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Abstract 

This thesis by compilation builds upon six peer-reviewed articles investigating the 

benefits that Australian university students gain from studying abroad as a basis for 

establishing an evaluative framework for studying abroad. Defined as a short term 

experience undertaken by students who are otherwise pursuing completion of a 

domestic education qualification, studying abroad represents a valuable educational 

strategy. However, to date, its potential value has been largely articulated in generic 

terms, notably its role in enhancing intercultural competence and global awareness. This 

thesis argues that the benefits of studying abroad can be more effectively articulated in 

the context of different academic curricula by redefining it as a pedagogical method 

potentially used to achieve various learning outcomes rather than simply as an end in 

itself. It is also argued that growing further student participation requires a stronger 

evidence base of the outcomes to be achieved by studying abroad. 

 

Analysis of existing data sources indicates that study abroad participation is growing in 

Australia and elsewhere and that Australia may have one of the highest levels of 

university student participation in the world (22 per cent of completing undergraduates 

in 2017). A review of the experiences of Australian students studying in China and a 

national university student survey identified that students were often studying abroad 

for reasons of personal development ahead of any specific academic or career 

objectives. This suggests a mismatch between the expectations of students and the 

expectations of education providers and government funding bodies, who perceive 

studying abroad primarily boosting graduate employability.  

 

While enhanced employability is not the only benefit available from studying abroad, it 

is a commonly-acknowledged benefit that can be readily quantified from published data. 

Hence, as a step towards a more comprehensive evaluative framework for studying 

abroad, graduate outcome data were analysed and a positive correlation between 

studying abroad and full time employment after graduation was identified. Further, this 

correlation is retained across genders, different socioeconomic status backgrounds and 

across different academic fields of study. This consistency of effect supports the view 

that studying abroad is a causative factor in improved employment outcomes. While the 

calculated effect size is very small at an aggregate level, it is more substantial when 

calculated for specific fields such as Health. 
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The absence of further disaggregated data in the public domain does not allow further 

detailed investigation at the individual study abroad program level although the 

available data do suggest that there is some variance in the impact and effectiveness of 

different study abroad programs. This finding is sufficient to warrant further effort 

towards the comparative evaluation of different study abroad programs and their impact 

on different student cohorts. This would ensure the most efficient and effective use of 

available resources, as well as growing student participation in studying abroad by 

providing more evidence of its positive impacts. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction and context 

 

1.1 The world of student mobility 

 

This thesis investigates the current status of students studying abroad from Australian 

universities and proposes that this economically-significant activity lacks a robust 

evaluation framework as well as an appropriate pedagogical one which embeds 

curriculum and course learning outcomes/graduate attributes. The ongoing absence of a 

framework represents a risk to the long-term viability of this activity. Further this thesis 

proposes that the absence of compelling evidence that studying abroad has a positive 

impact on the capabilities and employment success of graduates represents a barrier to 

growing student participation in studying abroad. This chapter will introduce the 

underlying context of these issues and provide an outline of how this thesis document 

has been structured to address those issues. 

 

Studying abroad is most commonly a subsidised activity, involving substantial 

investments made by governments and institutions in the form of grants and loans, as 

well as scholarships, to support travelling students. One such example is Australia’s 

New Colombo Plan which provides in excess of $AUD50 million per annum towards, 

scholarships, fellowships and mobility grants to encourage Australian university 

students to study in the Indo-Pacific region (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 

(2019). In 2014, around two thirds of outgoing mobility episodes received some form of 

funding support (AUIDF, 2014) and since then the New Colombo Plan has added 

substantial additional support. For example, it supported over 14 per cent of all 

Australian study abroad episodes in 2017 (Department of Education, 2019a). 

Conversely, with the exception of a small proportion of scholarship recipients, 

internationally-mobile students studying towards gaining full qualifications in another 

country are most commonly self-funded. For example, the Chinese government reported 

that 89 per cent of outgoing Chinese students studying towards full qualifications in 

2014 were self-funded (Ministry of Education, 2016). 

 

On this basis, it is likely that encouraging further participation in study abroad will 

require yet more funding incentives. While there is both enthusiasm and a stated 

purpose underlying the considerable investments being made to support Australian 
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students studying abroad, sustaining this ongoing support in the long term will require a 

sound evaluative framework that can demonstrate outcomes consistent with the stated 

purpose of studying abroad. This thesis aims to inform the development of that 

framework. 

 

A substantial amount of global student mobility occurs between European countries, 

with the United Kingdom, France, Germany and the Russian Federation all listed in the 

world’s top ten destinations, while France, Germany, Kazakhstan and Ukraine all 

appear in the top ten student source countries for students completing full qualifications 

abroad. Nonetheless, the most significant movement of students overall is from Asia to 

the world’s top three study destinations, the USA, the UK and Australia, for the purpose 

of studying in countries that are both English-speaking and have some of the world’s 

highest ranking universities (Akanwa, 2015).  

 

UNESCO statistics are commonly cited when authors seek to quantify the number of 

international students studying outside their own country. For example, in 2017, over 

five million tertiary students were studying in other countries (UIS, 2019). In 

accordance with data definitions applied by UNESCO, this cohort of students all studied 

tertiary-level award courses (leading to a diploma, bachelor or higher degree). In 

applying this definition, UNESCO statistics underestimate the full number of 

internationally-mobile students. In the first instance, the figures do not capture school or 

many post-secondary vocational students, who at a global-level may number in the 

hundreds of thousands, if not millions. Of more relevance to this thesis, UNESCO’s 

definition also does not capture any students who may be studying abroad but are not 

enrolled to complete an award course in that country. These students are the subject of 

this thesis. They are sometimes referred to as credit mobility students to distinguish 

them from the degree mobility students counted by UNESCO (de Wit, Ferencz, & 

Rumbley, 2013), although not all of them do accrue credit (Department of Education, 

2019a). In the USA, they are simply called students who study abroad (Curtis and 

Ledgerwood, 2018) and this terminology is used throughout this thesis. 

 

At this time there is no global count of students who study abroad. In the few countries 

where outgoing award and non-award students are distinguished, the number of 

outgoing non-award (i.e. study abroad students) is larger than the number of outgoing 

award students. However, this cannot be readily extrapolated to a global scale. While it 
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might seem likely that short-term non-award mobility would be a more common 

activity than long-term degree mobility, data from major study destinations in the 

world, including Australia, show these English-speaking destinations predominantly 

host award students. It is countries like China that more commonly host non-award 

students from English-speaking countries such as the USA and Australia. However, at 

the time of writing, data sources that distinguish award versus non-award students are 

relatively sparse, with the USA, Australia and China offering the best examples 

(Nerlich 2016). Data from the European Union and the UK are also available, though 

the data is largely limited to recipients of Erasmus Programme funding (Allison, 2016) 

and so may underestimate the total number of outgoing students the European Union 

and the UK. 

 

1.2 A theoretical framework to define the educative value of studying abroad 

 

Since the primary goal of this thesis is to investigate the potential value gained from a 

study abroad experience, it is important to try to first establish a theoretical context in 

which the purpose and value of studying abroad can be understood and its effectiveness 

in achieving those objectives can then be evaluated. The first section of this literature 

review will argue that the well-established theoretical paradigm of experiential 

education is an appropriate theoretical framework. When considered as an example of 

experiential education, studying abroad can be seen as continuing a long tradition of 

extending learning beyond the classroom for the purpose of better preparing students to 

engage with the outside world. In a twenty first century context, this means engaging 

with a globalized world. Similarly, traditional arguments that education enriches the 

lives of a country’s citizens can be readily adapted to argue that international student 

mobility will enrich the lives of global citizens and contribute to the economic 

prosperity of globalizing nations (Lutterman-Aguillar & Gingerich, 2002).  

 

1.2.1 Origins of experiential education theory 

John Dewey is commonly regarded as the founder of experiential education theory 

when, in 1916, he challenged traditional classroom models of the early 20th century 

which regarding students’ active participation in the learning process as inappropriate. 

Instead Dewey (1916) argued that such an arrangement did not exist in any other social 

context and that as a social institution, a school had a responsibility to better integrate 

its students with the outside world, meaning that schooling needed to shift from the 
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learning of abstract, classical concepts towards greater engagement in the current issues 

of the day. Dewey (1938) also argued for the importance of extending student learning 

experiences outside the classroom to enable students to better understand and integrate 

with contemporary society during their course of study. Dewey’s progressive views on 

education foreshadowed the current impetus to engage tertiary students in the global 

community, in order that they might become more effective and productive global 

citizens (Deardorff, 2006a).  

 

A contemporary understanding of experiential education also has roots in Jean Piaget’s 

proposal that cognitive development arises from an ongoing process of assimilation of 

new information followed by its accommodation within a child’s developing cognitive 

schema (Piaget and Walsh, 1971).  Much of this process is facilitated by interaction 

with new stimuli and experience, which informs the child’s developing understanding 

of cause and effect relationships. 

 

Lewin (1946) conceptualised a cyclic process to underlie learning and organisational 

development, proposing that the initial accommodation of new knowledge informs 

planning and subsequent action. Then evaluating the effects of that action informs 

another more advanced cycle of planning, action and evaluation (Carr & Kemmis, 

2003). Kolb (1984) then coalesced these ideas into experiential learning, in which he 

proposed a cyclic process of learning with four steps: 

 concrete experience; 

 observation of, and reflection upon, that experience; 

 formation of abstract concepts based upon that reflection; and 

 putting those new concepts into practice via new experience. 

 

These four steps are then repeated in an ongoing cycle of developmental learning, as 

shown in Figure 1.2.1. 
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Figure 1.2.1: Kolb’s experiential learning cycle. From: Brooks (1995; p66). 

 

Incorporating experiential learning into formal and informal education is both a matter 

of curriculum design and pedagogy. Paulo Freire’s 1968 book, The Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed has had substantial influence on modern education theory and has specific 

relevance to experiential learning. As well as being an advocate for equal access to 

education, Freire sought to encourage the development of critical thinking to avoid the 

classroom itself becoming an instrument of oppression. Shaull (1968, p.2) interpreted 

Freire’s definition of education to be:  

…the means by which men and women deal critically and creatively with reality 

and discover how to participate in the transformation of their world. 

 

Freire also argued that it was vital that education had an experiential dimension by 

incorporating experience with the outside world in the learning process as this would 

encourage students to develop critical thinking skills and subsequently question social 

and cultural norms and established authorities.  Shor (1993, p19) described the 

application of Freire’s critical pedagogy as “teaching students to question answers, 

rather than merely to answer questions”.  

 

This reflects a common theme used in describing the learning benefit of studying abroad 

where, though the experience, students are challenged to question their own cultural 

norms and preconceptions about the outside world (Bell, Gibson, Tarrant, Perry III & 

Stoner, 2016).  

 

Another important contribution to experiential education theory is Malcolm Knowles 

work on adult learners. Knowles (1980) proposed the concept of andragogy to 
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distinguish adult education from children’s education. Knowles identified adults as self-

directed learners, who respond most effectively to educational instruction when they can 

perceive a purpose in it that is of direct relevance to their external lives.  

 

Knowles (1980) promoted the development of learning plans or contracts, which were 

negotiated between the adult learner and a facilitator, to enable adult learners to achieve 

goals and objectives that they would define for themselves.  Further, Knowles viewed 

that adults learn most effectively from experience (via trial and error) and respond better 

to problem-based, rather than content-based, learning because they can then see how 

their learning is put into practice. Burns (1995) synthesised andragogy as student-

centred, experience-based, problem-oriented and collaborative. 

 

Closely linked to experiential learning concepts is Mezirow’s proposal of 

transformative learning (Mezirow, 1997), in which a confrontation with something 

unfamiliar leads to a perspective transformation. In a learning context, a learner may be 

introduced to an unfamiliar concept which alters their frame of reference, often 

dramatically, and drives them to reflect critically on their prevalent assumptions and 

beliefs. Transformative learning has also been embraced by economic theorists who 

perceive it as underlying the adoption of new technologies and disruptive practices that 

lead to innovation and economic transformation (O’Sullivan, 2003). 

 

1.2.2 Study abroad as a form of experiential and transformative learning 

Lutterman-Aguillar and Gingerich (2002) argue that international study should not 

automatically be considered experiential learning by definition, referring to Dewey’s 

views that while some experiences are constructive, others may be irrelevant or even 

counter-educative:  

The belief that all genuine education comes about through experience does not 

mean that all experiences are genuinely or equally educative (Dewey, 1938, 

p.25).   

Further, an experiential learning experience requires pedagogical intervention to 

encourage reflection from the student, according to Legaux (2014, p.1): 

We do not learn from experience, we learn from reflecting on experience  
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In a similar way, Wallace (1993) identified studying abroad in a cross-cultural setting as 

the epitome of experiential education provided that due care is taken to ensure it is an 

individually-planned and carefully-evaluated component of an education program.  

 

Adopting such a perspective helps to differentiate the educational value of an 

international study experience from an international travel experience. Donnelly-Smith 

(2009) argued that there is little educational benefit in a study tour where participants 

are chaperoned from one location to another, as this greatly diminishes any 

opportunities to engage with a foreign culture and to find one’s own way in an 

unfamiliar environment. Thus, there is a key role for educators to realize the potential 

value of an international study experience through appropriate curriculum design and 

pedagogy (King 2004).  

 

Donnelly-Smith (2009) outlined an exemplary study abroad program as one in which 

students: 

 undertake classroom-based preparation prior to the trip;  

 keep a daily journal each day they are abroad; and  

 write a paper on a curriculum-relevant issue upon their return.  

 

In several cases, students were sufficiently motivated to continue working on those 

themes and expanded their paper into a senior thesis.  This is consistent with Knowles 

(1980) contention that adult learners will engage in learning activities that they perceive 

have relevance to their lives and future careers. 

 

In the case of a student enrolled in a full degree course, the responsibility for providing 

a quality international study experience sits with the hosting institution. Often a hosting 

institution will take the approach of exposing a foreign student to the same curriculum 

and pedagogy received by its domestic students, perhaps after a foundation or other 

enabling course that enables transition from a foreign country’s curriculum to ours. An 

international exchange program operates in a slightly different context, as students are 

enrolled to complete a full degree in their home country but spend a semester or more in 

a partner institution of another country studying a program that will give them course 

credit equivalent to that which they would have gained for the same period of study at 

home, but via a foreign institution with foreign pedagogical strategies.  
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Nonetheless, international exchange programmes are viewed as being more than an 

opportunity to gain equivalent course credit from another academic institution 

(Lutterman-Aguillar & Gingerich, 2002). In recent years, courses are being tailored 

specifically to attract foreign students, a phenomenon most clearly seen in the growing 

trend for non-English speaking countries to deliver programs in English (Huang, 2006). 

In the case of short-term ‘study abroad’ courses, although the student is gaining a 

learning experience outside of their learning institution, it is may not be within a fully-

foreign curriculum. Indeed, if students are undertaking a study tour that is chaperoned 

by an instructor from their home country, then their learning experience is arguably an 

extension of the curriculum that they commenced in at home. None of these points need 

detract from the potential benefit of any of these learning experiences, but it does 

indicate there may be widely varying degrees of cultural immersion across the different 

types and durations of the study abroad options available.  

 

However, duration should not be seen as the only variable influencing cultural 

immersion and the experiential learning achieved. Learning curricula and pedagogical 

strategies employed within those curricula are also of substantial importance. Itin 

(1999) described how experiential learning requires experiences supported by reflection, 

critical analysis and synthesis. Forsey, Broomhall and Davis (2012) argued that the 

benefit of an international study experience can be enriched in this way by interventions 

such as preparatory workshops, in-country group work and follow-up sessions to 

encourage students to reflect on their experience and retain the learning they gain from 

it. Thus, there is a key role for educators to realise the potential value of an international 

study experience through appropriate curriculum design and pedagogy (King, 2004).  

 

Rowan-Kenyon and Niehaus (2011) drew on transformative learning theory to justify 

the prevalent shift towards shorter-duration study abroad programs for many students 

from the USA, where the diminished duration of immersion in an unfamiliar 

environment is compensated for by active pedagogical interventions which require 

students to document and reflect upon their experiences. 

 

Consistent with Knowles’ (1980) conceptualization of the adult learner as a self-

directed and self-motivated learner, Rowan-Kenyon and Niehaus (2011) also found that 

the students who most valued their initial international study experience subsequently 

engaged in other experiences involving further intercultural liaison or international 
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business. Hence, even a short duration study abroad experience can be enough to initiate 

a long-term engagement with international issues.  

 

Dewey (1938) argued for the importance of education remaining relevant to the 

historical, economic, occupational and geographic contexts in which students live, 

which, in the increasingly globalized society of the 21st century, posits international 

study as an important educational intervention to enable the development of global 

citizens.  

 

Lutterman-Aguillar & Gingerich (2002) emphasized the need for the development of 

intercultural sensitivity and respect for foreign viewpoints, as well as the development 

of critical analysis skills to enable consideration of the relative merits of local and 

foreign practices. Dunkley (2009) suggested the goal of international study is the 

development of ‘global competence’ which comprises a set of attitudes, skills and 

abilities, rather than a political or philosophical ideal. A globally-competent workforce, 

arising from a globally-connected education system, is argued to be vital for an 

economy to remain globally-competitive. In this context, student mobility across 

borders can be considered as a means of both educational and social transformation at a 

global level with the broad objective of creating more harmonious and productive 

relationships between people and nations. 

 

The various programs and funding incentives that enable university students to 

experience other geopolitical perspectives through international study indicates that 

these foreign contexts are considered as educational resources by education institutions 

and their funding bodies. The experience of learning in a new environment poses new 

problems for students to analyse, while also providing different cultural perspectives for 

students to draw upon seeking and finding solutions to those problems.  

 

The movement of international students across borders is promoted as a means of social 

transformation at a global level, with the broad objective of creating more harmonious 

international relations between nations (Waters, 2012). In this respect, international 

study can be seen as extending the aspirations espoused by foundational education 

theoreticians such as Dewey (1916) and Freire (1968) who argued that the goal of 

education was to challenge students with unfamiliar experiences, provide them with the 
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skills to critically evaluate different perspectives and hence enable graduates to make 

more effective contributions to society.  

 

The international education strategy released by the US Department of Education 

(2012) is focused on developing ‘global competencies’, whereby competent alumni can 

analyse complex problems and generalize their learning to different settings. Figure 

1.2.1 below captures the key global competencies desirable in a 21st century student 

and it describes a cyclic learning process, similar to Kolb’s experiential learning model 

described earlier (see Figure 1.2.1), where investigation and reflection inform actions 

that subsequently lead to more advanced investigation and reflection. 

 

  

Figure 1.2.2: A learning cycle describing the experiential nature of international 

education. From: US Department of Education (2012; page 6). 

 

The application of experiential and transformative learning concepts to justify the need 

for students to undertake international study can also be identified in growing trends 
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towards work-integrated learning, which may include international internship and 

volunteering opportunities. Gaining work experience in other countries is now a key 

component of outbound mobility programs such as Australia’s New Colombo Plan 

(Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2018). Such workplace experiences are seen 

as extensions of a student study program, enabling students to:  

 engage in real-world contexts; 

 apply theoretical knowledge to practical situations; and  

 learn solutions to real-world problems through trial and experimentation 

(Kohlbry, 2016).  

 

1.2.3 Challenges to ensuring successful learning outcomes 

The potential learning benefit to be gained by students with the opportunity to study 

abroad needs to be tempered by consideration of their impact upon the foreign 

community that hosts their visit. King (2004) investigated the sociological impact of 

volunteers from prosperous countries visiting a foreign country to undertake a short-

term community project. The majority of students involved in such volunteering 

opportunities did begin caring for the members of the hosting community and did begin 

to reflect critically on issues of privilege and inequity, facilitated by considered 

pedagogical intervention and program design aimed at encouraging critical reflection. 

However, while the students gained an educational experience and a sense of purpose 

after engaging in a charitable act, their transient visit and subsequent departure may 

have reinforce perceptions of disadvantage felt by the host community who had no 

access to such mobility opportunities (Waters, 2012). 

 

Indeed, Epprecht (2004) questioned assumptions that transient international study 

experiences will necessarily generate feelings of empathy and respect for the hosting 

community, suggesting that a number of ethical issues could arise from inadequately-

monitored visits. For example, students might engage in academic fraud to achieve 

academic credit and research students might relax normal ethical considerations of 

privacy and confidentiality to expedite their research goals. To counter such risks, 

Epprecht (2004) discussed the need to implement strategies that encourage self-

awareness, empathy and an adherence to advanced ethical standards during preparation, 

as well as ensuring that these are visible criteria built into any later formal assessment of 

a student’s performance.  
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The proposed transformational impact of studying abroad also deserves critical review. 

In the current era of student mobility, the potential transformational impact of studying 

and living in another country is surely tempered by our increasingly-globalised 

community, where exposure to foreign cultures and concepts is becoming commonplace 

via both traditional media and interactive social media. Furthermore, students in their 

home university are increasingly more likely to study alongside students from other 

countries, notwithstanding many students may have already travelled and lived overseas 

prior to commencing tertiary education. 

 

van’t Klooster (2014) proposed that increasing globalization has reduced the 

transformative impact of studying abroad with respect to challenging students to adapt 

to new cultures and environments. Within a world already-interconnected via traditional 

and social media, and where international travel has become ubiquitous, it may no 

longer be reasonable to expect that studying abroad will have a profound and 

transformative effect on all students. Hence, in the current era, it may be better to define 

specific curriculum-based objectives for studying abroad, rather than pursuing a 

‘generic’ learning outcome such as inter-cultural competence (Twombly et al., 2012). 

 

Nonetheless, it remains the case that economically-disadvantaged students may still 

experience a genuine transformative effect from studying abroad if, having rarely 

travelled before, they experience the so-called ‘first-time effect’ (McKeown, 2009). A 

demographic analysis of the uptake of study abroad opportunities can identify such 

disadvantaged groups (Nerlich, 2015) and guide targeted strategies to assist those 

students to overcome mobility barriers such as financial cost, opportunity cost and study 

program inflexibility.  

 

These considerations help to distinguish what an international study experience can and 

should achieve, over and above what someone may gain from an international travel 

experience. Dunkley (2009) argued that there is a need for a comparative study of 

learning outcomes across the wide range of experiential study abroad programs that are 

now available to students. Such an analysis would assist in identifying the different 

outcomes that different pedagogical approaches to cross-border education can achieve 

and hence identify what specific approaches may be of most value in the context of 

different educational objectives and curricula. 

 



 

13 

 

1.2.4 Studying abroad: A pedagogy, not a learning outcome. 

Although common barriers to studying abroad are well documented, an overarching 

barrier is that prevalent evaluation strategies provide few perspectives on how study 

abroad contributes to discipline-specific learning outcomes. Such evidence is likely to 

motivate more students to participate, as well as encouraging more employers to view 

study abroad as adding value to a graduate resume. Studying abroad is often represented 

as delivering a transformative impact for all students, regardless of their specific 

academic program. While this may be true, it frames the benefits of study abroad as 

being generic and supplementary to a discipline-specific curriculum. This thesis 

proposes that studying abroad is better considered a pedagogy – that is, a teaching and 

learning strategy that can add value to core learning outcomes of different curricula.  

 

Efforts to conceptualise the value of studying abroad often focus on its effectiveness in 

developing generic skills such as intercultural competence and global awareness 

(Deardorff, 2006a), but its role in facilitating discipline-specific outcomes is often not 

addressed (Forsey et al., 2012).  

 

Further, the scarcity of data on the outcomes of studying abroad at a discipline level will 

not serve to convince employers that it has value, particularly where participating 

students lack convincing evidence that they can use in job interviews. As noted 

elsewhere, the persistent low participation rate in studying abroad (approximately 20 per 

cent for Australia and the USA: Department of Education, 2019) suggests many 

students remain to be persuaded that there is a genuine value to be gained from studying 

abroad. Reconceptualising studying abroad as a pedagogy, rather than an outcome in 

itself, and then pursuing robust evaluation of the value of studying abroad at a 

discipline-specific level could address these concerns. The alternative is to continue on 

the assumption that studying abroad provides an equivalent benefit to all students who 

participate, irrespective of what they study while abroad – which is not a constructive 

basis on which to proceed. 

 

Pedagogy is a broad term that arguably encompasses all practices and approaches to 

learning and teaching. In academic discourse it is commonly called upon to differentiate 

new approaches to learning and teaching from more traditional approaches. For example, 

student-centred learning is a commonly-cited example of a pedagogy and is partly defined 

through comparison with didactic learning, which is a content-focused and teacher-driven 
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approach. Student-centred learning positions the student as an active participant in the 

learning process while the teacher’s role is more as a coach and mentor (Cole, 2019). A 

pedagogy is independent of any specific discipline, notwithstanding it could potentially 

be employed in any discipline. 

 

Reconceptualising studying abroad as a pedagogy enables it to be considered as a teaching 

and learning strategy that could potentially be employed in any discipline. Indeed an 

evaluation of its effectiveness may only be meaningful when it is considered in the 

specific context to which it is applied. There are broad generic benefits to be gained from 

travelling, from living independently of family and other domestic support, and from 

engaging with a foreign culture and community. These can be argued as representing 

experiential learning in a broad sense. However, focusing an evaluation on such generic 

outcomes does not adequately address the context of a student engaged in studying 

abroad, which surely requires consideration of specific curriculum learning objectives. 

So for example, an engineering student is likely to be pursuing quite different learning 

objectives from those of a foreign language student, although each may achieve their 

particular learning objectives through selected or guided experiential learning 

experiences accessible through studying abroad.   

 

However, establishing such an evaluation framework firstly requires a formal articulation 

of the learning objectives of studying abroad in the context of specific curricula and, 

secondly, it requires data to enable measurement of the effectiveness of different study 

abroad experiences.   

 

As detailed in 1.22 studying abroad can be considered to be a form of experiential 

learning. Teaching and learning methods, such as keeping a journal to encourage 

reflection (Donnelly-Smith, 2009), can help students to articulate what they gained from 

their experience. Further, gathering such feedback on students’ experience contributes to 

evaluating the impact of different study abroad programs. If the purpose of studying 

abroad is to provide students with enriching and transformational learning experiences, 

then a comprehensive evaluation framework must gather data that confirms (or otherwise)  

that their experience was indeed enriching and/or transformative.  

 

Currently, the measurement of study abroad success most often relies on metrics such as 

participation numbers and participant satisfaction (Durrant and Dorius (2007) which are 
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unlikely to alter the perceptions of either future employers or those of students who do 

not already participate. To determine whether study abroad delivers better outcomes for 

those who participate, compared with those who do not, this thesis also promotes the 

need for longer-term data capture about study abroad alumni that encapsulates their 

academic success and subsequent career progression. 

 

Enabling comparative evaluation of different study abroad strategies also depends on 

education institutions keeping records that document key parameters of different study 

abroad programs, notably program type and duration, which will then facilitate 

measurement of the varied impact of different approaches used. To achieve this there is 

also a need for a broader conceptualisation of studying abroad that applies common 

nomenclature and metrics to embrace and differentiate the growing diversity of 

programs available to students. These include student exchange programs, summer 

schools, faculty-led study tours, field research and workplace internships (Engle & 

Engle, 2003).  

 

In the current absence of such robust data sources, this thesis seeks to describe the 

theoretical underpinnings of studying abroad program evaluation and its associated 

evidence requirements, positioning these as future steps that should be taken to move 

towards a comprehensive evaluative framework for studying abroad. The research 

underlying this thesis includes identifying what data is available and an investigation of 

the student experience of studying abroad through qualitative and survey-based 

research. A quantitative method to measure the impact of studying abroad in the form of 

graduate employment outcomes is also described, since there is a robust data source 

available to measure this much. Even with this narrow focus, different benefits and 

outcomes are anticipated across different disciplines on the understanding that studying 

abroad is a form of pedagogy and not an experience that delivers equal and generic 

benefit to all that participate. 

 

1.3 Towards an evaluative framework for measuring the value of studying abroad 

 

1.3.1 Defining the purpose of individuals pursuing an education experience 

In the previous section, studying abroad was contextualised within a theoretical 

framework that draws on both experiential and transformational education concepts. 

Those concepts usefully describe how studying abroad can deliver an educational 
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impact. A further explanation of why that impact might be worth the investment 

required to achieve it requires some consideration of the purpose of an educational 

experience at both individual and societal levels. This section discusses the purpose of 

education in general terms and then applies those principles to the specific context of 

studying abroad with the aim of identifying its fundamental purpose/s.  

 

An educative experience is, in the first instance, the pursuit of individual development. 

Individuals and their families generally pay financial and opportunity costs to pursue a 

course of education, with those costs accruing with respect to the length, level and 

quality of that education. Clearly, individuals and families have an expectation of 

receiving a valuable ‘return’ from this investment. 

 

Gary Becker, an economist, introduced the concept of human capital (Becker, 1993) and 

developed an economic perspective of household-level activities that enabled a 

quantitative estimation of a range of factors, often called Becker commodities, that 

contribute value in terms of improved quality of life rather than immediate financial 

gain. From this perspective, an individual’s return on investment in education can be 

initially defined in terms of personal satisfaction and fulfilment – as well as the 

development of skills and abilities that enable an individual to engage in a wider set of 

leisure activities. Indeed, in the case of older people and retirees, these may be their 

only objectives in pursuing further education. However, families making an investment 

in their children’s education, or adults taking time out of work for study (Norton, 2014) 

are likely to be pursuing more tangible financial benefits. As noted above, there is a 

strong correlation between the time devoted to education and access to subsequent 

employment opportunities with higher salaries (Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2004). 

 

Specific benefits arising from education have been argued from the findings of twin 

studies, where one twin commonly achieves greater educational attainment than the 

other and subsequently achieves a higher income than the other, despite both twins 

coming from the same family and generally commencing at the same school 

(McMahon, 2004). These findings support the view that education provides returns that 

are independent of any initial advantage related to genetic background, family 

background or socio-economic status.  
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In addition to individual satisfaction and financial benefit, there are a wide range of 

non-financial gains generated through investment in education that contribute to 

individual prosperity and quality of life (Edgerton, Roberts & von Below, 2012). 

Education is strongly correlated with better health and prolonged lifespan. This may be 

partly attributed to higher income, but also smoking and other harmful lifestyle factors 

are generally negatively correlated with an individual’s years and level of education 

(Feinstein, Budge, Vorhaus & Duckworth, 2008).  

 

Life choices carrying significant opportunity costs, such as teenage pregnancy or 

criminality, are also negatively correlated with educational attainment. In this context, it 

is argued that education leads to a better understanding of the long-term consequences 

of particular actions, as well as an appreciation that postponing immediate gratification 

can often deliver greater gain and satisfaction in the longer term (Gal-Arieli, Beeri, 

Vigoda-Gadot & Reichman, 2017). Health benefits accruing from increased income and 

a better understanding of consequences also pass on to dependent family members. 

Indeed, increased income and other factors lead to the next generation also having more 

access to education, which will enable them to enjoy similar benefits in their adult lives 

(Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2004). 

 

The attraction of potential improved employment outcomes and higher incomes is 

perhaps the most-widely recognised motive for investment in tertiary education. An 

analysis of university enrolment behaviours in the UK (CBI/Pearson, 2015) suggests 

that increases in tuition fees have not deterred applicants to higher education as they 

perceive that a university education generally enhances career prospects. However, 

there is a clear trend towards subjects that have strong employment prospects and good 

potential earnings returns, primarily in information technology, engineering and 

science. Nonetheless, it was found that the most important factors employers weigh up 

when recruiting school and college leavers are employment-readiness attitudes (85%) 

and general workplace skills and aptitudes (58%). Nearly nine in ten employers (89%) 

valued these above the specific field of study in an undergraduate degree (62%). It was 

also found that 70 per cent of employers believe that students need to do more to 

prepare themselves for the workplace and should make the most of what is available to 

them at university through societies, internships and volunteering (Jama & Dugdale, 

2012).  
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Hence, education providers seeking to meet the evolving demands of students and their 

families, including the development of employability and workplace skills, must ensure 

they maintain evolving pedagogical practices and curricula in line with new and 

emerging trends. 

 

1.3.2 The objectives of education providers 

Whether an education institution’s business model is driven by meeting funding 

objectives set by government or whether it operates under an entrepreneurial profit-

making model, delivering a product that has perceived value will be a key factor in an 

institution’s success and sustainability. 

 

At any point in time, an education institution’s objective is to deliver education 

effectively, so that students achieve the learning outcomes defined within the curricula 

of particular courses of study. Such learning outcomes may be closely-aligned with 

skills development and employability-factors likely to be of most interest to students 

who are studying towards enhancing their career. However, over time, changing skills 

requirements in the job market can drive students’ demand for pursuing an educational 

qualification in different fields of study (Norton, 2014). Also, evolving technologies 

such as on-line education may shape changes in pedagogy. 

 

Nonetheless, it is likely that individual students may value various aspects of the same 

education program quite differently. Recognising such diversity is important for 

education practitioners and curriculum designers and may influence how education can 

be most effectively delivered to different demographic groups of students. Good 

examples of the methods available to capture this level of information are post-session 

evaluation forms designed to enable students to provide feedback to session facilitators. 

In these ways, the value of education delivery can be maximised by ensuring it is 

informed by student feedback to maintain relevance and meet the diverse nature and 

needs of the student population.  

 

The student experience is an important and qualitatively measurable factor. However, to 

gain an institution-level view of student experience and to enable comparative analyses 

of value between different education institutions, it becomes necessary to employ 

statistical analyses of data captured from a standard survey instrument, which must be 

highly-structured to ensure the capture of maximum useful information, balanced by 
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consideration of students’ tolerance for the time and effort required to complete such a 

survey.  

 

Hence, a large-scale survey-measurement process largely strips away the diversity of 

individual experience in favour of identifying average scores and broad trends and 

hence the information is of limited value to the education practitioner and instead is a 

measure of the institution’s general performance in delivering student satisfaction. 

Examples of such large-scale surveys in the higher education sector are the Australasian 

Survey of Student Engagement (ACER, 2014) and the International Student Barometer 

(iGraduate, 2019). These measurement tools enable institutions to monitor their own 

performance (or at least, students’ perceptions thereof) against national or international 

benchmarks. 

 

The reputation of an education institution (and hence the qualifications it delivers) are 

also of key importance to its students and hence of key importance to its business 

sustainability. However, the reputation and perceived quality of an education institution 

is more commonly driven by objective quantitative measures of the effectiveness of 

education delivery. Students and their families, making choices about which institution 

and which program to enrol in, may look for such measures and certainly governments 

and other funding bodies will rely on these to justify funding decisions.  

 

Objective quantitative measures of effectiveness may include comparative test scores, 

staff-student ratios and the quality of available facilities. Such measures often become 

performance indicators for quality assurance and funding justification. They may also 

(intentionally or unintentionally) lead to ranking systems where the focus of 

measurement is almost entirely upon the education institution rather than the student 

experience. Thus, it can often be the case that students and their families value an 

institutions’ reputation and the reputation of its qualifications over and above any 

consideration of the quality of the individual student experience at that institution.  

 

The various objective indicators that contribute to the perceived reputation of an 

institution may be captured in comparative reference systems, such as My University in 

Australia (Norton, 2014). There are also various international ranking systems that are 

used to compare university performance, notably the Academic Ranking of World 
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Universities (ShanghaiRanking, 2019) and the Times Higher Education (2019) 

rankings.  

 

1.3.3 Benefits arising from education for economies and governments 

At a community or government level, the combination of citizens with greater skills and 

longevity, living in a community with a high degree of civil order and reduced crime, 

can be expected to result in higher productivity. Employment outcomes may also be the 

primary focus in determining the economic value of education at a national level, but 

here the focus is largely on meeting the evolving skill needs of the national workforce, 

as well as maintaining a specialised research and technology development workforce to 

drive innovation and new technologies (Office of the Chief Scientist, 2012a). 

 

The benefits of education at a national level become apparent from reviewing the 

history of industrialised countries where the need for skilled labour has grown over time 

in parallel with growing economic prosperity. Such early effects of institutionalised 

education are also currently observable in many emerging economies currently 

undergoing the transition from pre-industrial to industrial economies (Appiah & 

McMahon, 2002).  

 

Education on illness prevention strategies and the adoption of improved infrastructure, 

including clean water and sanitation, have led to substantial reductions in child 

mortality. In parallel with a reduction in child mortality, the education of women offers 

them the potential to take control of their fertility and capitalise on an opportunity cost 

in having large numbers of children, rather than devoting more care to a smaller 

number. At the same time, access to improved technology reduces the need for child 

labour. This combination of fewer mouths to feed and increased productivity can help 

lift families out of poverty (Edgerton et al., 2012). 

 

While the education of women leads directly to these tangible benefits, the education of 

males has been claimed to contribute to productivity largely as a consequence of a 

reduction in crime and imprisonment, arising from keeping young men engaged in 

structured activity. This essentially ‘keeps them off the streets’ while also developing 

skills that they can usefully apply later in life (McMahon, 1997). 
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A number of authors (e.g. McMahon, 2004; Feinstein et al, 2008; Psacharopoulos & 

Patrinos, 2004) describe a range of substantial benefits that can accrue to a society from 

the education of individuals over generational time-scales. This understanding is a 

significant motivator of the ongoing investment in education by governments, involving 

appreciable proportions of a nation’s Gross Domestic Product. Such commonly cited 

large-scale influences of education at national and international scales can be 

summarised as follows:  

 

Influences on economies 

As education enhances workforce productivity, the economy grows and the government 

gains increased tax revenue. This benefit is progressive as it produces is greater capacity 

to invest in more advanced education. More advanced education leads to greater 

research and innovation capacity, leading to greater efficiency in production and more 

advanced technologies that enhance quality of life for all. 

 

Influences on population 

In the long-term, a better-educated population generally experiences slowing population 

growth (declining fertility offset by declining infant mortality) and has access to better 

public health services, leading to a longer life span and better quality of life. Equitable 

access to education increases generational opportunities for poorer families to improve 

employment outcomes for their children. 

 

Influences on stability 

Education and literacy enable the population to be better informed about their society 

and often leads to democratisation, basic human rights for all, better civic institutions 

and services, as well as general societal stability. Lower crime rates reduce the cost of 

policing and incarceration and national reputation for a good quality of life leads to 

immigration of skilled workers and more opportunities for international collaboration. 

 

Influences on environment 

Education’s influence on industrialisation, innovation and advanced infrastructure has 

differential effects on the environment.  In some contexts, the implementation of 

improved agricultural practices and basic technologies such as electrical power has led 

to reduced deforestation. Generally, water pollution (particularly of fresh water sources) 

is reduced over time, although air pollution generally worsens. Education also develops 



 

22 

 

a broad awareness of the environmental impact of human development and can guide 

better management practices to reduce that impact. 

 

Influences on equity 

Although such national or economy-level benefits are readily identified in emerging 

economies, Feinstein et al. (2008) provide a detailed analysis of the social and personal 

benefits of education as seen across the UK. Here comparisons between different 

demographic groups of the same prosperous, industrialised country still demonstrates 

that the greatest proportional change in personal and family benefit, as well as wider 

community prosperity, comes from investments that enable access to education by 

individuals and communities experiencing economic disadvantage relative to the 

national average. 

 

1.3.4 The specific purpose of an international education experience. 

Rationales as to why 21st century economies are actively seeking to enhance numbers 

of internationally-mobile students are most often expressed in economic and socio-

political terms. The increasing globalization of business and industry is anticipated to 

require growing numbers of employees skilled in working between different countries. 

Such globally-competent workers would be experienced in working with people from 

other cultures, as well as adapting to different work practices and regulatory constraints. 

If this is a new goal for mainstream education, then studying abroad must surely be 

integral to it. 

 

The growing demand for highly-specialised skills in the 21st century workplace is 

driving a growing diversification of global education offerings (Kinash & Crane, 2015). 

In parallel, global economic growth is enabling greater access to higher education and 

international travel provide today’s students with unprecedented opportunities to pick 

and choose an educational pathway that best suits them. This has inevitably established 

a degree of competition within a global education marketplace.   

 

These modern trends can be reasonably viewed as a commodification of education 

where consumer demand drives market trends and public funding is increasingly 

supplemented or replaced by private funding (Rivzi & Lindgard, 2010). There is some 

concern that this represents a shift from the traditional educative ideals of attaining 
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personal and intellectual development towards a pragmatic pursuit of utilitarian 

outcomes.  

 

Proponents of the commodification of education argue that traditional views that a 

broad liberal education should be undertaken for its own sake are increasingly untenable 

in the context of the growing number of education streams and specialities available to 

contemporary students (Fejes & Salling Olesen, 2016). Hence students and their 

families must often choose a study pathway early with a long-term outcome already in 

mind. Governments are similarly outcomes-focused, motivated to invest in education 

both to maintain a skilled workforce and drive innovation. Thus 21st century education 

has become outcome-focused, irrespective of whether it is publicly or privately funded. 

The key challenge for public policy makers in this context is to ensure that higher 

education remains accessible to economically-disadvantaged groups, enabling them to 

access the opportunities available through education and to contribute to economic 

growth (Altbach, 2004). 

 

As outlined in the article (Nerlich, 2013) presented in Chapter 3 of this thesis, the return 

on investment from an international study experience is not always well-articulated 

despite it being broadly-promoted  as a valuable addition to undergraduate and 

postgraduate study programs. As discussed above, the perceived value of an 

international study experience for enhancing graduate capabilities is most often linked 

to globalisation. The USA-based Institute of International Education (IIE), which 

monitors and supports much of the USA’s study abroad activities, identifies studying 

abroad as fostering a peaceful and interconnected world in which people think and act 

as global citizens (Bhandari & Belyavina, 2011). Commentators have also suggested 

that concerns about the growth of communist regimes from the 1950s may have 

motivated USA’s support for international education exchange where increased literacy 

and connection with global media channels is perceived to lead towards the institution 

of democracy (McMahon 2004). In the modern era, student mobility continues to be 

viewed as a form of soft diplomacy, particularly for Australia where the New Colombo 

Plan is specifically targeted at building regional influence within Asia (Byrne, 2016). 

 

To enable the identification of individual learning outcomes, as well as facilitating those 

outcomes, Deardorff (2006a) developed a programme assessment model which 

identified numbers of incoming and outgoing students as outputs of internationalisation, 
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but defined the key outcome as ‘intercultural competence’ which could be quantified 

through routine student assessment methods, such as assessment of written or verbal 

presentations.  

 

Dunkley (2009) reported on a qualitative assessment of the learning outcomes of 

undergraduate students from an Australian university who had an international study 

experience. This research emphasised the value of providing students with structured 

opportunities for reflection and evaluation. This approach could maximise the learning 

potential of students' experience, as well as offering a useful basis for further 

programme development. 

 

However, while much of the relevant literature espouses the value of developing 

intercultural competency and of becoming a global citizen, King, Findlay and Ahrens 

(2010) questioned whether intercultural competency could be considered an automatic 

benefit of international study, noting that it was a claim commonly made by study 

abroad program administrators. Woolf (2007) has described it as a popular narrative, 

rather than an empirically-grounded claim. Papatsiba (2005) argued that such outcomes 

are almost accidental and the main policy objectives of government-funded programs 

are more pragmatic. For example, it is argued that the European Commission’s Erasmus 

program has the primary intent of meeting market demand for skilled workers and 

hence the primary objective of the program is to enhance labour mobility, with student 

mobility only representing a step towards that objective.  

 

The value of an international study experience is also espoused as leading to enhanced 

graduate employment outcomes. Survey-based research can be conducted to identify the 

extent to which international study experiences contribute to the employability of 

graduates. A 2011 survey (QS, 2011) found that international study was highly-valued 

by employers in Europe and Asia, although less so in Australia. The report speculated 

that Australia’s relatively-monolingual workplace and already well-travelled younger 

generations meant that international study experience did little to distinguish one 

graduate from another. Varghese (2008) has suggested that there is more advantage 

gained by internationally-mobile students from developing countries than those from 

developed countries. 
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King, Findlay and Ahrens (2010) undertook a detailed literature review, including 

coverage of successive surveys of UK tertiary students. Such surveys more often found 

students were pursuing personal development and maturity and the understanding of a 

foreign culture over direct employment prospects. According to the authors, hardly any 

students viewed international study as leading to greater academic attainment unless 

they were pursuing foreign language competency. To investigate actual student motives 

to undertake international study experiences, the authors considered both credit mobility 

students (international study as a component of a full programme in the student's home 

country) and degree mobility students (international study for a full programme).  

 

Motivations for credit mobility were an appreciation of the greater need for a global 

perspective and experience with other cultures and languages, with these factors all 

linked to perceived employability after graduation. Motivations for degree mobility 

were similar, although students were more likely to be seeking a 'world-class' university 

at which to study and were more often looking at English-speaking destinations like the 

USA and Australia. In some cases studying overseas was seen as a second chance after 

failing to gain entry to a prestigious UK university. 

 

Nonetheless, it was apparent that UK employers found mobile students performed better 

in an interview and hence were more employable. Students also found that reporting 

their international experience in a curriculum vitae genuinely counted for something. 

Thus, where pragmatic motives towards better employment outcomes were prevalent, 

the commitments made by individuals and their families and the funding support 

provided by governments and other bodies were achieving the desired return on 

investment. In this way, an education institution’s development and support of 

international study programs is also justified. 

 

In essence, the purpose of studying abroad largely mirrors the broader purpose of 

education, namely to equip citizens with learned skills and capabilities which enables 

them to contribute to enhancing a country’s society, workforce and economy. Studying 

abroad introduces an additional element of global engagement, although it is not the 

only educational strategy available to achieve that outcome. Evaluating the 

effectiveness of studying abroad requires a clear statement of its purpose so that various 

quantitative and qualitative indicators can be established to indicate how well it may be 

achieving that purpose. However, care is required to avoid the implication that such 
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measurable factors then fully-define and encompass all the benefits available from 

studying abroad. An evaluation framework employs a particular set of performance 

measures because they are readily measurable and relevant to the program’s purpose. 

However, evaluative frameworks are themselves the subject of evaluation and change. 

Hoffa and DePaul (2010, p.11) described the history of study abroad program 

development as pursuing “an ever-evolving discussion about standards for study abroad, 

by pressing for program structures validated by research”. 

 

1.4 Rationale for and aims of this thesis 

 

This thesis will demonstrate that the wide variety of study abroad programs types and the 

wide variety of contexts from which students come, both demographic and academic, 

confounds the application of one generic purpose for all study abroad activities and hence 

one common set of performance indicators. While there may be common themes that run 

across disciplines, these are not universal. For example, an engineering student is likely 

to be pursuing different learning outcomes from studying abroad than a foreign language 

student. Hence, it has been argued here that it is preferable to consider studying abroad 

as a particular pedagogical strategy that is applied in the context of a broader curriculum, 

so that the evaluation of its effectiveness should be made in the context of that broader 

curriculum. On these grounds, this thesis proposes that an evaluative culture is needed 

where specific statements of purpose are developed for specific programs and a program-

specific evaluation strategy is established to enable measurement of the success of 

different programs in achieving their purpose.  

 

While articulating such a broad range of different evaluation strategies is beyond the 

scope here, nevertheless this thesis does propose that an ongoing commitment to data 

collection to capture details of different study abroad programs (for example, program 

type, field of study, destination and duration), as well as the outcomes of those programs 

(for example, participant satisfaction, subsequent academic success and graduate 

employment outcomes) is required to inform and underpin an appropriate evaluative 

culture. 

 

This thesis also aims to provide a worked example of a developed evaluation 

methodology, applicable at a national level, through drawing on nationally-available data 

in Australia.  As noted above, comprehensive evaluation based on quantitative and 
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qualitative indicators requires comprehensive data to underlie those indicators. The 

limited national data currently available comes from university reporting annual numbers 

of students studying abroad from Australian universities and a national annual graduate 

outcomes survey. This thesis will argue that employability does represent a widely-used 

indicator of success and an outcome that can be readily conceptualised as a return on 

investment in study abroad for students and government funding bodies. It is widely 

promoted in the literature that employment success should be a component of any 

evaluative framework for studying abroad. Nonetheless, the focus on employability and 

employment outcomes in this thesis is not intended to be monocular or to imply this is 

the main purpose of studying abroad; it is just a current and readily available metric that 

has wide consensus as a measurement of success. 

