Welsh Government officials (from HE and economic development 

departments) should be set up to scope out the strategy and its underpinning 

financial interventions for overseas study.  

Recommendation 5 

Welsh Government should seek to support a suite of ‘Wales and the World’ 

pilot initiatives, based on some, all or a hybrid of the five options outlined in 

this report. This would enable the pilot to address a number of existing gaps 

in provision, but ensure that each model or option clearly links with the 

Welsh Government policy objective that it intends to achieve and ensure that 

collectively any new and existing activity (e.g. by individual Welsh HEIs) all 

work towards the same strategic aim. 

Recommendation 6 

In addition to supporting financial intervention for an overseas pilot, the 

Welsh Government should also develop a Wales-wide campaign within 

schools, sixth forms and the FE sector to raise awareness of the benefits of 

overseas study and promote existing (as well as new) funding sources prior 

to attending University. 
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Recommendation 7 

It is an important principle that any options for a pilot study to be considered 

should not replace or fund any provision which is currently available. Whilst 

new activity, funded by Welsh Government, should have a strong strategic 

economic development focus, that should not replace important funding and 

activity in relation to individual development or educational attainment via 

overseas study that is already in place, particularly within HEIs.  

Recommendation 8 

The focus of any investment via a pilot scheme, whilst not means-tested, 

should ensure that Welsh domiciled students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds have the opportunity to take advantage. This points to more 

investment in shorter study periods abroad rather than investment in full-

degree portability options. The Welsh Government should also explore how 

funding could be aligned to the level of maintenance grant provided to 

students, so that more support for living costs when studying overseas can 

be provided to those who most require it.  

Recommendation 9 

Due to the uncertainty over the future of overseas mobility schemes such as 

Erasmus+ post Brexit, we recommend that any interventions are not fully 

implemented until there is more clarity. This will help ensure that the focus 

and funding available will be utilised in the most effective way. We therefore 

recommend that the awareness raising aspects for existing scholarship 

opportunities and the pilot options that are not dependent on Brexit decisions 

(e.g. for short term study) should be rolled out from 2018/19 but that longer-

term funded pilot options should be delayed by one full year, with the 

promotion of opportunities during 2019/20 and the first cohorts of students 

undertaking overseas mobility in 2020/21.  
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