 

Despite the apparent focus on employability, the research analysed in this thesis also 

explores other evaluative parameters such as overall student participation in studying 

abroad (Chapter 3) and specific participation by disadvantaged groups (Chapter 5). 

Students’ motives and their perceptions of the benefits of studying abroad are also 

investigated in Chapter 6 through small group research and in Chapter 7 through a large 

scale student survey across more than 14 Australian universities. 

 

As outlined earlier in this chapter, relevant literature makes claims that developing 

graduates with global awareness and intercultural competencies represents the main 

return on the investment in studying abroad (Altbach & Engberg, 2014). Several 

perspectives must be considered here including investments made by: students and their 

families; governments which fund scholarships and travel grants; and education 

institutions which provide funding as well as building partnerships with foreign 

institutions. Most participating educational institutions also make significant 

investments in arrangements that ensure the safety and well-being of students abroad.  

 

Identifying the return on investment for each of those parties may represent the most 

effective way to evaluate the effectiveness of different study abroad programs, where a 

small investment towards a short-term study abroad experience may bring only a small 

return, compared with a long-term experience carrying more opportunities for genuine 

cultural immersion and transformational experiences. In this context, there is a clear 

need to address fundamental questions pertaining to the evaluation of study abroad. 
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1. What are the stated purposes and anticipated outcomes of studying abroad – and 

are those outcomes measurable from available data? 

2. What data best profiles the population of interest (students undertaking study 

abroad) and what trends does it show (with respect to participants, growth and 

destinations)?  

3. Does studying abroad have different impacts on students from different 

demographic backgrounds (for example): 

 gender;  

 socio-economic status; or 

 other disadvantaged groups? 

4. Do the expected benefits and outcomes of  studying abroad vary depending upon 

(for example): 

 field and level of study; 

 destination; or 

 duration? 

5. What is the lived experience for Australian students studying abroad and does it 

match the expectations of study abroad proponents and funding bodies, including 

the students’ home universities? 

6. Can studying abroad be framed as a pedagogy able to deliver a range of different 

learning outcomes that accord with different curricula? 

7. What interventions are needed to establish a robust evidence base to enable 

evaluation of studying abroad with respect to whether the varying purposes of 

different programs are being fulfilled?  

8. How could this research usefully inform policy makers in the Australian 

Government and universities? 
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1.5 Methodology 

 

1.5.1 Aims of the study 

The overarching aim of this thesis is to develop an evaluation framework for studying 

abroad. In order to achieve this, the study is in two parts. 

 

Part 1: Establishing the context: 

 Policy context:  to identify the purpose and objectives of studying abroad for 

Australian university students; for the universities and for funding bodies, including 

governments. 

 Data profile: to define study abroad as a specific activity and identify regular and 

reliable data sources that quantify this activity. 

 

Part 2: Investigating the reality: 

 Student experience: To capture data and other information on the lived experience 

of Australian students studying abroad 

 Graduate outcomes: To create an outcome-focused approach to evaluating study 

abroad. 

 

This methodology section describes how these key aims were investigated and indicates 

how they informed the six articles that constitute the backbone of this thesis-by-

compilation. I undertook this research project while an employee of the organisation 

currently known as the Australian Government Department of Education, Skills and 

Employment. This research was undertaken with the support of my employer, but all 

views expressed in this document are my own.  

 

1.5.2. Establishing the context of studying abroad from Australia 

 

1.5.1.1 The policy context 

A research exercise was undertaken in late 2019 to identify Australian universities’ 

stated policy and objectives, including statements of purpose and specific targets for 

study abroad activities. To achieve this, an invitation was circulated to a mailing list1 of 

Chairs of Academic Boards including all Australian universities. The emailed request 

                                                           
1 ozcab@listserver.ecu.edu.au (see Appendix B for more information) 

mailto:ozcab@listserver.ecu.edu.au
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asked for “specific policies, purpose statements, participation targets, anticipated 

learning outcomes and other relevant documentation that captures your university's key 

objectives in encouraging and supporting your students to study abroad”. 

 

Following a limited initial response, a follow up request was posted two weeks after the 

response deadline had passed. While this did serve to prompt further responses, 

ultimately only nine in total were received from the approximately 40 universities in 

Australia. This correspondence has been reproduced as Appendix B. Given the timing 

(approaching the end of an academic year), it was considered counterproductive to 

attempt a further follow up. Hence these responses were supplemented by a web search 

across all universities using search terms such as outward student mobility; 

globalisation, global strategy; student exchange and study abroad. This web search 

identified a wealth of relevant public-facing material from every Australian university 

to support the directly elicited data. 

 

1.5.2.2 A data profile of outward student mobility  

Australian student mobility data 

At the commencement of my PhD in 2012, my employer reported UNESCO data on 

Australian students’ outward mobility. This indicated that the large majority of 

Australian students studied abroad in English speaking countries (USA, UK and 

Canada) and was relatively-old data (e.g. the most current UNESCO data available in 

2019 is 2017 vintage). Upon commencing my PhD I undertook an inquiry and 

consultation process with both Australian and overseas stakeholders, specifically with 

Australian universities and also with foreign agencies reporting data on their own 

outgoing university students.  

 

Desk research and the consultation process with Australian universities identified 

historical activity back to the early 1990s which largely involved exchange programs 

and included an early focus on encouraging Australian students to study in Asian 

countries under the University Mobility in Asia and the Pacific (UMAP) program. All 

universities have since collaborated through the Australian Universities International 

Directors Forum (AUIDF) to establish a national count of outgoing Australian 

universities in the years 1998, 2005, 2007, 2009 and then annually from 2010. The 

voluntary data collection process has seen variable participation by Australia’s 

approximately 40 universities, increasing from 33 in 1998 and 2005 (Olsen 2008) to 37 
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in 2017 (Department of Education, 2019a). On request, the AUIDF agreed to provide 

additional unpublished data for my research and also for publication by my employer, 

with appropriate acknowledgement given to the AUIDF. This data collection showed 

that Australian students were choosing a much wider diversity of study destinations 

than was apparent in the UNESCO data, notably a strong propensity to study in Asian 

countries – with China growing in popularity until it became the most popular global 

destination for Australian students in 2017. 

 

It was initially unclear why the student count published by UNESCO and the count 

produced by AUIDF on behalf of Australian universities differed so markedly. In 2014, 

while developing the publication at Chapter 4.2, I contacted the UNESCO Institute of 

Statistics who pointed me to their reporting protocols for tertiary student mobility which 

indicated that a course of study of less than 12 months in duration was excluded from 

their data collection process. I also contacted the Australian team responsible for 

collating and reporting Australian data to UNESCO who further clarified that only 

students enrolled in a foreign country’s award course (i.e., a course of study leading to 

the awarding of a recognised qualification) would be reported to UNESCO by Australia 

(and other countries).  

 

Thus this investigation has demonstrated that the outwardly mobile students counted by 

UNESCO were a separate cohort to the outwardly mobile students counted and reported 

by Australian universities, since the latter were enrolled to complete an Australian 

qualification and thus were excluded from the UNESCO data collection on 

internationally-mobile tertiary students as they were not enrolled to complete an award 

qualification in another country, notwithstanding that their short duration of study 

would also have excluded them. To the best of my knowledge this substantial finding 

had not been previously reported in literature about Australian student mobility. The 

findings of this Australian-focused research informed the published article found at 

Chapter 3.2. 

 

Global student mobility data  

To establish a picture of the global context of student mobility and Australia’s place in 

that picture, I undertook an investigation over 2014 and 2015 into global data sources 

reporting on outward student mobility through an inquiry and consultation process with 

major student data reporting agencies around the world including: the Institute of 
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International Education (USA); the British Council (UK); the Canadian Bureau for 

International Education (CBIE); Japan Student Services Organization (JASSO); 

Germany Academic Exchange Service (DAAD); China Scholarship Council; and the 

New Zealand Ministry of Education. It became clear from consultations with these 

agencies, as well as desk research, that the USA, Australia and China routinely report 

numbers of their outgoing students undertaking short-term non-award study abroad 

episodes via national institution surveys. Several European countries (including the UK) 

report outgoing student data, albeit it is a count of Erasmus grant recipients and may, as 

a result, undercount the full number of outgoing students which is likely to incorporate 

mobile students receiving grants from their home institution, as well as self-funded 

students. The international colleagues with whom I liaised to build this understanding 

agreed with the conclusions I drew, providing validation for key findings about global 

student mobility data sources not previously documented in the literature. This research 

and consultation process informed the publication at Chapter 4.2.   

  

1.5.3 Australian students’ experience of studying abroad 

My research into Australian students’ experiences of studying abroad focused on the 

following areas: 

 the demographic background of students who studied abroad and those who did 

not, with a focus on the representation of potentially disadvantaged groups;  

 the experience of students who studied abroad in China; and 

 a survey to identify students’ motives and objectives in undertaking study 

abroad. 

 

1.5.3.1 Who studies abroad and who does not 

In the publication at Chapter 5.2, I presented a previously unpublished data set also 

extracted from the AUIDF annual data collection as detailed above at Chapter 1.5.2.2. 

This encompassed Australian university students’ broad fields and levels of study, as 

well as gender and study destination. I was able to compare these data with data 

available on the total university student population in that same year. This profiling 

demonstrated both the propensity of different demographic groups to study abroad, as 

well as profiling the students who did not study abroad.  

 

For reasons of confidentiality, the AUIDF was unable to provide me with unit level data 

that could be fully cross-tabulated. For example, I was unable to compare the 
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backgrounds of students who chose particular study destinations. Nonetheless, the 

resultant data provided a comprehensive and unprecedented demographic profile of the 

national population of Australian university students studying abroad. As a consequence 

of my encouraging the AUIDF to conduct this analysis they did then publish an 

appendix detailing the backgrounds of different students studying at the two most 

popular destinations – the USA and China (AUIDF, 2014). 

 

A different data source was drawn on to quantify the study abroad propensity of 

students from different socioeconomic backgrounds as well as changing intentions 

measured between first year students and later year students. The Australian Survey of 

Student Engagement (AUSSE), which was conducted across Australian universities 

from 2007 to 2013, included a question to assess students’ awareness of, and 

participation in, study abroad programmes using a five point Likert scale from: Do not 

know about; Have not decided; Do not plan to do; Plan to do; and Done. The 2012 

survey results were used in the third publication (see Chapter 4.2) which captured 

responses from 17,585 domestic students (ACER, 2014). As students will generally 

study abroad in the final year of their degree rather than earlier (see Chapter 2.5), only 

five per cent had studied abroad at the time of the survey although another 20 per cent 

still planned to do so.  Hence, the survey provided a useful perspective on students who 

both did or did not plan to study abroad; and the extent to which those plans eventuated. 

 

1.5.3.2 Australian students’ experiences of studying in China 

A traditional element of studying abroad has been to engage with a foreign culture and 

to develop intercultural competence. Given that the top three destinations for mobile 

Australian students were the USA, the UK and China, China was an obvious focus for 

an investigation of how Australian students’ experience matched the purpose and 

objectives of immersing students in a foreign culture. 

 

In collaboration with subject experts, including two researchers on Australian student 

mobility to China (Mr Tan and Dr Velliarus), an administrative officer in a university 

international and outreach office (Ms Yu) and an education counsellor in the Australian 

embassy in Beijing (Mr Lawson) I developed a publication (see Chapter 6.2). As a team 

we were able to generate a comprehensive picture of Australian students studying in 

China from all different education sectors (schools, vocational education and training, 

higher education). This material was too extensive to fit within the word limits of a 



 

34 

 

journal publication and hence, in order to foreground the article appropriately, much of 

it is presented in the Prologue to Chapter 6 (see Chapter 6.1). The publication itself 

provides a review of the narrow range of published sources available to describe the 

lived experience of Australian students studying in China, including Mr Tan’s research 

about a group of Australian university students in Beijing.  

 

1.5.3.3 The diversity of student motives for studying abroad 

A national survey of Australian university students who had undertaken an outward 

mobility experience was undertaken by the current researcher in 2014. The main 

purpose of the survey was to identify the demographic background of the respondents, 

including their major field of study and study abroad destination and then cross tabulate 

those factors with the students’ stated motives for studying abroad. An initial survey 

undertaken as a pilot in 2013 received only 108 responses; nevertheless these provided 

useful feedback to the researcher in the re-formulation of some questions which may 

have been either confusing and/or ambiguous to respondents. It is also likely that the 

distribution of those de-identified findings as part of the invitation to take part in the 

2014 survey encouraged greater participation by universities.  

 

The survey instrument was developed using APOLLO, the ANU Polling Online system 

(Australian National University, 2019a) which allowed responses to the online survey to 

be stored securely within the ANU and be readily extractable for analysis. The survey 

questions were developed by the author following a review of research publications 

about students studying abroad. The AUIDF’s existing survey of universities helped 

inform a set of questions on student demographics, as well as university support 

provided to students, including funding sources. The detailed literature review of study 

abroad research findings undertaken by Twombly et al. (2012) was particularly helpful 

in scoping key questions on student motives for studying abroad and graduate 

perceptions of skill development and job readiness. 

 

The survey aimed to achieve two main goals: 

1) Stratify the respondents into demographic cohorts with respect to: 

 Age and gender 

 Field and level of study 

 Destination 

 Duration of travel. 
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2) Ask a set of seven questions representing various areas of motive (under the heading 

Why did you do it? see Appendix C, Section 3) each with a Likert scale measuring 

relative importance of that particular area of motive: 

 completion of mandatory credit points for my degree 

 interaction with people from a different culture 

 exposure to different teaching or research methods in my field of study 

 personal development (e.g. self-confidence, independence) 

 access to expertise and facilities that were not available in Australia 

 making connections with professional colleagues in another country 

 experience that will help me develop an international career 

 

The primary objective of the survey was to compare the relative importance of different 

motives across the different student demographic cohorts. This was intended to 

demonstrate the diversity of motives that students studying abroad have. For example, 

an Australian student travelling to China might rank the importance of interacting with a 

different culture more highly than a student travelling to the USA or UK. A higher 

degree research student might rank access to expertise not available in Australia more 

highly than would an undergraduate. Alternatively, all students might potentially 

demonstrate no significant variation in their motives for studying abroad by, for 

example, all choosing exposure to different teaching methods as their primary motive. 

 

The survey instrument reproduced in Appendix C was accompanied by the invitation to 

participants, which includes reference to the ethics protocol approval provided by the 

ANU human research ethics committee (protocol number: 2012/132). All participating 

universities were given the offer to receive their collated and de-identified student data 

(the offer was accepted by only two universities - the University of Melbourne and the 

ANU). 

 

The survey was circulated by participating universities to Australian university students 

in 2014 with an invitation to respond if they’d had (or were planning in the near future) 

a study abroad experience. The objective of the research was to investigate students’ 

perceived value of studying abroad within the context of the diversity of experiences 

being undertaken by different students. The survey and invitation made it explicit that 

responses were sought solely from students who had participated in an outward study 
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abroad experience from Australia in order to exclude responses from international 

students coming into Australia. Nonetheless, despite this precaution, of the 651 

completed responses received, 75 (12%) had to be excluded from further analysis as the 

students declared themselves to be international students whose international study 

destination was Australia, leaving a total of 576 valid responses for analysis.  

 

At no point did this author have access to contact details of students, nor was any 

personal information collected as part of the survey. Hence it is difficult to estimate a 

survey response rate. Nearly 32,000 Australian university students (Department of 

Education, 2019) were known to have studied abroad in 2014. Assuming the 14 

universities identified in the survey were the only universities that participated in the 

survey, the survey would have only been circulated to a population of approximately 

12,000 students likely to have studied abroad, suggesting a response rate in the order of 

5 per cent. Although this is a low rate, the validity of responses was strengthened by 

finding the demographic spread of respondents closely matched the known population 

of student abroad participants in 2014 (see Chapter 7.1.2 and also Table 7.2.1). 

 

As detailed in the associated publication (see Chapter 7.2), the relative importance of a 

range of stated motives was gauged by asking respondents to rank the importance of 

each on a five point Likert scale (Extremely Important; Important; Somewhat 

Important; Unimportant). Significant differences between different cohorts of 

respondents (e.g., where the respondent population was split by destination choice or by 

field of study) were assessed via a chi-square analysis. Finding no significant 

differences at p≤0.001, I reduced the discrimination of the test to p≤0.01 (i.e. one 

chance in 100, rather than in 1,000, that the distribution of observed and expected 

responses was the same). The specific p value was noted where a significant difference 

was calculated, but otherwise I just made the broad statement that values were not 

statistically significant at p≤0.01. That it was rare to find significant difference even at 

this low level of discrimination (i.e. p≤0.01), supported a conclusion that there was very 

little variability in student responses. 

 

1.5.4 Outcomes-focused evaluation  

A national graduate outcomes data collection is undertaken annually across Australian 

universities in Australia within the Quality Indicators of Learning and Teaching 

initiative (Social Research Centre, 2018). The graduate outcomes survey captures 
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graduate employment data from former students and also asks whether or not they 

studied abroad while completing their Australian qualification. This enables their 

employment outcomes to be linked to study abroad participation, as well as students’ 

prior academic performance and their demographic background. This allows the impact 

of studying abroad to be measured across different disciplines and different 

demographic groups.  

 

The 2017 survey was conducted across 40 Australian universities in several waves over 

the period receiving a total of nearly 100,000 responses from both domestic and 

international students studying at those universities. Further detail on the survey 

methodology is available from the report of the 2017 Graduate Outcomes Survey 

(Social Research Centre, 2018). Nearly 60,000 responses from domestic undergraduate 

students with valid responses to a question as to whether or not they had studied abroad 

before graduation were extracted at my request for use in the current research 

underlying this thesis. This part of the investigation focused on the potential of the 

graduate employment indicator proportion of graduates who were in full time 

employment within 4 months of graduation to provide an indicator of the contribution of 

studying abroad to subsequent employment success. An average proportion was 

calculated for cohorts of graduates who had studied abroad (7,272) and those who had 

not (52,538). I also compared further disaggregated cohorts split by major fields of 

study, socioeconomic status and gender.  These data were available to be extracted from 

the national dataset but had not been extracted or published previously.  

 

Statistically significant differences between the proportions of graduates who studied 

abroad or did not were determined using a binomial test since the data was distributed 

across only two possible outcomes (either employed or not employed within four 

months of graduation). Statistical significance was determined at a probability of 

p≤0.001 (see Chapter 8.2.7). It was also considered important to determine whether any 

measured significant differences measured important to consider whether such a finding 

represents incidental correlations, or whether studying abroad was indeed a key causal 

factor in enhanced employment success. This was a secondary purpose in testing the 

overall finding of a statistically significant effect against other variables that can also be 

linked to employment success. The data in Table 8.2.2 show that the apparent positive 

impact of studying abroad is sustained in both female and male genders and across 

different levels of socio-economic status. This consistent finding of benefit gained from 
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studying abroad across groups considered to possess different levels of relative 

advantage in employment success is not absolute proof, but was considered to 

strengthen the case for study abroad experience being a positive causal factor in greater 

graduate employment success. 

 

1.6 Organisation of the thesis 

This thesis-by-compilation brings together six publications by this researcher describing 

different facets of the local and global context of studying abroad, as well as additional 

research and literature review to create an integrated and comprehensive coverage of the 

research questions to be answered in working towards a proposed evaluation framework 

for studying abroad. In order to provide a context, Chapter 2 provides a detailed 

investigation of Australian universities’ policy and objectives in supporting their 

students to study abroad. The subsequent six chapters each contain a peer-reviewed 

publication.    

 

Chapter 3 provides an early quantitative investigation of Australia’s study abroad and 

includes discussion of different parties’ motivations to support or engage in study 

abroad.  

Publication  

Nerlich, S. (2013). Australians as international students – where they go, what they 

do and why they do it. Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management, 35(4), 

386-395. 

 

Chapter 4 then describes the global phenomenon of studying abroad and Australia’s 

position within that, identifying the key data sources and discussing the limitations of 

those sources.  

Publication  

Nerlich, S. (2016). Counting outward mobility: The data sources and their 

constraints. In D. Velliaris & D. Coleman-George (Eds.), Handbook of Research 

on Study Abroad Programs and Outbound Mobility. Hershey, PA: IGI Global. 

 

Chapter 5 investigates the demographic profile of Australian students who study abroad 

and those who do not.  

Publication  
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Nerlich, S. (2015). Students from Australian universities studying abroad: A 

demographic profile. Australian Universities Review, 57(1), 52-59. 

 

Chapter 6 addresses specific claims that study abroad enhances intercultural competence 

and global awareness are discussed in the context of an investigation of Australian 

students studying in China.  

Publication  

Nerlich, S., Tan, R., Velliaris, D., Yu, P., & Lawson, C. (2018). Australian students 

in China: Making the foreign familiar. In Dervin, F, Du, X, & Härkönen, A. (Eds.), 

International Students in China: Education, Student Life and Intercultural 

Encounters (p. 121-144). Palgrave Macmillan, Cham. 

 

Chapter 7 then presents finding from the national survey of university students which 

aimed to identify students’ motives for studying abroad.  

Publication  

Nerlich, S. (2018). The Study Abroad Motives of Australian University Students. In: 

Global Perspectives on International Student Experiences in Higher Education: 

Tensions and Issues (p178-191). Routledge, New York. 

 

Chapter 8 critically examines the evidence underlying current claims of benefit and 

return on investment for study abroad and offers recommendations for how an evidence 

base could be strengthened.  

Publication  

Nerlich, S. (2020). Outcomes-focused evaluation of study abroad experiences. 

Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management, 1-16. Retrieved from: 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2020.1771511 

 

Chapter 9 synthesises the key findings of the thesis as a basis for a series of 

recommendations pertaining to the development of an evaluation framework for 

studying abroad and recommends directions for further research.  

Five of the six publications noted above have been written solely by this author. The 

other is focused on studying abroad in China, currently the most popular study 

destination for Australian university students. That publication was co-authored by a 

team of subject experts led by the current researcher. The relative contribution of each 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2020.1771511
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co-author and all co-authors agreement for the Chapter 6 publication to be included in 

this thesis is reproduced as Appendix A. The publication text has been modified for 

inclusion in this thesis with respect to exclusion of specific research data contributed by 

one co-author (Mr Tan).  

 

This thesis-by-compilation is compliant with the Australian National University’s 

higher degree research guidelines. All the author’s research leading to the compiled 

publications in this thesis was done for the purpose of developing this thesis-by-

compilation. Some formatting requirements imposed by the editors of the publications 

may conflict with the Australian National University’s thesis format guidelines. 

 

As all six publications extend across the period 2013 to 2020 (consistent with the 

authors part-time student status) some data presented in those articles is no longer 

current. Each chapter of the thesis contains a prologue, which contextualises the 

relevant publication. For example, the introduction to Chapter 4 provides an update of 

key data sources referred to within this thesis, being the most current data available at 

the time of writing in late 2019. Similarly, each of the chapters concludes with a brief 

synthesising epilogue. The references listed within each publication are reproduced in 

the Bibliography, which also includes any other references cited throughout the thesis.  
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Chapter 2: The policy context 

 

2.1 Introduction 

Given that the ultimate aim of this research is to develop the basis for an evaluative 

framework for programs that enable Australian university students to study abroad, it is 

important to scope the policy context in which they take place. At the outset this 

requires some understanding of Australian universities’ stated purpose in facilitating 

their students to study abroad, as well as what programs are available and how they 

operate. Australian universities cumulatively commit over $AUD20 million per annum 

of internal funding, additional to Australian Government OS-HELP student loans in 

excess of $AUD30 million per annum (Olsen, 2014). Additionally, the New Colombo 

Plan provides over $AUD50 million per annum to support undergraduate student 

mobility to Indo-Pacific countries. These investments confirm the economic 

significance of studying abroad and its importance to Australian universities. Clearly, as 

a sector, Australian universities have a high level of commitment to encouraging their 

enrolled students to study abroad.  

 

This chapter reviews existing public-facing documentation regarding Australian 

universities’ policies and procedures about studying abroad, including information to 

encourage students to participate and guidelines to assist them in gaining maximum 

benefit from their study abroad experience. As detailed in Chapter 1.5, this information 

is derived from a direct request to individual universities supported by an analysis of 

relevant material from universities’ web sites. Of the nine universities that responded 

directly to the invitation – only three had a specific strategy addressing student mobility 

(University of Sydney, University of South Australia and University of New England). 

The subsequent web search also identified Griffith University as having a similar 

strategy, details of which were available to the public. A number of other universities 

had a global engagement or internationalisation strategy which incorporated outward 

mobility as an activity, although the specifics of this were generally covered in less than 

one page of text. While other universities also addressed outward mobility briefly in 

their organisation-level strategic plan, all universities offered detailed web-based 

student information on available programs, eligibility requirements, application 

processes and available funding. Several universities also provided promotional 

messages, student testimonials and contact details. The sections which follow 
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synthesize this information under the headings used in the initial request to universities 

(see Chapter 1.5.1.1). Given that many of the universities administered quite similar 

programs and provided comparable support services and administrative procedures, the 

examples given have been chosen to ensure approximately equal representation of 

universities. 

 

2.2 Purpose statements 

The low response rate to requests for copies of purpose statements and the scarcity of 

public-facing policy statements on university websites suggest that this area represents 

somewhat of an academic vacuum. However, further targeted searching does yield 

almost universal, if divergently framed, acknowledgement of the importance of this area 

as exemplified below. 

 

The University of Wollongong’s (2019, p.7) draft Strategic Plan 2020-2025 noted this 

key objective: 

1.3 Develop our students as global citizens through enhanced opportunities 

for international student mobility and digitally-enabled cross-campus learning 

collaboration. We will mainstream global outlooks across our portfolio of 

courses and develop a framework for international work integrated learning.  

 

QUT (2019) had on a student information webpage a purpose statement that focused on 

employability: 

Studying overseas is a valuable experience that prepares you to work globally, 

and it also shows employers that you can deal with change and have initiative, 

commitment and flexibility. 

 

A student information webpage from the Australian National University (2019b) 

defined three key areas of benefit that could arise from studying abroad: 

Personal Growth 

- Gain independence, build your confidence and meet new people. 

- Explore your host destination and immerse yourself in a different culture 

- See the world and gain new perspective and knowledge. 

- Challenge yourself and step out of your comfort zone 
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Professional Growth and Career Development 

- Live in another culture while building skills and gaining knowledge to 

diversify your career options. 

- Extend your network and build international links 

- Explore international opportunities to broaden your career prospect. 

- Add a competitive edge to your portfolio through your international 

experience, international experience and new perspectives. 

Academic Opportunities 

- Explore new learning opportunities and participate in courses not offered at 

ANU. 

- Experience a different academic system 

- Add an international dimension to your learning experience. 

 

Charles Sturt University (2019) also defined a range of benefits arising from its range of 

different study abroad options: 

Add an international edge to your degree by studying on exchange, 

participating in short-term programs, attending conferences, volunteering or 

completing your workplace learning at one of many international destinations. 

Enhance your competitiveness as a graduate in the new global marketplace and 

have fun at the same time. Benefits of international study experience include: 

 Cross-cultural communication 

 Relationship management 

 Enhanced organisational and time management skills 

 Increased self-confidence. 

 

The University of Queensland’s (2019) Global Strategy stated an objective of 

improving national economic prosperity, amongst other things: 

Student (and staff) mobility also contributes to greater diversity, understanding, 

awareness and cross-cultural affinity, which may in turn improve national and 

international prosperity through strengthened relations. 

 

The University of Notre Dame (2019)’s list of Generic Graduate Attributes includes 

Internationalisation defined as the capacity for international and global perspectives 

based on an understanding and appreciation of social and cultural diversity and 

individual human rights. Thus, the university has embedded outward mobility within 
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the context of its core values. The university notes that this position commits it to a 

range of relevant actions: This explicit commitment to the University’s graduates 

requires that appropriate curriculum and experiential elements of their education are 

supported. Notre Dame also noted there were other paths to internationalisation beyond 

simply outward mobility. This exposure can be achieved in a number of ways, including 

through the curriculum, experience of studying in a culturally diverse environments and 

through participating in experiential immersion arrangements such as student exchange 

and short-term academic programs.  

 

In its Globalisation Plan, La Trobe University (2019; p. 11) also identified studying 

abroad as just one of several ways to achieve global citizenship:  

Globally Enabled Students: We’ll support our students to graduate as globally 

engaged students who are sought after by globally focused companies. We’ll 

enable them to study languages and internationally relevant degrees, offer 

culturally rich experiences through our mobility opportunities, and encourage 

positive and powerful interactions between our domestic and international staff 

and students. 

 

Southern Cross University (2019) embedded study abroad activities within its broader 

domestic-focused policy for community engaged learning, which incorporates a number 

of work-integrated learning and internship opportunities. These programs were 

commonly available in Australia as well as overseas with the overarching document 

stating “the policy applies to both onshore and offshore program delivery”. Southern 

Cross University also incorporated study abroad activities within its otherwise 

domestic-focused Outdoor Fieldwork Safety Policy.  

 

It was rare for universities to emphasise studying abroad as an opportunity to have fun 

(as did Charles Sturt University, 2019) or to otherwise emphasise opportunities for 

recreational tourism. If mentioned at all, such aspects were implied to be supplementary 

at most. For example, the University of Southern Queensland (2019) points out that: 

Studying overseas is a great way to make new friends, travel the world and go 

on an adventure whilst receiving credit towards your degree. Not only will 

you grow as a person, but you will also increase your career prospects as 

employers value evidence of independence, adaptability and willingness to 

take on a challenge.  



 

45 

 

 

Similarly, Murdoch University (2019a) reminds students that: 

Studying overseas gives you the chance to boost your career prospects, take 

classes that are not available at Murdoch, make lifelong friends and enjoy the 

experience of a lifetime. 

 

Despite the common claim by many universities that a key objective of studying abroad 

was to enhance graduate employability and career prospects, none provided any 

evidence that supported this claim in the documentation reviewed. Other claims that 

studying abroad boosted skills in cross-cultural communication and global awareness 

were also not confirmed by evidence, although these could more readily be assumed as 

the expected consequences of engaging with a foreign education system and a foreign 

culture.  

 

One exception was the provision of student testimonials (incorporating statements by 

both outgoing domestic and incoming international students) which did provide 

examples of study abroad alumni stating they gained both skills and subsequent 

employment opportunities as a result of their study abroad experiences (for example, 

Australian National University, 2019c; Swinburne University, 2019). While such 

isolated examples could not be claimed to provide statistically valid evidence that 

studying abroad delivers those outcomes routinely, they do indicate that such outcomes 

are achievable. 

 

Clearly, the majority of Australian universities do not have a dedicated public facing 

strategy that specifically addresses outward student mobility, although all have public-

facing information for students regarding student exchange and other available study 

abroad programs available. Some universities incorporated student mobility within an 

organisation-level strategic plan while others incorporated both outward and inward 

student mobility within an internationalisation or globalisation strategy for their 

university. 

 

Where a specific policy addressing studying abroad was available, it mostly focused on 

procedural matters rather than the aims and objectives of supporting the activity. 

Information developed for students had a similarly pragmatic focus on issues such as 

eligibility, participation administration and fees, compliance with travel advisories and 
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other travel safety advice as well as grading and credit recognition guidelines. 

Nonetheless, it was also common, though not universal, that a university’s specific or 

enterprise-level strategy noted a purpose statement for studying abroad. Such purpose 

statements could also be found in information developed to encourage student 

participation. 

 

The University of Sydney (2019) forwarded the most detailed policy document specific 

to outward student mobility, which is also available publicly on its website. The 13 page 

document covers the types of mobility programs available to students; student eligibility 

requirements; and arrangements for granting credit. The policy document also 

committed the university to maintain a register of mobility episodes and to prepare an 

annual report of the performance of the University’s outbound student global mobility 

program. This was the clearest public statement made by any Australian university of 

an intention to monitor and evaluate the performance of its study abroad programs. The 

metrics defined suggest the evaluation effort is focused towards efficient maximisation 

of participation across different disciplines, rather than on outcomes achieved by 

participating students. However, the document did not contain a clear statement of the 

purpose underlying the university’s objective to grow student participation in studying 

abroad. 

 

Griffith University (2019) has a similarly detailed policy document on global mobility 

covering both outgoing and incoming students. It also did not contain a clear statement 

of its purpose in encouraging student mobility. Much like Sydney, its focus was on the 

types of programs available, student eligibility requirements and credit granting 

arrangements. It also had a strong focus on participant safety and program risk 

management, including pre-departure briefing arrangements. Griffith’s strategy also 

committed the university to maintaining a register of participating students although 

there was no specific statement about a commitment to reporting or evaluation. 

 

The University of New England (2019) forwarded a policy document, also 

available publicly available on its website, which did capture its purpose in 

supporting student mobility via the following statement: 

Increased participation by Students in international mobility programs is one 

of the University of New England's (UNE) internationalisation strategies. 

Periods of work and/or study in other countries have direct benefits for the 
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participants and host institutions and indirect benefits for others who come 

into contact with them and so profit from their experience. 

Another detailed and publicly available policy document was forwarded by the 

University of South Australia (2019). Its policy document encompassed both outgoing 

and incoming student mobility and it had the following purpose statement: 

Student mobility programs have a key role in developing strategic 

partnerships with overseas providers and enabling students to develop global 

capability and employability through participating in overseas study and/or 

practice-based learning.  

 

As noted, such detailed policy documents dedicated specifically to student mobility 

were not identified in any other Australian universities. However, the following purpose 

statements were identified in other documentation, including policy documents and 

web-based information for students.  

 

2.3 Specific policies 

The apparent policy vacuum in relation to study abroad may be because, in some 

universities, study abroad policy and procedural matters fall into the detail of their 

overarching global engagement or internationalisation strategies. Typically, these 

address four main issues, as is exemplified by this Charles Sturt (2019b) example: 

 Inter-university agreements; 

 International research collaboration; 

 Outward student mobility programs; and 

 Incoming international students undertaking full qualifications over several 

years. 

 

Inter-university agreements can involve research collaboration as well as faculty staff 

mobility and are also key to enabling student exchange programs, where two 

universities agree to an arrangement whereby students from each are hosted within the 

foreign partner university whilst still paying domestic tuition fees to their home 

university. For example, Victoria University (2019) states it has 110 global exchange 

partnerships across 34 countries presenting opportunities for its students to undertake 

an overseas study or internship experience. These agreements may also support other 

study abroad arrangements which, while not reciprocal in nature, still involve one 
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university’s students being hosted by another, where those students may be required to 

pay tuition fees to the foreign university. Other study abroad opportunities such as 

faculty-led study tours may be fully administered by a home university in respect of its 

own students.  

 

It was apparent from the review of websites that study abroad programs offered by 

Australia universities generally fit within the following categories (for example, 

Monash University, 2019a): 

 Semester and year-long exchange programs 

 Study abroad through a non-partner university  

 Inter-campus transfer – (study at an offshore campus of the home university) 

 Mid-year and end-of-year break programs  

 Faculty led study tours  

 Internships – generally facilitated by the home university in partnership with a 

public or private enterprise firm. 

 

In essence, student exchange programs established between an Australian and foreign 

university enable students to undertake study overseas that is equivalent, with respect to 

study load and discipline-specific content, to what is required by the curriculum 

underlying the qualification undertaken at their home university. This represents a very 

effective and popular form of study abroad as students gain a high degree of immersion 

in a foreign culture and education system without additional tuition fees and without 

prolonging the duration of study required to gain the requisite qualification. 

 

Many universities also allow their students to choose an approved study abroad program 

or otherwise arrange such an opportunity themselves provided such study is approved 

by the university. Such approval incorporates consideration of whether such study 

represents equivalence with requirements of the home university’s curriculum (for the 

purposes of credit recognition) and broader considerations of the student’s capabilities 

(for example, foreign language fluency) as well as their safety and wellbeing (for 

example, Monash University, 2019b). Such programs that facilitate accrual of 

equivalent credit are generally for a semester or full year and require students to pay 

tuition fees to the foreign university. The option of intercampus transfers for a semester 

or full year was offered by universities with offshore campuses. Examples include 

Curtin University (2019): with campuses in Dubai, Malaysia, Mauritius or Singapore; 
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and the Australian Catholic University (2019) with a campus in Rome. In these 

circumstances, credit recognition is straightforward where both domestic and foreign 

campuses may follow the same curricula. Further, Murdoch (2019a) noted in respect of 

its intercampus transfers (to Singapore and Dubai) that our programs are taught in 

English so there’s no need to learn a second language. 

 

Other options take the form of short-term study abroad program options incorporate 

summer school or other term-break classroom-based study at a foreign university; 

faculty-led study tours and internships or similar work experience opportunities. Short-

term programs are generally for periods of between two to six weeks (Curtin, 2019). 

The University of Melbourne (2019a) promoted the purpose and value of such short-

term programs as follows: 

Short-term programs give you the opportunity to experience new cultures, 

develop critical employability skills and prepare for a global future – all 

without the long-term commitment of a semester or year-long program. 

 

Summer school and term break study programs are generally fully administered by a 

foreign university without any direct input from a home university. Australian students 

wishing to pursue such study may be assisted to apply by their home university or by a 

third party, such as AIM Overseas (2019). Upon return a student may also be able to 

arrange for their home university to have that additional study noted on their transcript 

although it would be at the home university’s discretion to determine whether that study 

could substitute for any component required by the domestic curriculum. It may just be 

noted as something the student chose to undertake additional to core program 

requirements. For example, Curtin University (2019) states:  

When you return from the program, to receive credit you will need to submit 

your official transcript and marking key to the university. 

 

A range of faculty-led study tours and international internship opportunities are offered 

by most universities (for example, Murdoch University, 2019b). The University of 

NSW (2019) offers more than 40 individual faculty-led programs to Asian countries in 

2018, including Cambodia, China, Fiji, Hong Kong, India, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, 

Myanmar, Nepal, Palau, Samoa, Singapore, South Korea, Sri Lanka, Taiwan, and 

Thailand. The university notes that New Colombo Plan mobility grant funding is 

available to support students participating in these programs. 
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An internship, or other work experience opportunity, may be taken up by students after 

graduation or during term breaks. Unless work experience requirements are integrated 

in course curricula it is unlikely they would accrue credit towards a qualification. 

Southern Cross University (2019) defines overseas work experience opportunities as 

being either work-integrated learning (work experience opportunities that are a 

component of the course curriculum) and service-learning (internships of other work 

experience opportunities that are not components of a course curriculum). The 

University of the Sunshine Coast (2019) has a work-integrated learning program 

through which students studying science qualifications can elect to undertake their 

Work Place Learning course component either in Australia or overseas. The University 

of Technology Sydney (2019a) enables students to undertake a number of elective 

options, including internships, of three to four weeks duration and gain credit points 

towards their qualification.  

 

Finally, the model of research students undertaking field research or attending 

conferences is also an important part of studying abroad (for example, Edith Cowan 

University, 2019). The duration of travel for field research could be relatively lengthy, 

while conference attendance may be one of the shortest forms of studying abroad, likely 

being for a few days only. 

 

2.4 Participation targets 

A useful addition to a statement of purpose and objectives is a defined target or targets, 

also referred to as indicators of success by some universities. For example, the 

University of WA’s (2019) developing internationalisation strategy (due for release in 

2020) identifies three major success indicators for the strategy:  

 International cohort: Over 23 per cent international students. 

 Global mobility: Over 1000 offshore student experiences per year; and 

 Global partnerships: Partnerships with over 30 countries. 

 

Targets were not a universal feature of the university documentation reviewed but a few 

examples are provided below. Targets can be considered a step towards program 

evaluation insofar as achieving such targets confirms success while to reach targets 

should prompt questions as to what parts of a program were not effective or efficient.  
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RMIT University’s (2019, p.6) International Plan 2016-2020 includes the goals: To be 

#1 among Australian Technology Network (ATN) Universities for student mobility; and 

top 3 among Australian Universities by 2020. It is implied, though not stated, in public 

documentation that the relevant metric is the number of study abroad experiences 

undertaken by RMIT’s students in 2020. Murdoch University (2019a) more directly 

states this as the key metric in its student information documentation: Our progress will 

be measured by: Number of domestic students in student exchange or in country 

experience, although no actual target is stated. The University of Western Sydney’s 

Global Futures 2015-2020 strategy broadly states it has the goal of increasing the 

number, diversity and reach of student outbound student mobility (Western Sydney 

University, 2019). This indicates an intention to benchmark against its own performance 

over time, aiming for continuous improvement rather than a set target or a level of 

performance equal or superior to other universities. 

 

With a strong focus on mobility to Asia, the University of NSW (2019, p.46) states that 

it is ranked first in Australia for securing government funding from programs such as 

the New Colombo Plan and is presumably determined to maintain that position by 

maintaining high rates of outward student mobility. Targets may also be determined at 

school-level. For example, Finders University (2019) School of Arts Humanities, Social 

Sciences Strategic Plan states this (unquantified) success indicator: 

 % HASS students participating in international placements, in-country 

programs and other mobility schemes. 

 

In its 2019 correspondence, the University of Melbourne indicated that it had a target of 

25 per cent mobility to be achieved across the student population in all levels and fields 

of study in an unspecified future time period. On this basis, it has exercised a particular 

focus on undergraduate science students where participation was only 8 per cent in 

2016. To address this, the university has established a specific page for Bachelor of 

Science students, identifying a wide-range of semester-long study abroad opportunities2.  

The Australian National University also indicated in correspondence that it has an 

aspirational target of up to 50 per cent across its domestic student body in an 

unspecified future time period although, like Melbourne, this figure was not identified 

in any public-facing documentation. 

                                                           
2 https://science.unimelb.edu.au/students/study-abroad-and-exchange/guide-to-planning-

your-exchange-in-the-bsc 
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A few Australian universities have encouraged international engagement by 

incorporating such opportunities within their domestic degrees. For example, the 

University of Technology Sydney (2019c) has a number of degrees that can incorporate 

an International Studies component, which generally involves spending one year of the 

degree overseas. Central Queensland University’s (2019) School of Engineering and 

Technology has an Engineers without Borders program which involves a two week 

faculty-led study tour to a developing or marginalised community in the Asia-Pacific 

region. 

 

A number of universities have established global leadership programs within which 

students could gain credit points via a variety of approved activities. Both Macquarie 

University (2019) and Deakin University (2019) have titled Global Leadership 

Programs while the University of Technology Sydney (2019b) has BUILD (Beyond 

UTS International Leadership Development), described as:  

an extra-curricular global leadership program designed to harness 

your leadership potential and develop your mindset, skills and competencies 

as a global citizen and global leader. 

 

2.5 Eligibility requirements 

Formal eligibility requirements for both study abroad participation and internal/external 

funding support serve to limit access to participation and support. Common 

requirements are to: 

 be over 18 years of age and have no outstanding debts to the home university 

(University of Tasmania, 2019); 

 be in at least second year of an undergraduate qualification; 

 have a course-weighted average of 60 or above (Curtin University, 2019) or at 

least a pass/credit average, equivalent to a grade point average of GPA of 4.0 

(University of Tasmania, 2019); and 

 comply with instructions to return home in event of an in-country emergency 

(for example, natural disaster, terrorism, or political unrest).  

 

Such limited eligibility criteria may not apply in the case of inter-campus transfers (for 

example, Curtin University, 2019). Further, although exchange students must generally 

undertake full-time enrolment and attendance at the partner university, the University of 
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Tasmania does makes student exchange available to part-time students who have 

completed 6 units (where a full-time semester is 3-4 units) 

 

Exchange program arrangements are generally available to both domestic and 

international students, allowing them to study at a partner university; however Curtin 

University (2019) specified international students could not negotiate a study abroad 

arrangement with a non-partner university (i.e., such study would not be recognised as 

gaining equivalent credit). James Cook University (2019) specified that, in order to 

secure funding from the university to support participation in a short-term program, that 

program must accrue credit towards a student’s qualification. The University of 

Canberra has specific eligibility criteria for overseas internship programs:  

Open to students with a minimum 4.5 GPA and are eligible to enrol into a 

suitable 6 CPS internship unit. Places will be awarded based on academic 

merit, written statement and interview performance.  

The university further noted that internships cost $AUD4,000 (excluding flight costs) 

and then noted New Colombo Plan grants of up to $AUD3,000 were available for 

application and that OS-HELP loans of up to $AUD8,149 were also available. Most 

universities also provided details on OS-HELP application procedures (for example, the 

University of Adelaide, 2019). Different faculties and schools may also establish 

specific eligibility criteria and application processes for both faculty-led study tours and 

other programs (for example, see University of Tasmania, 2019). 

 

2.6 Anticipated learning outcomes 

While there is an expressed enthusiasm for the value of study abroad experiences and 

clear attempts by some universities to incorporate these in their degree structures, there 

were few statements regarding specific anticipated learning outcomes, excepting the 

broad generic claims captured in the purpose statements noted at Chapter 2.2. These 

were largely achievements of global awareness and intercultural competence, as well as 

greater self-reliance and enhanced organisational skills. No reference is made to specific 

learning activities that would deliver these outcomes and they could be inferred to arise 

from the experience of travelling as much as from the study undertaken while travelling. 

Further, the claimed outcomes are implied to be universally achievable regardless of 

what study abroad option a student undertakes. 
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It can be argued that formal learning outcomes established in course curricula are 

achieved through a student exchange program, where a home university has carefully 

chosen an exchange partner able to deliver equivalent study content that substitutes for 

what would otherwise have been delivered by the home university. This may also be the 

case for non-reciprocal study abroad programs which have been approved by the home 

university as substituting for what would otherwise have been delivered by that home 

university. In these cases the study abroad experience is generally a semester or longer 

in duration (for example, see Monash University, 2019a) 

 

Where such principles do not readily apply is in regard to shorter study experiences, 

including internships that supplement, rather than replace, existing curricular content. A 

scan of public-facing website material did not identify any articulation of how this area 

might be addressed. The one exception identified was the University of Melbourne’s 

(2019b) Short-term Mobility Program Toolkit, which incorporated a draft guide to 

developing learning outcomes. 

 

This document does define a specific and differential purpose to studying abroad 

(compared with not doing so): 

On-campus learning equips students with a greater theoretical understanding 

of the subject matter, whilst experiential learning in an international context 

equips students with better applied knowledge. 

 

Furthermore, the document does establish a vital role for educators and program 

leaders: 

Intercultural learning does not just happen through cross-cultural contact, 

educators need to intervene in their experience and give students the tools to 

interpret and understand their surroundings and promote positive attitudes. 

 

The University of Melbourne’s approach does seem good and standard practice for any 

educative context where there is an expectation that formal learning should be guided 

by a curriculum, defining the content and pedagogical approaches to be applied in a 

study program, as well as defining the expected learning outcomes of that program. In 

the context of a curriculum, learning outcomes are not assumed to be automatic but are 

achievable through the mutual effort of educators and students. Given such a structured 

approach is largely routine in other educative contexts, its seeming absence within study 
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abroad programs risks promoting perceptions that it is a frivolous activity, more akin to 

tourism than a form of experiential education. 

 

2.7 Conclusions and reflections 

The purpose of this scoping exercise was to investigate Australian universities stated 

rationales for encouraging and facilitating study abroad activities. There was 

considerable variation in materials offered in response to the invitation to participate in 

this research and what was subsequently located in a search of public-facing internet 

materials. It cannot be categorically concluded that policy documentation does not exist 

on the basis that it was neither supplied nor found simply because it is conceivable that 

some or many universities may choose not to make internal policies available to the 

public. Nonetheless, it was apparent that all Australian universities enthusiastically 

support Australian students studying abroad, either by virtue of having created public-

facing policy documents or by providing a wealth of information to encourage students 

to participate, including information about available funding support, eligibility and 

application procedures. 

 

Where universities did state the purposes and objectives underlying their support for 

outward student mobility, these were primarily student focused, anticipating improved 

skills in intercultural communication and global awareness, as well as broad aspects of 

personal development such as enhancing independence, self-reliance and organisational 

skills. A number of instances have been noted of universities aligning these desired 

outcomes with the universities’ core goals and values – thus positioning outward 

student mobility as part of the universities intrinsic educational objectives. The claim 

was frequently made that facilitating development of these enhanced skills would 

enhance students’ employability and career prospects although, with the exception of 

rare use of alumni testimonials, no evidence was offered to support these claims. 

 

Statements regarding intentions to evaluate the effectiveness of different study abroad 

programs were rare, although a number of universities stated targets or defined 

indicators of success for their facilitation of outward student mobility. In all those cases 

the focus was upon growing student participation in studying abroad, along with 

appropriate considerations to ensure a high quality student experiences, including 

assurance of student safety, well-being and readiness to gain the most benefit from 
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studying abroad. Information about anticipated learning outcomes were specifically 

sought in the request for information sent to all universities (Appendix B) and 

specifically searched for across universities’ websites. These were common in 

promotional material, notably claims of enhanced career outcomes, but the only scant 

evidence offered were a small number of alumni testimonials. In no case was it apparent 

that learning outcomes were the core focus of any program evaluation activity  

 

In essence, while studying abroad has been enthusiastically embraced by Australian 

universities, that enthusiasm appears to be based upon a shared assumption that its 

purpose and value are largely self-evident and do not require confirmation. Again, this 

conclusion is drawn from capturing information offered or otherwise made publicly 

available by universities and may not be a fair or accurate reflection of internal 

considerations made by university leaders and program managers. Further, there may 

well be internal evaluative activities, such as seeking participating student feedback via 

survey research, that universities to do not make readily visible. Nonetheless the high 

level of universities’ interest and involvement in promoting study abroad lends in 

principle support to the aims and objectives of this thesis, namely to identify and 

promote useful directions for study abroad program evaluation, following an outcomes-

based focus that can measure how well programs are delivering on their intended 

purpose, irrespective of the level of student participation they achieve.  
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Chapter 3: Studying abroad – the Australian story   

 

3.1. Prologue 

In Australia and elsewhere governments and education institutions are investing in 

encouraging students to study in another country. A small, though high-value, 

component of this involves providing generous merit-based scholarships covering the 

full costs of student travel and tuition. These may include scholarships provided by 

foreign governments to support Australian students studying abroad, most commonly 

for research. Examples include Australian-American Fulbright Scholarships (Fulbright 

Australia, 2019) and also Erasmus+ scholarships from the European Union (Department 

of Education, 2019b). Around $AUD200 million in international scholarships are 

provided by the Australian Government (Austrade, 2019), the majority of which are to 

support incoming international students but some programs also support the outward 

mobility of Australian students engaged in postgraduate research, for example the 

Research Training Program (Erasmus).  

 

There are two cohorts of outwardly mobile Australian students, those studying full 

degrees in another country and those who are enrolled in an Australian university and 

undertake study overseas as a short-term elective component of their otherwise 

domestic study programme (Nerlich, 2016). The majority of such study is for credit 

although, in 2017, only 58 per cent of all study abroad experiences were reported to 

accrue credit. Of the remaining experiences, nine per cent were research-related 

(including both field research and conference attendance) and 23 per cent were 

internships or volunteer work (Department of Education, 2019a). The majority of 

Australian universities have been reported to provide their study abroad students with 

graduate attribute statements, which list the achievement of cultural awareness and the 

gaining of an international perspective as key competencies developed by the students 

(Pitman & Broomhall, 2009). 

 

The latter group of Australian university students are the focus of Australia’s $AUD50 

million per annum New Colombo Plan (NCP), a substantial investment geared towards 

encouraging students to study at Indo-Pacific destinations. The NCP includes 

prestigious scholarships and fellowships, but a much larger number of students gain 
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lower per capita levels of grant funding, where the focus is on enhancing participation 

by large numbers of students (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2019).  

 

In addition to such government investment, Australian universities invest funding and 

resources towards supporting student travel and building linkages with the foreign 

institutions that host those students. Such linkages may involve a student exchange 

program, where students travel to study at a foreign institution but continue to pay only 

their domestic tuition fees (Australian National University, 2019d). However, short-

term study abroad more commonly involves students enrolling under a full-fee paying 

arrangement, without such reciprocation. Additional financial support is also available 

through an Australia Government loan program OS-Help, which provides between 

$AUD6-10,000 for up to six months study, with additional funding available to students 

choosing to study in Asian destinations (Study Assist, 2019). In summary, with the 

exception of a small proportion of prestigious scholarship awardees, most outgoing 

Australian students and their families must at least partially fund their own outward 

mobility, as well as facing opportunity costs involved in leaving home to study in 

another country.  

 

The brief review above identifies three entities involved in supporting outward student 

mobility: governments (which may be Australian, state or territory); education 

institutions; and students (and their families). Each entity is making an investment in 

outward student mobility with an expectation of a return on their investment. For 

governments, there may be immediate gains in respect of soft diplomacy and also 

longer-term expectations of economic return through creating a graduate workforce with 

intercultural competency and global entrepreneurial skills. For education institutions, 

there are reputational gains and linkages established with foreign universities. The 

return on investment for students and their families are partly short-term with respect to 

the experiential learning arising from the travel experience and the exposure to a foreign 

teaching environment. There are also long-term gains with respect to anticipated 

academic advancement and enhanced graduate employment prospects, which may 

include accessing the international job market. 

 

However, the above claims are commonly anecdotal in nature (Woolf, 2007). Finding 

unequivocal evidence to support these claims remains challenging and, even when 

outcomes data are captured, it may be difficult to differentiate causation from 
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correlation. Students who study overseas are commonly strong academic performers 

already and more often come from relatively-privileged backgrounds, factors which 

commonly correlate with greater academic and career success.  

 

The following article published in 2013 presented a largely-unprecedented evidence-

based narrative of Australian student international mobility. A particular focus on 

Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) students arose from a 

discussion with the editor in early drafting stages. While STEM is not the specific focus 

of this thesis the potentially-different role of studying abroad in different fields of study 

is a key theme and STEM students are considered to have their own specific motives for 

studying abroad (Niehaus & Inkelas, 2016). Otherwise, the article investigates the 

evidence that underlies claims of a return on investment in outward student mobility; 

the strength of that evidence with respect to identifying genuine causation; and what 

initiatives could be undertaken to build a stronger evidence base. As discussed 

elsewhere in this thesis, providing convincing evidence of a return on investment may 

be the best strategy to grow student participation and should also reduce pressure on 

funding bodies to incentivise the activity through further subsidising costs.  
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3.2. Publication: Nerlich, S. (2013). Australians as international students – where they 

go, what they do and why they do it. Journal of Higher Education Policy and 

Management, 35(4), 386-395. 

 

3.2.1 Abstract 

 

Current published information on Australian student mobility offshore is reviewed as 

part of a longer-term project aiming to determine the current propensity of Australian 

higher education students to study overseas and the return on investment that they can 

expect to achieve. It was found that limited data are available on the current extent of 

Australian student mobility offshore and that rationales to encourage offshore study 

tend to focus on broader aspects of personal development, rather than on curriculum-

specific learning outcomes. In an attempt to identify stronger incentives for investment 

in offshore mobility, this review considers mobility in the so-called STEM fields of 

Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics. Since a graduate career in science 

and innovation frequently involves international collaboration, the return on investment 

in an international study experience should be readily measurable from the curriculum-

specific learning outcomes and subsequent graduate employment outcomes of 

internationally mobile STEM students. 

 

3.2.2 Introduction 

 

Currently, significant investments are being made at government and institutional levels 

to further internationalise higher education, driven by a common view that economic 

growth and prosperity depend on greater international engagement with an increasingly 

globalised economy. 

 

However, Blumenfeld & Nerad (2012) publishing in the Australian Universities’ 

Review, referred to a growing imperative to ‘demonstrate value’ from international 

education experiences, particularly in the science, technology, engineering and 

mathematics (STEM) fields where funding may be limited and value of cross-cultural 

interaction can be difficult to appreciate or justify. 

 

This view seems to be shared internationally. For example, a presentation by Denecke 

(2011) to a workshop hosted by the National Science Foundation (USA) noted there 
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was ‘a vital need for real outcomes data on the efficacy and value of international 

collaboration for students, research staff and institutions’ and that currently ‘value 

propositions underlying strategic directions are not backed by evidence’. Similarly, a 

workshop hosted by the Royal Society (2011) concluded that ‘little is understood about 

the dynamics of networking and the mobility of scientists’.  

 

While acknowledging that outcomes were not readily measurable, Blumenfeld and 

Nerad (2012) referred to the commonly-expressed expectations that international study 

experiences: 

 enhance students’ learning in the STEM fields;  

 create new opportunities to contribute to research;  

 prepare students for an increasingly international employment market; and 

 establish an informed view of current global issues.   

 

There is current worldwide concern about declining student interest in pursuing STEM 

qualifications. This may result in a declining supply of skilled graduates who can make 

key contributions to economies that are built upon innovation and technological 

development. A decline in a qualified teaching workforce skilled in these disciplines 

could also compound this supply problem across generations. 

 

Through a focus on STEM, this review explores the hypothesis that government, 

institutional and student investment in outward student mobility does deliver tangible 

and long-term benefit to the student and the institution and also to national economic 

prosperity. It is proposed that international study experiences produce STEM graduates 

who have achieved learning outcomes they could not have achieved domestically, 

including both curricular-specific learning outcomes and the development of skills in 

international engagement and collaboration. This then produces STEM graduates who 

are better prepared to become the next generation of scientists, engineers and innovators 

in a 21st century globalised economy. 

 

This literature review seeks to outline what is currently known about the outward 

mobility of undergraduate and postgraduate Australian students studying in the STEM 

fields. The review has been developed with the expectation that better articulation of the 

value proposition of international study experiences in the STEM fields will lead to 

further growth in, and quality enhancement of, these experiences. 
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3.2.3 The current extent of Australian student mobility 

 

There are two main cohorts of outwardly mobile students: 

 Students who are enrolled to complete a qualification offshore in a foreign 

university; and 

 Students who are enrolled to complete a qualification in a home country university 

and incorporate an international study experience while enrolled. 

 

Australians enrolled in foreign universities. 

Gaining a picture of this cohort requires data which are collected and reported by other 

countries. The most extensive international data source is the Global Education Digest 

(UNESCO, 2011). This provides a count of 9,968 Australian tertiary students enrolled 

in foreign education institutions in 2009, the top five study destinations being USA, 

New Zealand, UK, Germany and Japan. However, this is known to be an underestimate 

as it does not capture student data from all countries, including destinations such as 

Canada and China, which are considered to be significant destination countries for 

Australian students.  

 

Canada reported data to UNESCO in years prior to 2009 and was then in the top ten 

destinations for Australian students enrolled in foreign universities. A separate 

publication from China's Ministry of Education (2012) indicates that over 300 

Australian students were enrolled in an award course at tertiary level in 2011, which 

would place China in the top five destinations for Australian students enrolled in foreign 

universities (assuming UNESCO-equivalent enrolment definitions apply). No data on 

Australian students could be obtained from Singapore, but anecdotal reports suggest it 

may also be a significant destination for them. 

 

UNESCO also estimates the proportion of a country’s total number of tertiary students 

who are enrolled offshore. This statistic indicates that although Australian students 

represent a very small component of the global total of international students, this is 

largely the result of Australia’s relatively small population. Figure 2.2.1 indicates that 

the propensity of Australians tertiary students to enrol in a foreign university is on par 

with other countries and well ahead of the equivalent figure for US students.  
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Figure 3.2.1. Proportion (per cent) of outbound higher education students from total 

domestic student populations (selected nations) 2010. 

 

The UNESCO data provide no insight into the level of study or field of education of 

Australian students enrolled in foreign universities. However, through Australia’s 

involvement in the Project Atlas data working group (Institute of International 

Education, 2012a), it has become possible to obtain selected data from some of the 

major destinations for Australian students. These data indicate a proportional split of 74 

per cent and 26 per cent of undergraduate and postgraduate Australian students studying 

offshore.  

 

To estimate students enrolled in STEM fields, this paper includes enrolments in the 

following broad fields of education: Natural and Physical Sciences; Engineering and 

Related Technologies; Information Technology; and Agriculture – or otherwise the 

closest equivalent definitions adopted by different reporting countries. 

 

Using the Project Atlas partner data available, of 10,027 Australian undergraduate 

students enrolled in foreign universities, 11 per cent were enrolled in STEM fields. 

Although more difficult to estimate, it is likely that a generally larger proportion of 

postgraduate research enrolments are in STEM fields. For example, 39 per cent of 

Australian postgraduate research students enrolled in USA universities in 2008 were in 

STEM fields (Institute of International Education, 2012b). 

 

The dearth of information available on Australian students enrolled in foreign 

universities leaves them somewhat invisible to policy considerations. For example, 

Smith (2011) notes that Australia’s innovation agenda currently has little focus on the 
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potential of returning Australians who have gained valuable skills and experience 

through both studying and working overseas. 

 

The level of investment involved in supporting Australian students enrolled in foreign 

universities cannot be readily quantified either. Known funding sources include the 

Australian Government (which invested over $AUD3 million in outgoing Endeavour 

scholarships in 2011) and university scholarships and stipends, as well as foreign 

government and foreign university scholarships (e.g. Erasmus Mundus and Fulbright 

scholarships). It is likely that significant personal investments by students and their 

families are also involved.  

 

 Australians enrolled in Australian universities, who incorporate an international 

study experience. 

A quite separate area of Australian student mobility involves Australians who are 

enrolled in Australian education institutions and include an international study 

experience in their programme of study.  

 

First, there is a small cohort of Australian students (580 in 2011) who are enrolled in the 

offshore campuses of Australians institutions, as are captured in the national higher 

education statistics collection (DIISRTE, 2012a). It is assumed that these students 

complete most of their course of study offshore, even though they are enrolled in an 

Australian university. In 2011, these students were mostly enrolled in full degree 

courses, primarily at the masters by coursework level and in the field of Business and 

Commerce.  

 

Second, there are much larger numbers of Australian students who are enrolled in 

Australian domestic campuses, but who incorporate a short-term international study 

experience within their course of study.  

 

Data on such international study experiences are not captured in the national statistics 

collection. Instead, the best picture is emerging from an annual survey conducted by the 

Australian Universities International Directors Forum (Olsen, 2010). These survey 

responses, collected from participating universities, do not provide unit-level student 

data, but do allow proportions and trends in this student cohort to be estimated. 
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The 2010 survey of 37 Australian universities estimated that 12 per cent of completing 

undergraduates had an international study experience during their degree and, in total, 

over 18,000 international study experiences were reported by university students at all 

levels in 2010.  

 

These study experiences, including exchange programmes, were commonly a semester 

or longer in length and over 90 per cent were for academic credit. Where the destination 

of the study experience was reported, 37.4 per cent were in Europe, 24.3 per cent were 

in the Americas and 31.8 per cent were in Asia. 

 

For international study experiences in which the field of education was reported 

(17,774), 15.9 per cent were in STEM fields. For the subset of postgraduate research 

experiences in which the field of education was reported (1,705), 49.5 per cent were in 

STEM fields. 

 

To give some indication of investment in this component of Australian student mobility, 

the 37 universities participating in the survey reported an aggregate $AUD26.9 million 

in funding support for the reported international study experiences in 2010, comprising: 

 61 per cent provided directly from universities ($AUD20.1 million) 

 21 per cent from the OS-Help loans programme and 6 per cent from other 

Australian Government programmes, including Endeavour Awards ($AUD6.3 

million); 

 two per cent from an Australian private sector source, one per cent from an 

overseas government or non-government source and nine per cent from other 

sources ($AUD443,000). 

 

Nonetheless, it is likely that these funding sources more often supplement, rather than 

fully cover, students’ study and living costs. Attitudinal surveys of Australian university 

students (e.g. Guest, Livett & Stone, 2006; Forsey et al., 2012) find that financial and 

opportunity costs are the most significant disincentives for students enrolled in 

Australian universities to consider an international study experience. Opportunity costs 

included any prolongation of a student's course of study or the loss of part-time 

employment that may be available while a student is studying in Australia.  
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Students who do choose to pursue international study experiences are primarily 

motivated by the quality of the learning experience offered by a reputable offshore 

institution, as well as the contribution that a quality international study experience can 

make to their curriculum vitae. Adventure and tourism-related objectives are not 

generally the primary motives of these students (Chew & Croy, 2011).  

 

3.2.4 The internationalisation of STEM education in Australian universities 

 

Clifford (2009) investigated the internationalisation of curricula across universities in 

Australia, Malaysia and South Africa and discussed how the term internationalisation is 

now firmly embedded in university strategic planning and in the delivery of student 

support services. However, its focus is largely upon incoming students from other 

countries. 

 

Clifford found that a number of academics in the mathematics and science fields 

expressed reluctance to promote international study experiences to domestic 

undergraduates, where there was uncertainty regarding the content and quality of 

courses provided by foreign universities. Also, many held the view that their disciplines 

were already internationalised, insofar as the underlying logic and empirical principles 

of mathematics and science curricula transcend cultural differences. However, staff at 

offshore campuses of the same universities did not share the view that a science or 

mathematics curriculum was internationally portable and instead viewed that the 

curriculum needed to be adapted to their local context.  

 

Guest et al. (2006) reviewed attitudes of staff and students at an Australian university 

and noted an apparent paradox where science-related subjects were considered to be 

internationalised by their very nature, but that science and engineering students 

generally had the lowest propensity to engage in international study experiences. Staff 

who taught in these fields generally spoke highly of the contribution that their own 

international study and research experiences had made to their own employability and 

career development. However, they generally found limited opportunities to promote 

the value of international mobility to their undergraduate students.   

 

Guest et al. (2006) suggest that enabling students to view their science curriculum 

through the lens of other cultural perspectives enables them to internationalise their 
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experience of science. Also, broadening the context of teaching and learning enhances 

the relevance of the curriculum to students from different geographic and cultural 

backgrounds. Appelbaum, Friedler, Ortiz, & Wolff (2009) offer a positive argument for 

internationalising a university mathematics curriculum and include a statement of 

specific learning objectives for outbound students. 

 

However, outside of these few examples, consideration of internationalisation in 

relation to specific disciplines is scarce and discourse on the potential benefits to be 

gained by Australian STEM students choosing to study offshore is even scarcer.  

 

Potential learning outcomes of student mobility 

The majority of literature on the internationalisation of curricula and on Australian 

student mobility explores more generic benefits that might be applicable to any 

discipline. These include the development of skills that enable intercultural 

collaboration and the enhanced understanding gained from considering common 

subjects of study across different cultural contexts. For example, a statement by the 

European Ministers Responsible for Higher Education (2009) described student 

mobility as important for 'personal development and employability. It fosters respect for 

diversity and a capacity to deal with other cultures'.  

 

However, such benefits often have only an indirect connection with specific course 

curricula and might be considered as generic outcomes of international travel, rather 

than as curricula-specific learning outcomes of an international study experience. A 

number of commentators point to the need for greater evaluation and justification of 

international mobility from curricular and pedagogical perspectives (Higgitt, Donert, 

Healey, Klein, Solem & Vajoczki, 2008), including the need for the assessment of what 

specific learning outcomes are achieved (Deardorff, 2006a). 

 

Hence, a key part of the broader internationalisation agenda is a need to define specific 

learning outcomes of student mobility, with an expectation that these will vary 

according to the field of education and pedagogical approach adopted within curricula.  

 

Forsey et al. (2012) presented survey and focus group findings from an Australian 

university suggesting that many Australian undergraduate students struggle to articulate 

the learning outcomes they achieved from an international study experience – instead 
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describing its value largely in respect of experiences outside the classroom. The authors 

also reviewed a number of web-based resources which generally promote the benefits of 

international study in terms of personal growth and the attainment of independence and 

self-confidence.  

 

Forsey et al. (2012) concluded that ‘what students are actually expected to learn are 

opaque’ and recommended that organisations encouraging international study needed to 

provide active intervention to encourage reflective practice by the students. This could 

be done through preparatory workshops, in-country support and follow-up sessions – all 

of which would encourage students to reflect on their experience and to come to 

recognise the tangible learning outcomes they may have genuinely gained from it. 

 

However, the paucity of public information on the learning outcomes of international 

study experiences need not be indicative of any lack of rigour at the institutional level. 

In the context of Australian undergraduate students who have an international study 

experience that gains credit, it should be expected that their education institution has 

defined specific learning outcomes for that experience.  

 

Deardorff (2006a) developed a programme assessment model which identified numbers 

of incoming and outgoing students as outputs of internationalisation, but defined the key 

outcome as ‘intercultural competence’, which could be quantified through routine 

student assessment methods, such as assessment of written or verbal presentations.  

 

Dunkley (2009) reported on a qualitative assessment of the learning outcomes of 

undergraduate students from an Australian university who had an international study 

experience. This research emphasised the value of providing students with structured 

opportunities for reflection and evaluation. This approach could maximise the learning 

potential of students' experience, as well as offering a useful basis for further 

programme development. 

 

The specific benefits of outward STEM student mobility are most often considered in 

the context of globalisation (for example, Carter, 2008 and Chiu & Duit, 2011), where 

graduate entrepreneurs possessing a broad cultural literacy, and perhaps 

multilingualism, are seen as key to a country’s global engagement in science and 

innovation and hence its long-term economic prosperity. The value of understanding 
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foreign contexts (Guest et al., 2006) and the need to maintain contemporary knowledge 

in a fast-paced global environment (Carter, 2008) are also cited as key issues.  

 

The context of postgraduate research in STEM is anticipated to be quite different as a 

student’s course of study is only loosely bound by curriculum, albeit pedagogical 

strategies employed by the institution and a student’s academic supervisors may all be 

vital to their success.  

 

The potential value of the internationalisation of STEM postgraduate research is more 

often considered in the broader context of international research collaborations and it is 

uncommon to find specific commentary on the experience and learning outcomes of 

postgraduate research students. Instead commentary generally focuses upon the value of 

the research collaboration.  

 

He, Geng & Campbell-Hunt (2009) undertook a longitudinal analysis over fourteen 

years to identify that early career researchers who engaged in international collaboration 

had a greater output of published research articles subsequently and that international 

collaboration at any stage of researchers’ careers improved the quality of their published 

articles (with respect to the publishing journal’s impact factor and the citation frequency 

of the article). 

 

Research on the mobility and career paths of EU researchers (IDEA, 2010) found a 

strong correlation between previous mobility experience as a student and the likelihood 

of being internationally mobile during a subsequent research career. This study also 

found that the proportion of researchers who had moved into a new job in a different 

country at least once in their research career was highest amongst those working in the 

natural science and technology fields (57%). 

 

Melkers & Kiopa (2010) suggest the motivations for international collaboration in 

science may be both knowledge-based, in terms of bringing in local contextual 

knowledge and a cross-fertilisation of ideas, as well as practical, in terms of funding 

incentives, additional human resources and access to technical instrumentation. 
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Benefits of an internationalised science education – employment outcomes 

Consideration of the contribution of an international study experience to graduate 

employment outcomes acknowledges that pragmatic employment aspirations often 

underlie student choices to pursue a particular course of study.  

 

Guest et al. (2006) noted that the exposure of undergraduate science students to the 

international nature of science 'is both desirable and rewarding' and that learning to live 

and study in a foreign country will give science graduates the capabilities 'to build and 

work in international teams'. The authors also found that, following an international 

study experience, students were more motivated to pursue an academic career and most 

students thought the experience would improve their employment prospects. 

 

A recent global survey conducted by the QS Intelligence Unit (QS, 2011) found that 30 

per cent of employers sought an international study experience in their recruitment 

criteria and 70 per cent acknowledged it as a significant consideration in recruitment 

decisions. By industry, this statistic was highest for Energy, followed by Electronics and 

High Technology, which ranked equal second against the Travel/Leisure/Hospitality 

industry.  

 

An equivalent Australian-based study (Prospect Marketing, 2006) found that over 80 

per cent of Australian employers saw significant value in an overseas study experience. 

This research generated a list of graduate attributes, arising from international study 

experiences in the science, IT and engineering fields, which were perceived by 

employers as valuable. 

 

3.2.5 Potential returns on investment from Australian STEM student mobility 

  

Globally, scientific expertise and innovation are perceived as increasingly important for 

enabling an effective response to the emerging challenges of a growing human 

population facing a declining supply of natural resources for energy production and 

growing uncertainties about food and water security.   

 

More immediately, investment in science, innovation and technological development is 

also argued as key to ensuring long term economic growth by enabling an economy to 
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remain engaged in emerging developments and opportunities in areas such as renewable 

energy, agricultural science, biotechnology, information technology, and spaceflight.  

 

In this context, it is widely acknowledged that long term investment in science, 

innovation and technological development must be underpinned by a robust education 

system that delivers both practitioners and educators to maintain a skilled workforce of 

scientists, engineers and innovators (Queensland Government, 2007; Schleicher, 2006).  

 

The recent Health of Australian Science report (Office of the Chief Scientist, 2012b) 

highlights the growing significance of international research collaboration at the 

postgraduate and faculty staff levels. Australia's research productivity is considered 

strong, with the oft-quoted statistic that a country with 0.3 per cent of the world’s 

population produces 3 per cent of the world's scientific publications. 

 

However, the Health of Australian Science report also notes concern regarding the 

supply side, including graduates and postgraduates from universities. While STEM 

enrolments show overall growth which matches and in some respects exceeds overall 

university enrolment growth, there are long-term declines apparent in the so-called 

enabling sciences of mathematics, physics and chemistry, as well as in the key area of 

agricultural science.  

 

Although it is not currently possible to accurately quantify Australian student mobility 

in the STEM disciplines, there is a suggestion from the literature and from limited data 

available that undergraduate mobility in STEM lags behind other disciplines, while 

conversely postgraduate research student and faculty staff mobility in STEM is 

relatively common.  

 

The current Australian Government Minister for Tertiary Education, Skills, Science and 

Research, Senator Chris Evans has encouraged Australian students to consider studying 

offshore, particularly in Asia (Radio National: Asia Pacific, 2012). He indicated that 

more two-way movement of students between Australia and Asia was vital to 

Australia’s engagement in the so-called Asian Century. 
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Also, in 2012, the Australian Government (2012) released the AddChina Undergraduate 

Toolkit for Australians students considering an international study experience in China. 

The toolkit leads with the statement: 

 

It’s no longer mostly arts students who are going to China. From mathematicians 

and scientists to engineers... students of all disciplines can... get ahead in the Asian 

Century. 

 

Although it is apparent that opportunities to study STEM in an English-speaking 

environment are increasing in Asia, it remains the case that the US, the UK and New 

Zealand represent the most popular study destinations for Australian students who are 

internationally mobile (DIISRTE, 2012b). From the survey research available, 

encouraging international mobility can enhance a STEM student's learning experience. 

Further, it develops students' enthusiasm to pursue a STEM career and provides them 

with valuable experience in building the international linkages that are commonplace in 

postgraduate research. There are also indications that an international study experience 

enhances a STEM student’s employability after graduation.  

 

More research to demonstrate the extent to which these tangible and pragmatic benefits 

are realised through international mobility is much more likely encourage Australian 

STEM students to become internationally mobile than prevalent messages about their 

personal growth towards global citizenship. 

 

3.2.6 Conclusion 

 

This review highlights a dearth of public information on where Australian students go to 

study offshore, what they study and what the outcomes of these international study 

experiences may be. Currently we know much more about the motivations and 

outcomes of international students who come to study in Australia than we do about 

Australians who choose to become international students in other countries. 

 

It is also the case that current efforts to encourage Australian domestic students to 

pursue an international study experience may not be routinely accompanied by a clear 

statement of the return on investment that can be anticipated by the student, their 

education institution, or by government – although each of these parties often make 
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significant investments to enable these international study experiences. Better 

articulation of the potential return on investment should encourage greater Australian 

student participation in international study experiences. 

 

The return on investment for student mobility should ideally be considered in terms of 

its contribution to a specific learning programme. Appealing to a generic ‘broadening of 

the mind’ as a learning outcome does not provide a compelling case for investment in 

an international study experience, since such an outcome might be equally achieved via 

personal travel.  

 

The potential contribution of international study experiences to the curriculum-specific 

learning outcomes and graduate capabilities in science, technology, engineering or 

mathematics (STEM) fields was considered. This review drew on the scant evidence 

available to build a case that STEM education in Australia should further benefit from 

greater internationalisation efforts, including the encouragement of more Australian 

student mobility offshore.  

 

However, more research effort is required to substantiate this claim. STEM education 

represents an important area to investigate the value of an international study experience 

given current concerns at a global level regarding declining student participation in 

these fields. 
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3.3 Epilogue 

 

The key research questions underlying this thesis (see Chapter 1.4) included identifying 

the purposes and anticipated outcomes of studying abroad. In Chapter 2, a detailed 

review of Australian universities public-facing documentation identified minimal 

attention to either purpose or outcomes, with most documentation focusing on 

promotion and procedures as though the benefits of studying abroad were self-evident 

and required neither explanation nor confirmation. The publication in this chapter (see 

3.2) captured similar commentary in the literature, which critiqued a dearth of purpose-

based rationales for encouraging university students to study abroad or to justify 

funding incentives offered by education institutions and governments to support and 

grow participation. This ‘just do it’ approach to studying abroad continues to be 

criticised in contemporary literature (for example, Landon, Tarrant, Rubin & Stoner, 

2017). 

 

The article embedded in this chapter, published in 2013, was ground-breaking at that 

time in drawing upon available data sources to provide unprecedented detail on 

Australian students studying abroad. This addressed another key research question from 

Chapter 1.4 in identifying existing data that is adequate to quantify the number of 

Australian university students studying abroad and identify where they are going each 

year. Trends then and more recently have indicated the number of students studying 

abroad is growing steadily in volume and also with respect to the proportion of students 

participating.  

 

Nonetheless, growth in participation appears constrained by perceived barriers such as 

financial and opportunity cost, fear of the unknown and language barriers. As touched 

upon in the publication in this chapter and argued elsewhere in this thesis, it is likely 

that student participation is also constrained by the lack of a clear purpose for studying 

abroad being articulated by study abroad advocates. There is a need to provide students 

with a rationale to study abroad that is relevant to the context of different students’ 

discipline-specific learning objectives and to also provide evidence that those objectives 

are being met. Such evidence, likely to be interpreted by students as the potential return 

on investment available from studying abroad, is needed to provide the motivation for 

students to tackle any barriers they perceive to be preventing them from studying 

abroad. 
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Chapter 4: Studying abroad as a global phenomenon  

 

4.1. Prologue  

This chapter identifies and analyses the latest data sources on outgoing students 

studying outside their home country, with a particular focus on Australian university 

students. It includes a book chapter published in 2016. The objective of the publication 

at Chapter 3.2 was to identify reliable data sources that could enable the monitoring and 

evaluation of study abroad activities. It provides a review of global data sources on 

outward student mobility using the most current figures available at the time of writing.  

The main purpose of this introductory section is to provide an update of data sources 

covered in that chapter and also identify additional data sources that have emerged since 

the book chapter was published. The data in this Prologue was current at the time of 

writing (early 2020). 

 

4.1.1 The latest data on global student mobility. 

As previously noted, there are two major cohorts of internationally-mobile students, 

those enrolled in a foreign country to complete a full qualification and those enrolled in 

their home country who study abroad for a short period before completing a 

qualification in their home country. The latter cohort is the main focus of this thesis, but 

it is important to quantify both cohorts for context. 

 

The UNESCO Institute of Statistics (UIS) is the best source of globally comparative 

data on international student mobility. The publication at Chapter 4.2 was drafted in 

2015 and published in 2016 and is based on data from 2012. The latest data available 

from the UIS shows that, in 2017, English-speaking countries remained the most 

popular study destinations and since 2012 and moved ahead of France and Germany to 

become the 3rd most popular study destination in the world, hosting seven per cent of all 

students counted. Globally, China was the largest source country for outgoing students 

in all countries below except France (where it was second after Morocco). Table 4.1.1 

summarises the latest global data available from UIS for 2017. 
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Table 4.1.1. Top six destination countries in 2017 

Destination country % share Number of students 

United States 18% 984,897  

United Kingdom 8% 435,734  

Australia 7% 381,202  

Germany 5% 258,873  

France 5% 258,380  

Other OECD Countries 26% 1,404,047  

Non-OECD countries 30% 1,617,985  

Total 100 5,341,118 

Source: UIS (2019). 

4.1.2 Outgoing Australian students 

The latest data available (see Table 4.1.2) shows that students from 37 Australian 

universities undertook 49,263 international study experiences in 2017. The data counts 

episodes of travel so may have captured a small number of multiple trips undertaken by 

the same students. The latest data reproduced in the published chapter was for 2013 and 

Table 4.1.2 provides data up to 2017. 

 

Table 4.1.2. Australian university student mobility - by program type 

Type of experience 2014 2015 2016 2017 

Exchange 8,750 8,539 9,046 9,205 

Other semester or year-long programs 340 1,517 1,594 1,042 

Short-term Programs 13,870 15,748 19,669 22,992 

Internship or other practical placement  5,259 7,934 8,334 10,094 

Research-related 2,135 3,257 3,960 4,461 

Volunteering/community engagement  858 807 1,234 1,030 

Other 700 342 208 439 

Total 31,912 38,144 44,045 49,263 

Number of universities reporting 34 36 35 37 

Source: Department of Education (2019). 

 

The number of Australian students abroad in 2017 represents an 11.8 per cent increase 

on the experiences reported in 2016. In 2013, China was the third most popular study 

destination for Australian university students, while in 2016 it was the second most 

popular after the USA and became the most popular destination in 2017, as summarised 

at Table 4.1.3. It is likely this has been the influence of the $AUD50 million per annum 

New Colombo Plan, which supports undergraduate students to study in Asia. 



 

80 

 

Table 4.1.3 Top five destination countries in 2017  

 Destination Number of experiences  % share  % growth on 2016 

China              5,526 11.2% 21.7% 

USA                    5,472 11.1% 8.1% 

UK                    4,065 8.3% 16.6% 

Italy 2,142 4.3% 14.3% 

Japan 2,066 4.2% 18.2% 

Other countries 29,992 60.9% 9.7% 

Total 49,263 100.0% 11.8% 

Source: Department of Education (2019). 

 

In 2017, around 60 per cent of experiences were undertaken by domestic 

undergraduates, 11 per cent by international undergraduates and remainder by 

postgraduates. The 29,428 international experiences undertaken by domestic 

undergraduates represented 22.4 per cent of the 2017 graduating cohort. The equivalent 

figure for USA undergraduates in 2016-17 was 16 per cent.  

 

4.1.3 Graduate outcomes data  

The Australian Government Department of Education, Skills and Employment has 

funded a range of national student surveys which have captured study abroad 

experience. Up until 2013, the Australasian Survey of Student Engagement (AUSSE) 

investigated the experience of current students in Australia’s higher education sector 

including a question as to whether students had studied abroad while completing their 

Australian qualification, as reported by Nerlich (2015) (see Chapter 4.2). 

 

From 2014, a different student experience survey was undertaken as part of the Quality 

Indicators in Learning and Teaching (QILT) initiative, one which did not include a 

question on studying abroad. However, the QILT suite of surveys includes a Graduate 

Outcomes Survey (GOS) and, at request of this researcher, the GOS has included a 

study abroad question since 2016. GOS data for 2017 graduates was incorporated into a 

journal article accepted for publication (see Chapter 8.2).  

 

Table 4.1.4 includes the latest 2018 graduate outcomes data is below, where it is 

apparent that cohorts of students who studied abroad had better employment outcomes 

than those who did not. The data comes from a survey conducted in 2019, aiming to 

identify the proportion of 2018 Australian bachelor-level graduates in full-time 

employment within four months of graduation. Over 58,000 graduates were surveyed 
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from across all Australian higher education providers. Over 7,500 reported studying 

abroad while completing a bachelor degree in Australia. Of these, nearly 76.8 per cent 

were in full-time employment four months after graduation, compared with 72.3 per 

cent of students who did not study abroad. The chart demonstrates a consistent positive 

impact across a range of academic and demographic cohorts, supporting the hypothesis 

that studying abroad can enhance graduate employment outcomes. The analysis to 

support this conclusion is detailed in Chapter 8. 

 

Table 4.1.4: 2018 Graduate Outcomes Survey data  

Study abroad status Respondents 

In full-time employment rate 

four months after graduation 

Overseas study (total) 7,614 76.8% 

By gender   
Female 5,058 76.3% 

Male 2,550 77.6% 

By field of education   
STEM* 11,706 71.1% 

Arts/ Humanities# 17,959 61.2% 

Health 11,611 79.6% 

Management & Commerce 7,620 76.9% 

Other 5,582 73.1% 

By socioeconomic status   
High 3,159 78.8% 

Medium 3,355 75.2% 

Low 959 74.9% 

No overseas study (total) 51,119 72.3% 

By gender   
Female 32,681 72.8% 

Male 18,405 71.5% 

By field of education   
STEM* 1,626 81.5% 

Arts/ Humanities# 3,925 68.0% 

Health 1,401 86.4% 

Management & Commerce 1,431 81.3% 

Other 568 83.1% 

By socioeconomic status   
High 15,511 74.0% 

Medium 25,623 72.3% 

Low 9,021 69.2% 

Grand total 58,733 72.9% 

Source: Social Research Centre (2019). 

*Includes the broad fields Natural and Physical Sciences (incorporating mathematics); 

Information Technology; Engineering; and Agricultural and Environmental Studies. 

# Includes the broad fields Society and Culture & Creative Arts. 
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4.2. Publication: Nerlich, S. (2016). Counting outward mobility: The data sources and 

their constraints. In D. Velliaris & D. Coleman-George (Eds.), Handbook of Research 

on Study Abroad Programs and Outbound Mobility (p40-65). Hershey, PA: IGI 

Global. 

 

4.2.1 Introduction 

 

The global international education industry of the 21st Century is remarkably data rich 

and data focused, with the release of a new data publication commonly accompanied by 

much public commentary across both traditional and social media. There is now 

significant global interest in tracking which countries are the top study destinations and 

which countries are the top sources of outbound students year-by-year, as well as which 

education institutions—principally universities—rank top against a range of criteria, 

including their popularity as a destination for international students and researchers. 

 

Monitoring an outward mobility program starts with basic record keeping. In order to 

demonstrate whether recruitment and marketing strategies are working effectively, an 

organisation may decide to count all the study abroad records it has accumulated over a 

year, so that mobility activity can be tracked year-by-year. To more closely analyse 

trends and to estimate future demand, common items can be drawn from each record, 

for example the study destinations of students and their particular fields of study. It is 

these strategic planning objectives that most commonly lead to the incidental creation of 

an outward mobility data collection. It is much less common that an organisation 

voluntarily takes on the administrative burden of collecting and maintaining a data 

collection for its own sake. Data collections arise and then evolve in accordance with 

organisational needs. 

 

Nonetheless, an organisation that has such a data collection finds itself with a powerful 

tool. For example, an outward mobility data collection makes it possible for an 

organisation to report on the performance of its student mobility program. It may also 

be possible for an organisation to benchmark its programs’ performance against those of 

other organisations. Achieving this, however, may require all the organisations involved 

to agree to collect and report on a common set of data items. This may happen 

coincidentally or by formal agreement between the various parties, or by a third party 
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drawing common information from publicly available sources and overlaying 

definitional rules that then enable valid comparisons to be made. 

 

There is also a high level of interest in data of a more qualitative nature, drawn from 

surveys or interviews that may indicate the changing attitudes and needs of mobile 

students, notably the reasons why they chose a particular destination to study in and 

what their preferred mode of study is. As well as providing reassurance that students are 

satisfied with the quality of their studying and living experience abroad, such 

information can become a valuable marketing and promotion tool for an organisation’s 

outward mobility program. In this respect, perhaps the most important area of 

measurement is the employment outcomes of graduates. 

 

This chapter is intended to provide an overview of data collection and evaluation 

methods for outbound student mobility programs. As well as quantifying different 

aspects of outward mobility, methods to investigate the quality of students’ experience, 

their learning outcomes and the contribution that studying abroad can make to 

enhancing graduate capabilities and graduate employability are considered. In this 

chapter, the importance of distinguishing ‘degree mobility’ and ‘credit mobility’, terms 

commonly used in relation to Erasmus-funded mobility in Europe (de Wit, Ferencz, & 

Rumbley, 2013), will be emphasised. Furthermore, the importance of collecting parallel 

data on students who are not outwardly mobile will be discussed, in the context that 

these students may represent disadvantaged groups for who targeted strategies to 

encourage outward mobility could be employed. 

 

Australia—alongside a growing number of countries—now publishes data annually 

(since 2010) on outbound university students at a national level, as well as continuing to 

collect data on inbound international students, which it has done since the 1990s. In 

Australia and elsewhere there is a growing interest in measuring the benefits to be 

gained from outbound student mobility, a benefit that may accrue to an individual 

student, to their educational institutions and to the economy of their home country, 

through building a future workforce of globally-skilled and interculturally-competent 

graduates. Increasingly, this expectation is motivating governments to invest substantial 

funding in outgoing mobility through scholarships and larger scale support programs, in 

anticipation of long-term returns on that investment. 

 



 

84 

 

In this chapter, various methods of measuring outward student mobility have been 

investigated, drawing on data sources from different countries and a detailed case study 

of Australian data. The aim of this analysis is to identify reporting elements that may be 

most useful in measuring and monitoring outbound mobility. This chapter focuses upon 

how data and targeted survey findings are used to measure the relative success of study 

abroad programs and the return on investment they can offer for students, institutions 

and governments. 

 

4.2.2 Background 

 

4.2.2.1 Global data on outward student mobility 

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s (UNESCO) 

Institute of Statistics (UIS) represents one of the best sources of current data on 

internationally-outbound students, complementing the annual Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development publication Education at a Glance (OECD, 

2014), with incorporates much of the same student mobility data, although with more 

focus upon reporting the number of inbound international students to different 

destination countries. At a global level, however, one country’s inbound students are 

another country’s outbound students, making these data sources equivalent in most 

respects. 

 

Data from the UIS indicate that over four-million tertiary students crossed borders for 

the purpose of studying in 2012, which is estimated to represent two of out every 100 

tertiary students globally (UIS, 2015a). Figure 1 shows the UIS’ outgoing mobility data 

presented in visual form. Student numbers by country are also available in table format 

from the same site. 
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Figure 4.2.1: A visual representation of data drawn from the UNESCO Institute of 

Statistics (UIS), which captures outbound student mobility data from over 200 

countries. 

Sourced from UIS (2015a). The data presented relate to the 2012 calendar year. Note 

that the view of one country’s data can be switched from outbound students to inbound 

students (Where do students come from or Where do students go?). 

 

Ongoing growth in student mobility is expected in future years, perhaps exceeding 

seven million students by 2025 (Knight, 2012). Further growth in outbound students is 

expected to primarily arise from developing economies in Africa, Asia, and South 

America (Altbach, Reisberg, & Rumbley, 2009). This outward mobility primarily 

involves students seeking a reputable qualification from an English-speaking country 

(Altbach & Engberg, 2014), which may remain the case for so long as English 

continues to be perceived as the world’s lingua franca (Nickerson, 2005). Nonetheless, 

significant movement is also seen between non-English speaking countries, particularly 

within the same geographic region, for example within Asia, Europe and sub-Saharan 

Africa (UIS, 2012). 

 

The UIS (2015b) reported that there has been a steady growth in the diversity of 

destinations chosen by outgoing students. This is demonstrated in the combined share of 

international enrolments across the top five countries (being Australia, France, 
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Germany, the UK, and the US), which declined from 55 per cent in 2000 to 47 per cent 

in 2012. 

 

4.2.2.2 Current constraints within global data collections 

The data collected by UNESCO and reported by the UIS do not capture the full scale of 

outward student mobility. First, in counting only tertiary students, the data collection 

excludes growing numbers of outwardly-mobile primary and secondary school students, 

as well as sub-diploma vocational students (Department of Education and Training 

(2015). Second, the UIS does not receive data from all countries that are actively 

engaged in international education. Significant study destinations such as China and 

Singapore do not report incoming student data to UNESCO. The outbound students of 

these countries are reported by other countries, which results in Chinese and 

Singaporean students appearing prominently in global student mobility statistics, albeit 

these countries are hence only represented as student source countries, rather than also 

being recognised as student destination countries. Third, the UIS imposes a definitional 

constraint whereby only students studying in courses of at least two years duration are 

counted as mobile tertiary students (UIS, 2012). Thus, any students who may be 

studying abroad for credit that will contribute to a degree to be awarded back in their 

home country are generally excluded. 

 

The impact of this latter constraint can be readily demonstrated by considering data 

from the US, a country that has enthusiastically embraced study abroad programs for 

several decades. IIE identified two separate populations of outgoing Higher Education 

(HE) US students, namely: (1) those who are enrolled in degree courses in US 

universities (identified by a survey conducted across those universities) and who also 

studied abroad for less than one year was 273,996 in the 2010-2011 academic year 

(Farrugia, Bhandari & Chow, 2012); and (2) Those who enrolled in degree courses in 

other countries was 46,635 in the 2010-11 academic year (Belyavina & Bhandari, 

2012). The UIS reported that 57,843 US tertiary students were studying in another 

country in 2011, indicating that the UIS primarily counts full degree students only and 

does not count more than 200,000 US students who may study abroad each year. The 

different figures reported by the UIS and IIE are both correct, but differ substantially 

due to the (very) different definitions of mobile students that are applied by each 

agency. 
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A similar distinction can be seen in Australian data, where a national data collection of 

outward student mobility from Australian universities (AUIDF, 2013) shows a 

considerably higher number of Australian university students studying abroad in 2012 

(nearly 25,000) than the total number of Australian tertiary students reported by the UIS 

(UIS, 2015b) in 2012 (nearly 11,000). 

 

An equivalent analysis for the UK is not currently possible due to the lack of a 

comprehensive data source of the outward mobility of UK students. The UIS (2015b) 

counted nearly 28,000 UK students, presumably studying full degree courses, outside 

the UK in 2012. Carbonell (2014) reported a total of 20,064 locally-enrolled UK 

students known to have studied outside the UK for a period of over three months in the 

2012-2013 academic year. However, this count only captured students in receipt of 

mobility funding from the Erasmus program (UK National Agency, 2015) and would 

not have included other outwardly-mobile students from the UK who may have been 

self-funded or gained assistance from their university. 

 

Nonetheless, while the UIS may generally undercount the true extent of a country’s 

outward mobility, it is also the case that the UIS is capturing an additional cohort of 

students that may not otherwise be known to those students’ home country. In the 

examples of the US and Australia cited above, the larger cohort of credit mobility 

students studying abroad are captured through a national survey of each countries’ home 

universities, asking those universities how many of their students studied abroad. Such a 

survey would not capture any data about students who left their home country to start 

and finish a full degree in a foreign country’s university. Thus, even though the UIS 

data collection fails to capture the growing number of ‘credit mobility’ students now 

studying across the world, it continues to be a vital source of data on ‘degree mobility’ 

students. 

 

Hence, in Australia’s case, it is currently only possible to gain data on Australian 

permanent residents studying towards an award qualification in another country from 

sources outside of Australia, either directly from a destination country (e.g., the US 

Open Doors report) or via global data collections such as UIS. For Australia, it cannot 

be fully determined whether some degree of overlap or omission may exist between 

these two sources of credit mobility and degree mobility students, but considering both 
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information sources side-by-side does provide a more complete picture of Australia’s 

outward student mobility. 

 

In Australia and elsewhere, the terms ‘award’ study (i.e., study towards a qualification 

awarded for successful completion) and ‘non-award’ study (i.e., study which will not 

result in a qualification on completion, but may accrue credit points) are useful in 

distinguishing students who may be: (a) studying outside their own country to start and 

complete an award; and (b) students who are studying abroad as a component of an 

award course that they started and will complete in their home country. Applying the 

definitional distinction of award and non-award mobility may be more useful than 

distinguishing credit mobility and degree mobility, since many students study abroad 

with no intention of gaining course credit (Johnson & Berquist, 2013). Examples of this 

activity include international conference attendance and workplace internships. 

 

4.2.3 Emerging trends in 21st century outward student mobility 

 

4.2.3.1 The growth of short-term non-award outward mobility 

Increasingly, institutions and governments in Australia, the US, and the UK are 

encouraging their tertiary students to study in another country and this is generally for 

non-award study rather than for a full degree. The US is currently seeking to double its 

number of students studying abroad by 2020, under the Generation Study Abroad 

campaign (IIE, 2015a). The UK has a similar program, Generation UK (British Council, 

2015), which is providing scholarship funding to encourage UK students to specifically 

study in China. Australia has introduced the New Colombo Plan (Department of Foreign 

Affairs and Trade, 2015), which offers scholarships and funding support for students to 

pursue study abroad and work placement opportunities in Asia. In each case, there is a 

strong focus on studying in Asia, which enables some reciprocation in student mobility 

from these English-speaking countries which are amongst the most popular destinations 

for outwardly-mobile students from Asia. 

 

As discussed earlier in this chapter, at the time of writing, China was not directly 

reporting data to UNESCO. However, China does release its own data on incoming 

students where it distinguishes incoming students as undertaking either award or non-

award study. In this context, China differs from the US, the UK or Australia in that the 

majority of its incoming international students are non-award students. China was the 
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fifth most popular destination for US students studying abroad in 2012-13 (Farrugia & 

Bhandari, 2014) and the third most popular destination for Australian students studying 

abroad in 2013 (AUIDF, 2014). The large majority of these students can be assumed to 

have been enrolled to complete an award course in their own country and were studying 

in China for the purpose of gaining credit, rather than studying towards a Chinese award 

qualification. In 2014, 378,000 international students were studying in China (IIE, 

2015a), although just 42 per cent of these were studying award qualifications. The 

Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China has set a target of 500,000 

international students to be studying in China each year by 2020, incorporating at least 

150,000 HE degree students who would represent just 30 per cent of the 2020 target 

(Zong, 2011). 

  

China also reports data to Project Atlas®, which provides an alternative global data 

collection to the UIS. Project Atlas® is similar in scope to the UIS collection, but 

incorporates tertiary student data on both degree mobility and credit mobility and hence 

includes instances of study abroad and study exchange programs involving mobility 

episodes that are less than a full academic year in duration (IIE, 2015b). This different 

approach does not greatly impact the global share of countries which mostly host award 

students, but it has a substantial impact on a country such as China, which is a major 

destination for non-award students. When the number of non-award students that are 

hosted by China are incorporated, its incoming student count increases by nearly four 

times, thereby positioning it as one of the world’s major education destinations for 

outwardly-mobile tertiary students. 
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Figure 4.2.2: UIS data on tertiary student destinations in 2012. 

Sourced from UIS (2015b). 

 

 

Figure 4.2.3: Project Atlas® data on student destinations, including award and 

non-award study, in 2012.  

Sourced from IIE (2014) 
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A comparison of Figure 2 with Figure 3, demonstrates the significance of including 

short-term non-award study in a global count of outward student mobility. While China 

was represented in the UIS data as the tenth most popular study destination for award 

students (Figure 2), it becomes the third most popular study destination if non-award 

students are included (Figure 3). 

 

4.2.3.2 Language and outward mobility 

Although data on short-term non-award mobility is limited, locally reported data from 

the US and Australia suggests that outward short-term non-award study is increasing. 

For the US, only 30 per cent of students studying abroad in the 1950s and 1960s did so 

for a full year, but this had grown to 80 per cent by the 1990s (Dwyer, 2004). A similar 

trend is also apparent in Australian data (covered later in this chapter). Hence, short-

term non-award appears to be the primary form of study abroad for students from 

English-speaking countries, though not the predominant form of study abroad by all 

international students, the majority of whom come from Asia and who are studying 

towards an award qualification in a country outside their own. 

 

In Australia, for example, there were over 250,000 international student enrolments in 

HE courses in 2014, but only 35,000 of these were in non-award courses. Of these non-

award courses approximately 40 per cent were articulation-enabling courses and the 

remainder were in study abroad or exchange programs. Hence, only 6 per cent of all 

onshore international student enrolments in HE Institutions (HEIs) in Australia were in 

non-award study abroad programs. The largest source country of these study abroad 

enrolments was the US, with the remaining Top Five countries being European in 

previous years, although Brazil appeared in the Top Five source countries in 2014, 

largely as a result of Brazil’s Science Without Borders program, which included a study 

abroad for credit option (Brazil Ministry of Education, 2015). Of the 94 per cent of all 

enrolments in HE where students were either enrolled in or progressing towards an 

Australian award qualification, the large majority of enrolments were from countries in 

Asia. 

 

From the data sources outlined in this chapter so far, it can be concluded that: 

commonly reported global data on outward student mobility (namely UIS data) are not 

capturing the full extent of outward mobility, notably the growing popularity of short-

term non-award study. Gaining insight into short-term non-award study is currently 
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only feasible from countries that collect their own data about this mode of study. Project 

Atlas® represents the best current source of globally-compiled non-award mobility data, 

albeit it combines award and non-award mobility data into a single count per country 

and currently only collates data from around 40 countries. From the limited data 

available, it appears that short-term non-award study is the predominant form of 

outward mobility from English-speaking countries, while outbound students from non-

English-speaking countries are more likely to be pursuing a full degree in an English-

speaking country. 

 

Over-riding the principles above, it is likely that any student from a university with a 

high global ranking will generally wish to gain an award qualification from their own 

institution (Naidoo, 2007). Hence these students, irrespective of their nationality, will be 

more likely to pursue short-term non-award study abroad to gain exposure to another 

cultural context and to perhaps accrue academic credit or gain work experience. 

 

4.2.3.3 What else may count as outward mobility? 

A branch campus from the institution of one country established in another country can 

enrol foreign students from that host country and elsewhere. However, such a branch 

campus also offers an international study destination for outwardly-mobile students 

from its home country. A number of international campuses of US universities routinely 

play host to US study abroad students in other countries, offering an opportunity for 

those students to study alongside the foreign students enrolled in that university 

(Sawahel, 2014). Indeed, many such campuses primarily enrol US students only, 

generally for short-term study abroad, although for full degrees in a few cases. 

Australian students have the same option. In 2013, nearly 500 Australian students were 

enrolled in programs delivered by an Australian university in another country 

(Department of Education and Training, 2014a). 

 

Another variant referred to in the literature is ‘virtual mobility’. This involves the use of 

information and communications technology (ICT) to achieve equivalent learning 

outcomes as outward student mobility may, but without the need to travel. On this basis, 

it is difficult to distinguish virtual mobility from traditional forms of distance education, 

where students receive education delivered by an education provider in another country, 

generally with minimal or no face-to-face contact between student and educator. Such 

distance education, which also commonly relies on ICT, is perhaps more properly 
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considered as a form of transnational education, albeit it does not require either the 

student or the educator to be physically mobile (Poulová, Černá, M. & Svobodová, 

2009). In any case, virtual mobility may represent an important mode of collaborative 

engagement for mutual education benefit between distant parties, where neither party’s 

role can be readily distinguished as education provider or recipient, but are instead equal 

collaborators in a virtual global classroom. 

 

4.2.3.4 Which data elements are most useful in monitoring outward mobility 

programs? 

To provide a broad picture of the scale of a study abroad program it may be sufficient to 

report on the numbers of students involved and their destinations. More detailed 

information about the students’ field of study (e.g., science or the humanities) and level 

of study (e.g., bachelor degree or PhD) gives an indication of the extent of study abroad 

activity across an institution. Information about the modes of study abroad utilised (e.g., 

coursework, research or internship) provides a more comprehensive picture of the 

diversity of options available. 

 

An institutional study abroad program focused upon recruiting a greater number of 

students is likely to want more demographic detail about the students who go, as well as 

the students who do not go. For example, data on student gender and socioeconomic 

status for the populations who study abroad and those who do not, may indicate whether 

there are disadvantaged groups who are being under-represented in the study abroad 

population (Johnson & Berquist, 2013). This information may inform better targeting of 

support services to those under-represented groups (Nerlich, 2015). 

 

Measurement of the duration of study abroad experiences can offer some indication of 

the intensity of a program, particularly the degree of a student’s immersion in a foreign 

culture. Where such detail is available, the duration of students’ travel is often only 

disaggregated to the extent of being either more or less than one full year, or more or 

less than one academic semester. These time periods are significant in the context of 

study exchange programs, which make up a substantial proportion of undergraduate 

mobility, and which commonly involve completing either a semester or a full year in a 

foreign education institution. 
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The purpose and value of trip duration is a somewhat controversial area in the literature 

(e.g., compare Dwyer, 2004; and Chieffo & Griffiths, 2009). Proponents of short-term 

mobility have argued that a high quality short duration experience can deliver more 

educational benefit than a mediocre long duration study experience. While objectively 

measuring quality and benefit in an educational context is not straight-forward, 

students’ subjective reports of their experience is generally positive, whether it may 

have been long or short duration. As noted earlier in this chapter, the data available 

indicate that short-duration study abroad is growing in popularity. It is likely that the 

growing availability of short-term study abroad options is making study abroad more 

accessible to a larger proportion of students, since shorter duration travel is cheaper and 

has less impact on students in relatively-rigid degree programs (Nerlich, 2015). 

However, policy makers should also consider that duration offers a useful proxy 

measure of the extent of cultural immersion that a student is likely to experience when 

studying abroad. 

 

In any case, the pros and cons of mobility duration issue can only be investigated when 

data about trip duration is available. Thus, it is reasonable to conclude that including 

duration in a mobility data collection data is important insofar as it can then inform an 

evidence-based consideration of how important (or not) trip duration really is. 

 

4.2.3.5 Case study: Australia’s outgoing student mobility data 

An annual survey of Australian universities undertaken by the Australian University 

International Directors Forum (AUIDF) since 2009, with two earlier surveys reported 

for 2005 and 2007, provides the most comprehensive picture of outward student 

mobility from Australian universities. Since all the mobility episodes counted are 

undertaken by students enrolled in Australian universities, it can be assumed that the 

data represent students studying abroad for credit and would not include any Australian 

students enrolled in a full degree program in a foreign university. 

 

The data do not identify students or their home institutions, but does provide a range of 

demographic details about the student cohort. However, as is common with many 

survey-facilitated data collections, the data that are collected are not in the form of 

individual records of each student mobility episode, but are instead an aggregated 

record of the whole population of mobile students from each university that contributes 

to the survey. 
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This approach limits the extent to which data can be broken down for detailed analysis. 

Those limits are set by the way in which the survey is structured and the questions that 

were asked. For example, it is possible to report on the number of outward mobility 

episodes from Australian universities in 2013 (nearly 30,000) and then break this down 

to: 

 female students (over 17,000); 

 postgraduate research students (over 4,000); and 

 students who went to Japan (nearly 1,000). 

 

It is not possible, however, to then cross-tabulate those findings in order to quantify 

how many female, postgraduate research students travelled to Japan. This is a common 

limitation of survey-based data in comparison with individual student record data. Such 

unit record data would contain demographic data specific to each student, so that 

common features could be cross-tabulated across all the records available. 

 

As shown in Figure 4, the data available from the AUIDF survey show that number of 

Australian university students studying abroad is clearly growing strongly. From 2009 

to 2013, the average annual growth rate in outward mobility episodes was 18 per cent. 

 

 

 

Figure 4.2.4: Outward mobility by Australian university students 2005 - 2013. 

Source: Data consolidated from national surveys reported by Olsen (2008) and the 

AUIDF (2008 and then annually from 2010 to 2013). 

 

Figure 4 also demonstrates a proportional shift over time towards more shorter-duration 

study abroad episodes from Australia. Although longer-term study abroad, principally 
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in the form of semester-length student exchange programs has grown over the same 

period, the proportion of short-term study abroad has grown from 46 per cent of all 

instances in 2005 to 70 per cent in 2013. These instances of short-term student mobility 

more commonly involve destinations in Asia. For example, in 2013, 85 per cent of 

Australian mobility episodes to China were less than a semester in duration, while only 

54 per cent of episodes to the US were less than one semester. 

 

  

Figure 4.2.5: Destinations of outbound Australian university students in 2013. 

Sourced from AUIDF (2014).  

 

As seen in Figure 4.2.5, 35 per cent of outwardly-mobile Australian university students 

went to Asia in 2013, a proportion that has steadily grown since 2005, when it was 26 

per cent. The major English-speaking destinations, the US, UK, Canada and New 

Zealand, when combined, represented less than a third of all study abroad episodes in 

2013. This is an indication that Australian student mobility favours destinations that are 

culturally and linguistically diverse. 

 

Data reported by the UIS on Australian tertiary mobility give a different picture, where 

nearly 11,000 Australians were reported to be studying in other countries in 2012 (the 

latest data available at the time of writing), with 75 per cent of them studying in 

Canada, New Zealand, the UK and the US (UIS, 2015b). For that same year of 2012, 

the AUIDF reported nearly 25,000 episodes of Australian university students studying 

abroad and only 31 per cent were in the US, UK, Canada and New Zealand (in this 

order) (AUIDF, 2013). 

 

Europe

34%

Asia 
35%

Americas

22% 

Other     
10%

By country: 

US 4,196 

UK 2,637 

China 2,614 

Canada 1,381 

Italy 1,120 

France 1,134 

Germany 1,168 

Japan 999 

Rest of the world 14,238 

Total:  29,487 
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As previously discussed, it is likely that the UIS data counts a different and additional 

cohort of students enrolled to complete full award qualifications in a foreign university. 

Also, the UIS data would not capture Australian students studying in significant 

destinations such as China and Singapore, as these countries do not report incoming 

student data directly to the UIS. 

 

Figure 4.2.6 indicates that undergraduate students represented nearly three-quarters of 

all outward university student mobility in 2013, which roughly aligns with their 

proportional representation in the overall student population. However, postgraduate 

research students were over-represented, making up 14 per cent of the study abroad 

population, although only making up 4 per cent of the overall student population. The 

average duration of study abroad episodes also varied according to level of study. 

Around 40 per cent of undergraduate mobility episodes exceeded one semester, but only 

11 per cent of postgraduate research episodes did so. It is likely that many of the 

undergraduates studying for a semester or more were in a formal study exchange 

program, although the available data cannot be broken-down sufficiently to confirm 

this. 

 

  

Figure 4.2.6: Outbound Australian university students in 2013 by level of study. 

Sourced from AUIDF (2014). Figures in brackets in the pie chart represent the base 

population of all students in Australian universities. (Sourced from Department of 

Education and Training, 2014b). 
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Postgraduate  
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4.2.3.6 Other features of the Australian outbound student population 

An interesting feature of Australian outward mobility is that it involves international 

students who are enrolled in Australian universities. In 2013, 19 per cent of student 

mobility from Australian universities involved international students (AUIDF, 2014). It 

can be assumed that these students were mostly enrolled to complete an Australian 

award qualification and were taking advantage of study abroad programs that are 

available to all students enrolled in Australian universities. Indeed, international 

students are well-represented in Australia’s study abroad population, given that they 

made up 19 per cent of the whole Australian HE student population in 2013 

(Department of Education and Training, 2014b). The participation of international 

students in US study abroad programs is thought to be substantial (Johnson & Berquist, 

2013) and efforts are currently underway in the US to quantify the extent of that 

participation. 

 

From Australia, international students are outwardly-mobile at all levels of study with 

14 per cent of all outwardly-mobile undergraduate students and 33 per cent of all 

outwardly-mobile postgraduate students being international students (AUIDF 2014, 

unpublished data). In the base population of all HE students in Australia, 14 per cent of 

undergraduates were international and 27 per cent of postgraduates were international 

(Department of Education, 2014b). 

 

Australia’s overall student participation in outward mobility is high by world-standards, 

where around 14 per cent of undergraduates completing their degrees in 2013 are 

estimated to have studied abroad at some point during their degrees, which is on par 

with US student participation (AUIDF, 2014), despite the US having almost ten times as 

many students studying abroad (Farrugia & Bhandari, 2014). Both Australia and the US 

are well ahead of China’s level of tertiary student participation in outward mobility, 

which is reported by the UIS as less than 5 per cent (UIS, 2015b), despite China being 

the largest source of outwardly-mobile students in the world. 

 

These comparisons indicate the importance of making reference to the base population 

of all students, whether they study abroad or not, when considering the relative success 

of an outward mobility program at an institutional or national level. This same approach 

can be used to investigate whether other demographic groups may be over or under-

represented within the whole student population. Such insights can then guide 
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approaches to enhancing student recruitment in an equitable fashion, ensuring the 

potential benefits of studying in another country are not limited to a narrow 

demographic of students (Nerlich, 2015). 

 

4.2.3.7 Who does not study abroad from Australia? 

As demonstrated in the previous section, Australia’s outward mobility data can be 

compared with data from a national collection of all HE students. Such a comparison 

with the broader student population can provide much useful information on which 

students study abroad and which do not. 

 

In 2013, 59 per cent of Australian study abroad episodes involve female students 

(AUIDF, 2014). In isolation, this statistic may suggest that female students have a 

greater propensity to study abroad than males. However, reference to the wider student 

population indicates that there is a predominance of women in Australian universities 

generally, of around 58 per cent. Hence, while a larger proportion of females than males 

do study abroad, these data do not suggest that women have greater propensity to study 

abroad than men, it is just that there are more women in the base population. 

 

Here, it is worth noting that it is becoming increasingly unacceptable now to assume 

there are only two genders in a population. For example, there are now Australian 

Government guidelines requiring that ‘where sex and/or gender information is collected 

and recorded… individuals should be given the option to select M (Male), F (Female) or 

X (Indeterminate/Intersex/Unspecified)’ (Australian Government, 2013a). To date, this 

practice has not been widely applied across major student surveys, but can be expected 

to become more prevalent in the future. 

 

The representation of students from different fields of education in the study abroad 

population is another important consideration. Study abroad propensity across different 

fields of education is commonly reported to be skewed towards an over-representation 

of arts, social sciences and humanities students and an under-representation of science, 

technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) students (Paus & Robinson, 2008; 

Twombly, Salisbury, Tumanut & Klute, 2012). In 2013, the largest proportion of 

Australian study abroad experiences were in the arts, social sciences and humanities 

fields. However, a proper estimate of propensity needs to consider the base population. 
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When compared with the base university student population in 2013, arts, social 

sciences and humanities fields were not over-represented in the study abroad population 

(28% of study abroad versus 27% of base population) and STEM fields only moderately 

under-represented (19% of study abroad versus 18% of base population) in 2013. 

Overall, moderate variations between the study abroad populations and the 

corresponding base populations are apparent, but none suggest a major bias across 

particular fields. 

 

 

Figure 4.2.7: Field of education of Australian university study abroad students 

2013.  

Sourced from AUIDF (2014). Figures in brackets represent the base population 

distribution of all students studying onshore in Australian universities (Sourced from 

Department of Education and Training, 2014b). 

 STEM combines Science (Natural and Physical Sciences), IT, Engineering and 

also Agriculture & Environment. 

 Arts, Social Sciences & Humanities combines Society and Culture (includes 

Law and International & Combined degrees with Law), but not Creative Arts or 

Combined Doubles not including Law (which is Other). 
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4.2.5 Future research directions 

 

At the time of writing, global data sources of education mobility, including the UIS 

(2015b) and the OECD (2014), largely exclude the already substantial and rapidly 

growing area of short-term non-award outward mobility, which includes the many and 

varied study abroad programs which are a major focus of HE policy in Australia and the 

US. Such countries with substantial study abroad activity are building domestic data 

collections to record and evaluate this activity and an opportunity is available to 

establish a global-level data collection of this activity if agreement can be reached on 

common data definitions to enable a collection of internationally-comparable data from 

those countries. 

 

Further growth in outgoing student mobility is likely to depend on wider acceptance of 

the premise that outward mobility delivers a return on investment for those students 

who participate. Data analysis of activity to date suggests that many demographic 

groups are under-represented in the study abroad population, notably lower socio-

economic groups as well as older part-time students for who study abroad may represent 

a substantial opportunity cost, with respect to their employment and child care 

responsibilities. Further research in this area may inform better- marketing and incentive 

strategies that may further grow participation in outward mobility. 

 

Establishing unequivocal evidence to support the claim that outward student mobility 

can deliver a return on investment remains a significant challenge for researchers. Naïve 

comparisons of the outcomes of students who study abroad and those who do not are 

probably not a valid indication of the contribution of study abroad. Most research to 

date that has investigated the demographic backgrounds of students who study abroad 

and those who don’t identify substantial differences between these two populations. For 

example, students who study abroad are more likely to come from higher 

socioeconomic status backgrounds and are more likely to be younger students in full 

time study who may be less-encumbered by employment and child care responsibilities 

(Nerlich, 2015). Future research on the outcomes of students who study abroad 

compared with those who do not, needs to account for such differences in students’ 

demographic backgrounds in order to make valid comparisons of their outcomes. 
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4.2.4 The students’ perspective 

 

So far in this chapter, data collected from education providers and national data 

repositories have been considered to define the scale and scope of outward student 

mobility. Students themselves can give a more subjective perspective on why they 

choose to study in another country, or why they do not. Such data and insights can be 

collected by large-scale surveys, small focus groups or individual interviews. In this 

section of the chapter, a national source of Australian data will be used to demonstrate 

the value of gaining such student perspectives on outward mobility. 

 

From 2007 to 2012, the Australasian Survey of Student Engagement (AUSSE), a 

national annual survey of Australian university undergraduates, included a question 

about whether students had studied overseas during the course of their studies (ACER, 

2015). The AUSSE investigated many aspects of student experience and was not 

focused specifically on outward mobility. However, in asking just one question about 

outward mobility within a survey containing a large number of questions about 

students’ demographic context and study preferences, it became possible to further 

explore what distinguishes the populations of students who do study abroad from those 

who do not. In general terms, there are substantial efficiency gains to be made by 

consolidating a wide range of research questions into one large survey, rather than 

seeking to recruit students to participate in a multitude of single-issue surveys. 

 

An analysis of the national AUSSE survey data shows that a higher proportion of first 

year students report an intention to study overseas than the proportion of later year 

students who either had, or still planned to, study overseas. This indicates a failure of 

some students to realise an initial intention to study abroad (Nerlich, 2015). This 

phenomenon was also noted by Neihaus (2011), in relation to science, technology, 

engineering and mathematics students who were often dissuaded from studying abroad 

due to the inflexibility of their study programs. 

 

The AUSSE data demonstrates a negative correlation between students’ propensity to 

study abroad and their socioeconomic status, as determined by the location of their 

permanent residence (Nerlich, 2015). For example in 2012, 20 per cent of students from 

low SES backgrounds planned to or already had studied overseas, compared with 24 per 

cent of medium SES and 29 per cent of high SES students. Concerns about study abroad 
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perpetuating the socioeconomic disadvantage existing within student populations have 

been noted by both US (Salisbury, Umbach, Paulsen, & Pascarella, 2009) and European 

commentators (Brooks & Waters, 2011). Nonetheless, the AUSSE data demonstrates 

that low socioeconomic status was not an absolute barrier and that there may be an 

opportunity to facilitate more equitable access to outward mobility across the student 

population through governments and institutions providing appropriate financial 

incentives and support. In 2013, Australian university students received AUD $AUD26 

million in support for overseas study, nearly 50 per cent of which was provided directly 

through universities and another 25 per cent from government sources (AUIDF, 2014). 

 

The AUSSE data highlights an inherent complication in surveying a population of 

university students about outward student mobility in the current era of 

internationalisation. Being an integral part of the total student population, international 

students studying in Australian universities were approached to respond to the AUSEE 

survey and unusually high proportions reported having a study abroad experience within 

their first year of study (14% of international students versus 2% of domestic students in 

2012). This may indicate a lack of common understanding about what constitutes 

outward mobility. Many international students may have assumed a question about their 

involvement in an Australian student exchange or study abroad program was asking 

them about their involvement in a mobility program that brought them to Australia, 

rather than their involvement in an outward mobility program from Australia. 

 

4.2.4.1 Evaluating study abroad programs 

Methodological Issues 

Recent reviews of study abroad literature have noted a dearth of quantitative research on 

the longer-term benefits for students who have studied abroad (Twombly et al, 2012), 

despite a wealth of literature proclaiming the educational and experiential merits of 

outward mobility. Potts and Berquist (2014) noted the lack of research and quantitative 

data on employment outcomes arising from study abroad was inconsistent with claims 

that study abroad was a mechanism that can enable graduate employability in the 21st 

Century globalised workplace. 

 

Potts and Berquist (2014) also discussed some of the inherent difficulties in pursuing 

research of this nature. The most immediate problem may be eliminating bias from two 

sample groups of those who studied abroad and those who did not. In order to claim that 
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studying abroad is a causal factor in any differential outcomes between two such 

groups, the members of the ‘control’ group of students who did not study abroad need 

to have a similar demographic background to the group of students who did study 

abroad. 

 

Twombly et al., (2012) similarly questioned whether causality could be deduced from 

methodologies applied to deduce that study abroad alumni gain higher grade point 

averages than other students (Sutton & Rubin, 2010) or that study abroad alumni finish 

their degrees faster than other students (Malmgren & Galvin, 2008). Potts and Berquist 

(2014) further noted that a study abroad experience is generally undertaken late in a 

student’s degree program, by which time any advantage with respect to grades or 

completion rate would already be well-established. Hence, these findings more likely 

indicate that students with a propensity for higher grade point averages and prompt 

completion have a higher propensity to study abroad. Thus, such findings demonstrate 

correlation, but not necessarily causation. 

 

Sutton and Rubin (2010) reported on recent findings of a large long-term US study of 

learning outcomes of study abroad and found that students who had studied abroad 

tended to graduate at a higher rate than those who did not. The same study, however, 

also found a strong positive correlation between socio-economic status and the 

propensity for study abroad. This raises the question of whether it was the experience of 

studying abroad or a student’s higher socio-economic background, or both, that led to 

these students graduating faster. Brooks and Waters (2011) suggested that study abroad 

risks being perceived as a vehicle that further expands the existing inequalities between 

students of different socioeconomic backgrounds, since statistical trends commonly 

show students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds (as a group) faring less well 

academically and less well in the graduate job market. 

 

Braskamp, Braskamp and Merrill (2009) employed a pre- and post-test methodology to 

determine a positive impact of study abroad on raising global awareness in students. 

Such a ‘before and after’ comparative analysis eliminates the need to establish a valid 

control group to evaluate the impact of study abroad programs. This methodology 

cannot be readily-applied to answer research questions regarding whether studying 

abroad improves the employment outcomes of graduates, but can effectively measure 

how well an outward mobility program performed with respect to its specific learning 
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objectives. Notwithstanding the methodological issues described earlier in this section, 

in most respects a pre- and post-test approach represents a more immediate and practical 

method of evaluating the effectiveness of particular programs. 

 

Other research findings about the impact of study abroad are less equivocal. The 

majority of student reports and testimonials are almost routinely favourable, identifying 

both perceived learning benefits and a positive influence on future careers (Rowan-

Kenyon & Niehaus, 2011). The claimed transformational nature of study abroad 

experiences can be readily articulated from such student feedback, even though the data 

are clearly subjective and non-empirical. 

 

The self-reporting of pre-defined outcomes for study abroad alumni becomes more a 

robust outcome measure when actual graduate outcomes are recorded via tracking of 

those graduates over long time periods. For example, the Study Abroad for Global 

Engagement (SAGE) study tracked study abroad alumni over a period of up to 50 years 

(Paige, Fry, Stallman, Josić & Jon, 2009), finding 50 per cent of students reported some 

kind of global engagement activity resulting from their study abroad experience, with 

over 35 per cent of citing study abroad helping them in the career path and 35 per cent 

reporting they had undertaken further internationally-orientated study as a result. 

 

The extensive Twombly et al.’s (2012) review of study abroad identified that the 

development of language competency arising was a reliably-measureable outcome of 

studying abroad, albeit one of few outcome measures that were unequivocally-reliable. 

The development of language competency arising living in foreign countries is 

relatively easy to establish and a logical cause and effect link can be easily argue. 

 

Similarly, it may be reasonable to assume students studying in another country will gain 

broad skills in working with colleagues from different cultural backgrounds, and 

colleagues in a foreign culture and/or foreign regulatory environment. This is the basis 

of national promotion programs mentioned earlier in this chapter, where graduate with 

global engagement skills are needed to ensure prosperity in the modern era of 

globalisation. However, these skills should not be anticipated to develop automatically 

without dedicated effort from the students and without curriculum and pedagogical 

interventions that are specifically-targeted towards developing these skills (Forsey, 

Boomhall & Davis, 2012). For example, Salisbury, An and Pascarella (2013) described 
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how campus-based activities, designed to encourage greater awareness of multicultural 

diversity, could readily contribute as much to developing intercultural skills as studying 

abroad may and at considerably less cost. 

 

4.2.4.2 The relevance of study abroad in the era of globalization 

McKeown (2009) undertook pre- and post-testing via a Measure of Intellectual 

Development instrument and determined that any impact of studying abroad was largely 

unaffected by common variables such as use of a foreign language or the degree of 

‘cultural immersion’, with respect to factors such as duration of trip and accommodation 

with a host family. The only variable that was determined to have an over-riding effect 

was if it was the student’s first experience in studying abroad, which was hence referred 

to as the ‘first-time effect’. 

 

This finding prompts the question: What impact of study abroad can have in the modern 

era of globalisation where many students may have already travelled and lived for some 

time abroad prior to commencing tertiary education? Even at home, students are now 

more likely to be mixing with people from different cultural backgrounds, both in and 

outside the classroom. 

 

A recent study on the competency development of business and commerce students 

from Europe undertaking study abroad (van’t Klooster, 2014) found that study abroad 

may be having less impact now, than in one or more decades previously, as increasing 

globalization with respect to multinational business operations, international tourism 

and also ICT connectivity, reduces the impact of study abroad with respect to 

challenging students with adapting to new cultures and environments. The author 

suggested there was a growing need to reconsider what competencies studying abroad 

can be expected to develop. 

 

This requires a paradigm shift from the naïve proposition that travel broadens the mind 

toward a more sophisticated view of study abroad as a mechanism to develop a diverse 

range of competencies with clear curriculum and career relevance (Engle & Engle, 

2003). Twombly et al. (2012) also recommended that the traditional study abroad 

objectives of increasing intercultural competence and global awareness were too broad 

in concept to be meaningfully-measurable as learning outcomes and were barely-

satisfactory rationales to justify investment across for today’s diverse range of study 
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abroad experiences that extend across different disciplines and learning modes, 

including coursework, field research and internships. 

 

In this context, there is now a stronger imperative to demand an international study 

experience has clear relevance to a students’ program of study and career prospects. 

Potential employers will be interested in what skills were developed and learning 

outcomes achieved, rather than just knowing a student has been abroad (Trooboff, 

Vande Berg & Rayman, 2008). Hence, more research effort may be required towards 

identifying the desired skills and competencies that can be gained through outward 

mobility, rather than assuming that these are already understood and only need to be 

quantified. 

 

This was the overarching recommendation of Twombly et al. (2012), that study abroad 

program evaluation in the current era should narrow its focus towards evaluating how 

well the learning objectives of specific study abroad programs were being met, rather 

than pursuing ‘big picture’ research questions about whether study abroad alumni 

necessarily get better jobs and higher salaries. Dunkley (2009) suggested that 

comparative studies between experiential programs, intercultural training programs and 

unsupported study abroad could identify effective methods and shortcomings across 

these different program types. 

 

The enormous diversity of what constitutes study abroad in the 21st Century, coupled 

with the methodological difficulties outlined above, confound attempts at reliably 

answering ‘big picture’ research questions. The results of such attempts can be viewed 

with scepticism and an over-reliance on such findings to promote study abroad may 

undermine confidence in this important emerging area of education (Forsey et al., 

2012). Identifying the genuine value of outward student mobility today may only 

become clear through investigating the finer details of the many and varied programs 

that are now prevalent across the world (Engle & Engle, 2003). 

 

4.2.6 Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, it has been argued that although full-degree study continues to be the 

predominant form of outward mobility across the world, there is a fast-growing trend 

towards short-term non-award study as an alternate form of outward student mobility. 



 

108 

 

This global shift presents a new challenge for quantifying the true extent of outward 

student mobility, particularly while the major global authoritative source of student 

mobility data, the UNESCO Institute of Statistics (UIS), excludes all instances of both 

short-term and non-award mobility from its annual data collection. 

 

It can be expected that the growing number of countries encouraging their domestic 

students to remain enrolled in a local university and study abroad as a short-term, non-

award experience will establish local data collections to track this form of outward 

student mobility, much as the US has done for decades via its Open Doors report 

(Farrugia & Bhandari, 2014) and which other countries such as Australia have 

commenced in recent years. Nonetheless, the UIS retains a vital role as global source of 

data on outwardly-mobile students who cross borders to study a full degree or other 

award over the course of several years. 

 

At the present time a pattern is apparent whereby students from non-English speaking 

countries are most likely to enrol to complete full degrees in English-speaking 

countries, for example, the currently-large numbers of students from China studying in 

the US, the UK or Australia (UIS, 2015b). At the same time, outbound students from 

those English-speaking countries are more likely to study abroad for a relatively-short 

periods, perhaps a semester or less, accruing credit towards a degree that will be 

awarded back in their home country. 

 

Nonetheless, this current pattern may not persist indefinitely. As more learning 

institutions from non-English speaking countries across Asia and elsewhere grow in 

prestige and climb higher up world rankings, students of those countries are more likely 

to enrol in an award course in their home country and only study abroad for a short 

period, joining what is currently the predominant trend across most English speaking 

countries. Indeed, the current dominance of English as the lingua franca of world 

business cannot be assumed to persist indefinitely and a future shift in language 

preference may then reduce the attraction of studying at an English-speaking education 

institution. 

 

For now, a lack of common understanding of what constitutes and defines student 

mobility is a challenge for sound policy-making, where different mobility data sources, 
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may appear to a casual observer to be counting the same thing, but in reality count only 

part of the full picture, albeit different data collections may count different parts. 

 

Further confounding a ready-definition of outward student mobility in the 21st Century, 

the growing internationalization of campuses around the world means that not all 

students in a country’s outward mobility program are necessarily domestic students of 

that country. In Australia’s case, where 20 per cent of its universities’ student 

population are international students, 20 per cent of students in the universities outward 

mobility programs are also international students. A similar phenomenon may be 

prevalent in other countries, but this remains largely invisible until specified in 

published data records. 

 

While debate may continue regarding the relative merit of short duration versus long 

duration mobility episodes, it seems clear that the opportunity for short-term 

international study has made outward mobility more accessible to a larger number of 

students across a wider range of demographic groups and subject disciplines. Short-term 

mobility overcomes many of the traditional barriers cited for study abroad, namely 

financial and opportunity cost, separation from family and program inflexibility. Thus, 

whether welcome or not and whether counted or not, short-term non-award mobility is 

now a well-established feature of global student mobility. 

 

Indeed, short-term non-award mobility is now a major source of innovation in global 

student mobility, incorporating the growing trend towards short-term intensive study 

abroad and also a shift away from traditional classroom, credit-earning study towards 

learning opportunities in the workplace, notably internships where students now seek 

opportunities to begin populating their resume with examples of international work 

experience before they graduate. 

 

Increasingly, discussion pertaining to the benefits of outgoing student mobility is 

shifting from consideration of curriculum and pedagogy towards more pragmatic issues 

of graduate employability and the potential for national economic benefit arising from a 

workforce of globally-connected graduates. Growing interest in opportunities for work-

integrated learning and internships reflects a changing view of the desired outcomes of 

student mobility. Given the evolving nature of this area, there is hence an ongoing need 



 

110 

 

to continually question and review what the objectives of outward student mobility 

actually are. 

 

In the absence of unequivocal data, it may be unreasonable to claim that the alumni of 

outward mobility programs have a richer educational experience and better employment 

outcomes than graduates who do not. This chapter has sought to summarise some of the 

ongoing methodological concerns with research in this area, which may only be 

alleviated when study abroad opportunities are equally available to all members of the 

student population. An important finding, from the research that has been undertaken to 

date, is that the very students who currently find outward mobility inaccessible may be 

the students who stand to gain the most from the transformative effect that a ‘first-time’ 

study abroad experience can provide. 

 

Furthermore, the benefits and the learning objectives of outward student mobility 

should not be assumed to be either obvious or fixed in time. The traditionally-stated 

objectives of studying abroad—to gain intercultural competence and global 

awareness—are perhaps too broad to be meaningful in the context of specific curricula 

and in an increasingly globalized world may not be the same salient needs they 

represented in one or two decades ago. Study abroad advocates face a new challenge in 

articulating the value of studying abroad in the modern age where students are 

increasingly likely to have travelled or lived overseas before starting their tertiary 

studies and where electronic media has made them more globally-connected than any 

generation prior. 

 

The ongoing evaluation of the purpose, benefit and return on investment from outward 

mobility can only be effective if it is informed by comprehensive data about the global 

scale and changing trends in mobility and if there is a body of quantitative and 

qualitative evidence available to demonstrate that the evolving objectives of student 

mobility continue to be achieved. 
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4.2.8 Key terms and definitions 

 

Award/Non-Award Study: Award study refers to a course of study that can result in the 

student being awarded a recognised qualification (e.g., a degree, diploma or certificate) 

on completion. Non-award study does not lead to a qualification. In the context of 

outgoing student mobility, the most common type of non-award study is a study abroad 

program where a student may earn credit but would not be awarded a qualification on 

completion of the program. 

 

Credit Mobility (or Study Abroad): This term refers to a type of outward student 

mobility involving students who are enrolled to complete a qualification in their ‘home’ 

university, but incorporate a short-term study experience in a ‘host’ university in another 

country. As they are not completing a qualification at their host university, they are 

classified as a non-award enrolment there. Nonetheless, their study abroad experience can 

accrue credit towards the qualification they are undertaking in their home university. 

 

Degree Mobility: This is another type of outward student mobility involving students 

who are enrolled to complete a full degree or other qualification (i.e., award study) in a 

university outside their country of residence. 

 

Globalization: In the context of education, the term globalization encompasses the 

activities of education providers in extending their service delivery to other countries, 

which may include hosting international students as well as encouraging domestic 

students to study in other countries. Globalization may also encompass the expansion of 

course curricula to incorporate issues of global significance and the development of 

intercultural competencies. 

 

Outcomes: In the context of qualitative research on the impact of an educational 

experience, outcomes represent important indicators of the relative success of an 

educational experience. For an educational experience such as outward student mobility, 

learning outcomes are an immediate measure of how well a student may have met the 

learning objectives identified in course curricula. In the longer term graduate outcomes 

are a measure of the broader benefits that a student may have gained from completing a 

degree (or equivalent) program. A common focus of graduate outcomes is employment 

outcomes (perhaps with respect to salary or job satisfaction). 
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Project Atlas®: This is a global collection of student mobility data drawn from a narrower 

range of countries than the UIS (see below). Data from Project Atlas® also captures 

records of students engaged in short-term international mobility and hence may report 

larger counts of mobility by country than are reported by the UIS. Project Atlas® is a 

registered trademark owned by the US-based Institute of International Education which 

hosts the data collection. 

 

Short-Term Study: In the context of outward student mobility, the duration of a mobility 

episode is generally considered short-term if it is less than one semester. Most study 

abroad programs are short-term, while study exchange programs are more commonly of 

one semester or more in duration. 

 

Study Exchange: A study exchange program is most commonly a reciprocal 

arrangement between two universities, where students from each travel to study at the 

other university but continue to pay their normal tuition fees to their home university. 

This differs from a study abroad program which is generally non-reciprocal and where a 

student does pay tuition fees to the host university. 

 

UIS: The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s (UNESCO) 

Institute of Statistics is a free publicly-accessible source of global student mobility data, 

in addition to a wide range of other data on different nations domestic education systems. 
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4.A Appendix  

The following tables provide summary data about the outward mobility by higher 

education students from the US and Australia, as well as all tertiary students from China. 
 

Table 4.A.1: Australia 2013, top five destinations of outward student mobility 

Destination Mobility episodes Proportion of total   

US 4,196 14.2%   

UK 2,637 8.9%   

China 2,614 8.9%   

Canada 1,381 4.7%   

Germany 1,168 4.0%   

Rest of world 17,491 59.3%   

Grand total 29,487 100%   

Sourced from AUIDF (2014). 
   

Table 4.A.2: US 2013, top five destinations of outward student mobility   

Destination Mobility episodes Proportion of total   

UK 34,660 12.6%   

Italy 29,645 10.8%   

Spain 26,480 9.7%   

France 17,168 6.3%   

China 14,887 5.4%   

Rest of world 151,516 55.3%   

Grand total 274,356 100%   

Sourced from Farrugia & Bhandari (2014) 
   

Table 4.A.3: China 2012, top 5 destinations of outward student mobility   

Destination Mobility episodes Proportion of total   

US 210,452 30.3%   

Japan 96,592 13.9%   

Australia 87,497 12.6%   

UK 76,913 11.1%   

South Korea 43,698 6.3%   

Rest of world 179,213 25.8%   

Grand total 694,365 100%   

Sourced from UIS (2015b)   

 

Explanatory note: The Ministry of Education reported 413,900 outgoing students from China 

in 2013 and 399,600 in 2012. This lower count (than the UIS) may be partly a consequence of 

only counting higher education students who departed in the reporting year, while the UIS 

count is of all tertiary students from China who may be studying courses of several years 

duration in another country. 

 

4.3. Epilogue  
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This chapter further addressed a key research question of this thesis to identify data 

sources that profile study abroad activity (see Chapter 1.4).  Noting that the term ‘study 

abroad’ is used inconsistently in the literature, this chapter clarified the focus of this 

thesis is students who study abroad as part of a broader course of study they are 

pursuing in their home country. This distinguishes them from students studying towards 

a full qualification in another country, although both student cohorts taken together can 

be considered as representing Australia’s ‘outward student mobility’. In Europe, the 

terms credit mobility and degree mobility are commonly used to distinguish study 

abroad from full degree study (De Wit, Ferencz, & Rumbley, 2013). However, 

increasingly study abroad episodes do not necessarily accrue credit. For example, 

chaperoned study tours and work experience opportunities, including internships, 

generally don’t accrue credit although an exception is work experience deemed ‘work 

integrated learning’ which is a course requirement for completion, although it does not 

generally receive graded credit (Southern Cross University, 2019).  

 

Drawing on existing data sources to describe the global context of outward student 

mobility and Australia’s place within that, this chapter highlighted the importance of 

establishing global consistency in definitions and reporting parameters for study abroad 

and, in particular, the importance of capturing the duration of study abroad episodes as 

well. It was apparent from this investigation that many countries had established a local 

data collection on incoming international students (who often represented an important 

source of revenue for their economy), but few had a data source counting their own 

outgoing students. It remains the case today that many countries are reliant on other 

countries’ reporting of incoming foreign students to know how many of their own 

students are studying abroad and where they are studying. Indeed, this remains the case 

for Australia today, with respect to counting those outgoing students undertaking a full 

qualification in another country. Australia only produces outgoing student data about 

students who are enrolled to complete a qualification at an Australian university and 

study abroad for a relatively short period. My analytical research in this area, clarifying 

definitions and data collection strategies, also enabled me to provide key advice to a 

paper produced by the United States Agency for International Development (2015) on 

data sources quantifying student mobility in the Asia Pacific region. 

 

file://///apl-dc1/APL%20User%20Drop/01_Editorial/amy_drop/15032-2112%20Bista/From%20CE/0_Bista%20To%20CE/15032-2112-FullBook.docx%23Ref_389_FILE150322112PII012
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Chapter 5: Who studies abroad and who does not? 

 

5.1. Prologue  

 

5.1.1 Who gains benefit from an international education experience 

This chapter focuses on the broader socio-economic benefits that may arise from a 

country like Australia encouraging and supporting its students to study abroad, with 

particular attention on university students. Identifying these benefits gives context to 

claims that studying abroad provides advantage to those who participate and raises the 

question of whether those who do not participate are disadvantaged. It is claimed in the 

literature that those who do not participate are often members of already-disadvantaged 

demographic groups, notably those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds.  

 

This prologue focuses on the benefit and return on investment available from studying 

abroad and is followed by a published journal article describing how the university 

student population can be segmented into those who study abroad and those who do not 

and how the relative participation of students from disadvantaged backgrounds can be 

identified.  

 

For evaluative purposes, the outcomes of those who do not study abroad provide a 

benchmark against which to measure the advantage gained from studying abroad. This 

necessitates, firstly, a consideration of how the value of any educational experience can 

be measured and, secondly, the establishment of some common principles that can then 

be applied to the context of studying abroad. However, in adopting this approach, it is 

important to be mindful that demographic variations between those who study abroad and 

those who do not may confound an outcomes-based evaluation. For example, it must be 

considered that a student from a background of high socioeconomic status may well have 

better academic and employment outcomes irrespective of whether or not they study 

abroad. This researcher is not in a position to be able to provide a definitive solution to 

such a potentially confounding factor, but the thesis does seek to document and highlight 

this issue in paving a way towards an evaluative framework for studying abroad. 

 

The value of any education experience can be considered from a range of perspectives 

including: 
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 individual students and their families;  

 education practitioners and their institutions; and  

 governments and other funding bodies.  

 

Each of these entities make different investments in education and each have different 

expectations about the return to be gained from their investment. The parameters of 

investment and return from education can be measured using quantitative economic 

indices, although most econometric modelling of education also aims to capture non-

monetary factors such as opportunity cost and human capital gain. In the broad context 

of international student mobility, soft diplomacy is also considered to be an important 

gain, where the cross-border movement of students is enabled by both institutional and 

government-level collaboration and returning students retain contacts with their host 

country (Byrne, 2016). In any consideration of the value of education, it should be 

appreciated that many of the potential returns (including monetary returns) may only be 

realised in the longer-term. Nonetheless, articulating these common principles can help 

clarify why governments, institutions, students and their families are enthusiastically 

investing in studying abroad. 

 

Individual (private) returns 

Education has been estimated to add around 8 to 10 per cent of additional personal 

income (on average) for every extra year of schooling undertaken (Psacharopoulos & 

Patrinos, 2004). Such monetary gains from education are generally:  

 progressive, where extra income may enable investment in further education; 

and  

 inter-generational, where higher family incomes lead to a greater investment in 

children’s education (McMahon, 2004). 

 

An individual’s return on investment from education can be calculated by subtracting 

the cost (investment), which may be inter-generational, from the long-term gain to 

individuals and families. Less tangible losses may include opportunity costs, such as 

potential lost earnings during study, while gains may include intangible benefits of 

social and cultural capital. When so calculated, such returns on investment are generally 

found to be highest in emerging economies, or during times of significant technological 

revolution, when the demand for new skills is greatest (Psacharopoulos, 2014). This 
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highlights the key role of governments and other funding sources to ensure 

economically-disadvantaged groups can continue to access higher education within a 

competitive education market. 

 

Social (public) returns 

At a community and national level, the return on investment from education may be: 

 rivalrous, where a skilled graduate delivers benefit solely to their employer; or  

 non-rivalrous, where increased productivity and innovation benefits wider 

society (McMahon, 1997).   

 

Social returns can also be measured as the investment subtracted from the gross benefit. 

Social returns may be ‘narrow’, such as the enhanced tax revenue derived from a more 

skilled and higher-paid workforce, or ‘broad’ where less tangible outcomes, such as 

productivity and innovation are captured. These broader returns are commonly 

measured by an index of productivity, such as Gross Domestic Product. As with 

individual returns, there is also a correlation between social returns and average levels 

of study achieved across the population. For example, as a group, tertiary graduates 

generally gain higher-skilled jobs, as well as having lower mean unemployment rates, 

when compared to those who entered the work force after only completing secondary 

school (Psacharopoulos, 2014). 

 

Such economic modelling of the return on investment from education provides 

rationales for investments that generally only deliver long-term benefits, rather than 

immediate returns. The anticipation of long-term private returns motivates individuals 

and families to invest in education, while the anticipation of long-term social returns, 

particularly the national economic contribution of a highly-skilled workforce, motivates 

government-level investments (Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2004).   

 

Ma, Pender & Welch (2016) collated a number of Organisation for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD) indicators to show that (on average across 25 

OECD countries in 2007):  

 The long-term economic advantage to an individual of having a tertiary degree 

instead of an upper secondary qualification is over USD $175,000 for a male and 

USD $110,000 for a female;  
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 The long-term economic advantage to individuals with a tertiary education is about 

twice as large as the advantage for people with an upper secondary education; and  

 The net return to taxpayers from the public costs of supporting one male in higher 

education is over USD $91,000, and the return for supporting one female in higher 

education is over USD $55,000. 

 

5.1.2 The benefits of student mobility for individuals 

Perhaps the most widely-anticipated return from an investment in tertiary education is 

the attainment of employment in a professional or highly-skilled occupation, an 

outcome which becomes increasingly desirable in developing economies as low-skilled 

work is steadily replaced by technological efficiencies, including automation. A 2014 

survey (CBI, 2014) found that over 70 per cent of businesses were expecting to increase 

the number of jobs requiring higher skills before 2020.  

 

Earlier surveys in this series also identified that 70 per cent of employers believed that 

students needed to do more to prepare themselves for the workplace before graduating 

and should make the most of employability development opportunities that are available 

during the course of their studies, such as internships and volunteering (Jama & 

Dugdale, 2012).  

 

An international study experience is widely-claimed to enhance graduate employability 

(Twombly et al., 2012). This is difficult to confirm empirically as only a few countries 

have instituted formal procedures to monitor the employment outcomes of their 

graduates (Altbach & Engberg, 2014).  

 

The motives for students to study abroad for a short period before completing their 

qualification back home may be fundamentally different to the motives of students 

studying full qualifications in a foreign country (King, Findlay & Ahrens, 2010). 

Proponents of short-term study abroad from developed countries like the USA, UK and 

Australia, argue that the value for their students pursuing credit mobility abroad lies in 

improving their global knowledge and intercultural skills, whilst still gaining a 

qualification in their home country. Studying a full qualification in another country may 

represent a second chance after failing to gain entry into a prestigious university at 

home (King, Findlay & Ahrens, 2010), but more commonly mobile students indicated 

that study in a foreign country offered a superior alternative to higher education options 
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available to them at home (Chao, Hegarty, Angelidis & Lu, 2017) and it is often the 

case that students and their families will value the reputation of an institution or its 

qualifications over and above any considerations of cost or travel distance (Altbach & 

Engberg, 2014).  

 

A decision to pursue either degree or credit mobility is hence likely to be dependent on 

the perceived reputation of the qualifications available in a students’ home country.  

There are various international ranking systems available to compare universities’ 

reputations, such as the Academic Ranking of World Universities (ShanghaiRanking, 

2019). There are also ranking systems to compare university performance across 

different fields of study, such as the Times Higher Education (THE) rankings (THE, 

2019). Several such ranking systems, including THE, incorporate measures reflecting 

the number of international students enrolled in a calculation of overall institutional 

quality. The Universitas 21 ranking of the higher education systems of entire countries 

also includes such a measure (Universitas 21, 2019). 

 

In 2017, over five million students were studying towards a degree in another country 

(UIS, 2019) and over 350,000 students from the USA and other English-speaking 

countries were studying in another country for credit (Institute of International 

Education, 2019). Furthermore, the latest available global statistics for both degree and 

credit mobility show substantial growth. However, students’ motives and their preferred 

study modes are not static. Over time, changing skills requirements in the job market 

will influence students’ demand for different educational qualifications in different 

fields of study (Norton, 2014). Also, evolving technologies such as on-line education 

may drive changes in pedagogy. Thus, education providers seeking to meet the evolving 

demands of students and their families must ensure their pedagogical practices and 

curricula also evolve to meet those demands. Providers of education services to 

international students must also follow these principles to maintain growth in 

international student mobility. 

 

 

 

5.1.3 The benefits of student mobility for educational institutions 

The return on investment for an education institution is closely linked to how well it 

satisfies its customers (students), as well as its external funding bodies (such as 
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governments). In this context, operating in a competitive market should drive educators 

and institutions to deliver a high-quality service that is perceived by its customers as 

representing good value for money. For an institution to claim it delivers such a service, 

it needs an evidence base of demonstrable learning outcomes. This evidence base may 

also be required to satisfy the reporting requirements of funding bodies, including 

governments 

 

Other benefits of supporting the outward mobility of its students, as well as hosting 

incoming students, are that an institution not only gains an international reputation as an 

education institution, but also gains a reputation for being internationalised (Deardorff, 

2006a). A more globally-focussed curriculum and the opportunity to study alongside 

international students can give domestic students the experience of internationalisation 

at home (Soria & Troisi, 2014), even if they are unable to study abroad themselves. 

Hosting international students and international scholars can also contribute to an 

institution’s position on international ranking systems (THE, 2019). 

 

5.1.4 The benefits of student mobility for governments 

For governments, enhanced graduate employment outcomes may be the most tangible 

return on investment in education. Governments commonly look to education as a 

means to meet the evolving skill needs of a national workforce, as well as maintaining 

the specialised research and technology development skills that are needed to drive 

future innovation (Office of the Chief Scientist, 2012a). In a general sense, well-

educated citizens have greater skills, live longer and develop communities with a high 

degree of civil order, all of which leads to higher productivity and long-term economic 

prosperity (Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2004).  

 

The positive impact of education is particularly apparent in emerging economies that are 

undergoing a transition from an industrial base towards a knowledge-based economy, 

with rapidly-growing service industries and a focus on future innovation (Appiah & 

McMahon, 2002). Nonetheless, Feinstein, Budge, Vorhaus & Duckworth (2008) argue 

that the greatest proportional change in national prosperity comes from investment that 

enables access to education by individuals and communities who experience economic 

disadvantage relative to the national average.  
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While governments investing in outward student mobility may have an expectation of 

gaining more skilled graduates for their national workforce, this can depend upon 

whether a graduate decides to return home. Where direct government investment is 

made, perhaps in the form of mobility scholarships, some countries may add a 

mandatory requirement for a student to return home after graduation, for example 

China, Indonesia, Vietnam and Russia have had such policies (Altbach & Engberg, 

2014).  

 

However, it is not always the case that student mobility will lead to a net loss of skilled 

workers, a so-called brain drain, as graduates pursue opportunities for skilled migration 

in other countries. Beine, Noël and Ragot (2014) argue that expatriate graduates have 

been a key factor in creating new business and economic growth opportunities between 

their country of residence and their country of birth.  

 

Papatsiba (2005) argued that a covert objective of government-funded study abroad 

programs was to encourage the labour mobility of skilled graduates. However, this 

conclusion may only apply in a narrow set of circumstances. As some indication of the 

current diversity in student and labour mobility across the world, Beine et al. (2014) 

reported that the USA, Germany and Canada receive more skilled migrants than 

international students, while countries such as Australia, Japan and New Zealand 

receive more international students than skilled migrants. 

 

There are also compelling economic reasons for governments to pursue student mobility 

as an end in itself. Over time, large volumes of incoming foreign students can make a 

substantial contribution to a host country’s economy via their spending on tuition fees 

and costs of living. For example, the USA, the UK and Australia each currently gain 

over $20USD billion per annum from hosting international students (NAFSA, 2019; 

Migration Advisory Committee, 2018; Department of Education, 2019). 

 

Thus, the return on investment in student mobility for governments may be multi-

faceted and much of it represents gains in soft diplomacy and soft power (Byrne, 2016). 

There is benefit in gaining graduates with intercultural competence and global 

experience to engage in a globalized 21st century workplace, notwithstanding that some 

of those graduates may be foreign nationals who have chosen to stay on and work in the 

country they were educated in. Similarly, nations can achieve economic gain by 
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engaging in two-way student mobility, both welcoming fee-paying foreign students 

from other countries, as well as reciprocating by encouraging their domestic students to 

study in those other countries. Although the latter may be a financial loss, it represents a 

human capital gain when those domestic graduates gain global competence from 

studying abroad.  

 

5.1.5 Confounding influences on measuring the benefits of student mobility 

Gittoes (2009) drew on a succession of surveys of internationally mobile students from 

the UK, to demonstrate that internationally-mobile degree students were more likely to 

be from higher socio-economic backgrounds when compared with the general student 

population. Such demographic skewing in an internationally-mobile cohort confounds 

assessment of the specific value of an international study experience since, as a group, 

students from higher socioeconomic backgrounds tend to perform better academically 

and have better employment outcomes. As a result, it becomes difficult to claim 

whether international study is the determining factor in better graduate outcomes, when 

most internationally mobile students are from higher socioeconomic backgrounds and 

will hence tend to have better outcomes anyway (Waters & Brooks, 2010). Messer and 

Walter (2007) claimed to have demonstrated this through analysing the outcomes of a 

group of Swiss students studying abroad on Erasmus scholarships. Twombly et al. 

(2012) have suggested that claims of direct benefit from studying abroad may be 

inadequately evidence-based due to insufficient sample sizes and insufficient diversity 

in mobile student populations to be able to normalise effectively for the impact of socio-

economic status.  

 

Waters and Brooks (2010) suggested that students studying abroad from the UK had 

become bearers of privilege and class distinction who, supported by parental income, 

were able to use their international study experience to further perpetuate their initial 

advantages with respect to economic and social status. However, King, Findlay and 

Ahrens (2010) did note an exception to the above pattern in survey data about the 

outcomes of cross-border work placement students. Lower socio-economic groups and 

‘non-white’ ethnic groups were over-represented in this group of students, but 

nonetheless this group demonstrated proportionally better academic outcomes when 

compared to non-mobile students from similar backgrounds. This is an encouraging 

indication that their work placement mobility experience had a specific and positive 

impact, helping students to overcome an apparent demographic disadvantage.  
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Another confounding issue in properly determining return on investment from 

international study is the increasing globalization of the 21st century (van’t Klooster, 

2014). King, Findlay and Ahrens (2010) compiled data from successive surveys on 

employment outcomes for Erasmus students and found that that the positive impact of 

an international study experience on employment outcomes had been declining 

proportionally over time. It may be that as labour markets become more globalized and 

international business collaborations become more commonplace, an international study 

experience will be less likely to distinguish a recent graduate from others in the job 

market. This phenomenon may underlie current trends toward including international 

internships and other work experience in study abroad programs, with the aim of 

enhancing those students’ employability, in addition to broadening their academic 

experience (Yarbrough, 2016). 

 

Relevant literature suggests the primary purpose of international student mobility is to 

give students an education experience that is experiential in nature and transformative in 

outcome. Students and education institutions perceive the experience as contributing to 

their personal growth and employability. Education institutions see it as meeting an 

emerging consumer demand, as well as enhancing their own national and international 

reputation. Government and other policy makers perceive it as contributing to national 

economic prosperity. The economic imperatives of the 21st century require highly-

skilled workers with the ability to communicate and collaborate across borders with 

people from other cultures (Altbach & Engberg, 2014). Hence, 21st century educators 

seek to prepare students to integrate with a global society and studying abroad offers a 

strategy to achieve that goal. 

 

The costs and benefits of international education are complex and multi-layered. 

Student choice of an international destination may be influenced by the endemic 

language spoken and by the reputation of a country’s institutions and qualifications. A 

dominant global trend at this time is for students from Asian countries to study full 

degrees in English-speaking countries, such as the USA, UK and Australia. Students 

from these English-speaking countries are also travelling to Asia and elsewhere, but 

more often for a short-term study experience, while completing an academic 

qualification in their own country. Nonetheless, an investment in supporting student 

mobility, made by a government or other funding body, does not guarantee a skilled 
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graduate will return to their home country. Some countries may be net exporters of 

students, while others are net importers, although it can be expected that most 

economies will encourage two-way mobility. Indeed, graduate labour mobility may be a 

desirable outcome for both the individuals and governments concerned. A gross benefit 

would still be accrued by a cooperative region such as the EU or APEC, despite varied 

gains and losses in human capital across member economies.  

 

Thus, the evidence suggests that the return on investment from an international study 

experience is often not well-articulated or readily-quantifiable, despite these experiences 

being promoted as a valuable addition to undergraduate and postgraduate programs 

(Nerlich, 2013). Commentators in the literature advise that unreserved endorsement of 

the value of international student mobility should be viewed with a degree of scepticism 

(Forsey, Broomhall & Davis, 2012). This suggests that caution is required in the face of 

advocates of studying abroad who may have a vested interest in perpetuating study 

abroad programs without consideration of whether a return on investment is actually 

being realised by students, education institutions or funding bodies. What is needed is 

quantitative and objective evidence of improved outcomes which also takes into account 

the confounding influences of students’ socioeconomic background and also of 

changing workplace requirements.  

 

For this reason, policy makers and program managers should be encouraged to ensure 

that data about students who participate in international mobility is collected and that 

efforts are made to track their later progress as graduates (Perna, Orosz, Jumakulov, 

Kishkentayeva & Ashirbekov, 2014). This latter issue is of particular importance given 

that the financial and opportunity costs of international mobility are substantial and such 

investment may only continue if a clear and tangible return on that investment can be 

demonstrated.  

 

The following article at section 5.2, published in 2015, draws on existing data sources 

available in Australia at that time to distinguish those students who studied abroad and 

those who did not. Subsequent to the article’s publication, robust graduate outcomes 

data became available which allowed not only consideration of how the study abroad 

and non-study abroad student populations differ, but how their outcomes differ. That 

more recent data is analysed in detail in Chapter 8.  
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A key finding from the data analysed within this chapter is that a wide range of 

demographic cohorts from the Australian student population engage in studying abroad. 

While it is clear that, for example, higher socio-economic groups are over-represented 

in the cohort of students who study abroad, middle and lower groups were still 

represented to some extent. This, while a student’s demographic background may 

represent a barrier to participation in studying abroad, it is not an absolute barrier. 
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5.2. Publication: Nerlich, S. (2015). Students from Australian universities studying 

abroad: A demographic profile. Australian Universities Review, 57(1), 52-59. 

 

5.2.1 Abstract.  

Australia is one of many countries to encourage its students to study abroad and hence 

develop a global perspective. Traditionally, students who have pursued this option 

represented a relatively privileged and demographically narrow group. More recently, 

governments and other agencies have been offering funding support with the aim of 

‘democratising’ study abroad so that it is more accessible to all students. To help inform 

the ‘democratisation’ discussion, this paper presents an analysis of the demographic 

profile of students from Australian universities who currently study abroad, examining 

changing trends over time and identifying demographic groups that may be under-

represented in the current Australian study abroad population.  

 

Key words: Study abroad, student mobility, New Colombo Plan 

 

5.2.2 Introduction: Defining and quantifying study abroad 

Study abroad encompasses activities through which students receive academic credit 

from their home education institution for study undertaken in another country. These 

include undergraduate and postgraduate tuition, supervised research and curriculum-

related work experience, such as internships. It also includes study exchange 

programmes between domestic and foreign institutions. A common feature of study 

abroad is that it is not for the purpose of gaining an award (i.e. a degree or qualification) 

from a foreign host institution, but instead involves students undertaking discrete units 

of study, generally for the purpose of gaining academic credit that will be recognised by 

the award-granting institution they are enrolled in, in their home country. This is a 

distinctly different activity from other forms of outward student mobility, which involve 

study towards a full qualification that is granted by a foreign host institution.  

 

Study abroad data can be readily collected by institutions that send their own enrolled 

students overseas. However, counting international students who have enrolled to 

complete a full award course in other countries generally requires those other countries 

to report data on the nationality of incoming students, perhaps to a global database such 

as the one hosted by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organisation (UNESCO) Institute of Statistics (UIS).  
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A substantial quantitative difference between study abroad and award (or full-degree) 

mobility is readily apparent from data on United States of America (US) students 

studying outside the US. The annual report Open Doors by the Institute of International 

Education (IIE) identified 273,996 US students studying abroad in 2010-11 (Farrugia, 

Bhandari & Chow, 2012). The IIE, which administers the annual Open Doors survey, 

also conducted a parallel survey in foreign host countries to count the number of US 

students studying full-degree courses. That survey identified 46,635 US students 

studying full degrees in other countries in 2010-11 (Belyavina & Bhandari, 2012). 

 

The UIS counted 47,123 US students studying in other countries in 2011, which is 

roughly equivalent to the US survey count of full-degree students and clearly did not 

capture the much larger cohort of nearly a quarter of a million US study abroad 

students. The relevant UNESCO data definitions indicate that only students enrolled in 

courses of at least two years’ duration are counted in the UNESCO data collection (UIS, 

2012). 

 

A robust picture of Australian university students studying abroad is emerging from a 

national survey first undertaken in 2005, when over 7,000 students from Australian 

universities were identified as studying abroad (Olsen, 2008), rising to over 24,000 

students in 2012 (AUIDF, 2013). In comparison, UNESCO has reported a relatively 

static annual figure of around 10,000 Australian students studying in other countries 

over five years up to 2012 (UIS, 2014). As was the case with the US example above, it 

is likely that this UNESCO statistic represents a separate cohort of Australian nationals 

who are studying full degree courses in other countries and does not include Australian 

study abroad students. However, some degree of overlap between these two cohorts 

cannot be ruled out. 

 

In 2005, it was estimated that 4.8 per cent of completing Australian undergraduates had 

an overseas study experience during the course of their degree (Olsen, 2008), an 

estimate which rose steadily in subsequent years, reaching 13.1 per cent in 2012 

(AUIDF, 2013). By comparison, 14.2 per cent of US students studied abroad in 2011-12 

(Farrugia & Bhandari, 2013). 

 

The United Kingdom (UK) Higher Education International Unit (2013) reported that 

over 15,000 UK domestic students studied abroad in 2011-12, primarily through the 
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European Union’s Erasmus Mobility Programme. It was estimated that this represented 

six per cent of all UK domestic students in that year. Souto-Otero, Huisman, Beerkens, 

de Wit & Vujic (2013), while acknowledging limited data sources, indicated that 

Europe had not yet achieved a target of ten per cent of European higher education 

students being mobile during the course of their degree, with only four per cent of 

students drawing upon Erasmus funding for the purpose of studying abroad.  

 

The objectives of study abroad 

Increasingly governments and education agencies are promoting study abroad and 

providing incentives to do so, particularly for undergraduate students, for whom study 

abroad may provide a transformative experience at an early point in their academic 

development (Rowan-Kenyon, & Niehaus, 2011). 

 

A recent US international education strategy Succeeding globally through international 

education and engagement (US Department of Education, 2012) defined three main 

areas of benefit that may arise from international study experience before graduation. 

These largely involve gaining skills to: 

 work in a global context and enhance their country’s economic competitiveness; 

 deal with emerging global challenges (including financial, environmental and 

health-related challenges); and 

 engage both with international collaborators and with an increasingly 

multicultural population at home. 

 

Various US agencies have established aspirational targets for growth in the US’s study 

abroad numbers, including the 100,000-strong initiative to China, the 100,000-strong in 

the Americas (encompassing Latin American and Caribbean destinations) and the 

Generation Study Abroad initiative intended to double study abroad numbers by 2020 

(IIE, 2014). 

 

The UK’s Strategy for Outward Mobility (UK Higher Education International Unit, 

2013) acknowledged the economic importance of providing domestic students with 

international study experiences and also prioritised the comprehensive reporting of data 

on UK students’ outward mobility to monitor trends. Enhancing data and data reporting 

is also an important strategic goal for wider-Europe (Kelo, Teichler, & Wächter, 2006; 

Souto-Otero et al., 2013). 
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Australian government agencies and educational institutions have supported outward 

student mobility, including study abroad, for many years through a range of scholarship 

and loan programmes (Australian Government, 2013b). More recently, the Australian 

Government has supported study abroad under the New Colombo Plan (Department of 

Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2013). Australia has also recognised a need to strengthen the 

reliability of its data sources on outward student mobility (IEAC, 2013). 

 

Growing study abroad numbers through democratisation 

Salisbury et al. (2009) described democratising undergraduate study abroad as a major 

next step in the evolution of American education, indicating intent to expand study 

abroad opportunities beyond the limited demographic groups that currently dominate it. 

Twombly, Salisbury, Tumanut and Klute (2012) have described the predominant 

demographic profile within the US study abroad population as being female students, 

generally from higher socioeconomic backgrounds, who have travelled previously, have 

university-educated parents and study in the arts, humanities and social sciences. Bell 

and Watkins (2006) noted a similar dominant profile in Erasmus exchange students in 

Europe and Daly (2011) reported much the same for Australian exchange students. 

 

Doyle, Gendall, Meyer, Hoek, Tait, McKenzie & Loorparg (2010) suggested that the 

demographic profile of students who study abroad is constrained by perceived and 

actual barriers such as cost, which may be both financial or opportunity cost, an 

example of the latter being where students must waive potential income from a part-

time job in order to study abroad. Perhaps for this reason, uptake of study abroad by 

part-time students and community college students has been reported as being relatively 

uncommon in the USA (Dessoff, 2006). Paus & Robinson (2008) also discussed 

curriculum as a significant barrier, where a student may be unable to include units of 

study abroad in a fixed and inflexible programme. Perhaps for this reason, study abroad 

is traditionally reported as more commonly pursued by students studying liberal arts 

degrees, rather than students studying less-flexible science, technology, engineering and 

mathematics (STEM) degrees, which have a lower capacity for including elective units.  

 

While credit recognition for study abroad is increasingly commonplace, it is not 

commonly graded credit, which may be perceived as a disadvantage by students 

seeking to maximise their grade point average, reported as a particularly important issue 
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for students in pre-professional degrees such as medicine, architecture and engineering 

(Stroud, 2010). 

 

Paus & Robinson (2008) also noted that while many students in the first year of their 

study programme expressed enthusiasm to study abroad, this was often not realised over 

the course of their degree. The authors attributed this to curriculum inflexibility and lack 

of advocacy by faculty, particularly in STEM-related fields. 

 

The following analysis of Australian study abroad data outlines what is currently known 

about the demographic profile of the Australian study abroad population. The analysis 

focuses on whether particular groups are under-represented and to what extent further 

massification through democratisation could be achieved. 

 

5.2.3 Data on Australian study abroad students 

The annual survey of Australian universities undertaken by the Australian Universities 

International Directors Forum (AUIDF) since 2009, with two earlier surveys reported 

for 2005 and 2007, provides the best picture of study abroad activity from Australia at a 

national level. The data do not identify students or their home institutions, but do 

provide a range of demographic details about the student cohort. 

 

As shown in Figure 5.2.1, the number of Australian university students studying abroad 

is clearly growing strongly. In 2012, there were 24,763 instances of Australian 

university students studying abroad, with over 17,000 involving undergraduates. 

 

Instances of short-term study abroad are becoming increasingly popular with students 

from Australian universities. This is also a common trend in other countries with study 

abroad programmes (Chieffo & Griffiths, 2004). In the 2005 survey, 46 per cent of all 

instances of student mobility were short-term programmes (less than one semester), 

which rose steadily to 66 per cent in the 2012 survey. These instances of short-term 

student mobility more commonly involve destinations in Asia. For example, in 2012, 68 

per cent of short-term student mobility was to China, compared with only 19 per cent to 

the US. 
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Figure 5.2.1 : Australian university student instances of study abroad, 2005 to 2012.  

Source: Data consolidated from six surveys reported in: Olsen (2008); and AUIDF 

(2008, 2010, 2011, 2012 & 2013). 

 

Figure 5.2.2 summarises AUIDF data of study abroad students from Australian 

universities according to the destination region, the level of student course, and the field 

of education of the course being undertaken by study abroad students. The graph 

represents 24,763 students engaged in study abroad in 2012.  

 

Figure 5.2.2: Percentage of Australian university study abroad students by Destination, 

Level and Field of Education in 2012  

 

Source: AUIDF (2013)  

Legend: Destination: the Other category includes instances for which destination was 

not reported; Level: PG – C is Postgraduate by coursework; PG – R is postgraduate by 

research; UG is undergraduate.  

Field (of education): ASSH is arts, social sciences and the humanities; STEM is science, 

technology, engineering and mathematics, which includes information technology and 

agriculture, environment and related studies; Mgt is management and commerce. 
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With respect to destination, about one-third of study abroad in 2012 was to Asia, a 

proportion that has steadily grown since 2005, when it was 26 per cent. Of this cohort, 

2,145 students studied in China and 835 in Japan. The major English-speaking 

destinations, the US (3,672), the UK (2,115), Canada (1,277) and New Zealand (723), 

when combined, represented just one-third of all study abroad instances in 2012. Apart 

from the UK, the main European countries attracting study abroad students from 

Australian universities were Italy (996), France (974) and Germany (933) (AUIDF, 

2013). 

 

Figure 5.2.2 also indicates that undergraduate students represented nearly three-quarters 

of all study abroad in 2012, which is reflective of their proportional representation in the 

overall student population. However, postgraduate research students were over-

represented, making up 11 per cent of the study abroad population, although only three 

per cent of the overall student population. The duration of study abroad varied 

according to level of study. More than 40 per cent of undergraduate instances exceeding 

one semester, but few postgraduate research student instances did. It is likely that many 

of the undergraduates studying for more than one semester were in a formal study 

exchange programme. However, the available data could not be disaggregated 

sufficiently to confirm this (AUIDF, 2013). 

 

Study abroad propensity across different fields of education is commonly reported to be 

skewed towards an over-representation of arts, social sciences and humanities students 

and an under-representation of science, technology, engineering and mathematics 

(STEM) students (Paus & Robinson, 2008). In 2012, the largest proportion of Australian 

study abroad experiences were in the arts etc. fields (29 per cent), while 18 per cent were 

in STEM fields. However, a proper estimate of propensity also needs to consider the base 

population.  

 

When compared with the base university student population in 2012, arts etc. fields (21 

per cent of base) did appear somewhat over-represented in the study abroad population 

(29 per cent), although STEM fields (19 per cent of base) seemed relatively-well 

represented in the study abroad population (18 per cent). The most under-represented 

area was management and commerce, representing only 14 per cent of the study abroad 

population, but 22 per cent of the base population. This is a surprising finding given a 

key objective of study abroad is to enhance Australian students’ ability to engage in 
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international business. This finding suggests there is a need to better promote the 

benefits of study abroad to students and faculty in management and commerce. 

 

As noted, study abroad participants are often reported as more likely to be female. The 

AUIDF (2013) reported 59 per cent of the mobility in 2012 was by women. However, 

this should be considered in the context that the Australian base population of domestic 

higher education students comprised 58 per cent women in 2012. Thus, at least in recent 

years, the higher proportion of women in the study abroad population does not suggest 

that Australian female university students have a substantially higher propensity to 

study abroad than their male counterparts. 

 

5.2.4 Data on student propensity for studying abroad 

The Australian Survey of Student Engagement (AUSSE) was conducted across 

Australian universities from 2007 to 2012 (ACER (Australian Council of Educational 

Research), 2014) and included a question to assess students’ awareness of, and 

participation in, study abroad and student exchange programmes. The survey provides a 

useful source of demographic data on students who do or do not study abroad. 

 

In 2012, a survey of over 17,000 Australian domestic university undergraduate students 

found that 31 per cent of first year students planned to (29 per cent), or had already (two 

per cent) studied abroad (see Table 5.2.1). However, only 20 per cent of later year 

students were still planning to (12 per cent), or had already (eight per cent) studied 

abroad. The unweighted size of the first and later year cohorts surveyed in 2012 were 

similar (both exceeding 8,000 students). 

 

Table 5.2.1: Survey responses from Australian domestic university students (2012) 

Study abroad or student 

exchange 

Student year 
Total 

1st year Later years 

Do not know about 7% 8% 7% 

Have not decided 28% 16% 22% 

Do not plan to do 33% 56% 46% 

Plan to do 29% 12% 20% 

Done 2% 8% 5% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 

 (Source: ACER (2014), unpublished data collected in the 2012 AUSSE from 17,585 

domestic students) 
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To frame this finding in a different way, while only 33 per cent of first year students 

reported that they would not be studying overseas during their degree, 56 per cent of 

later year students reported the same. This same disparity in early intention versus later 

realisation of that intent can be seen in the annual AUSSE survey findings back to 2008, 

when nearly 29 per cent first year students planned to (27 per cent), or had already (two 

per cent) studied abroad, while only 18 per cent of later year students still planned to 

(12 per cent), or had already (six per cent) studied abroad. These data suggest that many 

Australian students failed to realise an initial intention to study abroad. 

The propensity of Australian domestic students studying under different life 

circumstances was also investigated, by considering the variables of attendance status, 

employment while studying and socioeconomic status. 

 

As shown in Table 5.2.2, it was clear that part-time students in 2012 had a lower 

propensity to have studied abroad than full-time students and were less likely to be 

planning to study abroad. A noticeably higher proportion of part-time students also did 

not know about the opportunities available to them. It was also possible to 

independently sort study abroad responses by whether or not students were in paid 

employment. No clear correlation between paid employment and study abroad 

propensity was found.  

 

Table 5.2.2: Survey responses for part-time and full-time students (2012) 

Study abroad or student 

exchange 

Attendance type 
Total 

Part time Full time 

Do not know about 11% 6% 7% 

Have not decided 15% 24% 22% 

Do not plan to do 59% 42% 46% 

Plan to do 11% 22% 20% 

Done 3% 6% 5% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 

(Source: ACER (2014), unpublished data collected in the 2012 AUSSE from 17,585 

domestic students) 

 

However, a clear correlation was found between Australian students’ socioeconomic 

status (SES) and their propensity to study abroad. As shown in Table 5.2.3, the AUSSE 

survey confirmed a common finding in other countries, such as the USA (Salisbury et 
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al., 2009) and the UK (Brooks and Waters, 2011), that socioeconomic status positively 

influences student propensity to study abroad. From a cohort of Australian domestic 

students surveyed in the 2012 AUSSE, 20 per cent of the low SES cohort was planning 

to or had already studied abroad, compared with 24 per cent of the middle SES and 29 

per cent of the high SES cohorts. Nonetheless, much like part-time study, low SES 

status was a negative influence, but not an absolute barrier. There was only a weak 

correlation between SES status and attendance type (full or part-time) and the calculated 

effect size was minor (ACER, 2014, pers. comm.). This suggests that attendance type 

and SES status are largely independent influences on Australian domestic students’ 

propensity to study abroad. 

 

Table 5.2.3: Survey responses for students from different socioeconomic backgrounds 

(2012) 

Study abroad or student 

exchange 

Socioeconomic status 
Total 

Low Middle High 

Do not know about 9% 8% 7% 8% 

Have not decided 22% 22% 21% 22% 

Do not plan to do 49% 46% 43% 46% 

Plan to do 17% 19% 22% 20% 

Done 3% 5% 7% 5% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 

(Source: ACER (2014), unpublished data collected in the 2012 AUSSE from 17,423 

domestic students. Socioeconomic status was estimated from residential postcode). 

 

An important finding from these survey data is that more than seven per cent of 

domestic students surveyed in 2012 reported they did not know about opportunities for 

study abroad or student exchange, with slightly higher proportions of around nine per 

cent and 11 per cent for the low SES and part-time student cohorts respectively. The 

proportion of students reporting that they did not know about opportunities for study 

abroad or student exchange has changed only marginally in previous years of the 

AUSSE survey, with between seven and eight per cent of domestic students surveyed, 

in each year from 2007 to 2012, reporting not knowing of these opportunities. This 

suggests a small, but somewhat intractable, lack of awareness of the opportunities 

available. 

 



 

141 

 

5.2.5 Conclusions 

Australian study abroad has become a well-established feature of Australian higher 

education and looks set to continue growing in parallel with increasing support and 

promotion by both education institutions and governments. Although the volume of 

activity may appear modest, the proportion of Australian students studying abroad has 

been found to be on par with nations such as the US. 

 

The AUIDF survey represents the most comprehensive and timely national information 

source on Australian university students studying abroad. The survey-based data 

collection does not allow disaggregation of some potentially distinctive features of 

Australian undergraduate and postgraduate student mobility. It is also difficult to 

differentiate trends with respect to different destination countries and regions. 

Nonetheless, the survey’s adherence to consistent measures across sequential years is 

commendable and allows monitoring of some key trends over time. This data source 

may grow in detail and sophistication as outward student mobility attracts greater public 

interest in Australia. 

 

The USA has recognised that further increasing its already substantial numbers of 

students studying abroad requires further diversification of its current study abroad 

population, a process referred to as democratisation (Salisbury et al., 2009). If Australia 

has similar aspirations, there is a need for national-level data that will enable the 

monitoring of trends over time and provide a detailed demographic profile of those who 

study abroad and those who do not.  

 

The results of the analysis outlined in this paper counter some traditional assumptions 

about study abroad, particularly that female students are over-represented in the study 

abroad population. In Australia, this seems only to be true to the extent that the 

predominance of women in the study abroad population reflects their predominance in 

the general student population.  

 

The over-representation of women may have been true in the past in Australia and is 

still apparent in current USA study abroad data (Farrugia et al., 2012), perhaps arising 

from an over-representation of arts, humanities and social sciences students in the study 

abroad population, who are more often female, and the under-representation of students 

in the STEM disciplines, who are more often male. It is possible that the recent growth 
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in short-term study abroad opportunities has enabled more students to bypass traditional 

problems with programme inflexibility in STEM courses, because students are now 

more able to study abroad during semester or summer breaks. 

 

Another important source of historical data on Australian student mobility is the 

AUSSE, a national survey of Australian university students, which provides a valuable 

source of data on the demographic context of students who chose to study abroad, as 

well as those who do not. Comparison of the early intentions of first year students and 

the actual participation of later year students suggests that study abroad is an 

immediately attractive proposition for Australian students, but as some students work 

through their degrees, they are unable to fulfil that initial intent, perhaps due to barriers 

such as financial cost, opportunity cost or programme inflexibility. 

 

These findings suggest that there remains a need to convince all Australian university 

students that there is a tangible return on investment in the cost of studying abroad. Paus 

and Robinson (2008) have argued that academic staff are key to both establishing study 

abroad programmes and also encouraging students to participate in them. Recognition 

of credit gained through study abroad is likely to be a key issue, as is the awarding 

institution’s acknowledgement that study abroad delivers valuable and relevant learning 

outcomes for graduates. AUIDF (2013) reported that 93 per cent of study abroad 

experiences in 2012 gained credit. Pitman and Broomhall (2009) reported that 71 per 

cent of Australian universities, which reported providing graduate attributes statements 

in 2009, listed intercultural awareness and international perspective as key 

competencies.  

 

Analysis of the AUSSE survey data also indicated a correlation between students’ 

socioeconomic status and their propensity to study abroad, as has been reported 

elsewhere (Doyle et al., 2010). However, neither low socioeconomic status nor part-

time attendance were found to be absolute barriers. Again, the increasing availability of 

short-term study abroad experiences may be making study abroad a more feasible 

option for students with limited financial resources or limited time. It may be the 

growing availability of short-term study abroad options that becomes the most 

important factor in enabling the democratisation of study abroad opportunities (Dessoff, 

2006; Twombly et al., 2012). 
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For Australia, studying abroad for credit rather than for a full award qualification has 

become the dominant form of outward student mobility in recent years. The global 

significance of such non-award study is not apparent in traditional data sources on 

international student mobility, such as UNESCO, which only collects and reports data 

on international students studying in courses of more than two years’ duration.  

 

An alternative source of data on global student mobility, IIE’s Project Atlas, identified 

China as the third-most popular destination for international students globally in 2012 

by virtue of counting all students, not just students in award courses (IIE, 2013). In 

2012, UNESCO identified China as only the eighth most popular destination for 

international students, by virtue of its narrower definition of an international student. In 

2013, only 41 per cent of the more than 350,000 international students studying in 

China were award students (China Ministry of Education, 2014) and it is likely that they 

are the only students being counted by UNESCO. 

 

To appreciate fully the extent of international student mobility in the twenty-first 

century, it is important to count as many different forms of mobility as is feasible. This 

paper has sought to highlight the importance of collecting data on non-award and short-

term study experiences, which are both areas of high volume and rapid growth. 

Currently, Australia collects and publishes data on all incoming students on student 

visas, regardless of whether they are studying award courses or not and regardless of 

their course duration. Countries such as the US and China are doing much the same. 

Such public reporting of student mobility data benefits all nations that are engaged in 

international education. It highlights the value of international education and enhances 

participation in it. 
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5.3 Epilogue 

 

This chapter aimed to address the key research question about whether studying abroad 

had different impacts on students from different demographic backgrounds (see Chapter 

1.4). The demographic analysis of Australian university student data captured in the 

article at section 5.2 demonstrated a relative equity in access to Australian study abroad 

opportunities for students across gender and study fields. While, postgraduate research 

students are over-represented in student numbers studying abroad as a group (Australian 

Council for Educational Research, 2015), undergraduates are more likely to study 

abroad for longer periods, mostly via semester-long exchange programs (Department of 

Education, 2019a). A clear correlation was also found between higher socio-economic 

status and study abroad propensity, although low socioeconomic status was not an 

absolute barrier to participation (see section 5.2).  

 

It is likely that the rise in short-term options in recent years is increasing access to study 

abroad by traditionally under-represented groups. However, there are polarised views in 

the literature regarding the value of short-term study abroad compares with longer-term. 

This might be thought of as a matter of return on investment, where a shorter-duration 

episode delivers less return, but requires less investment. This claim could be confirmed 

through a comparative evaluation of study abroad episodes of different durations. 

 

Since the article at section 5.2 was published, the Australian Survey of Student 

Engagement (AUSSE) has been discontinued and its current replacement, the national 

Student Experience Survey, does not ask higher education students if they studied 

abroad. This is unfortunate, even though the AUSSE only provided a limited insight 

into the engagement of students in studying abroad. As discussed in detail in Chapter 8, 

it is now the case that Australia’s national Graduate Outcomes Survey includes a 

question on studying abroad and hence creates the opportunity to measure the outcomes 

of graduates who studied abroad, relative to those who did not. Thus, Australia has less 

current potential to analyse aspects of participation in studying abroad, but more current 

potential to analyse its impact, which is a better footing to evaluate its effectiveness. As 

further discussed in both Chapter 8 and Chapter 9 there is yet more potential to generate 

data that would enable a more sophisticated evaluation of the relative impact of 

different study abroad programs, but this would require a commitment to embedding 

study abroad data collection into existing student record systems. 
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Chapter 6: Gaining intercultural competency and a global 

perspective 

 

6.1. Prologue 

 

6.1.1 Australian students in China 

This chapter examines Australians studying in China, which is the most popular 

destination for Australian students who choose to study abroad. China is a more 

culturally foreign destination than the next most popular destinations the USA or the 

UK. In that sense, it represents a destination where the key learning objectives of 

studying abroad, namely the development of intercultural competence and global 

awareness, may be most readily achieved.  

 

Australian students more often study in China for the experience or for course credit 

rather than for a full qualification, with most study visits being one semester or less in 

duration. Australian universities and the Australian Government provide substantial 

support to encourage students to study in China and elsewhere in Asia. This is driven by 

aspirational economic goals which foresee the need for workforce of interculturally-

competent graduates who can effectively engage with the developing economies of 

Asia. Nonetheless, recent research suggests that Australian students are rarely driven by 

such pragmatic objectives. Rather, Australian students travelling to China anticipate a 

personally transformative experience. The reality of their study experience in China is 

undoubtedly transformative, though not always in ways they may have anticipated. 

 

6.1.2 Global context 

In recent years, over five million students have been reported as studying tertiary 

education outside their own country (UIS, 2019). In that context, China does not figure 

strongly, ranking around the world’s eighth most popular study destination. However, 

such global statistics captured by the OECD or UNESCO only count students studying 

in another country for more than one year (UIS, 2012) which mainly represent a count 

of students studying full degree programs. For example, while UNESCO reported that 

around 50,000 USA students were studying in another country in 2012, a US-based 

agency reported that over a quarter of a million US students were studying abroad 

(Farrugia, Bhandari & Chow, 2012). The large majority of those students were pursuing 

course credit towards a degree to be awarded back in the US. 
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China is a major destination for students undertaking such short-term studies (Pan, 

2013). China’s Ministry of Education reported that in 2014, 56 per cent of incoming 

international students to China were undertaking ‘non-degree’ study (Ministry of 

Education, 2016). A USA-based data source Project Atlas, which counts all 

international study episodes regardless of their award status or duration, ranked China 

as the world’s third most popular study destination (IIE, 2015a). Where data are 

available, it is apparent that other countries also send a substantial number of students 

abroad for reasons other than pursuing a full degree (Altbach & Engberg, 2014). Such 

short-term study experiences incorporate: undergraduate study abroad and student 

exchange programs; field research undertaken by postgraduate research students; and 

internships or other study-related work experience opportunities. 

 

Australian students are choosing to study in China in growing numbers, with strong 

support from both their education institution and the Australian Government. All parties 

involved anticipate the experience will be personally transformative, but the diversity of 

individual study abroad experiences is not well understood (Tian & Lowe, 2014). 

 

It is apparent that the various parties supporting Australian student mobility to China 

and elsewhere anticipate some form of return on their investment in an international 

study experience. Students aim for a learning experience and improved employment 

prospects; institutions seek to enrich and internationalize their education services; and 

governments pursue long-term economic prosperity through gaining a globally-

competent workforce. 

 

This chapter investigates how effectively the expectations of institutions and 

governments are being met with respect to the realities of Australian students’ 

experiences in China. The first section outlines a range of programs and support 

arrangements available to students and discusses the motivations and objectives of those 

programs. The second section relays recent research that has investigated Australian 

university students study experience in China. The experience of Australians studying 

in China provides insights into what is evidently a transformative and perspective-

changing experience for the students. Identifying where these experiences may not 

match program objectives highlights opportunities for pedagogical interventions to 



 

150 

 

better harness the opportunities of studying in China. The chapter concludes with a 

number of recommendations, including directions for further research. 

 

6.1.3 The diversity of Australian students studying in China  

Although small in number, Australian tertiary students are highly mobile by world 

standards. Over 20 per cent of completing Australian undergraduates in 2017 had 

studied overseas during the course of their degree studies, well-exceeding China on this 

measure, whose much larger volume of outgoing students represents less than 5 per cent 

of its total tertiary student population (Nerlich 2016). 

 

In 2014, China was Australian university students’ second most popular international 

study destination in the world (and later became the most popular destination in 2017). 

However, the relatively-small student population of Australia means that it counted as 

only China’s 19th source country for international students (Ministry of Education, 

2016). 

 

Of the 4,721 Australian university students studying in China in 2014, only 33 per cent 

of all students stayed for longer than six-months and, of those, the majority were 

enrolled in general studies courses, mostly focused on learning Chinese language. Only 

578 students (12 per cent of all Australian students counted) were enrolled towards a 

full degree in a Chinese university, including 77 in doctoral-level study. Nonetheless, 

Australia can claim to be a rapidly-growing source of China’s incoming international 

students with numbers going to China in 2014 having grown by 37 per cent since 2013 

(Ministry of Education, 2016). 

 

In addition to a large and quantifiable number of university students studying in China, 

a number of Australian schools have strong links with Chinese partners and have 

annually facilitated study tours for several hundred Australian school children in recent 

years. Furthermore, students from Australia’s vocational education and training sector 

also now visit China on a regular basis. These different cohorts of students are further 

described below. The limited data available prevents an accurate count of the students 

involved, but a number of case studies are available. 
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Australian high school students 

Australian school students have been studying in China for many years. Caulfield 

Grammar School, for example, has sent more than 300 students to its sister school in 

Nanjing every year for almost 20 years (Caulfield Grammar School, 2016). Annually, 

Caulfield Grammar also hosts four teachers from Nanjing Middle School on exchange. 

Students are able to: develop their Chinese language skills in a native Chinese language 

environment; experience major centres of Chinese culture through study tours to Beijing 

and Shanghai; and engage with their Chinese student buddies and their parents. The 

program sends six cohorts of 60 Australian students to China each year for a five-week 

program. Some students go on to complete further language studies and some return to 

China later in their lives to undertake further study at a Chinese university. 

 

Since March 2014, high school students from Victorian government schools have spent 

six-weeks in China, working alongside Chinese students, developing their Chinese 

language skills, learning about Chinese culture and experiencing a Chinese high school 

classroom and learning environment (Victorian Government, 2016a). This program 

aims to send 1,500 students and 150 teachers to China over five-years (Victorian 

Government, 2016b). While this program has only been running for a couple of years, 

the experiences have been positive. Again, it is expected that a number of the 

participants will maintain an interest in China for the long-term and some will return to 

undertake further study. Moreover, this has been the common experience of young 

Australian students going to other countries in Asia (Lawson, 2012). 

 

Australian vocational college students 

In 2014, over 200 Australian vocational education and training students received 

Australian Government support to study in China. It is unknown whether more 

vocational students may travel to China via other means. On the basis of the data 

available, China was the most popular study destination for VET students in that year, 

with around 20 per cent of all internationally-mobile VET students choosing China as 

their study destination (Department of Education and Training, 2016). 

 

An Australian vocational institution (Charlton Brown, 2016) has established a program 

to enable a short study tour to China for students studying Early Childhood Education 

and Care. These students spend a week placed in a Shanghai international early 

childhood school observing experienced teachers, and then spend a week with a 
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government supported orphanage in Hebei Province, where they pass on some of their 

learning to the untrained volunteer carers at the orphanage. 

 

These Australian students are given the chance to observe early childhood care and 

education in an environment that is very different from Australia, as well as putting 

some of their learning into practice. The skills and experience that these young students 

gain during their study tour helps them to ground their Australian training in an inter-

cultural environment, as well as contributing to their future career aspirations. 

 

Australian university students 

The Australian Government and Australian universities are currently focused on 

encouraging the outward mobility of university students, particularly at the 

undergraduate level. Although government funding is generally targeted at domestic 

students, an interesting feature of the outgoing cohort of students from Australian 

universities is that many are not Australian residents. Australian universities have one of 

the highest proportions of international students studying on campus in the world 

(OECD, 2014). That same proportion i.e., nearly 20 per cent, is reflected in the 

population of outbound students who choose to study abroad for a period as a 

component of their Australian degree. 

 

Recent data indicates that 87 per cent of all overseas experiences undertaken by students 

from Australian universities were for course credit. Another four per cent were not for 

credit, but recognised for development of international skills and the remaining nine per 

cent were not for credit, with no further detail provided (AUIDF, 2014). The latter 

cohort is likely to include postgraduate research students undertaking field research or 

attending international conferences. Almost 20 per cent of all students’ overseas 

experiences were recorded as ‘placements or practical training’, although only 15 per 

cent of experiences in China were so recorded. Postgraduate research students are 

substantially overrepresented in Australian study abroad statistics, representing 11 per 

cent of all international study experiences, although being only three per cent of the 

Australian university population (Nerlich, 2015). 

 

An analysis of students who studied in China in 2013 identified that: 10 per cent from 

health-related fields; 16 per cent from the arts, humanities and social sciences; 17 per 

cent came from a STEM background; and 27 per cent from management and commerce 
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fields. In most cases, these categories were representative of the students’ Australian 

degree program, rather than the focus of their study experience in China (AUIDF, 

2014). Analysis of China’s incoming student data, suggests most Australian students 

were pursuing short-term study in Chinese language or cultural studies. 

 

Australian universities have more than 1200 formal agreements with Chinese 

universities (Universities Australia, 2014), with many of these incorporating student 

exchange and study abroad programs. In addition, Australian universities have 115 

Chinese Ministry of Education approved joint programs at the Bachelor level and above 

(Department of Education and Training, 2015b), providing opportunities for Australian 

students to study in China with their university’s Chinese partner. 

 

Australian students studying in Chinese universities do so in a variety of ways, 

including through individually organised short- or long-term programs, and through 

participating in group study tours organised by their Australian university. Students tend 

to choose the more well-known Chinese universities for their China experience, most 

commonly on campuses in Beijing or Shanghai. 

 

In 2015 and 2016, the Australian Government awarded over 1,500 Endeavour mobility 

grants and 20 Endeavour scholarships to students planning to study in China 

(Department of Education and Training (2015b). Additionally, since 2015, Australian 

students have been able to travel to China supported by the Australian Government’s 

New Colombo Plan. Twenty scholarships and over 1,400 mobility grants were awarded 

to Australian undergraduate students in 2015 and 2016 under the Plan, including nearly 

60 internship placements (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (2016a). 

 

Following the introduction of the New Colombo Plan across China, Australian 

universities are now able to facilitate a wide range of study experiences for their 

students in China (Zhao, 2015). Mobility programs combining a period of study with 

work experience, mentoring or an internship are available in fields as diverse as 

agriculture, biomedical science, cross-cultural design, education, engineering, law, 

nutrition, psychology, traditional Chinese medicine and veterinary studies in livestock 

production (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2016a). 
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To encourage greater numbers of Australian students to study in China, the Australian 

Government developed two tool kits in 2012 – one targeted at undergraduate students 

(Australian Education International, 2015a) and the other at postgraduate students 

(Australian Education International, 2015b). These toolkits are in the process of being 

updated to reflect new programs and opportunities for Australian students, including the 

New Colombo Plan. 

 

6.1.4 Why Australian students are encouraged to study in China 

Rationales for the strong support offered to encourage Australian students to study in 

China generally focus on the importance of China as a trading and business partner and 

the growing economic importance of China and the wider Asian region (Thakur, 2013). 

While China is a substantial importer of Australian mineral resources, it is also seen as a 

growing force in science, research and innovation as well as ripe ground for Australian 

start-up businesses (Hutchings & Murray, 2003). It is anticipated by agencies invested 

in supporting of student mobility that their return on investment will be a future 

generation of international business entrepreneurs, capable of building enterprises and 

partnerships in China, as well as in neighbouring Asian countries (Department of 

Foreign Affairs, 2016b). 

 

It is not likely that participating students and their families share this macro-economic 

perspective (Forsey, Broomhall & Davis, 2012), although most do consider that study 

and work experience in Asia may lead to better employment outcomes after graduation 

(Kinash & Crane, 2015). This market demand for improved graduate employment 

outcomes also underlies the current growing trend towards integrating internships, and 

other work experience opportunities, as part of an Australian degree program (Gribble, 

Blackmore and Rahimi, 2015). 

 

As described earlier in this chapter, Australia’s education and student mobility 

engagement with China commences early with school-aged children, many of whom 

now have ample opportunity to maintain an educational connection with China all the 

way through to tertiary-level studies. Indeed, such an approach is already common 

amongst Chinese students in Australia who may commence school in Australia and 

spend a decade or more following study pathways to postgraduate university level 

(Department of Education and Training, 2015a). For many years, Australia and China 

have shared a strong education partnership. Australia has been Chinese tertiary students’ 
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third most popular study destination after the USA and UK (UIS, 2019) and China has 

been Australia’s largest source of incoming international students for more than a 

decade (Department of Education and Training, 2016). 

 

This engagement is likely to grow as China introduces further reforms to attract 

international students, for example, a recent announcement of post-study work 

opportunities available in Beijing’s Zhongguancun district, dubbed China’s Silicon 

Valley (Custer, 2016). 

 

Example: The Australian National University (ANU) 

ANU encourages its students to have an overseas experience as part of their degree 

program and, in some cases, sets targets. For example, the ANU College of Asia and the 

Pacific, is aiming to ensure that over 35 per cent of college undergraduates study 

overseas during their degree. This includes potential participation in: 

 In-country language courses provide an avenue for students who want to combine 

language study and travel during a semester break; 

 Student exchange programs enable study with an ANU exchange partner in China 

for up to six months, where those studies in China can count towards the 

completion of majors, minors or free electives. Students can nominate to 

undertake courses in English or Chinese; 

 Study tours to provide students with research experience in China. For example, 

‘Archaeology in China’ is a two-week intensive course visiting archaeological 

sites, museums, and research institutes; and 

 The Year-in-Asia program combines language and disciplinary studies at a 

partner institution and provides students with opportunities to immerse 

themselves in the language and culture of China for up to one year. 

 

Although growing from a small base, Australian students already have a significant 

presence amongst students from English-speaking countries who choose to study in 

China, mostly for course credit, rather than for full degrees. In 2014, Australia overtook 

Canada in the ranking of nationalities represented in China’s incoming student 

population and the growth in Australian student numbers considerably exceeded the 

growth in incoming USA students over that period (Ministry of Education, 2016). 

Increased government support, including the New Colombo Plan, has contributed to this 
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recent accelerated growth in Australian student numbers, notwithstanding the 

enthusiastic institution-driven growth prevalent beforehand. 

 

Determining the benefit and return on investment from Australian student mobility 

requires consideration of the impact and outcomes for students who choose to study in 

China. The following published book chapter investigates the lived experience of 

Australian students in China and provides an opportunity to investigate how well 

program objectives and expectations match the reality of Australian students’ 

experiences. 
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6.2. Publication: Nerlich, S., Tan, R., Velliaris, D., Yu, P., & Lawson, C. (2018). 

Australian students in China: Making the foreign familiar. In Dervin, F, Du, X, & 

Härkönen, A. (Eds.), International Students in China: Education, Student Life and 

Intercultural Encounters (p. 121-144). Palgrave Macmillan, Cham. 

 

6.2.1 Introduction 

Australian students are choosing to study in China in growing numbers, with strong 

support from their educational institutions and the Australian Government. All parties 

involved anticipate the experience will be transformative, but the diversity of individual 

study abroad experiences is not well understood (Tian & Lowe, 2014). The different 

parties involved in Australian student mobility to China, and elsewhere, anticipate some 

form of return on their international outbound investment. Students aim for a learning 

experience and improved employment prospects, institutions seek to enrich and 

internationalise their services, and governments pursue long-term economic prosperity 

through gaining a globally competent workforce. 

 

Australia is heavily invested in an educational partnership with China, with study 

abroad and exchange activities occurring at all levels from secondary school to 

postgraduate research. This chapter investigates how effectively the expectations of 

students, institutions, and governments are being met with respect to the realities of 

Australian students’ experiences in China. This was achieved through applying a 

qualitative research methodology to the content of in-depth interview data derived from 

a group of 11 university students while they were in Beijing. These interviews explored 

how these students’ expectations compared with their experiences after arriving in 

China. This study examined how they interacted with their Chinese host society and any 

impact this had on an awareness of their socio-ethnic and political context. 

 

Investigations such as presented here forth provide insights into how studying abroad 

can be a transformative and perspective-changing experience. Further, identifying 

where students’ experiences do not match programme objectives may highlight 

opportunities for pedagogical interventions to better harness the opportunities of 

studying in China. The findings are analysed and discussed with these outcomes in 

mind. A number of recommended directions for further research are also offered. 
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6.2.2 Background and literature review 

Australia’s Education Engagement with China 

While the global volume of internationally mobile students is currently dominated by 

students from Asia – with Chinese students representing the largest group from a single 

country (OECD, 2017) – a new pattern of greater two-way flows is emerging as 

developing nations from Asia and elsewhere are increasingly attracting students in their 

own right and away from the West (Wei, 2013). 

 

For years, Australia and China have shared a strong education partner- ship. At the time 

of writing, a vast number of Australian high schools have formed partnerships with 

schools in China, facilitating the annual exchange of hundreds of students (e.g., 

Caulfield Grammar School, 2016). China is the most popular destination for 

internationally mobile Australian vocational students with several hundred travelling to 

China each year to ground their technical training in an intercultural environment 

(Charlton Brown, 2016). In recent years, Australia has been Chinese tertiary students’ 

second most popular study destination after the United States (USA) (OECD, 2017), 

and China has been Australia’s largest source of incoming international students for 

more than a decade (Department of Education and Training, 2016). In 2014, China was 

Australian university students’ second most popular international study destination in 

the world (AUIDF, 2014). 

 

Today, the number of Australian university students choosing to study in China is in the 

thousands, supported by university partnerships and by the Australian Government 

through interventions such as the New Colombo Plan (Department of Foreign Affairs 

and Trade, 2016). This Plan supports scholarships for full degree study, mobility 

programmes for shorter-term study, and internships in response to growing 

opportunities the Chinese Government is making available for international students 

(Custer, 2016). China is also one of the most popular destinations for Australian 

postgraduate research students, with over  250 Australians undertaking doctoral-level 

studies in China in 2014 (Ministry of Education, 2016), either studying towards a 

doctorate awarded by a Chinese university or via cotutelle programmes established 

under partnership agreements between Australian and Chinese universities. Hence, 

Australia is making a small, but enthusiastic, contribution to China’s goal of hosting 

over 500,000 international students by 2020 (Zong, 2011). 
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The objectives of Australian student mobility to China 

There is significant financial investment for governments and educational institutions to 

encourage students to undertake study outside their home country, as well as significant 

financial and opportunity costs for students choosing to participate (Twombly, 

Salisbury, Tumanut, & Klute, 2012). Rationales for the strong support offered to 

encourage Australian students to study in China generally focus on (a) the importance 

of China as a trading and business partner, (b) the growing economic standing of China, 

and (c) China’s position in the wider Asian region (Thakur, 2013). Hence, Australian 

politicians and business leaders, as well as educators, have become strong advocates for 

Australian students to study there (Pan, 2012). 

 

While China is a substantial importer of Australian mineral resources, it is seen as a 

growing force in science, research, and innovation and fertile ground for Australian 

start-up businesses (Hutchings & Murray, 2003). The key policy objectives for 

encouraging student mobility to China are to build language fluency, but also to gain 

cultural literacy that may foster heightened engagement and collaboration between 

Australia and China (Salter, 2013). It is anticipated by Australian parties investing in 

student mobility to China that their return on investment will bolster a future generation 

of international business entrepreneurs, capable of building partnerships with and 

enterprises in China (Department of Foreign Affairs, 2016). 

 

Previously published literature on the experience of Australian students 

Literature on the experience of Australian students in China is largely limited to 

descriptions of programmes and participant numbers (Nerlich, 2015). Said (1978) has 

described the West’s traditional perceptions of its racial and cultural ‘other’ – the East – 

as definitively foreign and exotic, but also as unsophisticated and inferior. Wang and 

Liu (2006) reported on interviews undertaken after Australian university students 

returned from China. The students communicated how their experience was 

educationally valuable, although it involved onerous bureaucracy, unsophisticated 

teaching practices, and segregation of accommodation arrangements. The students 

portrayed these arrangements in mostly negative terms, comparing them with their 

perceptions of how Chinese students were hosted in Australia, which they perceived as 

operating from a (more) reasonable and rational basis. The Australian students 

identified their segregated accommodation in China as a significant barrier to making 

friends with Chinese domestic students. 
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Difficulty in making friends with domestic students, however, is likewise a commonly 

identified area of dissatisfaction for Chinese students in Australia who perceive 

Australian students as having little interest in engaging in campus activities and/or 

ordinarily socialise with friends off-campus (Sawir, Marginson, Deumert, Nyland, & 

Ramia, 2008). Hence, the possibility exists that students of both nationalities seek to 

identify external factors, rather than acknowledge their own discomfort and reluctance 

to deal with the unfamiliar, which may contribute to their lack of success in engaging 

with students in their host country.  

 

Assuming that making friends with host country peers is a useful indicator of success in 

transcending negative preconceptions of the foreign ‘other’, Wang and Liu (2006) 

recorded that on a second sojourn to China, Australian students expressed significantly 

more success in making Chinese friends, suggesting that the duration of immersion in 

China and the opportunity to pause and reflect on their past experience may have 

contributed to the success of study abroad to engender genuine intercultural competence 

and global citizenship. 

 

Interestingly, it has been suggested that Australian students may be more susceptible to 

the perception-changing impact of studying abroad due to a relatively weak sense of 

national identity (Dolby, 2008), as well as being well-travelled members of a 

multicultural society (Szelényi & Rhoads, 2007). Moreover, Australian university 

students routinely study alongside international students at home, where 20 per cent of 

the student population onshore in Australian universities are international students and 

nearly 40 per cent of those international students are Chinese. This domestic study 

experience may represent a form of ‘internationalisation at home’ (Soria & Troisi, 

2014) and engender an initial awareness of global citizenship before students embark on 

their first study abroad experience (Nussbaum, 2002). 

 

Internationalisation of education as an imperative 

Rizvi and Lingard (2009) critiqued neoliberal ideologies, which subsume the 

internationalisation of education as an economic imperative, and commodify education 

and knowledge as marketable goods. It is not likely that participating students are 

motivated by the same long-term macro-economic goals of governments (Forsey, 

Broomhall, & Davis, 2011), although most do consider that study and work experience 

in China may lead to better employment outcomes after graduation (Kinash & Crane, 
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2015). This market demand for improved graduate employment outcomes also underlies 

the current growing trend towards making internships in China part of select Australian 

degree programmes (Gribble, Blackmore, & Rahimi, 2015). Further, while student 

mobility advocates encourage the essentially humanitarian objective of building 

intercultural awareness (Deardorff, 2006a), the individual student may be encouraged to 

adopt a utilitarian and egoistic rationality (Harrison, 2010, p. 2) when partaking in a 

student mobility experience. 

 

Educational engagement between Western countries and China carries overtones of 

postcolonial hierarchies which values ideas emanating from New York above those from 

New Delhi (Stanley, 2013, p.43). From this perspective, students have traditionally 

travelled from developing economies to a developed economy like Australia to access 

the valuable knowledge that is perceived to be held within Westernised economies. In 

recent years, however, China has been actively leveraging its increasing global 

economic significance to diversify the global student market, which now includes those 

who wish to learn the Chinese language and culture as an emerging new form of global 

capital. Hence, China is increasingly able to compete educationally with the West, not 

only to retain its own students, but to also attract elite students from the West and other 

parts of the world (Pan, 2013). 

 

From this perspective, Australia’s education engagement with China can be seen as 

having steadily shifted from the role of a sophisticated Western education provider to 

becoming a tentative recipient of an exotic Asian partner’s educational offerings. 

Nonetheless, a key issue in investigating the relative success of Australian student 

mobility to China is to determine whether cultural differences and postcolonial 

prejudices are being effectively challenged and overcome. An effective investigation of 

Australian students’ engagement with the foreign ‘other’ of China requires conceptual 

and empirical attention to social contexts in which their study abroad experiences take 

place (Kimmel & Volet, 2012, p. 228).  

 

An investigation of Australian students experiences in China was undertaken in 2015 

(Tan, 2015), seeking to investigate how students expectations of studying in China 

compared with their lived experience after arriving and residing in Beijing. This study 

examined how the students made sense of, and negotiated their interactions with, their 

Chinese host society. The student-research participants were (a) Australian nationals, 
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(b) currently studying Chinese language at a university in Beijing, and (c) had been in 

China for at least six months prior to being interviewed. None of the 11 interviewees 

were Chinese-born and all were likely to be identified as laowai, that is, ‘foreigner’ by 

local Chinese. 

 

At the time this research was undertaken, Beijing was the most popular study 

destination for international students, hosting 20 per cent of all international students 

within China, that is, more than any municipal city or province (Ministry of Education, 

2016). Selecting students who had been in China for at least six months ensured that the 

research participants had been markedly immersed in the Chinese society, had sufficient 

time to assimilate, and were able to make sense of their lived experience there. The 

students’ level of Chinese language proficiency varied, with some having only basic 

Chinese, although three participants had enough proficiency to undertake undergraduate 

university courses in Chinese alongside local students. For the purpose of this study, it 

was considered that discovering which students had assimilated while still abroad was 

an important perspective to capture, notwithstanding that they may have constructed 

more meaning from their experiences after returning home (Tian & Lowe, 2014). 

 

The participants acknowledged that they came from relatively privileged backgrounds, 

with over half having attended elite private schools in Australia and with 9 of the 11 

student-participants having university-educated parents. All had previously travelled 

overseas several times and knew family and friends who had studied or worked abroad 

and thus had developed early expectations that study abroad would be a routine step in 

their lives. In many ways, this group exemplified how access to study abroad can be 

socially stratified and primarily accessible to students from higher socio-economic 

backgrounds (Marginson, 2008). In fact, study abroad has been argued to be a vehicle 

that perpetuates class privilege over generations (Waters & Brooks, 2010). 

 

In the following section, key findings of this research are summarised and 

contextualised with common expectations from studying abroad in a foreign culture 

such as China’s. Five main themes emerged from this consideration. 
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6.2.3 Theme 1: Student motivations 

A common theme across the interviews was the ‘opportunity of China’ and the value of 

Chinese language skills, a narrative that emphasised the potential future employment 

opportunities that studying in China could create for Australian students. Around half of 

the participants talked extensively about the relationship between their career goals and 

their decision to study in China, believing that their exposure to China and Chinese 

language skills would advantage them in the job market.  

 

In this respect, the students placed China in the centre, not the periphery, of their 

strategic pursuit of global capital. Conversely, previous studies have suggested that the 

dominant flow of international students from Asia to Western English-speaking 

countries places the socio-political West as a symbolic and hegemonic power centre 

(Tsukada, 2013). The perspective of these Australian students differs from findings of 

alternative studies examining Western students, where those choosing China did so for 

cultural interest or ‘voluntourism’ (Stanley, 2013) rather than an educational sojourn to 

China for their career advancement (Wells, 2006). 

 

The Australian students in this study chose to study in China in anticipation of a 

substantial return on their investment in time, money, and opportunity cost, and they 

chose China over and above equally accessible and traditionally popular study 

destinations in North America and Europe. Further, almost all the students sought to 

assign themselves a ‘learner identity’ (Kinginger, 2013), that is, part of a community of 

committed language learners in Beijing who had rejected alternative tourist-focused 

study destinations such as Shanghai. 

 

6.2.4 Theme 2: Initial impressions of the Chinese education system 

Similar to the Australian student cohort interviewed by Wang and Liu (2006), every 

student in this study reported problems dealing with university administration and other 

student service providers. Such interactions were described as the ‘most’ frustrating part 

of their study abroad experience. The Australian students’ initial response to such 

encounters of the foreign ‘other’ was to categorise Chinese bureaucracy as inferior to 

what they were familiar with back home, rather than recognise how their own naivety 

and inexperience may have contributed to the bewildering situation they found 

themselves in. These findings would indicate a need for better pre-departure information 

services, perhaps facilitated by Australian students’ home universities/ institutions and 
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drawing on the insights of returned alumni who can offer detailed advice stemming 

from their own experiences (Wang & Liu, 2006). 

 

6.2.5 Theme 3: Relations with Chinese society 

When studying the Chinese language – segregated to on-campus international student 

housing and with non-Chinese classmates – most participants reported an unanticipated 

isolation from domestic Chinese students, and thus, interaction usually occurred at a 

superficial level. As previously stated, these students did not possess a sufficiently 

advanced level of Chinese language to be able to engage in substantive conversations 

with local Chinese students. As such, they had to choose to either: (a) use English, 

which many Chinese students were relatively proficient in, or (b) sacrifice some depth 

of conversational engagement in order to practice Chinese speaking. 

 

Indeed, the same considerations applied to decisions over whether to attend cultural 

events and social activities that were conducted in Chinese or in English. The 

discomfort and effort involved in engaging with local Chinese students was amplified in 

the context of having completed four hours of daily Chinese language classes and the 

accompanying homework, which one participant described as already tiring enough. 

Further, the Australian students often found that there was less effort involved in 

engaging with the other international students around them, with whom they could 

explore their diverse cultural backgrounds on an equal footing as foreigners in a foreign 

land. This discrete community was defined by their shared daily experiences as 

classmates and roommates within the cloistered international student community of the 

university. Thus, the students in this study experienced a sense of detachment from their 

Australian identity, although this largely arose from integration with a community that 

was not Chinese. 

 

The 11 Australian students were not only physically separated from their Chinese peers, 

but continued to consider them as definitively foreign. Several participants elaborated 

that their difficulty in making friends with Chinese students was not just because local 

students were too busy or preoccupied with their studies, but were also different with 

respect to their extracurricular interests and social activities. Thus, students found 

themselves becoming comfortable with being in China while maintaining a social 

distance from Chinese students. The Australian students did notice themselves being 
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assigned a constructed identity by their host society – laowai or foreigners – namely, 

‘white’ people appearing to be of Anglo-Saxon descent (Tan, 2015). 

 

Stereotyping may affect the psychological well-being and adaptation of the individuals 

being so categorised (Dervin & Layne, 2013). It can be distressing to find one’s 

personal identity being limited to, for example, ethnic and linguistic markers, or to 

gender, religious, or professional signs (Luke, 2003).  

 

By far the most common downside of being identified as laowai was being considered 

both naïve and wealthy, and thus subject to exploitation. The concern and displeasure of 

this was more with respect to being ‘played for a fool’ than any financial impact, and 

these perceptions were constructed based on suspicion as much as evidence. 

Interviewees reported that this discomfort and fear did limit their willingness to engage 

in language practice and in mixing with the wider Beijing community. At the same, 

however, being stereotyped as a laowai also carried some privileges of increased social 

status in Beijing, particularly in comparison to fellow ‘non-white’ foreigners (Tan, 

2015). The stereotype of a well-educated and worldly foreigner conflicts with common 

stereotypes of foreigners being dull and imperceptive of sophisticated nuance. 

 

Beyond perceived racial stereotypes, another factor that shaped Australian student 

experiences within Chinese society was ‘gender’. Interviewees revealed that Western 

men were generally seen as adventurous, sexually available, and hence ‘valued’ 

companions. Yet, these same qualities had the opposite effect when attributed to 

Western women, where there was a discomforting tension between Western women’s 

relative gender empowerment and the more traditionally patriarchal gender relations 

prevalent within Chinese society.  

 

6.2.6 Theme 4: Growing in self-awareness and engagement with China 

Previous investigations of studying abroad have raised doubts about its ability to 

develop intercultural awareness and sensitivity (Forsey et al., 2012; Yang, 2012). There 

are concerns that studying abroad could work to reinforce pre-existing assumptions 

about foreign cultures (Stanley, 2013; Waters & Brooks, 2010). Interviewees in this 

study reported the development of a growing self-awareness over time that both they 

and their local Chinese counterparts were often looking at each other through a lens of 

cultural difference (Said, 1993), rather than recognising their commonalities and shared 
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humanity. Some respondents had initially anticipated their familiarisation with a foreign 

culture as a ‘task to be completed’ during their sojourn.  

 

Almost all the student-participants felt that their study experience in China had 

distinguished them from their domestic counterparts at home. For example, several 

noted that reporting of China by Australian mainstream media created a somewhat 

misleadingly perception of the reality of life in China and of Chinese people (Tan, 

2015). In this way, they recognised that their own perceptions had shifted because of 

their study experience. Perhaps most significantly, students began to reflect upon their 

own privilege in comparison with their Chinese counterparts. 

 

6.2.7 Theme 5: Student learning outcomes 

As described earlier, participants’ motivations towards study in China were strongly 

influenced by a vision of China as the ‘land of opportunity’ and of the future, believing 

that their experience in China would gain them a competitive advantage in the labour 

market. While they anticipated becoming dedicated language learners in Beijing, 

however, the majority ended up deprioritising language learning in favour of accruing 

wider social and cultural competencies. They self-identified as members of a 

community of international students from varied countries, who were defined by their 

shared context as globally mobile foreigners/exchange students studying in Beijing. 

That is, their international study experience was more often defined by interaction with 

student peers from other countries than by interaction with domestic Chinese students or 

members of the wider Chinese community. 

 

As similarly identified in other studies of international students in  Asian countries 

(Tsukada, 2013), the Australian students’ experience of being marginalised as foreign 

within Chinese society – finding themselves with stereotyped identities – was cause for 

self-reflection on their own perceptions of a foreign ‘other’.  

 

Most of the 11 students acknowledged that their initial perceptions of China and 

Chinese people as a foreign ‘other’ were both socially constructed and largely 

imaginary. They came to appreciate that a substantial diversity and complexity existed 

across contemporary Chinese culture that defied any attempt to encapsulate them/it 

within simple definitions (Dervin, 2009). Thus, their study abroad experience did raise 
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their aware- ness of difference and diversity, but did not reinforce initial perceptions of 

the foreign ‘other’ of China as inscrutable, unsophisticated, and inferior. 

 

6.2.8 Summary 

The purpose of the research was to investigate the experience of Australian students in 

China in the context of current dialogue regarding the perceived economic importance 

of building engagement with China through study abroad activities. Study abroad has 

been critiqued as giving rise to largely instrumental notions of global citizenship 

(Waters & Brooks, 2011), where students study abroad with little concern for 

developing an understanding of the social context of local people or of social justice and 

equity issues (Rizvi, 2005). Thus, the key research questions were designed to better 

understand whether ‘study abroad’ delivered the expected trans- formative learning 

espoused in programme objectives with respect to achieving intercultural competence 

and a sense of global citizenship. Investigation of Australian students’ experience(s) 

while they resided in Beijing, therefore, offered the unique opportunity to explore their 

engagement with a foreign ‘other’ in ‘real time’. This research probed Australian 

students’ perception of their Chinese counterparts and the wider Chinese culture, but 

also explored what impact being foreigners in a foreign land may have had upon them. 

 

The Australian student-participants reported limited success in making close friendships 

with Chinese students, as has been found in alternate investigations of Australian 

students studying in China (Wang & Liu, 2006). The 11 students did, however, 

unexpectedly find themselves becoming members of a close community of 

international/foreign exchange students in Beijing. This enabled them to compare their 

own perceptions of China with students from diverse countries. This engendered a 

greater appreciation of the common humanity existing between them and people they 

had initially perceived as foreign, or even ‘weirdly different’. Otherwise, the 

participants in this study developed an appreciably greater sense of global citizenship 

and self-awareness in becoming part of a global community of students from various 

nations, all sharing the common experience of studying and living in China, a country 

and culture that was equally foreign to them. Indeed, this is likely to be a common 

experience for concentrated groups of international students in popular global study 

destinations (Wang, Peyvandi, & Coffey, 2014). 
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Overall, the findings highlighted the success of 11 students in seeking to gain a better 

understanding of contemporary and historical China and to enhance their Chinese 

language fluency. These outcomes seem an appropriate fulfilment of the broad 

objectives espoused by governments and other funding bodies who promote study in 

China for the purposes of building intercultural competence and developing a global 

perspective. For these Australian tertiary students, studying in China combined the 

experience of living immersed in a foreign country and culture, as well as the parallel 

experience of being perceived as a foreigner. This brought recognition that their own 

cultural and national identity is socially constructed. Additionally, their first-hand 

experience of being perceived as a foreign ‘other’ by people in China gave them pause 

to appreciate how easily foreigners can become categorised into crude stereotypes and 

how equally culpable they were of doing this to the Chinese people around them. 

 

6.2.9 Limitations and future recommendations 

The overall objective of this study was to illustrate the impact of study in China on 

Australian student-participants’ self-awareness of their own socio-ethnic and political 

context, as well as any modifications to their preconceived views of Chinese society and 

Chinese people. 

 

Given the limitations of the size and breadth of this study, there are several areas where 

further research may usefully enlarge the themes that arose from this investigation. 

Recommendations include, but should not be limited to: 

 

 The Australian students did, over time, develop a critically conscious awareness that 

their initial perceptions of the foreign ‘other’ were biased and flawed. However, for 

most, this evolved from an extended period of immersion in China, that is, at least 

six months. Claims that short-term study abroad episodes (Chieffo & Griffiths, 

2004) can have an equivalent transformative impact deserve further testing and 

evaluation to substantiate. 

 

 The assumption that exposing an individual to the foreign culture of China results in 

an automatic achievement of learning outcomes lacks educational rigour (Twombly 

et al., 2012). Students in this study were undertaking Chinese language studies 

where the purpose of studying in China was immediately clear. To pursue evaluative 

research of the benefits of studying abroad, there is a need, therefore, to more 
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rigorously define the objectives and anticipated learning outcomes of different study 

abroad programmes that do not have language fluency as their primary objective. 

 

 Many study abroad programmes claim that the achievement of inter- cultural 

competence is a primary objective. Hence, the efficacy of pedagogical interventions 

claiming to help students see past constructed stereotypes and more fully engage 

with the contexts and people they encounter abroad should be tested across the 

diverse range of programmes now in operation. More intensive interventions may be 

required to achieve equivalent outcomes with short-term study abroad programmes. 

 

 For the most part, the students enthusiastically embraced studying in China with 

hopeful optimism that it may contribute to their future career success. Governments 

and other funding bodies seeking to further expand outbound participation in China 

should aim to establish more robust evaluation procedures – with a focus on 

graduate employment outcomes – to provide compelling evidence of the career 

benefits of studying there. 

 

6.2.10 Conclusion 

Over the last decade, the rapid growth in numbers of mobile Australian students has 

been partly facilitated by government funding, as well as by a trend towards larger 

number of students studying abroad for shorter periods. These factors combined have 

enabled heightened participation in study abroad opportunities, including study in 

China. However, while a proportion of the student population may enthusiastically 

embrace studying in China for its own sake, others may be swayed by evidence that a 

genuine return on investment is achievable. Hence, rather than pursuing a loosely 

defined objective of ‘cultural engagement’, the benefits of studying in China should be 

defined within the context of each student’s degree programme and curriculum. As 

argued by Edelstein (2014), it cannot be assumed that studying abroad in any foreign 

location will deliver an automatic benefit to all who undertake it, nor can it be assumed 

to deliver the same generic value, irrespective of students’ diverse back- grounds, study 

disciplines, and/or career ambitions. 

 

International mobility is expected to provide students with an educational experience 

that is experiential in nature and transformative in outcome (Lutterman-Aguilar & 

Gingerich, 2002). While only looking at a small sample of students, the research study 
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outlined in this chapter demonstrates that there is potential for study abroad and student 

exchange programmes to operate as mechanisms to promote genuine cultural 

engagement and dialogue between China and Australia. Just as significantly, the 

comradeship developed among multinational students – sharing the common experience 

of studying together in a foreign land – may have had as much transformative effect as 

their engagement with China itself. 

 

Australia is heavily invested in learning in and from China. A relationship of mutual 

trust and partnership is exemplified through each country encouraging its school-aged 

children to experience the other country’s culture and environment. Australian 

universities have helped their students study abroad for decades, through scholarships, 

student exchange, and study abroad programmes. Recent years have seen the Australian 

Government expand its provision of funding programmes to encourage more students to 

study in Asia and in China particularly. The purpose and value of this activity is broadly 

stated in terms of expanding graduate employment opportunities in a world where 

engagement with Asia is progressively considered vital to achieving long-term 

economic prosperity (Thakur, 2013). 

 

Australia is looking for advanced evaluative methodologies to measure the quality of 

study abroad experiences with respect to how well they achieved specific learning 

objectives. For any country, there is a pervasive risk that poorly planned student 

mobility experiences could just reinforce existing misconceptions and sustain a 

perception of foreign inscrutability (Wolcott 2010). However, in the long term, as 

studying abroad becomes increasingly routine, continuing to pursue the outcome of 

‘making the foreign familiar’ risks trivialising the potential value of studying in China, 

as China becomes both a major economic power and a global power-house of science, 

research, and innovation. 
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6.3 Epilogue 

 

This chapter aimed to address the key research question about how well the actual lived 

experience of students studying abroad matched the expectations of study abroad policy 

makers and funding bodies (see Chapter 1.4). The commonly-espoused study abroad 

objectives of achieving intercultural competence and global citizenship were the subject 

of the collaborative investigation of the experiences of Australians studying in China 

captured in the publication at section 6.2. That research confirmed that students’ 

perception of foreignness can shift over time as students increasingly appreciate that the 

foreign culture they study in incorporates commonalities with their own lives. It was 

also identified that it is common for short-term study abroad students to gain 

intercultural experience through interaction with other visiting foreign students rather 

than with students of the host country. However, the opposite of this is more commonly 

the case for students undertaking longer-term study, who are more likely to integrate, 

not just with host country students, but the wider community. 

 

This chapter focused upon the student experience of studying in China, as this is 

currently the most popular study destination for Australian students as well as a country 

where English is not widely-spoken and a culture that could be considered substantially 

different to what is familiar to Australian residents. Shannon (2018) also undertook into 

the lived experience of Australian and New Zealander students studying abroad in 

Europe, finding short-term study abroad experiences offered little opportunity for 

genuine immersion within a foreign culture and concluding that many of the anticipated 

learning outcomes of studying abroad were unlikely to occur automatically without 

academic intervention. Wolcott (2010), investigating American students studying in 

Paris, identified considerable potential for extending learning outside structured 

classroom learning and offered guidelines on pedagogical interventions which 

encourage critical reflection on students experience while study abroad and self-

reflection on the impact of those experiences. Gould (2018) investigated students 

studying abroad from the USA found participants demonstrating development in 

cultural awareness and transformative learning and recommended program leaders used 

such research findings in encouraging further participation and to challenge stereotypes 

that studying abroad was a frivolous activity. Davidson (2017) also studied students 

studying abroad from the USA, using a proprietary survey instrument to measure 
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intercultural competence, though also acknowledging that it was difficult to identify 

what particular qualities distinguished one person as more interculturally-competent 

than another since the concept was so broadly defined. This research sought to generate 

quantitative data to enable comparison of the effectiveness across different study abroad 

program types. Findings included affirming that duration did correlate positively with 

development of intercultural competence (as defined by the measurement instrument), 

but did not apparently correlate with measured aspects of employability. 

 

These examples demonstrate that study abroad receives significant research attention at 

thesis and dissertation level as well as in peer-reviewed publications in the literature. 

There is a notable willingness amongst these early researchers to investigate and 

confirm common claims made about the benefits of studying abroad, but also to point 

out examples of where those claims are not upheld. Such critical analysis is vital to 

challenge prevalent notions that the benefits of studying abroad are self-evident and can 

be taken for granted. Equally, identifying diversity in the measured benefit arising from 

different study abroad program types highlights the importance of establishing program 

evaluation to identify what features of different study abroad programs best fit the 

purpose they aspire to fulfil.  
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Chapter 7: Perceived benefits of studying abroad 

 

7.1. Prologue 

This chapter synthesises findings from my national survey of Australian university 

students which represents a major component of the research underlying this thesis. As 

noted in Chapter 1, a survey of participating students can be a valuable evaluation tool 

that captures data on students’ perceptions of what they gained from the experience of 

studying abroad. At this time, the Australian Government’s major national survey on 

higher education student experience, the Student Experience Survey (Social Research 

Centre, 2018) does not collect data on whether or not students studied abroad, unlike the 

former Australian Survey of Student Engagement (ACER, 2014) from which data was 

analysed in Chapter 5 to identify the demographic profile of Australian students 

participating in study abroad. Hence the small scale survey discussed in this chapter is 

offered as an exemplar of a survey instrument that might be incorporated with a 

comprehensive evaluation framework for studying abroad. This introductory section 

will present the full scope of the data collected in this survey and is followed by a 

published book chapter which focuses on one aspect of the survey data collected, that 

being the matching of student motives for studying abroad with their academic and 

demographic background.  

 

As noted in the Methodology section (see Chapter 1.5), the main objective of the survey 

was to investigate the diversity of motives across different cohorts of study abroad 

participants. This was considered to be a significant gap in prevalent literature, where 

most research had focused on studying abroad as something undertaken by students for 

largely common and generic purposes. A key hypothesis being tested was that more 

diversity in motives would be identified between, for example: science versus 

humanities students; undergraduate versus postgraduate research students; and students 

choosing to study in culturally-foreign countries such as in Asia versus students 

choosing to study in culturally-similar destinations such as the USA or UK. This 

approach is consistent with the argument of this thesis that studying abroad is better 

conceptualised as a form of pedagogy that can be applied in different ways to meet 

different curriculum learning objectives. 
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7.1.1 Overview of the survey data collected 

A comprehensive record of all responses received is at Appendix D. Of the 576 

responses that were analysed further: 

 14 Australian universities were represented (albeit 19 per cent of responses 

declined to identify their university). The top four identified universities were 

the University of Melbourne, the University of Western Australia, the ANU and 

the University of Adelaide. 

 7 per cent of respondents were international students;  

 64 per cent were female; 

 9 per cent were part-time. 

 86 per cent were 19-25 years with another 9 per cent in the 26-35 years age 

group. 

 30 per cent of respondents were enrolled in Arts & Social Sciences degree 

majors, 24 per cent were STEM; and 10 per cent were Management & 

Commerce. Foreign Language (12 per cent); Law (6 per cent) and Health, 

including Medicine (5 per cent), were popular narrow field majors.  

 

The majority of respondents were in a study exchange program (50 per cent) and only 2 

per cent reported an experience that did not earn credit.  

The most popular destinations were: 

 USA (16.3 per cent) and UK (15.8 per cent)  

 Canada (8 per cent) 

 France (6 per cent) 

 Germany (5.4 per cent) and China (4.9 per cent) 

 51 per cent went to Europe, 27 per cent went to the Americas; 18 per cent went 

to Asia; and 4 per cent went elsewhere. 

 

Fifteen per cent of respondents reported their experience took place across multiple 

universities or countries. The majority of experiences reported exceeded 3 months (82 

per cent), only 10 per cent were less than 4 weeks. 

 

Students were asked about their funding source and could choose multiple options. 

Sixty-eight per cent received financial support through their university, 7 per cent had 
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Aust. Govt. direct support (including 5 Endeavour awardees) and 32 per cent had OS-

Help loans. Seven per cent reported that they received no external support at all.  

Respondents were asked to estimate what proportion of their total international study 

and living expenses were covered: 

 0-25 per cent of total expenses (43 per cent of respondents, including those 

reporting nil support) 

 26-50 per cent of total expenses (26 per cent of respondents)  

 51-75 per cent of total expenses (17 per cent of respondents)  

 76-100 per cent of total expenses (14 per cent of respondents). 

 

7.1.2 Motives for studying abroad 

Reasons for undertaking overseas study most often noted as important or extremely 

important were ‘personal development’ (91 per cent); ‘interaction with people from a 

different culture‘ (90 per cent); and ‘developing an international career’ (76 per cent).  

Other options such as ‘exposure to different teaching methods, expertise or facilities’ 

and ‘gaining credit points’ received more equivocal responses. 

 

7.1.3 Satisfaction measures 

 87 per cent of respondents reported being satisfied or very satisfied with the 

support services offered by their overseas host university; while 83 per cent 

reported being satisfied or very satisfied with relevant support services of their 

home university (e.g. destination selection, pre-departure information) 

 Over 99 per cent would recommend an international study experience to others. 

 

7.1.4 Employment outcomes 

An optional section for any respondents who had graduated and were in employment 

was answered by around 40 per cent of respondents, of these: 

 65 per cent were in a job related or closely related to their degree major 

 Only 47 per cent reported the international study was important or extremely 

important to their employer; 27 per cent reported it was unimportant 

 80 per cent said the international study helped them develop skills used in their 

current job 

 62 per cent retained contact with colleagues met during their international study 

experience. 
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A note on calculations 

Although there were 576 responses for the entire survey, where proportional 

calculations are stated above (for example, x per cent of respondents reported Yes), the 

denominator used excluded any blank or invalid responses to that particular question.  
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7.2. Publication: Nerlich, S. (2018). The study abroad motives of Australian university 

students. In: Global Perspectives on International Student Experiences in Higher 

Education: Tensions and Issues (p178-191). Routledge, New York. 

 

7.2.1 Introduction 

In 2014, nearly 20 per cent of Australia's more than one million university students were 

international students (Nerlich, 2016), and nearly 17 per cent of domestic 

undergraduates had studied abroad during their degree (Harrison & Potts, 2016). The 

latter statistic suggests Australian tertiary students are one of the most mobile student 

populations in the world on a per capita basis, ahead of the U.S. at 15 per cent (Farrugia 

& Bhandari, 2015) and the UK at 5 per cent (Carbonell, 2017). 

 

Much like the case with students from the U.S. (Belyavina & Bhandari, 2012) and 

Europe (De Wit, Ferencz, & Rumbley, 2013), there are two distinct cohorts comprising 

Australian outgoing students. One cohort comprises so-called degree mobility students 

who enrol to complete full degrees (or other qualifications) in a foreign country. The 

UNESCO Institute of Statistics (UIS) identified more than 11,000 Australian degree 

mobility students who were studying in other countries in 2014 (UIS, 2015b). Their 

study destinations were most commonly the U.S., the UK, and elsewhere in Europe. 

The other cohort comprises so-called credit mobility students, who generally study 

abroad for less than one year while enrolled to complete a degree (or other qualification) 

in Australia. Due to their shorter duration abroad, these 30,000 or more students are 

largely invisible to UNESCO’s global data collection, which excludes study abroad 

episodes of less than two years’ duration (UIS, 2012). Most investigations into the study 

experience of outgoing Australian students have generally focused on the lived 

experience of credit mobility students via interviews or focus groups (Australian 

Council for Educational Research, 2015; Lawrence, 2016). Similarly, any literature 

from the U.S. employing the phrase study abroad is almost-universally focused on the 

context of U.S. credit mobility students (Belyavina & Bhandari, 2012). 

 

Surveys of credit mobility students are common at an institutional level (Dall’Alba & 

Sidhu, 2015), but national-level surveys to investigate the consistency of student 

experiences with national policy objectives have been relatively rare (Potts, 2016). 

Research into the learning outcomes achieved from studying abroad have generally 
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relied on student feedback, purpose-built assessment tools, or grade point averages 

(Twombly, Salisbury, Tumanut, & Klute, 2012). However, with the exception of 

foreign language acquisition, learning outcomes are rarely embedded within the 

curriculum of a degree program, but are instead supplementary in nature, aiming to 

provide all students with generic skills such as intercultural competence (Deardorff, 

2006a) and global citizenship (Morais & Ogden, 2011). 

 

Salisbury, Umbach, Paulsen, and Pascarella (2009) found that the intent to study abroad 

was strongly influenced by socioeconomic status and elements of social and cultural 

capital. For example, low socioeconomic status students were unlikely to study abroad 

even with full financial assistance unless they received the encouragement of family and 

friends. Nonetheless, Salisbury et al.’s research also showed that providing early 

academic encouragement improved participation by students from diverse demographic 

backgrounds. 

 

Other large-scale studies in the U.S. have demonstrated statistically significant skills 

enhancement in students who had studied abroad, when compared to those who had not, 

including improved scores in tests specifically designed to measure intercultural 

competence (Salisbury, An, & Pascarella, 2013) and global engagement (Paige, Fry, 

Stallman, Josic, & Jon, 2009). Such large-scale studies have sought to normalize for the 

effects of demographic variables (such as socioeconomic status) in order to strengthen 

the case that studying abroad directly enhances learning outcomes, rather than just being 

incidentally correlated with them. 

 

Nonetheless, Lokkesmoe, Kuchinke, and Ardichvili (2016) acknowledge that many 

institutions can struggle to identify specific pedagogical approaches that can enhance 

cross-cultural awareness in university students. The authors argue that simply sending 

students on overseas trips does not guarantee the development of such awareness, where 

their research showed that studying abroad had no effect on scores in a test designed to 

measure cross-cultural awareness even though the students involved reported that their 

awareness had been enhanced. 

 

Norris and Gillespie (2009) conducted a survey of 17,000 U.S. alumni who had studied 

abroad between 1950 and 1999. Asked about the impact of studying abroad on their 
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subsequent education pathways, careers, and worldview, alumni most often selected 

areas of personal growth, followed by intercultural skills development, ahead of any 

anticipated impact on academic attainment or their later career (IES, 2016). Consistent 

with this finding, the marketing of study abroad programs more commonly incorporates 

messages about its building independence and personal development, with minimal 

focus on the specific academic objectives of different study programs (Forsey, 

Broomhall, & Davis, 2012). 

 

There is a growing body of evidence that studying abroad may build skills that are 

valued by employers and hence lead to better employment outcomes (Potts, 2015). 

However, Kowarski (2010) found that students can struggle to articulate how the skills 

and experience they gain from study abroad contribute to their employability. Similarly, 

Wong (2015) recommended that education institutions provide more guidance to 

students about articulating the utilitarian impact of their study abroad experiences in 

terms that might engage the interest of potential employers. However, the author 

disagreed with criticism that students’ inability to express the benefits of studying 

abroad, beyond the clichéd phrase it was great!, meant they had failed to learn anything 

of academic relevance. Rather, the students’ enthusiasm demonstrated the 

transformational nature of their study abroad experience. 

 

Anderson and Lawton (2015) developed a Motivation to Study Abroad instrument 

based on factor analysis from successive tests, where global awareness, personal 

growth, career development, and entertainment were found to be key dimensions that 

positively influence students to study abroad. Global awareness and personal growth 

both ranked most highly, and there was no statistically significant difference found 

between the perceived importance of these two domains. Career development was of 

significantly less importance than the preceding factors, but significantly more 

important than entertainment-related motives. 

 

7.2.2 Expected areas of diversity in motive to study abroad 

The existing literature indicates there are generic benefits for all students who study 

abroad, notably the acquisition of intercultural competence and a global awareness 

(Rowan-Kenyon & Niehaus, 2011), as well as the likelihood of improved employment 

outcomes (Edelstein, 2014). Nonetheless, research on the positive impact of studying 
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abroad for different cohorts of students is also called for (Twombly et al., 2012), if only 

to identify the relative effectiveness of different programs to deliver generic benefits to 

different students. 

 

The research project outlined in this chapter was designed to investigate the degree of 

diversity in student motives to study abroad, by comparing survey responses of different 

Australian students. Although the study abroad propensity of students from different 

demographic backgrounds has received some attention (Nerlich, 2015), this study 

focuses on the study abroad motives of students from different disciplines and levels of 

study. It was expected that such research would inform better alignment of study abroad 

programs with different students’ needs and interests. Some expected areas of diversity 

in student motives, which have framed the research methodology of this project, are: 

• Field of study 

• Study abroad destination 

• Study abroad duration 

 

7.2.2.1 Field of study 

Salisbury et al. (2009) undertook a large-scale survey of study abroad intent and found 

students’ degree majors did not have a specific effect on the intent to study abroad. They 

noted a common view that students in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics, 

as well as various professional degree programs, are less likely to undertake semester-

length study abroad due to a risk of its slowing their progress through a prescribed degree 

program, or of it otherwise impacting their grade point average. However, such behavior 

was not apparent from the authors’ quantitative analysis of study abroad propensity, 

suggesting that most alleged concerns about course progression can be avoided in 

practice. Notwithstanding a growing number of options for short-term study abroad 

during semester breaks, many universities in Australia and elsewhere offer their students 

guidance on study exchange programs that will enable them to complete compulsory 

course units and gain equivalent credit from a foreign partner university (University of 

Sydney, 2013). 

 

Relyea, Cocchiara, and Studdard (2008) reported that business students had a low 

propensity to study abroad in the absence of compelling evidence that a particular study 

abroad experience could lead to a better career outcome. The authors suggested there 
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was an onus on program managers to promote contemporary examples of a growing 

demand for employees with international experience, which should be prevalent given 

growing globalization trends across many areas of business. 

 

Perhaps the least-contested potential benefit of studying abroad is second language 

acquisition. This may represent a general benefit to students in any field of study (Allen, 

2010), but can also be a specific development opportunity for students studying foreign 

languages (Nagle, Morales-Front, Moorman & Sanz, 2016). 

 

In summary, students across all major fields of education can participate in study 

abroad, but perceptions of the curricular-related benefits achievable may influence the 

degree to which different students pursue those opportunities. 

 

7.2.2.2 Study destination 

Souto-Otero, Huisman, Beerkens, De Wit, and Vujic (2013) identified spoken language 

as a significant influence over choice of a study abroad destination, insofar as English-

speaking students were unlikely to favor a destination where English was not readily 

understood. 

 

From a survey of Australian students, Lawrence (2016) found that the desire to study in 

a particular country was the primary motivation to study abroad, with academics’ 

recommendations and perceived learning outcomes of the study program being of 

secondary importance. Similarly, Nyaupane, Paris, and Teye (2010) found that study 

abroad destination selection was primarily influenced by social connections with that 

country (including previous travel by the student or a recommendation from family or 

friends) ahead of seeking fulfillment of specific academic requirements. Nonetheless, 

study abroad statistics show a growing trend in Australia towards undertaking study 

abroad in Asian countries (Nerlich, 2016). This is likely to be the result of government 

funding incentives, notably the New Colombo Plan, which is focused on the Indo-

Pacific region (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2016). 

 

In summary, English-speaking students are more likely to study abroad in other 

English-speaking countries, partly for language convenience but also because of 

established institutional partnership arrangements that underlie student exchange 
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programs. Students choosing non-English-speaking destinations are more likely to be 

seeking a shorter-term cultural experience that may not earn credit. 

 

7.2.2.3 Study duration 

The proportion of Australian students who study abroad has been growing over time, 

although much of that growth is in short-duration experiences. In 2007, more than 50 

per cent of Australian university students studied abroad for more than one semester, 

while in 2014, only 29 per cent did, even though the total numbers of students studying 

abroad had tripled over this period. 

 

Jamaludin, Sam, Sandal, and Adam (2016) argued that short-term study abroad students 

are more likely to be seeking a challenging cross-cultural experience, and long-term 

international students are more likely to be pursuing specific academic goals. Dewaele, 

Comanaru, and Faraco (2015) found that even short-term study abroad experiences had 

a strong effect on student motivation to learn a second language later in life. 

Nonetheless, Dwyer (2004) found, from a longitudinal survey, that a study abroad 

duration of more than one year had much more lasting impact than shorter durations, 

with respect to intercultural development, interest in other cultures, propensity to live 

and work overseas, long-term retention of international friendships, pursuit of language 

studies, and likelihood of attending graduate school.  

 

Australian postgraduate research students, who have a higher propensity for studying 

abroad than undergraduate or postgraduate coursework students (Nerlich, 2016), 

generally study abroad for only short durations, to attend international conferences or to 

undertake field research (Australian Council for Educational Research, 2015). 

 

In summary, coursework students undertaking short-term study are most often seeking 

to experience a different cultural environment, while longer-term students may be more 

focused on specific academic outcomes, including credit-earning student exchange 

programs. Conversely, research students favor short-term study abroad opportunities to 

achieve specific research objectives. 
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7.2.3 Research method 

A survey of 576 current and former Australian university students who were planning to 

study, or had studied, overseas was undertaken in 2014. The survey was conducted 

online, contained twenty-eight mostly multiple choice questions, and was estimated to 

take no more than 20 minutes to complete. A first set of questions about participants’ 

demographic background and study abroad program required selecting options from a 

list, with a free text option also available. A second set of questions then asked 

participants to rank their perceived importance of seven potential benefits of studying 

abroad. The questionnaire was designed to investigate the diversity of intent to study 

abroad across different demographic groups of students. The survey responses were 

grouped into demographic cohorts (e.g., field of study and study abroad destination), 

and differences were tested for statistical significance via a chi-square analysis. 

 

Students from fourteen Australian universities participated, albeit 19 per cent of 

participants declined to identify their university. The most highly represented 

universities in the survey sample were four members of the Group of Eight, 

representing Australia’s most research-intensive universities. Although a wide range of 

students and scholarship alumni were encouraged to participate, more than 94 per cent 

of those who responded fit the profile of so-called credit mobility students, with the 

remaining 6 per cent indicating they had enrolled to study a full degree in another 

country. 

 

7.2.4 Results 

Demographic Analysis 

Table 7.2.1 compares the demographic characteristics of the survey sample with 

national census data available on outgoing students from Australian universities in 2014 

(AUIDF, 2015). This comparison indicated the demographic spread of the survey 

sample and the total population of interest were quite similar. On this basis, applying 

proportional weightings to the survey data was not considered necessary prior to further 

analysis. 
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Table 7.2.1 Demographic comparison of survey respondents and the total 

population of interest 

Demographic Group Survey Sample Total Study Abroad Population 

2014 

Students 576 31,912 

% female 64% 62% 

% international  7% 13% 

Top five destinations 

combined 

48% 45% 

(Individual top five) U.S. 16% 16% 

China 5% 10% 

UK 16% 9% 

Canada 8% 5% 

Japan 3% 4% 

Fields of study   

STEM* 24% 21% 

AHSS# 30% 21% 

Health  5% 19% 

Management & 

Commerce 

10% 15% 

Law 6% 4% 

Postgraduate research 3% 7% 

All other fields 22% 13% 

* Science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 

# Arts, humanities, and social sciences (including foreign languages) 

 

The survey also identified several features of the survey population that were not 

available from the national study abroad census data. For example, 86 per cent of 

respondents were 19–25 years old, and 12 per cent of respondents majored in a foreign 

language. Respondents reported that 68 per cent received a financial grant from their 

university; 7 per cent received a scholarship or grant from the Australian Government; 

32 per cent received a government loan; and 7 per cent received no financial support 

while studying abroad. When asked to estimate how much of their total study abroad 

expenses were subsidized by such external funding sources, 43 per cent said ‘0% to 
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25%’; 26 per cent said ‘26% to 50%’; 17 per cent said ‘51% to 75%’; and 14 per cent 

said ‘76% to 100%’ of their total expenses were subsidized. 

 

In response to a question about university support services, 87 per cent of respondents 

reported being satisfied or very satisfied with services offered by their overseas host 

university, while 83 per cent were satisfied or very satisfied with the relevant support 

services of their home university. As some reflection of students’ overall experience, 

more than 99 per cent of respondents indicated that they would recommend a study 

abroad experience to other students. 

 

7.2.5 Study abroad motives and perceived value 

Respondents were asked to indicate the importance to them of seven study abroad 

motives using options scaled from Extremely Important to Unimportant. The 

proportions of all respondents identifying each motive as either Extremely Important or 

Important are shown in Table 7.2.2. The motives most-often identified were “personal 

development” (91 per cent of respondents) and “interaction with people from a different 

culture” (90 per cent). The motives least often identified as either Extremely Important 

or Important were “access to expertise and facilities that were not available in 

Australia” (50 per cent); “completion of mandatory credit points for my degree” (48 per 

cent); and “making connections with professional colleagues in another country” (46 

per cent). Motives considered important by a median range of students were gaining 

“experience that will help me develop an international career” (76 per cent) and 

“exposure to different teaching or research methods in my field of study” (67 per cent). 
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Table 7.2.2 Relative importance of motives for studying abroad 

Motives for Studying Abroad Proportion Reporting 

This Factor as Important 

or Extremely Important 

(%) 

Ranking of 

Importance  

1. Personal development (e.g., self-

confidence, independence) 

91 1 

2. Interaction with people from a 

different culture 

90 2 

3. Experience that will help me develop 

an international career 

76 3 

4. Exposure to different teaching or 

research methods in my field of study 

67 4 

5. Access to expertise and facilities that 

were not available in Australia 

50 5 

6. Completion of mandatory credit 

points for my degree 

48 6 

7. Making connections with professional 

colleagues in another country 

46 7 

 

7.2.6 Comparison of the importance of motives between different cohorts of the 

survey population 

A chi-square analysis was applied to the survey results to determine any statistical 

difference (at p > 0.01) between different cohorts of survey respondents with respect to 

variations in the ranking of the seven factors shown in Table 7.2.3. Specific groups 

aggregated for this comparison included those studying science, technology, 

engineering, and mathematics (n = 139, 24% of total) and arts, humanities, or social 

sciences (n = 175, 30% of total). Students traveling to different destinations were 

aggregated as either going to Asian countries (n = 106, 18% of total) or going to 

English-speaking countries (n = 253, 44% of total). Lastly, the duration of studying 

abroad was also investigated by comparing students studying for less than three months 

(n = 123, 21% of total) with students studying for more than six months (n = 169, 29% 

of total). 
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Table 7.2.3 Ranking of the importance of motives for studying abroad by different 

student cohorts 

Cohorts Ranking Order of Motives 1 to 7 (Listed in Table 12.2) 

Field of study        

STEM  1 2 3 4 7 5 6 

AHHS  2 1 3 4 5 7 6 

Destination        

Asian*  2 1 3 4 7 6 5 

English-speaking#  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Duration        

> six months  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

< three months  1 2 3 4 6 5 7 

Total students 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

* Asian destinations incorporated China, Hong Kong, Vietnam, South Korea, Thailand, 

Sri Lanka, Laos, Singapore, India, Indonesia, and Malaysia. 

# English-speaking destinations incorporated Canada, Ireland, South Africa, New 

Zealand, the U.S., and the UK. 

 

Referring to the minor changes in ranking order shown in Table 7.2.3, most changes 

were not statistically significant (at p > 0.01). For example, although arts, humanities, 

and social sciences (AHSS) students ranked foreign culture slightly above personal 

development, this difference was not found to be statistically significant with respect to 

science, technology, engineering, and mathematics students or to all non-AHSS 

students. Minor significance was found where students going to Asia ranked the 

importance of personal development slightly below experiencing a foreign culture. This 

difference was not statistically significant in comparison to all remaining respondents, 

but was significantly different (p = 0.006) when compared to the specific cohort of 

students going to English-speaking countries. 

 

Variance across other smaller subgroups was also investigated, including foreign 

language students (n = 70, 12% of total), temporary-resident (international) students (n 

= 42, 7% of total), students studying full degrees at a foreign university (n = 36, 6% of 

total), and postgraduate research students (n = 20, 3% of total). Although these cohorts 

were considered too small to enable robust statistical analysis, the general trends seen in 
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the larger population were also prevalent within these distinct groups. The importance 

of exposure to different teaching and research methods was ranked somewhat higher by 

both research students and by students studying full degrees at a foreign institution. 

Research students also favored making connections with professional colleagues over 

interacting with a different culture, and they ranked gaining credit points as being of 

very low importance to them. Nonetheless, all these cohorts identified personal 

development and interaction with another culture to be the most important motives 

overall, consistent with the total survey cohort. 

 

An optional section for any graduated students who were employed at the time of the 

survey was answered by around 45 per cent (n = 257) of respondents. Of these: 

• 47 per cent reported their international study experience had been considered 

important or extremely important to their employer, while 27 per cent reported it 

was unimportant to their employer; 

• 80 per cent said their international study experience had helped them develop 

skills they used in their current job; 

• 65 per cent were in a job related or closely related to their degree major; and 

• 62 per cent retained contact with colleagues they had met during their study 

abroad experience. 

 

7.2.7 Discussion 

This research was undertaken on the assumption that a comparison of students across 

different fields of study, going to different study destinations, and for different durations 

would reveal a diversity of motives for studying abroad. That hypothesis was effectively 

nullified as the research instead found almost no statistically significant differences in 

intent to study abroad, irrespective of students’ domestic study programs or the nature 

of their intended study abroad experience. 

 

This finding supports views expressed in the literature that the benefits of studying 

abroad seem largely generic and have more to do with being abroad than with the 

specific study activity undertaken while abroad (Nyaupane et al., 2010). Petzold and 

Moog’s (2017) investigation of student intent to study abroad found students were not 

strongly motivated by anticipated learning outcomes and that their decision-making 
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about study abroad opportunities was largely determined by enabling factors, such as 

financial support to travel and a welcoming host university at their destination. 

 

In this study, the large majority of survey respondents identified personal development 

and a desire to experience another culture as their most important motives to study 

abroad, over and above any issues of immediate relevance to academic advancement, 

such as gaining credit points or accessing facilities and expertise not available in 

Australia. 

It cannot be determined from this study whether student responses may have reflected 

common promotional themes used to encourage participation in studying abroad 

(Forsey et al., 2012) or whether all students genuinely participated for largely identical 

reasons. The use of a structured questionnaire necessarily limited free expression and 

may have influenced the strong consistency in student responses. 

 

Of the issues ranked as moderately important, experience leading towards an 

international career was ranked significantly higher than exposure to different teaching 

or research methods by all subgroups. The relatively low ranking given to gaining 

mandatory credit points seems at odds with the fact that more than 80 per cent of 

Australian study abroad experiences accrued credit or academic recognition in 2014 

(AUIDF, 2015). However, it is likely that in many cases, such accrued credit is not 

absolutely mandatory, given that such a requirement would disadvantage those students 

who are enrolled in the same degree program and do not study abroad. In any case, it is 

clear that the pursuit of academic credit was not in itself a primary motive for the 

students in this study. 

 

A comparison of students studying abroad over substantially different time periods also 

found minimal differences in their motives or in the benefits they anticipated. This 

finding supports views in the literature that the value of studying abroad cannot be 

assumed to increase linearly with respect to duration (Allen, 2010). While cultural 

immersion, foreign language acquisition, and intercultural competence gained can 

undoubtedly be enhanced by duration (Engle & Engle, 2004), the first contact with a 

foreign culture often has the most profound impact on students (McKeown, 2009). 

Indeed, acknowledging that substantial benefit can be gained from short-term study 

abroad experiences may be vital to further growing student participation insofar as 
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short-term experiences may be the only option for many students with limited means, or 

with employment or career responsibilities at home (Nyaupane et al., 2010). 

 

The findings of this research should not be taken to suggest that studying abroad is a 

frivolous activity that lacks educational merit. The apparent disconnection between 

study abroad activities and domestic course curricula may be a necessary consequence 

of low participation—for example, where less than 20 per cent of Australian university 

students currently participate in any form of studying abroad. This means that any 

benefit gained from studying abroad can be offered only as a supplement to the core 

learning outcomes of the domestic curricula made available to all students regardless of 

whether they study abroad or not. Also, low participation may not make it commercially 

viable to offer a wide range of discipline-specific study abroad options. This then 

necessitates adopting a more generic approach to meet the prevalent demand. 

 

It is reasonable to propose that increasing the relevance of study abroad programs to 

domestic curricula would make studying abroad a more effective educational strategy. 

Furthermore, increasing its relevance may well boost participation, where current 

students may not perceive there is an adequate return on investment to justify the time 

and money required to participate (Relyea et al., 2008). 

 

The motives underlying institutions and governments financially supporting study 

abroad programs in their current form are generally described in macro-economic terms, 

where the perceived benefits lie in enhancing international collaboration through student 

mobility and in foreseeing the need for a graduate workforce skilled in working with 

people from other countries, as well as working within other countries that have 

different work practices and regulatory constraints (Edelstein, 2014). 

 

This study found the prospect of improved employment outcomes does motivate 

students to study abroad, even if it is not their primary motive. However, of the students 

in this study who had already graduated and joined the workforce, only 47 per cent 

reported that their international study experience had been considered important by their 

employers. This was despite the majority of students feeling they had acquired skills 

from studying abroad that were useful in their job. 
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This finding supports views that students studying abroad may not always return with 

the ability to communicate a narrative about the relevant skills they have acquired 

(Kowarski, 2010; Wong, 2015). In this context, it may be somewhat counterproductive 

to promote studying abroad as delivering the same generic benefits to all students. 

Indeed, creating a broader narrative about the diverse benefits and return on investment 

available from studying abroad in different disciplines would assist students to better 

articulate the skills they gained from their study abroad experience. Further, expanding 

the narrative about what skills studying abroad can develop, beyond just intercultural 

competency and global awareness, may enable more effective marketing messages that 

encourage greater student participation in the future. 
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7.3 Epilogue 

 

This chapter aimed to address the research question about whether studying abroad 

could be framed as a pedagogy able to deliver different learning outcomes to meet the 

requirements of different curricula (see Chapter 1.4). Extant research on the value of 

outward mobility has given little consideration to how benefits might vary across 

different fields, levels and modes of study. This university student survey was 

undertaken to identify the benefits perceived by such different students. The large 

majority of nearly 600 respondents viewed personal development and interaction with 

another culture as their most important motives, while study-related issues such as 

accessing facilities or teaching not available in Australia were of equivocal value. 

Further, these perceptions were consistent across all respondents, irrespective of field, 

mode or duration of study, or where they chose to study.  

 

These findings indicate study abroad is most-valued as a personally-transformative 

experience. The lower recognition of its potential contribution to improved academic 

and employment outcomes is consistent with views that the curricular relevance of 

different study abroad programs is often poorly articulated or intangible. Hence it could 

be concluded from this research that participating students are not obviously driven by 

the motives espoused by program administrators and funding bodies, namely to improve 

their employment outcomes. Further, graduate responses indicating that employers saw 

little value in their study abroad experience suggests the potential value of study abroad 

is not well recognised in the wider community and may also suggest those graduates 

had limited ability to communicate that potential value in the absence of any strong 

evidence of it. Hence, while it is the case that studying abroad could be framed as a 

pedagogy able to deliver different learning outcomes for different curricula, it is not 

apparent that is commonly implemented in this way, nor is it commonly perceived to 

have this capacity.  

 

Implications for future research 

The remarkable consistency of motive across all student respondents regardless of their 

field or level of study, was an unexpected finding and deserves further confirmation 

perhaps using a different survey instrument or by focus group research. It is 

acknowledged that the limited range of options available to choose from within the 
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survey instrument used for this research may have constrained respondents from fully 

articulating their motives for studying abroad. 

 

Australian university students represent a highly surveyed population and universities 

are wary of imposing further survey burden upon their students. Thus, this survey was 

undertaken in a challenging and research-competitive environment and the outcome of 

576 valid responses might be difficult to improve on without a substantial operating 

budget enabling direct face-to-face consultation with universities and opportunities to 

follow up with a least a second-round approach to students. Indeed gaining large scale 

responses to a national survey of this nature may require long-term commitment to 

reputation building of both the researcher and the data collected from the survey. 

 

Much of the demographic data collected in this survey was already available from the 

annual Australian Universities International Directors Forum survey (see section 3.2.3), 

but was needed for this research to both validate the survey sample (see Table 7.2.1) 

and to enable linkage between student demographic data and the key questions on 

motives for studying abroad.  

 

In the following Chapter 8, it is argued that current data collection about studying 

abroad from Australia could be managed through the existing national existing student 

record data collection which would then limit administrative reporting requirements to 

specifics about study abroad episodes, since all other details about a student’s 

demographic background and academic progress would already be captured within that 

students record. 
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Chapter 8: Measuring the value of studying abroad 

 

8.1. Prologue 

  

8.1.1 Evaluating outcomes 

In earlier chapters the dearth of evaluative analysis being undertaken to test common 

claims made about the benefits of studying abroad was highlighted. This chapter will 

consider practical methods of evaluating the value accrued by Australian students 

studying abroad, largely via quantitative data collection and surveys of graduate alumni. 

It includes a journal article accepted for publication which proposes methods of 

establishing outcomes focused evaluation, including a recent analysis of previously-

unpublished Australian data drawn from the national Graduate Outcomes Survey, a 

component of Australia’s Quality Indicators for Learning and Teaching initiative 

(Social Research Centre, 2018). 

In order to properly evaluate the benefits of studying abroad attention must be given to 

the diversity of study abroad program types available. Programs vary considerably by 

duration and pedagogy: for example, a one-week chaperoned study tour versus a 

semester-length exchange program. There is also considerable variation inherent in 

students’ different fields of study (for example, foreign language versus engineering 

studies), their level of study (for example, undergraduate versus postgraduate research) 

and their chosen study destination (English versus non-English speaking countries).  

In the face of such diversity, it seems over-simplistic to define all study abroad 

experiences as having the same purpose and hence also seems over-simplistic to 

constrain their evaluation to the achievement of generic outcomes such as intercultural 

competence and global awareness. It is reasonable to assume a foreign language student 

and an engineering student may both gain intercultural competence, but its application 

within their fields may be quite different. So, evaluation of the efficacy of a study 

abroad experience in developing intercultural competence is likely to involve quite 

different indicators of success for foreign language students versus engineering 

students. 

Course curricula are available to define learning outcomes for the purposes of 

evaluation and there are many examples of curricula where intercultural competence 
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and global awareness are positioned as key learning outcomes, to be achieved through 

various pedagogical approaches including studying abroad (Kirk, Newstead, Gann & 

Rounsaville, 2018). However, this is certainly not universal (Green & Whitsed, 2015), 

likely due to study abroad participation rarely exceeding 20 per cent in most 

undergraduate fields (Department of Education, 2018a). In the absence of full 

participation, it is problematic to define learning outcomes that depend upon study 

abroad participation for their achievement. Instead it is more common to appeal to 

internationalisation in a broad sense where students may gain global perspectives 

through specific readings, social media engagement, interaction with international 

students on campus and/or online, as well as through study abroad options.  

The article that follows (see Chapter 8.2) emphasises the importance of institutions 

establishing an ongoing data collection of students’ study-abroad experiences and also 

an alumni data collection which allows ongoing tracking of graduate outcomes, both for 

those students who studied abroad and those that did not. With that evidence base 

established it then becomes possible to evaluate wide variety of different study abroad 

programs and assess their effectiveness for different students. As identified in the 

research underlying Chapter 2, there is little indication of such capability in Australian 

universities at this time. 

The article also argues that outcome-focused evaluation is key to evaluating the benefits 

of studying abroad, where those benefits may be broadly described as global citizenship 

and intercultural competence, but that assumption of benefit must be tested across 

different study abroad program types, notably where duration varies widely and there is 

an increasing global trend towards shorter duration experiences (Landon, Tarrant, Rubin 

& Stoner, 2017). 

8.1.2 Examples of the evaluation of curriculum-specific learning outcomes for 

studying abroad 

Table 8.1.1 provides evaluation examples aimed to illustrate the breadth of approaches 

used in practice and the methodologies underlying those approaches. Nearly all 

examples are built upon an institutional approach to ongoing data collection of student 

study abroad experiences, enabling measurement of participation, student demographics 

and the capacity to follow-up students well after the study abroad experience to measure 

learning outcomes and skills development, but also longer-term graduate employment 

outcomes. 
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Table 8.1.1: Methodologies used to measure the outcomes of studying abroad 

Evaluation 

objective 

Type of 

indicator 
Methodology 

Measures of 

learning 

outcomes 

(curriculum-

specific) 

Contribution to 

discipline-

specific study 

outcomes 

Longitudinal survey of students and alumni 

(Sutton & Rubin, 2004); 

Impact of study abroad on business studies test 

(Kamdar & Lewis, 2015); 

Global engineering competence survey (Jesiek et 

al., 2014); 

Intercultural competency measurement in a 

nursing context (Carpenter & Garcia, 2012); and 

Pre/post test of global awareness for business 

studies (Wang, Peyvandi & Coffey, 2014). 

Improved grade 

point average 

and reduced time 

to graduation 

Longitudinal analysis of student records, 

comparing cohorts that studied abroad or not 

(Sutton & Rubin, 2010). 

International 

research 

collaboration 

Focus group research (post-grad. students) 

(ACER, 2015). 

Measures of 

skills 

enhancemen

t (not 

curriculum-

specific) 

Personal 

development 

Intellectual growth assessment tool (McKeown, 

2009); and 

Alumni survey of self-reported career goals 

(Dwyer & Peters, 2004). 

Intercultural 

competence 

Pre and post-test (and comparison between 

students who studied abroad or did not) 

(Williams, 2005). 

Global 

awareness 

Post-sojourn test of global competency (Chieffo 

and Griffiths, 2004); 

Post-sojourn test of global engagement (Paige et 

al., 2009); and 

Added value of study abroad in a sustainability 

course (Tarrant, Rubin & Stoner, 2014). 

Language 

competency* 

Language proficiency testing during sojourn 

Vande Berg et al (2009); and post-sojourn (Grey, 

Cox, Serafini & Sanz, 2015). 

  
Work experience 

/ internships 

International service-learning assessment (Rubin 

& Matthews, 2013); Employer satisfaction 

survey (Van Mol, 2017). 

Graduate 

outcomes  

 Graduate 

employment 

Alumni survey of employment outcomes 

(Farrugia & Sanger, 2017). 

Career 

development 

Developing an international career (Norris & 

Gillespie, 2009; Franklin, 2010). 

Disadvantaged 

groups 

Comparative analysis of student record and 

alumni survey data on employment outcomes 

(Allinson, 2017) 

  
Employer 

satisfaction 

Employer survey and interview (Brandenburg et 

al., 2014). 

*This may also be curriculum-related for students in a foreign language program. 
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Ideally, the application of strategies that effectively evaluate a wide range of different 

study abroad program types will then allow consideration of what type of study abroad 

program (and specifically what pedagogical intervention) may deliver the most benefit 

in a particular field and at a particular level. For example, a brief chaperoned study tour 

of a major international installation such as the Large Hadron Collider may be ideal for 

engineering and science students, while a semester-length student exchange program is 

more likely to benefit foreign language students. 

 

Table 8.1.2 below offers suggestions towards matching learning outcomes with study 

abroad program types and also matching an evaluation methodology to assess the 

effectiveness of the study abroad program in delivering the desired learning outcomes. 

In practice, that evaluation would also substantiate whether the suggested matching in 

Table 2 is valid, or if other configurations may be more effective. Assuming 

standardised evaluations were instituted, standardised performance indicators could be 

established, for example: Employer satisfaction exceeds 80 per cent. Such standardised 

indicators could then be used comparatively to compare the relative success of different 

programs or to compare performance between institutions or to monitor performance 

over time. 

 

Table 8.1.2: Outcome-focused evaluation strategies for different study abroad 

program types 

 

Desired learning 

outcome 

Study abroad 

program  

Evaluation strategy 

Foreign language 

competence 

Study tour or study 

exchange 

Written or practical 

examination 

Knowledge of foreign 

infrastructure and 

regulatory environments 

Study abroad or 

summer school 

Knowledge test 

Participation in 

international research  

Research placement  Supervisor and thesis 

review panel assessment 

Classroom-based 

disciplinary knowledge 

Study exchange Standard course assessment  

Employability All types Graduate employment 

outcome data  

Employer satisfaction 

survey  

Intercultural competence in     

the workplace 

Internship Global awareness test 

Employer satisfaction 

survey 

 



 

206 
 

In Australia, graduate outcomes are monitored annually and nationally via higher 

education alumni surveys which can generate a national aggregate picture as well as 

specific data sets for participating institutions, enabling individual institution 

performance to be compared (Department of Education, 2018b). The following journal 

article, accepted for publication in the Journal of Higher Education Policy and 

Management, incorporates an extract of that national data which had not been 

previously published. The extract links data identifying student participation in studying 

abroad with other demographic data collected within the survey. This enabled linkage 

between study abroad participation and an employability performance indicator 

(proportion of graduates in full-time employment within four months of graduation). It 

is also enabled this measure of how study abroad may enhance employability to be 

compared across students in different fields of study and different demographic groups, 

notably gender and socioeconomic status.  
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8.2. Publication: Nerlich, S. (2020). Outcomes-focused evaluation of study abroad 

experiences. Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management, 1-16. Retrieved 

from: https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2020.1771511 

 

8.2.1 Abstract 

Although common barriers to studying abroad are well documented, this paper proposes a more-

overarching barrier is that prevalent evaluation strategies provide little evidence of how study 

abroad contributes to discipline-specific learning outcomes. Such direct evidence is likely to 

encourage more employers to view studying abroad as adding value to a graduate resume and 

hence motivate more students to participate. Studying abroad is often represented in the 

literature as delivering a transformative impact for all students, regardless of their specific 

academic programme. While this may be true, it frames the benefits of studying abroad as being 

generic and supplementary to any discipline-specific curriculum. This paper provides a specific 

example derived from an Australian national data set and reviews other methodologies that can 

deliver outcomes data for specific disciplines and for different study programmes, enabling 

more effective programme evaluation and more effective promotion of the benefits of studying 

abroad for different students. 

Keywords: study abroad; student mobility; programme evaluation; graduate 

employment outcomes; return on investment from education; graduate capabilities; 

intercultural competence. 

 

8.2.2 Introduction 

In 2016, almost five million students were studying towards full degrees outside their 

own country (OECD, 2018), a figure which may exceed seven million by 2025 (Knight, 

2012). However, this figure underestimates the full scale of global student mobility 

since the underlying data collection managed by the UNESCO Institute of Statistics 

(UIS), excludes international study episodes in non-award programmes (UIS, 2012). 

Hence, it excludes students who may study abroad for a short period while completing a 

degree or other qualification in their home country. For countries that report data on 

their own outgoing students, the number of students undertaking short-term study 

abroad generally exceeds the number of students enrolled in award programmes in other 

countries. For example, the UIS reported 72,830 US students were studying award 

courses in other countries in 2016 (UIS, 2018), while the Institute of International 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2020.1771511
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Education reported a total of 325,339 US students were studying abroad in 2015-16 

(Farrugia, Bhandari, Baer, Robles, & Andrejko, 2017). This mode of student mobility, 

referred to as studying abroad in this paper, encompasses what is variously known as 

learning abroad, credit mobility and international service-learning (Stebleton, Soria & 

Cherney, 2013). It may involve study that accrues academic credit but also includes 

activities such as field research and internships, which would generally not accrue 

credit.  

Thus, studying abroad occupies a unique space in international education, where 

students are not pursuing the completion of a qualification in a foreign country and may 

not even be pursuing course credit in some cases. Instead, studying abroad is commonly 

promoted as an experiential and transformational experience (Strange & Gibson, 2017). 

However, a persistent low participation rate, rarely exceeding 20 per cent of domestic 

undergraduates where data is available (Nerlich, 2016), may indicate that the potential 

value of studying abroad is not currently being framed in a way that resonates strongly 

with many students (Kent-Wilkinson, Leurer, Luimes, Ferguson, & Murray, 2015). 

 

Jones, Power, Grey, Downey, Hall and Truong (2016) undertook a survey of students 

who chose not to participate in study abroad, finding these students’ reticence was 

based on perceived financial costs, as well as work and family commitments and safety 

concerns. Other research has identified the same barriers and further identified that they 

impact disproportionately on women, students of diverse cultural backgrounds and 

students of low socioeconomic backgrounds (Twombly, Salisbury, Tumanut, & Klute, 

2012).  Nonetheless, the research by Jones et al. (2016) found that many non-

participants held a passport and had substantial prior travel experience and on further 

investigation most indicated they had not been convinced that studying abroad would 

enhance their academic resume or their career in the longer term. In further discussion, 

the students indicated they would be more likely to consider studying abroad if it were 

convincingly promoted as a vehicle to achieve curricular and professional advancement 

rather than as a form of educational tourism. 

A national survey of Australian university students who had studied abroad found that 

the large majority identified personal development as their primary motive, ahead of 

any specific curricular or career-oriented objectives. Further, less than half of a cohort 

of employed graduates in that same survey reported that their employers had valued 
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their study abroad experience, although 80 per cent of those graduates reported using 

skills in their job that they had learnt abroad (Nerlich, 2018).  

Other studies have also found employers seemingly unconvinced of the value of study 

abroad experience amongst job applicants. Gardner, Gross, & Steglitz (2008) found that 

less than 40 per cent of US employers considered study abroad experience to have any 

substantial importance and also suggested that this may have been compounded by 

graduates being unable to effectively communicate the skills and learning they had 

acquired from studying abroad. Brandenburg, Berghoff, Taboadela, Bischof, 

Gajowniczek, Gehlke, Hachmeister, Ilieski, Leichsenring, Petrova, & Vancea (2014) 

undertook graduate employer surveys across Europe, finding that 64 per cent of 

European employers did value international study, although 84 per cent valued foreign 

language proficiency and over 90 per cent valued discipline-specific knowledge and soft 

skills. These results suggested that employers did not perceive that international study 

necessarily contributed to foreign language proficiency, nor discipline-specific 

knowledge, nor soft-skills development.  

Without discounting the genuine barriers to participation that are faced by different 

demographic groups of students, this paper proposes that participation by all students 

will remain low if data on the outcomes of studying abroad are not adequate to provide 

participating students with convincing evidence that they can use in job applications and 

interviews to convince employers of the value of studying abroad. Further, there is 

evidence suggesting many students themselves remain to be convinced that there is a 

genuine return on investment to be made from studying abroad (Nerlich, 2018). The 

next section of this paper reviews some of the complexities involved in measuring the 

impact and outcomes of studying abroad. Then a range of strategies to enable more 

effective capture of such outcomes data are discussed in detail, including an example of 

data that has recently become available on an ongoing basis in Australia. 

 

8.2.3 Complexities in defining and measuring the outcomes of studying abroad 

The purpose of studying abroad is often expressed in terms of enhancing students’ 

intercultural competence and global awareness (Deardorff, 2006a). However, the extent 

to which these learning outcomes are achieved is largely dependent on the extent of 

immersion in a foreign culture that students may achieve from their study abroad 



 

210 
 

experience (Farrugia & Sanger, 2017). Some students engage in semester-length student 

exchange programmes while others may undertake a study tour of only one to two 

weeks duration, albeit their learning objectives may be the same (Gaia, 2015). One way 

to consider the differential value achievable from such diverse study abroad options is 

to adopt the concept of return on investment (Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2018). Thus a 

major investment in a long-duration study abroad experience will involve substantial 

financial and opportunity costs but it will deliver a substantial return, while a smaller 

investment in a short-duration experience will deliver a more modest return, which is 

proportional to the modest investment made. This conceptualisation establishes a valid 

basis for the claim that all study abroad experiences return a benefit.  

Beyond the issue of duration, measuring the benefit gained from studying abroad is also 

complicated by the considerable diversity in study abroad programme types. A number 

of authors (Engle & Engle, 2003; Olsen 2014; Twombly et al. 2012) have sought to 

establish study abroad programme typologies to enable the classification of different 

types of study abroad experiences. Table 1 below outlines a typology developed for this 

article that identifies study abroad activities that could be readily integrated with course 

curricula (generally undergraduate) and other study abroad activities that may be 

independent of course curricula (generally postgraduate).  

 

Table 8.2.1. Common study abroad program types and approximate durations 

Program Duration 

Curriculum related 
 

Study tour < 4 weeks 

Summer program 4 - 8 weeks 

Study abroad 8 weeks to 1 semester 

Student exchange 1 semester - 1 year 

Non-curriculum related 
 

Research field work Variable 

Conference attendance/presentation < 2 weeks 

Internship or other work experience Variable 

 

The study abroad types defined in Table 1 can all be expected to introduce students to a 

foreign culture, although there would be different degrees of immersion related to 
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duration of stay and the particular pedagogical strategy employed. For example, a 

chaperoned study tour may represent a short but intensive learning experience 

facilitated by a skilled teacher (Cushing, Pennings, Willox, Gomez, Dyson, & Coombs, 

2017). A longer duration study abroad programme or an internship is more likely to see 

students learning to independently immerse themselves in the local culture and learn to 

communicate in the local language (Nerlich, Tan, Velliaris, Yu, & Lawson, 2018).  

In student exchange programmes, a study abroad experience that earns credit can 

substitute for equivalent credit-earning domestic study (Monash University, 2019). In 

such circumstances, the international context of the mobile student is clearly 

supplementary to the core objectives of the curriculum, given the care taken to ensure 

exchange students who study abroad can achieve equivalent learning outcomes and 

academic credit as those students who remain at home (for example, University of 

Sydney, 2013). Conversely, in a faculty-led study tour, simply being abroad represents 

the principal pedagogical strategy and the learning outcomes achieved may be 

extraneous to the core curriculum, consistent with the fact that the experience may not 

earn academic credit (Almeida, Fantini, Simões, & Costa, 2016). Similarly, students or 

graduates engaged in internships or other work-experience abroad may be in an ideal 

situation to immerse themselves in a foreign culture, but would generally not be covered 

by any formal curriculum when they do so (Van Mol, 2017). These latter examples 

indicate how it can become difficult to distinguish the specific learning outcomes of 

studying abroad from the broader life experience that may come from just being abroad. 

Thus, it is common to consider studying abroad as either being supplementary to the 

learning objectives of a core curriculum, or to broadly add value to those objectives 

(Tarrant, Rubin, & Stoner, 2014). Only rare instances of degree programmes with a 

mandatory study abroad requirement exist (for example, Kamdar & Lewis, 2015). 

Where only a small proportion of students undertaking a domestic curriculum also study 

abroad, any learning outcomes and graduate capabilities associated with that 

programme’s curriculum cannot be made dependent upon studying abroad (Courtois, 

2018). Instead studying abroad either substitutes for domestic study units via a student 

exchange arrangement; or it extends the duration of a domestic study programme; or 

students study abroad in their own time (e.g. a summer school or other term break 

arrangement). Courtois (2018) offers a detailed summary of different approaches to 

studying abroad that can meet different programme and participant requirements. 
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Nonetheless, these sometimes confounding issues should not discount the considerable 

achievements in integrating study abroad pedagogy within a wide range of curricula 

(Leask, 2013; Parsells & Woodruff, 2016).  There are many examples of research that 

have identified the curriculum-specific benefits gained from studying abroad in fields 

such as business, nursing and engineering (Kamdar & Lewis, 2015; Kent-Wilkinson et 

al., 2015; Jesiek, Haller & Thompson, 2014). The broader argument that studying 

abroad can add value to learning outcomes already extant in core curriculum also has 

merit (Tarrant, Rubin, & Stoner, 2014).  

The issues and complications outlined in this section suggest that the potential benefits 

and outcomes of studying abroad deserve broader conceptualisation. Acknowledging 

only a narrow set of learning outcomes from studying abroad, such as intercultural 

competence and global awareness, risks implying that all participants acquire much the 

same skills, graduate capabilities and career benefits, irrespective of their specific 

discipline of study or of the particular nature of their study abroad experience (Courtois, 

2018). Thus, it should be seen as important to aim to measure outcomes at a more 

granular level, comparing the outcomes of different programme types, different subject 

disciplines and different students. Such data would be very useful in evaluating the 

effectiveness of different study abroad programme types to deliver claimed learning 

objectives in different fields of study. Comp, Gladding, Rhodes, Stephenson and Vande 

Berg (2007) have suggested that study abroad evaluation has become diversified, with 

three distinct domains of measurement having emerged over time: firstly, second 

language acquisition (Yang, 2016); then the broad concepts of intercultural competence 

and global awareness (Deardorff, 2006b); and a more recent focus on discipline-specific 

learning (Kamdar & Lewis, 2015).  

 

8.2.4 Establishing a discipline-specific study abroad outcomes data collection 

Given that any data collection represents an administrative burden (Hill, 1985), 

consideration should first be given to building on existing resources, notably an existing 

student record system, to which brief records of study abroad episodes can be appended. 

This approach minimises duplication in data collection effort, as existing student 

records will already contain students’ demographic data and those records will continue 

to accumulate information about students’ academic progress and completion, 

subsequent to a study abroad episode.  
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For the purpose of monitoring and evaluation, the data needed to be collected about a 

study abroad episode could be limited to the following categories (with possible data 

elements suggested in brackets): 

 Type of episode (student exchange, study abroad programme, summer school, 

study tour, internship, other work experience, field research or conference 

attendance); 

 Duration (either a record of start and end dates or the duration in approximate 

weeks); 

 Destination (with consideration of trips that involve multiple destinations); 

 Funding source (scholarship, student loan programme, travel grant or nil); and 

 Did the study abroad episode earn academic credit (yes / no). 

Recording key parameters about different study abroad programme types undertaken, 

including their duration (see Table 1), enables differential evaluation of different study 

abroad programme types, including their fit for purpose. 

 

Establishing an alumni data collection 

An important consideration here is that the content of an institution’s student record 

database can readily be perpetuated as an institution’s alumni database. Such an 

approach has enabled longitudinal tracking of study abroad alumni for twenty years or 

more in large-scale longitudinal studies such as the Georgia Learning Outcomes of 

Students Studying Abroad Research Initiative (GLOSSARI) project (Sutton & Rubin, 

2010).  

An alumni database allows an institution to maintain contact with its graduates and to 

invite them to participate in research about their post-study life and career outcomes 

(Feig, Robinson, Yan, Byrd, & Mathur, 2016). Such survey data enables the production 

of evidence-based messages about the success of an institution’s graduates and the 

potential return on investment available from undertaking its study abroad programmes. 

Establishing and maintaining such an alumni database requires participant consent, 

which can be achieved by gaining current students’ consent for their records to be 
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maintained after completing their studies, which they can always opt-out from later. 

This is a common approach and likely to be more successful than seeking opt-in consent 

from graduates after they have left the institution (Kroll & Bakerman, 2015).  

 

8.2.5 Data analysis for outcomes-based evaluation of studying abroad 

With an established data collection process capable of capturing a longitudinal record of 

student and alumni outcomes, it becomes possible to investigate the contribution of 

studying abroad to enhancing curricular learning outcomes, as well as employment 

outcomes. In reality, achieving this will require at least institutional-level consensus on 

the classification of different study abroad programme types, as well as rigour in 

identifying the learning outcomes anticipated from those different strategies, in order to 

then evaluate the effectiveness of those different study abroad programme types in 

achieving those outcomes (Engle & Engle, 2003; Deardorff, 2006b). 

Data from study abroad episodes that are linked to student records create the capacity to 

analyse the propensity to study abroad by various groups, including students in different 

academic disciplines and students from different socioeconomic backgrounds. Nerlich 

(2015) identified a greater propensity of Australian students from higher socioeconomic 

backgrounds to study abroad, which has also been identified in other studies (Beerkens, 

Souto-Otero, de Wit, & Huisman, 2016). Nerlich (2015) also identified that, over time, 

a growing proportion of Australian study abroad episodes were of shorter duration, as 

has been reported elsewhere (Anderson, 2014). However, the distribution of study 

abroad episodes across different disciplines in Australian universities was found to be 

relatively-even (Nerlich 2015), contrary to other reports of under-representation in 

fields such as science and medicine (Twombly et al., 2012). 

Data from study abroad episodes linked to alumni records creates the capacity to 

associate academic and career outcomes with previous study abroad experiences. A 

survey of US alumni (Farrugia & Sanger, 2017) found that around 60 per cent of 

graduates from language, legal and business management studies believed their study 

abroad experience had contributed to a job offer, compared with only around 30 per 

cent of science or fine arts graduates. It was also the case that 68 per cent of graduates 

with long duration (a semester or more) study abroad experience believed it had 
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contributed to a job offer compared with 43 per cent of graduates with shorter-term 

study abroad experiences. 

 

8.2.6 Examples of measuring the outcomes of studying abroad 

Capturing a high volume of data about study abroad outcomes has been achieved 

through longitudinal research across consortia of universities, where outcomes data are 

captured by surveying alumni from many universities over many years (Sutton & 

Rubin, 2004). For example, the Institute for the International Education of Students 

conducted a survey of 17,000 alumni who had studied abroad from 1950 to 1999, with a 

focus on the career impact and academic outcomes of studying abroad (Norris & 

Gillespie, 2009). The Study Abroad for Global Engagement (SAGE) project surveyed 

over 6,000 study abroad alumni from 1960 to 2005, supplemented with interviews 

(Paige, Fry, Stallman, Josic, & Jon, 2009). In the United Kingdom, student mobility 

episodes are captured within national Higher Education Statistics Agency data sets 

enabling study abroad episodes to be linked with students’ academic and demographic 

background data, an approach which also enabled a detailed analysis of the mobility of 

disadvantaged students (Allinson, 2017).  

The GLOSSARI project is an example of longitudinal survey-based research 

incorporating comparisons of students who studied abroad and those who did not. The 

project has followed study abroad and control group student cohorts over several years, 

comparing quantitative factors such as grade point average and graduation rates, as well 

as surveying participants about perceptions of their own intercultural competence 

development (Sutton & Rubin, 2004). Since 1994, Michigan State University has been 

following commencing students over a six year period, drawing on its student records 

database to identify those who studied abroad and investigating their academic and 

career outcomes via surveys and interviews (Ingraham & Peterson, 2004). Another 

example is the Georgetown Consortium Project, a large-scale multi-year endeavour with 

a focus on second language development, comparing those who studied abroad with 

those who pursued language programmes at their home campus (Vande Berg, Connor-

Linton, & Paige, 2009).  

A common element underlying these enterprise-level approaches to outcomes data 

capture and evaluation is a robust student records database which allows study abroad 
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episodes to be linked to students’ academic and demographic background. The 

comprehensive nature of those databases enables objective and verifiable comparisons 

between those who studied abroad and those who did not over several years. In some of 

the examples cited above, the student records database also became an alumni database 

over time. 

While capturing such data represents an administrative burden requiring dedicated 

resources and funding, the outcomes data obtained can provide compelling evidence of 

the return on investment achievable from studying abroad (Sutton & Rubin, 2010). 

Durrant and Dorius (2007) reviewed prevalent study abroad evaluation methodologies 

in the US, finding evaluation activity was widespread, but that 95 per cent was focused 

on measuring returning-student satisfaction, which was self-reported data focused on 

the immediate impact of a study abroad experience. Less than a third of evaluation 

research further investigated the impact of studying abroad on subsequent academic 

achievement and less than a tenth investigated career-related outcomes (Durrant & 

Dorius, 2007).  

The remainder of this paper will focus on research undertaken in Australia where a 

large-scale national data set enables the employment outcomes of graduates who studied 

abroad to be measured across different demographic groups and across different 

academic disciplines. 

 

8.2.7 An Australian approach to measuring employment outcomes 

 

8.2.7.1 Context of the research 

Australian universities currently monitor the outward mobility of their students via a 

process whereby each university reports data to a secure central depository (AUIDF, 

2019). This enables production of aggregated national data as well as allowing each 

institution to compare its own performance against national benchmarks. 

In 2017, 37 Australian universities reported a total of 49,263 of their enrolled students 

had studied abroad, an increase of 12 per cent on the previous year. Seventy two per 

cent were undergraduate students; the remainder were postgraduate students, of whom 

over half were postgraduate research students. This is an appropriate representation of 

undergraduate students who represented 71 per cent of the total domestic student 
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population, although an over-representation of postgraduate research students, who only 

represented four per cent of the total student population in 2017. Details of each study 

abroad episode, including gender and field of study, as well as destination and duration 

of travel, are also captured (Department of Education, 2018). 

As study abroad is commonly undertaken in a bachelor student’s final year, an index of 

study abroad participation in Australian universities is calculated as a proportion of the 

graduating cohort for that year (Department of Education, 2018). On this basis, the 

29,428 domestic undergraduates students who studied abroad in 2017 represent 22 per 

cent of all domestic students graduating from 2017, which is greater than an equivalent 

figure of 16 per cent calculated by the USA in 2016-17 (Farrugia et al., 2017). Although 

data on short-term study abroad by country is relatively scarce, this data suggests that 

the Australian domestic university student population has a relatively high study abroad 

participation rate (Department of Education, 2018). 

 

8.2.7.2 Methods 

The substantial participation by Australian university students and the substantial 

financial investments made by both universities and government, including 

approximately $50 million per annum contributed through the New Colombo Plan 

(Department of Foreign Affairs, 2018), represent strong rationales to establish a reliable 

measure of the return on investment gained from studying abroad. This can be achieved 

by analysing graduate employment outcomes data available from a nationally-

coordinated survey of Australian higher education alumni (Social Research Centre, 

2018). The annual Graduate Outcomes Survey (GOS) captures graduate employment 

data on former students and asks whether they studied abroad while completing their 

Australian qualification. The full scope of the survey enables study abroad participation 

to be linked to detailed information about graduates’ academic performance and 

demographic background, as well as their employment outcomes. This allows the 

impact of studying abroad to be measured between different disciplines and between 

different demographic groups. 

In the 2018 GOS, 40 Australian universities and 38 non-university higher education 

institutions participated (Social Research Centre, 2018). Students of participating 

institutions were sent an electronic invitation inviting them to respond to an online 
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survey conducted in late 2018 in relation to graduates who completed their studies in 

2017. The response rate for eligible graduates from participating institutions was 42 per 

cent. 

Responses from 59,810 domestic graduates to a question regarding whether they 

were in full-time employment within four months of graduation were extracted from the 

national data set and sorted with respect to whether respondents had answered yes or no 

to a question about having studied abroad. This extracted data was further sorted by 

demographic cohorts to enable the same comparison to be made between genders, levels 

of socioeconomic status and major fields of study (see Table 2).  

Successful employment outcomes for graduates who had studied abroad and those who 

had not were tested for statistically-significant difference using a two-sample binomial 

test with significant level, 0.05 (two-sided test). As shown in Table 2, a significant 

difference was found between the employment outcomes of all graduates who had 

studied abroad, compared to those who had not. Significant differences were also found 

when the same graduate population was split into gender cohorts (male and female 

graduates) and also socioeconomic status cohorts (high, medium and low). When the 

same population was split into major field of study cohorts, no significant difference 

was found for graduates in most fields, excepting those who majored in Management & 

Commerce or in the Other category comprising other study fields with relatively low 

volumes of students. This finding suggests that studying abroad did not affect the 

employment outcomes of graduates in these fields. 

Having established a statistically-significant difference between the employment 

outcomes of most graduates who studied abroad and those who had not, the size of the 

apparent effect of studying abroad was then estimated by calculating Cohen’s h for the 

proportions of graduates who studied abroad and were successful in gaining full-time 

employment within four months of graduation, compared with the employment success 

of graduates who did not study abroad. In this context, Cohen’s h quantifies the 

apparent effect of studying abroad, where a value of 0.2 is considered to represent only 

a small effect, 0.5 is a moderate effect and 0.8 a large effect (Cohen, 1988). 

Limitations of the methods used in this study 

Students who study abroad have a number of common characteristics that could 

contribute to them achieving better employment outcomes. These should also be 
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analysed before reaching a definitive conclusion that the experience of studying abroad 

was the primary causal factor underlying better employment outcomes. In this study it 

has been possible to investigate whether an apparent effect of studying abroad was 

independent of gender, socioeconomic status and field of education.  

A common characteristic of study abroad students is strong academic performance 

reflected in (for example) a high grade point average (GPA), which is often an 

eligibility criterion for participation in student exchange and study abroad programmes. 

Here it would be important to establish a student’s pre-departure GPA since better 

academic performance and a higher GPA specifically are commonly-claimed outcomes 

subsequent to studying abroad (Twombly et al, 2012). Similar to the approach used in 

this study, Sutton and Rubin (2010) demonstrated a consistent improvement in student 

graduation rate following studying abroad irrespective of gender, race or pre-departure 

GPA.  

While the data underlying this study incorporates linkage between graduate outcome 

data and student academic records, the graduate outcome data is limited to a binary 

measure of whether graduates did or did not study abroad before graduating, leaving no 

opportunity to identify the timing of their study abroad experience nor a pre-departure 

GPA score. Such an analysis would become achievable by integrating data about study 

abroad episodes within student academic progress records. Given the growing 

importance of studying abroad in Australia and elsewhere, such integration is a 

foreseeable future development. 
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8.2.7.3 Results 

 

Table 8.2.2. Proportions of domestic graduates in full-time employment within 

four months of graduation, comparing those who studied abroad and those who 

did not. 

Data extracted on author’s request from Social Research Centre (2018). 

*Excludes responses where the category was not reported 
#Includes a small number of dual majors and double degrees which are double-counted 

**Includes the broad fields Natural and Physical Sciences (incorporating mathematics); 

Information Technology; Engineering; and Agricultural and Environmental Studies. 
## Includes the broad fields Society and Culture & Creative Arts. 

Graduate cohort 

Graduates 

who had 

studied 

abroad 

Proportion of 

respondents 

in full-time 

employment 

within four 

months of 

graduation 

Graduates 

who had 

not 

studied 

abroad 

Proportion of 

respondents 

in full-time 

employment  

within four 

months of 

graduation 

Difference 

is 

statistically 

significant 

at p≤0.001 

(Yes or No) 

Effect 

size 

(Cohen's 

h) 

By gender* 
    

 
 

Female 4,821 75% 33,246 72% Yes 0.07 

Male 2,444 76% 19,256 71% Yes 0.11 

By socioeconomic status* 
  

 

 
High 3,074 77% 15,706 73% Yes 0.09 

Medium 3,161 74% 26,429 71% Yes 0.07 

Low 894 75% 9,197 70% Yes 0.11 

By major field  of study# 

   

 
 

STEM** 1,343 74% 12,121 67% Yes 0.15 

AHSS## 3,344 67% 16,874 63% Yes 0.08 

Management    

& Commerce 
852 77% 6,919 76% 

No 

(p=0.518) 
0.02 

Health 1,228 91% 11,208 79% Yes 0.34 

Other 505 83% 5,416 80% 
No 

(p=0.109) 
0.08 

Total 7,272 75% 52,538 71% Yes 0.09 
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The data presented in Table 2 demonstrate that the employment success of graduates 

who studied abroad (75 per cent) was four percentage points higher than of graduates 

who did not study abroad (71 per cent), where employment success was measured as the 

proportion in full time employment within four months of graduation. A consistently 

positive impact is also apparent across different disciplines, notably in the health field, 

where those who studied abroad (91 per cent) had the largest percentage point gain over 

those who did not (79 per cent).   

It is important to consider whether this finding represents an incidental correlation, or 

whether studying abroad was a key causal factor in enhancing employment success. 

Hence, it was considered important to test the overall finding against other variables 

that could also contribute to employment success. The data in Table 2 show that the 

apparent positive impact of studying abroad is sustained in both female and male 

genders and across different levels of socio-economic status. Gender and socioeconomic 

status are both considered to have a segregating effect on employment outcomes 

(Pitman, Roberts, Bennett & Richardson, 2019). Given studying abroad had a positive 

effect on all underlying cohorts, it could be concluded that the effect of studying abroad 

is independent of these demographic factors.  

In summary, the analysis presented in Table 2 demonstrates that employment outcomes 

for graduates who studied abroad were significantly more favourable than for those who 

did not study abroad. This suggests a quantifiable positive effect does arise from 

studying abroad, albeit the magnitude of that effect (measured by Cohen’s h) is quite 

small, suggesting that the positive effect of studying abroad is marginal in most cases, 

one exception being graduates in health fields were the effect size (0.34) was more 

substantial.   

 

8.2.8 Conclusion 

This article presented an analysis of available data on the impact of studying abroad on 

graduate employment outcomes in Australia. It found that graduates who had studied 

abroad did gain a statistically-significant advantage, with a higher proportion entering 

full-time employment within four months of graduation than those who did not study 

abroad. However, assuming studying abroad was the main causal factor, the size of its 

effect of graduate employment outcomes was relatively marginal. At the aggregate 
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population level, studying abroad might be best described as giving graduates a slight 

edge over other graduates in the job market, although there were indications in the data 

that the impact of studying abroad may be greater for particular students in particular 

fields of study, notably in the health fields. 

Short-term study abroad, undertaken while completing a qualification at home, is a 

distinct area of international education with different drivers and outcomes than longer-

term international study undertaken to gain a full qualification in another country 

(Beerkens et al., 2016). At the time of writing, the proportion of students participating 

in short-term study abroad does not greatly exceed 20 per cent for any country that 

reports such data and many countries have established strategies to grow that 

participation further (Nerlich, 2016). This article has argued that more convincing 

evidence of return on investment, in the form of outcomes data, would contribute to 

further increasing participation. It would also help secure the ongoing support of 

government and other funding sources which anticipate that studying abroad will 

enhance graduate employability, grow international entrepreneurship and, as a 

consequence, increase national economic prosperity (Forsey, Broomhall, & Davis, 

2012). 

Studying abroad is generally not mandatory for the completion of an academic 

programme, which may give some students and graduate employers the impression that 

it is a frivolous activity. This may be further exacerbated by marketing strategies which 

often emphasise the tourism value of a study destination rather than the learning 

outcomes a student could achieve by travelling there (Pitman, Broomhall, McEwan, & 

Majocha 2010). Previous research has identified that participating students do perceive 

that studying abroad contributes to their personal growth, confirming they perceive 

studying abroad as having genuine educational value, but pursuing personal growth 

represented those students’ primary motive, ahead of specific academic or career 

benefits (Nerlich, 2018).  

Improved employment outcomes that correlate with study abroad participation have 

been reported (Waibel, Petzold, & Rüger, 2018). However, isolating studying abroad as 

the key causal factor in those improved employment outcomes remains challenging 

(Twombly et al, 2012). Within one institution, it can be difficult to establish adequate 

survey sample sizes with sufficient inherent diversity to be able to investigate 
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confounding influences such as socio-economic status (Allinson, 2017). The solution 

employed by several US university consortia has been to aggregate data over several 

years, after checking the data across those years for consistency in demographic 

diversity and range (Sutton & Rubin, 2004). Capturing such data at a national level has 

been achieved in Australia, perhaps expedited by its relatively small population which 

is serviced by less than 50 universities (Universities Australia, 2018). The UK has gone 

one step further in integrating study abroad episodes within national student data sets 

(Allinson, 2017). 

Australia’s approach to measuring the impact of studying abroad on graduate 

employment outcomes demonstrates the advantage of capturing a large volume of 

responses to enable valid disaggregation and subsequent analysis by different fields of 

study and by different demographic groups. These insights can provide graduates with 

evidence that studying abroad does add value to their particular discipline major and the 

consistency of effect across demographic groups supports the view that studying abroad 

is a causal factor in enhanced graduate employment outcomes and not just an incidental 

correlation. Some literature sources suggest better employment outcomes associated 

with studying abroad may just arise from the over-representation of students from high 

socioeconomic backgrounds, who generally have better employment outcomes anyway 

(Waters & Brooks, 2010). However, this study found that students from lower 

socioeconomic backgrounds who studied abroad also gained better employment 

outcomes. This finding does not rule out other related factors contributing to, or being 

more direct causal factors of, study abroad alumni’s improved employment outcomes. 

For Australia, a comprehensive analysis of all such possible contributions awaits the 

integration of study abroad episodes within the existing national student records 

database, enabling all such data to then be linked with graduate outcomes data collected 

through an annual national survey. 

Such outcomes data provides graduates with evidence that will enable them to convince 

potential employers that their study abroad experience sets them apart from other 

applicants with equivalent qualifications (Gardner et al, 2008). In such discussions, 

identifying skills gained that are specific to their field of study and expected graduate 

capabilities arising from their study abroad experience will be vital.  
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Discussion in the literature has centred on the value of short term study abroad in 

developing intercultural competency and global awareness (Deardorff, 2006a). The 

development of such generic skills may well be of generic benefit to graduates of a 21st 

century globalised economy and be of specific curricular benefit to those who studied in 

fields such as international relations. However, a student in engineering who studies 

abroad is likely to be more interested in adding value to their graduate capabilities in 

engineering (Jesiek et al., 2014) than in pursuing loosely-defined global engagement 

skills.  

An important objective of this paper has been to promote the need for comprehensive 

and continuous data collection strategies which can provide evidence to confirm the 

value of studying abroad and the potential return on investment it offers. It is also the 

case that having data about study abroad participation and the representation of different 

disciplinary and demographic cohorts will be useful for programme evaluation. 

Something lacking from the Australian graduate outcomes data discussed here is detail 

on programme type and duration, as survey respondents were only asked to indicate if 

they did or did not study abroad. Hence, there is limited opportunity to compare the 

relative performance of different programmes to meet different learning objectives or to 

deliver a better return on investment. Such opportunities await further integration of 

study abroad episodes into Australia’s national student data collection which would 

then enable details of study abroad episodes taken by a student to be linked to a 

comprehensive record of that student’s prior and subsequent academic progress.  

This paper has sought to extend the currently recognised barriers to study abroad 

participation, namely: financial and opportunity costs; family and work commitments; 

curricular constraints; and fear of the unknown, including language barriers. An 

additional, if not overarching, barrier is that students do not have access to convincing 

evidence that there is a genuine return on investment. As discussed in this paper, such 

evidence of a tangible return on investment can be established from robust outcomes 

data. Hence, it is recommended that any strategy to grow study abroad participation 

should include the capture of such data. 
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8.3 Epilogue 

 

This chapter presented the final stage of this research project aiming to establish a basis 

for evaluating the benefit of studying abroad, including the establishment of a robust 

evidence base to support such evaluation. The article at section 8.2 argued that that the 

best way to enhance study abroad participation is to establish reliable evidence of a 

return on investment available to participants in the form of enhanced learning and 

employment outcomes.  

 

The following Chapter 9 synthesizes the findings and perspectives captured in Chapters 

2 to 7 that addressed the research questions which underlie this thesis (see Chapter 1.4). 

In Chapters 2 and 3, prevalent narratives that imply the benefits of studying abroad are 

either self-evident or guaranteed were critiqued and the need for more evidence-based 

evaluation was established. In Chapters 3 and 4 of the thesis, analysis of existing data 

sources was used to constrain the definition of studying abroad to differentiate it from 

other forms of student mobility and to provide a basis for monitoring and evaluation. 

Chapter 5 identified that studying abroad from Australia was inclusive of disadvantaged 

groups, although overall participation appeared constrained with respect to seeing the 

initial enthusiastic intent of first year students not be fully realised in later years. 

Chapters 6 and 7 investigated the lived experience of Australian students studying 

abroad, with Chapter 6 specifically focused on China, the most popular destination for 

Australian students in recent years, while Chapter 7 presented survey data from 

Australian students studying across all destinations. In both cases, it was apparent that 

the experience and motives of students studying abroad did not closely match the 

expectations of their institution of study abroad funding bodies. Chapter 8 then engaged 

with the central issue of how study abroad could be evaluated, with a focus on improved 

employment outcomes for students who have studied abroad and options to enhance the 

evidence base to enable ongoing evaluation activities.  

 

These themes and findings are brought together in Chapter 9 to draw conclusions and 

make recommendations that are primarily based upon data from Australia but are 

intended to be equally applicable to the global context. 
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Chapter 9: Conclusions, Directions and Implications 

 

9.1 Key research questions addressed in this thesis 

 

This thesis has raised and answered a number of key questions in relation to Australian 

tertiary students travelling abroad: 

1. What are the stated purposes and anticipated outcomes of studying abroad – and 

are those outcomes measurable from available data? 

2. What data best profiles the population of interest (students undertaking study 

abroad) and what trends does it show (with respect to participants, growth and 

destinations)?  

3. Does studying abroad have different impacts on students from different 

demographic backgrounds (for example): 

 gender;  

 socio-economic status; or 

 other disadvantaged groups? 

4. Do the expected benefits and outcomes of  studying abroad vary depending upon 

(for example): 

 field and level of study; 

 destination; or 

 duration? 

5. What is the lived experience for Australian students studying abroad and does it 

match the expectations of study abroad proponents and funding bodies, including 

the students’ home universities? 

6. Can studying abroad be framed as a pedagogy able to deliver a range of different 

learning outcomes that accord with different curricula? 

7. What interventions are needed to establish a robust evidence base to enable 

evaluation of studying abroad with respect to whether the varying purposes of 

different programs are being fulfilled?  

8. How could this research usefully inform policy makers in the Australian 

Government and universities? 

 

In the interests of sharing new information as quickly as possible with relevant 

institutions and fellow researchers, certain findings have progressively been published. 
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However, this thesis has taken a much wider perspective than is possible in a series of 

word constrained published articles and has investigated both the context (policy and 

data reporting) and the experience of study abroad to date. In section 9.2, the findings in 

relation to each question are analysed. Sections 9.3 and 9.4 respectively deal with the 

directions and implications of the research. 

 

As is indicated by the title of this thesis and as detailed in Chapter 1, the purpose of this 

research is to identify a path towards a comprehensive evaluative framework for 

studying abroad. A number of key research findings have been achieved via review of 

existing programs in Australian universities (Chapter 2); data analysis of the scope and 

student participation in studying abroad (Chapters 3 to 5); survey-based research to 

investigate student experience and motives (Chapter 6 and 7) and the identification of a 

methodology to enable the ongoing reporting of a robust national indicator of graduate 

employment outcomes for students who studied abroad (Chapter 8). These research 

findings are broad in scope, albeit not as comprehensive in detail as might be achieved 

with greater commitment from government and the education sector to a data collection 

and program evaluation culture. Such ongoing commitment would enable students’ 

academic and graduate employment outcomes to be monitored with consistency and 

repeatability in a way that would facilitate comparative evaluation at the individual 

program level. This would then enable the benefits of study abroad as a pedagogy to be 

rigorously investigated, determining what combinations of study abroad types, durations 

and destinations might achieve the best return on investment for different students in 

different disciplines. 

 

9.2 Key findings 

Key findings against the research questions listed at section 9.1 are described below, 

noting questions 3 and 4 involve a number of interconnected findings which are dealt in 

one integrated section. 

 

9.2.1 Stated purposes and anticipated outcomes of studying abroad 

In order to evaluate a phenomenon, it is first necessary to identify its purposes and 

anticipated outcomes before investigating, through quantitative and/or qualitative 

research the extent to which those anticipated outcomes are being achieved.  
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The theoretical framework developed in Chapter 1 provided a perspective from which to 

consider the educative value of studying abroad; specifically, that studying abroad was 

an exemplar of experiential education, the primary goal of which is to maximise 

students opportunities to engage with the world and society outside the artificial 

environment of the classroom (Dewey, 1938). Studying abroad can also be considered a 

form of transformative learning, insofar as its intention is to modify students’ 

perspectives of the world through exposure to a foreign environment (Mezirow, 1997). 

It was also identified, as part of the detailed review of literature, that return on 

investment was a recurring theme across most areas of education and also that there 

were accepted and established principles for the evaluation of education which could be 

readily applied to the study abroad context.  

 

As detailed in Chapter 2, there is ongoing enthusiasm across Australian universities to 

continue growing participation in studying abroad. Hence, defining its purpose and 

establishing an evaluation methodology to determine how well that purpose is being 

met would seem a critical first step to demonstrate to students that there is value in 

participating (Twombly, Salisbury, Tumanut & Klute, 2012). In the large majority of 

cases short-term studying abroad is not mandatory and, since most participating 

students are likely to have to bear some of financial cost and may face opportunity costs 

such as interrupted employment or delayed completion of their studies, the disincentives 

to participate may outweigh the incentives.  

 

Common claims in the relevant literature are that studying abroad develops the graduate 

attributes of enhanced intercultural competence (Deardorff, 2006a) and global 

awareness (Tarrant, Rubin & Stoner, 2014). While such generic objectives are a useful 

starting point, it seems over simplistic to highlight these as the primary foci of program 

evaluation, especially given the huge diversity of study abroad program types available. 

Students from quite disparate fields of study are encouraged to study abroad for reasons 

which have specific and idiosyncratic relevance to their course curricula. Examples 

identified in the literature range from nursing to engineering, as well as foreign 

language study. Funding bodies, including governments and education institutions, also 

refer to generic objectives of studying abroad but these are generally more pragmatic, 

focusing on enhancing career outcomes, including international entrepreneurship and 

the development of international research linkages. Such pragmatic outcomes are likely 
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to be preferred by funding bodies (as well as students) as they represent a tangible 

return on investment for the national economy. 

 

This research commenced with an identification of the stated purpose of study abroad 

programs in Australia and elsewhere through a review of relevant literature. That 

analytic overview suggests that the purpose and perceived value of studying abroad is a 

contested space which has many advocates but there are also many critics who question 

the prevalence of advocacy on the grounds that it lacks a strong evidence base. For 

example, Woolf (2007, p496) stated: 

The field is burdened by myths and conceptions that exist unchallenged in 

the uncontested climate of study abroad.  

 

Forsey, Broomhall and Davis (2012, p130) cite a specific Australian example: 

[advice for students] considering studying abroad emphasises practical 

preparation over outcomes. What students are actually expected to learn is 

opaque. 

 

One important direction from the current research is that it is preferable to consider 

study abroad as a pedagogical strategy that can be used to enhance and enrich an 

existing curriculum. Hence, it is a means to an end, but that end (or learning outcome) 

may vary significantly depending on the curricular context in which study abroad is 

employed as a teaching and learning strategy. In other words the purpose of studying 

abroad may have some common principles, but should otherwise vary widely in 

accordance with students’ particular backgrounds and the type of study abroad program 

they undertake. As is clear from the relative policy vacuum deduced from the 

investigations underlying Chapter 2, it is apparent such purposes are rarely articulated 

by Australian universities who make no reference to the pedagogical aspects of study 

abroad or otherwise take them for granted. Yet surely the evaluation of a study abroad 

experience should be undertaken within the context of the curriculum with which a 

participating student is engaging where that evaluation aims to measure what value 

studying abroad has added to the anticipated learning outcomes of that curriculum 

(Tarrant et al., 2014). This study has established that such evaluation activities could 

readily be undertaken to generate evidence of the value of studying abroad in the 

context of specific curricula. 
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9.2.2 The data profile of study abroad activities 

Much of the underpinning research of this study has necessarily involved identifying 

and analysing data sources that had not previously been taken into account by national 

reporting agencies. Through that process it became apparent there are two distinct 

cohorts of Australian tertiary students who study in other countries. Firstly, there is a 

cohort of students who are completing a full qualification in another country. These 

students would generally not be captured in Australian education data systems as they 

are enrolled in a foreign education institution. To quantify this cohort, it is necessary to 

refer to the data systems of foreign countries. A comprehensive global record of these 

students is available from UNESCO, where the latest data available at the time of 

writing showed that 12,713 Australian students were studying towards a full 

qualification in another country in 2017 (UIS, 2019). 

 

The second cohort of Australian tertiary students studying in other countries are 

enrolled in Australian education institutions and hence is visible to Australian education 

data collections. These students are enrolled to complete a full qualification in Australia 

but choose to study abroad for a period of time while completing their Australian 

qualification and this cohort has been the focus of this study. As detailed in Chapter 3, 

this mode of short-term studying abroad is now clearly a global phenomenon although 

the two cohorts are often conflated. In fact, at a country-level, it is generally more 

difficult to obtain data about outgoing domestic students than about incoming 

international students, perhaps due to the economic significance of the latter. Where 

such data are available (e.g., the USA, the UK and China) it is apparent that Australian 

students have one of the highest propensities for studying abroad, represented by the 

statistic of 22 per cent of completing undergraduates in 2017 (Department of Education, 

2019) compared with approximately 16 per cent in the USA (IIE, 2019). This is not 

generally recognised as our small base population means the volume of outgoing 

Australian students is also small, 49,263 in 2017 (Department of Education, 2019). 

 

The comprehensive review of available data sources in Australia and globally (see 

Chapter 4) has enabled Australia’s activity to be benchmarked against other countries. It 

is apparent that the USA and Australia share similar trends with respect to having much 

larger volumes of students engaging in short-term study abroad as distinct from 

studying full degrees in other countries. The USA study abroad population (students 
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including researchers and interns (IIE, 2019)) has more than seven times that of 

Australia’s with 332,727 credit earning and 36,975 in non-credit earning programs. 

However, the USA has a resident population more than 13 times larger than that of 

Australia so, as noted above, Australia does have a higher per capita level of 

participation.  

 

Given that well established data sources on students studying in other countries are 

entirely focused on students studying towards full qualifications and exclude non-award 

study abroad episodes (examples include OECD and UNESCO data collections), it is 

difficult to quantify the global scale of the activity beyond stating that the full number 

exceeds the sum of known sources and hence would have exceeded 400,000 in 2017 

(see Chapter 4.2). This is considerably smaller than the known figure of over five 

million students enrolled in an award course outside their home country (UIS, 2019). 

 

Data from China indicates that the large majority of its outgoing students are enrolling 

in award courses, while 51 per cent of its incoming students from other countries were 

enrolling in non-award courses (Ministry of Education, 2018). Thus, a broad 

comparative picture emerges where internationally-mobile students from Asia 

commonly study in English-speaking countries, with the primary objectives of gaining 

an academic qualification and developing English language proficiency. Students from 

those English-speaking countries are now travelling to Asian countries in growing 

numbers, though generally for a shorter period before returning home to complete a 

qualification in their own country. Hence, their primary objective is solely to gain the 

experience of studying abroad. This analysis further highlights the importance of 

recognising that there is significant diversity of purpose for different internationally-

mobile students in different contexts. 

 

9.2.3 Who studies abroad and who does not 

Two research questions (4 and 5, see section 9.1) sought to investigate the diversity of 

students undertaking study abroad from Australia. This comprised investigating whether 

potentially disadvantaged groups were underrepresented; and whether studying abroad 

may have had differential impacts on these different groups. Section 5.1 of this thesis 

sought to further define the value proposition of studying abroad in this demographic 

context through a review of relevant literature to demonstrate that it is common practice 
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in any educational context to measure the benefit gained from education by comparing 

the long-term outcomes of students who studied to a certain level with others who did 

not.   

 

The publication at 5.2 draws on Australian data sources to investigate characteristics of 

Australian university students who studied abroad compared with those who did not. It 

is apparent in the USA literature that their study abroad population has traditionally 

demonstrated under-representation from women, ethnic minorities and lower 

socioeconomic classes (Twombly et al., 2012). Australian data shows no clear gender 

inequity while information on ethnic background was not available from publicly-

accessible data. Students from lower socioeconomic groups were present in lower 

numbers in the Australian study abroad population which is unsurprising given that this 

largely reflects their proportional representation in the base university student 

population. There are also indications in recent USA literature that access to study 

abroad opportunities by disadvantaged groups is increasing over time (Altbach, 

Reisberg & Rumbley, 2019). In any case, the finding that disadvantaged students still 

clearly had access to study abroad and are probably no more underrepresented in the 

study abroad population than they are in the general university student population was a 

pleasing finding and truncated any further investigation of causes underlying any 

identified demographic under representation. In any case, this would have been very 

difficult because the national survey underlying the publication at 5.2 has since been 

discontinued and current national data collections in the public domain lack the capacity 

to identify participation by students from different socioeconomic backgrounds.  

 

9.2.4 What is the students’ experience of studying abroad? 

The commonly cited transformative effect of studying abroad was explored in depth in 

Chapter 5 by drawing on the reported experiences of Australian students studying in 

China. A group of Australian students studying abroad in Beijing found themselves 

becoming members of a somewhat insular community of students from many other 

countries who had also chosen China as their international study destination – as distinct 

from readily establishing meaningful ties with the Chinese host community. The 

comradeship amongst these multinational students may have had as much of a 

transformative effect on the Australian students as their engagement with China, as 

analysed in the publication at Chapter 6.2.  
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Nonetheless, it was also apparent that a longer duration of stay led to a more immersive 

experience where students moved from primarily engaging with fellow international 

students to directly engaging with the Chinese local community, including moving out 

of student dormitories and into independent suburban housing. China is currently the 

most popular study destination for Australian university students, partly due to 

incentives available under the $AUD50 million per annum New Colombo Plan 

(Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2019, p.1): 

The New Colombo Plan is intended to be transformational, deepening 

Australia's relationships in the (Indo-Pacific) region, both at the individual 

level and through expanding university, business and other links. 

 

This study’s national student survey as detailed in Chapter 7 sought to investigate the 

motives of Australian students studying abroad in different destinations and across 

different fields and levels of study. Unexpectedly, the findings indicated almost no 

differences in student motives across these divergent student cohorts. From options 

which incorporated academic advancement and improved career prospects, the large 

majority of students chose personal development as their primary motive followed by 

engagement with a foreign culture. This finding suggests that student motives are not 

obviously aligned with the objectives of institutions and funding bodies which more 

often promote study abroad activities as opportunities to enhance graduate career 

outcomes, including international entrepreneurship that delivers soft diplomacy gains 

and direct economic benefit to the national economy (Department of Foreign Affairs, 

2018). 

 

Another important finding of the survey was that less than half of employed graduates 

reported their study experience as being of significance to their employer, although 80 

per cent indicated they were using skills that they had learned from studying abroad. 

This finding is consistent with research reported elsewhere in suggesting that students 

may not be fully informed of the rationales that underlie the incentives they receive to 

study abroad. It may also be the case that they need additional coaching/mentoring to 

enable them to communicate effectively to employers the relevant skills they have 

acquired through studying abroad that would add value in the workplace (Brandenburg 

et al., 2014).  

 



 

240 
 

9.2.5 Establishing the evidence base for evaluation 

Chapter 8 reviews existing evaluation strategies and offers suggestions about matching 

particular program types with particular evaluation strategies, as well as complementary 

quantifiable indicators with desired learning outcomes. As discussed throughout this 

thesis, a range of learning outcomes are potentially available from studying abroad 

encompassing attitudinal shifts, raised awareness, competencies in engaging with 

people from other cultures, as well as developing an understanding of different 

countries’ business practices and workplace cultures. The objectives of students are 

broadly focused on personal development, while education institutions aim to enhance 

their relevance and reputation, as well as building international linkages with foreign 

institutions. Governments perceive economic benefits from having a graduate workforce 

with a global skill set and broader soft diplomacy benefits from supporting international 

student mobility. While these learning outcomes can be investigated through survey-

based research, it has been argued throughout this thesis that graduate employment 

outcomes represent a tangible and readily quantifiable outcome indicator that has 

relevance for the objectives of students, education institutions and governments. It also 

has relevance to employers, who otherwise seem mostly unconvinced that studying 

abroad provides graduates with enhanced skills that would be useful in the workplace. 

Thus, without discounting the value of other learning outcomes, this thesis has sought to 

promote the value of graduate employment outcomes data as a robust outcome indicator 

for study abroad program evaluation. In Australia, this data is made publicly available 

on an annual basis at national aggregate level and at institution level and includes a data 

item about whether the graduate has studied abroad while a student. A separate data set 

with more details of student participation in studying abroad is also publicly available at 

national aggregate level and is available at institution-level for each participating 

institution, though this disaggregated data is not otherwise publicly available. 

 

The article at Chapter 8.2 accepted for publication proposes that the most effective way 

to build a study abroad evidence base to confirm the various claims made of studying 

abroad is to incorporate data on study abroad episodes within existing student record 

systems. The current approach to such data collection is inefficient because it involves 

duplication of effort and expense in the collection of information about student 

demographic and academic background given that this information is already available 

in existing student records.  
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What has been effectively established in recent years, prompted by a suggestion from 

this researcher, is the inclusion of a question on study abroad participation in the 

national Graduate Outcomes Survey (GOS) which draws on alumni records created in 

the Higher Education Statistics Collection (Department of Education, 2019d). As 

detailed in the article at Chapter 8.2, analysis of these data has indicated that there is a 

statistically-significant improvement in employment outcomes for students who studied 

abroad when compared with those who did not. Further, this effect was present 

regardless of students’ gender, socioeconomic status or field of study, a finding which 

gives support to the hypothesis that studying abroad may well be the underlying causal 

factor rather than just an incidental correlation.  

 

The statistically-measured effect size was quite small suggesting that, while the impact 

of studying abroad is real, it may also be marginal. As discussed above this is a high-

level aggregate measure which may overlay a wide range of both high and low impact 

study abroad episodes. The survey data is limited to identifying that the graduate either 

did (or did not) study abroad while a student at their university. Given that no further 

information on the nature of that study abroad episode is available within the current 

data collection arrangements, the scope of further analysis is necessarily limited.  

 

Alternatively, if it is the case that there is minimal variation in effect across most 

episodes and that the effect is consistently small, this may indicate there is only so much 

additional benefit that can be added to the already substantial benefit that an academic 

qualification provides in the job market. It could also be the case that Australian 

university students represent an already well-travelled student population for whom 

further exposure to foreign cultures and environments is somewhat further enriching but 

may not deliver the dramatic transformative effect claimed to be seen in students with 

no prior travel experience (McKeown, 2009). Of course it may also be the case that 

mentoring students about ways of presenting the outcomes of their study abroad 

experiences to potential employers might enhance the effect size. It must also be 

acknowledged that the GOS indicator is a relatively short-term outcome indicator 

(employment within four months of graduation) and a larger effect could become 

apparent for graduates tracked over longer time periods.  
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In any case, the approach used in this analysis represents a robust and readily 

reproducible method of quantifying the outcomes of studying abroad. The combination 

of seeking not only statistically-significant difference, but also a measure of the effect 

size is important to avoid overemphasising a finding of statistical difference. In this 

instance, there was a measureable benefit, but it was not large and hence the effect 

could not really be considered transformational. It might be more reasonable to apply 

the term transformational to the students’ lived experience where the impact of studying 

abroad may have dramatically altered their world view and their attitudes and ways of 

interacting with foreign cultures and peoples. Whether this leads to better employment 

outcomes will somewhat depend on the extent to which such acquired skills and 

knowledge will apply to particular workplace contexts in their subsequent careers.        

 

Repeated analyses and further research, ideally longitudinal, into the range of variables 

underlying employment outcomes is needed before concluding that the relatively 

marginal impact of studying abroad found in this analysis is fully generalisable. 

Nonetheless, the finding of marginal benefit is reassuring for anyone who does not, or is 

unable to, study abroad as they will not be irrevocably ‘left behind’. What can be 

concluded here is that the modest investment currently being made into study abroad in 

Australia does deliver a small measurable return on that investment.  

 

These findings provide the rationale for proceeding with a coordinated national effort to 

establish an evidence-based approach to evaluating study abroad programs. In the first 

instance, unequivocal evidence of the benefit of studying abroad represents an incentive 

to growing student participation, since it confirms a return on investment is 

demonstrable and also provides study abroad alumni with compelling evidence they can 

use in job interviews to distinguish themselves from other applicants. Secondly, with 

such an evidence base established, it would become possible to use it in determining the 

effectiveness of individual study abroad programs.  

 

This is where the key findings of this research thesis coalesce. It has been argued that 

evaluation of a study abroad episode should be made in the context of an established 

course curriculum. On that basis, it should be apparent that there is substantial diversity 

in purpose for students in different fields and at different levels of study and hence any 

evaluation of the effectiveness of a study abroad episode needs to address those specific 
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and diverse purposes. Thus, effective evaluation needs a very broad evidence base that 

is capable of capturing and evaluating the many different programs and pedagogical 

strategies available. With such evidence it then becomes possible to consider how 

effective a currently employed pedagogical strategy may be, as well as considering 

whether alternative approaches might deliver better outcomes. A mechanism to 

establish a national evidence base which then establishes the capacity to evaluate study 

abroad at both the national aggregate and individual program levels is outlined in the 

final section of this chapter (9.4). 

 

9.3 Synthesis and Directions 

This thesis has demonstrated that studying abroad is an unusual area of education 

activity in that it is not amenable to strict functional definitions. At least for Australia, it 

is the data collected and reported that largely defines what it is. Thus whatever is 

counted as a study abroad episode is just that and anything excluded from the data count 

is not. Within that national data is a vast diversity of activities involving students at all 

levels, undertaking study abroad episodes with durations ranging from a matter of days 

to a full year. A study abroad episode may sometimes substitute for components of a 

formal curriculum that are otherwise undertaken by students who do not study abroad 

but, often, study abroad activities are supplemental or entirely extraneous to a 

curriculum, for example encompassing a range of work experience activities and 

internships that are not identified as work-integrated learning (Smith, Bell, Bennett & 

McAlpine, 2018).  

 

This thesis has suggested that study abroad is most usefully conceptualised as a 

pedagogy, incorporating a wide range of teaching and learning strategies which can be 

applied across a wide range of contexts which can potentially lead to a wide range of 

different learning outcomes, both general and curriculum-specific. Drawing on 

Australian data as an example, perhaps the only features common to each and every 

study abroad episode are that a student travels abroad and that student is enrolled to 

complete an award qualification at the home university from which they depart. What 

then occurs within that episode and what outcomes are achieved is entirely in the hands 

of the students and their teachers. 
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Nonetheless, the research underlying this thesis has led to identifying an initial unified 

evaluation strategy that could reasonably address the apparent unity of all study abroad 

episodes, namely the measurement of graduate employment outcomes between cohorts 

of students who studied abroad and those that did not (see Chapter 8.2.7). The 

quantifiable and statistically significant enhancement delivered by study abroad is 

relatively minor when calculated at a national aggregate level. That aggregate figure is 

likely to be the total sum of some highly successful applications of study abroad 

pedagogy, as well as some failures and perhaps a large body of episodes that led to 

relatively mundane outcomes, which is what the national aggregate measure of only a 

few percentage points improvement seems to reflect. To confirm or refute this, 

evaluation of study abroad activities is needed at the individual program level and it is 

only at that level that ongoing evaluation leading to continuous quality improvement of 

those programs can occur. For Australia, it may be the case such evaluation activity is 

common within Australian universities, although minimal evidence of such activity was 

found in any public-facing documentation, nor on direct request as detailed in Chapter 

2. It has been argued in this thesis that more direct and compelling evidence of the value 

of studying abroad is needed if student participation is to grow to the aspirational levels 

sought by universities. While the enthusiasm of universities and governments to 

encourage and support students studying abroad is very apparent, it remains the case 

that, in the absence of a robust body of evidence, students are being asked to take a leap 

of faith in undertaking an activity that carries considerable financial and opportunity 

costs. 

 

Program-level evaluation should be undertaken in the context of specific curricula and 

hence create a body of evidence that would enable universities to distinguish their 

programs from others and potentially attract the interest of students from specific 

academic disciplines. In the absence of such publicly accessible evidence at the program 

level, this thesis - like the large majority of relevant literature - has instead focused on 

the potential benefits arising from studying abroad measured at a macro-level. As cited 

relevant literature claims that studying abroad develops generic skills such as global 

awareness and intercultural competencies, skills which are increasingly in demand in 

the globalised 21st century (Altbach & Engberg, 2014). It is largely on this basis that 

improved employment outcomes are anticipated, albeit there are broader claims that 

study abroad might also lead to greater independence, self-reliance and organisational 
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abilities. This thesis has proposed the value of studying abroad can be usefully 

considered from the perspective of return on investment, particularly given the large 

variance in duration of studying abroad episodes. So, for example, a small investment 

towards a short-term study abroad experience may only yield a small return in benefit, 

while a long-term experience requiring much more investment creates many more 

opportunities for genuine cultural immersion and transformational experiences (for 

example, see Chapter 6.2). It would be both naïve and implausible to propose that all 

study abroad experiences can deliver equal benefit.  

 

Several perspectives should also be considered here, including the investments made by 

students and their families; governments which fund scholarships and travel grants; and 

universities which provide funding as well as building partnerships with foreign 

universities. Universities also make significant investments in arrangements that ensure 

the safety and well-being of their students abroad (see Chapter 2.3). Conceptualising the 

return on investment for each of those parties enables consideration of what outcomes 

data may be of most interest to each and hence where the focus of evaluation at the 

macro-level should be. Improved graduate employment outcomes are likely to be of 

interest to all, of immediate interest to students and their families, while delivering 

reputational benefit to universities in demonstrating how their programs deliver 

outcomes and provide justification for governments with respect to the extent to which 

generous government funding inputs do deliver long-term benefits to the economy. In 

this respect, it seems apparent that the primary interest of government would be in data 

at the macro-level, indeed at a national level for the most part. For universities, there 

would seem to be more benefit in enabling a disaggregated view of the specific benefit 

of different study abroad program types for different students from different disciplines. 

Such an approach would also assist students and families to make more informed 

choices about which study abroad program might best suit them and their available 

budget. 

 

The main objective of this thesis, to establish an evaluative framework for study abroad 

programs, has been met with respect to capturing a national aggregate perspective on 

the outcomes of studying abroad and with capacity to further investigate the outcomes 

for students from different demographic backgrounds and different disciplines, 

travelling to different destinations (see Chapter 5.2.4 and Chapter 8.2.7). This provides 
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a useful evidential base for government funding bodies that operate at a national level 

and hence seek a national-level indicator of a return on investment, namely the 

enhanced graduate employment outcomes of study abroad alumni. This approach has 

been scoped as a practical approach for Australia, but is potentially applicable 

worldwide. Indeed, there are examples of such an approach having been implemented in 

the USA (Sutton & Rubin, 2010) and the UK (UK Higher Education International Unit, 

2016).  

 

Developing evaluation frameworks at an institutional level could readily follow the 

same principles but would, in practice, require access to data not available in the public 

domain. Further, there is an apparent paucity of defined purpose stated against the wide 

range of projects that are available at the institution level. Evaluation of a program 

involves assessing how effectively it has met its purpose and objectives. If these are not 

defined in the first place it is difficult to proceed. After several years of reviewing study 

abroad activities in Australia it seems that student participation rate is currently the 

major quantitative indicator of Australian study abroad program success, with little 

visible evaluative research that might identify why one program is more popular or 

effective than another. This approach seems to derive from a common assumption that 

the benefits of studying abroad are self-evident, neither requiring rigorous definition nor 

testing. There is much ongoing concerted effort towards further growing student 

participation but it seems that little consideration is given to the possibility that students 

may be looking for convincing evidence to confirm the many claims that studying 

abroad delivers tangible benefits that extend beyond the experience itself. Again, these 

findings have been informed by specific research conducted in Australia, but can be 

readily generalised to other global contexts. 

 

9.4 Implications for future research and policy 

A number of researchers in this field have identified that studying abroad has a greater 

positive impact on socioeconomically disadvantaged students than on other students. 

These students are likely to have had less prior access to international travel 

opportunities and thus the transformative impact of a first time travel experience may be 

more apparent (Allinson, 2017). This study was able to identify that Australian 

university students from low socioeconomic backgrounds were participating in studying 

abroad and gained more positive employment outcomes than did equivalent students 
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who did not study abroad, as did participants from all socioeconomic backgrounds (see 

Chapter 8.2.7). However, as only a small effect size was measurable for all cohorts no 

clear conclusion can be drawn about whether one cohort gained more benefit than 

another. Access to more disaggregated data at institution and program level would 

enable more robust analysis of the impact of studying abroad on disadvantaged 

students. 

 

Confirmation that studying abroad does have greater impact on disadvantaged students 

would provide sound justification for targeting more available funding towards assisting 

disadvantaged students to access study abroad opportunities. For Australia and 

elsewhere, this highlights the need for a more robust evidence base built upon the 

integration of study abroad episodes within student records. Such an approach would 

enable a comparative evaluation of the impact of study abroad on the learning and 

graduate employment outcomes on a range of under-represented and disadvantaged 

groups. 

 

The availability of such data would also enable investigations to be undertaken about 

the effectiveness of study abroad as a pedagogical strategy such as, for example: 

 Can the impact of studying abroad be compared and contrasted across different 

program types, durations and destinations? 

 Does studying abroad provide a greater impact for some disciplines than others?  

 What modes of studying abroad are best suited to the achievement of different 

learning outcomes? 

 Do some learning abroad destinations represent better learning environments than 

others and, if so, ought this to be a discipline-specific consideration? 

 

Access to graduate outcomes data can provide valuable perspectives on the contribution 

of study abroad to employability. However, a full investigation of graduate 

employability should also include graduate employer perspectives, which would enable 

a better alignment of study abroad programs to employer needs.  

 

Future research could also investigate a number of methodological issues with the aim 

of strengthening the validity of calculated findings drawn from graduate outcomes data. 

Multivariate regression analysis of large data collections may highlight biases 
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introduced by demographic variables such as socioeconomic status, gender and age 

group, which may independently correlate with employment outcomes. Such analyses 

could guide the appropriate weighting of data to enable valid conclusions to be drawn 

from smaller survey samples. Such analyses would also assist in determining 

appropriate sample frames and control group cohorts for such survey-based research 

(Haupt, Ogden & Rubin, 2018). 

 

While it was beyond the scope of this thesis to produce econometric estimates of the 

return on investment available from the wide range of different study abroad program 

types, this study has nevertheless provided a sound basis for such an investigation. Data 

sources to quantify student numbers, destinations and durations have been identified 

and information on the quanta of funding sources is either published or available on 

request. The student survey undertaken as part of this research is an example of how 

students’ estimations of their own out-of-pocket costs could be estimated (see Appendix 

D, Question 22). Quantifying the return on investment at this level would require 

investigation of salary gains for those who studied abroad versus those that did not, but 

also a broader modelling of the anticipated contribution to the economy gained by 

enriching the workforce with employees have enhanced global awareness and 

intercultural competence, as well as a growing number of expatriates working offshore 

in areas of trade or other global entrepreneurship. 

 

For Australia specifically it is the case that the additional cohort of Australian students 

who study full qualifications overseas is readily quantifiable from global data sources 

managed by the OECD and UNESCO. However, as a group they are relatively 

inaccessible to researchers insofar as they may have no association with Australian 

education institutions and may remain out of the country for extended periods after 

completing their studies. Some case study research of select individuals may make it 

possible to estimate the employment outcomes of this group, as well as the economic 

contribution these graduates make with respect to building diplomatic, business and 

trade links between Australia and the countries they gained a qualification in. In 

accordance with the volume of outgoing students from China, the Chinese government 

has established processes to enable the quantification of how many students studying 

full degrees return to China (Ministry of Education, 2018). Such effort may not be 

warranted for the much smaller population of Australian internationally-mobile 
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students; however, China’s example indicates that such an analysis is technically 

feasible. 

 

Finally, should Australia and other countries wish to adopt an ongoing commitment to 

study abroad evaluation, a consistent national approach to data collection could be 

established through a relatively minor alteration to existing national data collection 

efforts. For Australia specifically, the inclusion of study abroad episodes into the Higher 

Education Statistics Collection would enable participation to be linked to existing 

student records, which already hold student demographic and academic data, hence 

enabling study abroad propensity to be measured across different demographic groups 

(including disadvantaged groups), as well as across all fields and levels of study. This 

would not represent a substantial administrative burden since a data collection process 

is currently in place via an external service provider managing the collation of data from 

universities and the subsequent reporting of national aggregate data on behalf of the 

Australian Universities International Directors Forum (AUIDF) The proposed 

adjustment to this process would be for each university to enter its own data via the 

existing mechanisms for data entry to the Higher Education Statistics Collection. 

 

Having established this approach within university student record systems, it would 

then become possible to track the outcomes of study abroad alumni, both immediately 

and longitudinally, through the existing national graduate outcomes survey. This 

approach would not only capture the aggregate information presented in this thesis, but 

enabled more detailed analyses through drawing on linked student records, rather than 

having to seek a narrower range of duplicated information through the current data 

capture process. 
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Appendix A: Authorship Attribution Statement: 2 August 2019 

 

Nerlich, S., Tan, R., Velliaris, D., Yu, P., & Lawson, C. (2018). Australian students in 

China: Making the foreign familiar. In Dervin, F, Du, X, & Härkönen, A. (Eds.), 

International Students in China: Education, Student Life and Intercultural Encounters 

(p. 121-144). Palgrave Macmillan, Cham. 

 

The paper “Australian Students in China: Making the Foreign Familiar” published in 

the above compiled text investigates the lived experience of Australian students 

studying abroad in China, focusing on the expected versus actual benefits of the 

experience. Mr Tan a former graduate student of the Australian National University and 

contributed insights from his research on Australian students in China. Ms Velliaris an 

academic with interests in Australia-China bilateral student mobility contributed sound 

advice and editorial guidance. Ms Yu a former international student from China and Mr 

Lawson, former First Secretary (Education and Research) in the Australian Embassy in 

Beijing, China  provided important contextual advice. The five authors proportional 

contributions to the published article are summarised below. 

 

Proportional contributions 

  Contributions 

Contribution Areas Steve Nerlich Ross Tan 

Donna 

Velliaris Ping Yu 

Christopher 

Lawson 

Conceptual design 55% 35% 5%   

Literature review 50% 30% 10% 5% 5% 

Drafting sections 45% 30% 5% 10% 10% 

Editing & finalising sections 70% 10% 20%   

Proofreading 60% 10% 20% 10% 10% 

Revisions after critical review  80% 5% 15%   

Total 60% 20% 12% 4% 4% 

 

My co-authors have given permission for the full content of the publication and 

additional content collated for the purpose of the publication to be included in this 

thesis.  
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Appendix B: Request for assistance from all Australian universities 

 

As detailed in Chapter 1.5.1.1 all Australian universities were approached with an email 

request to provide information about their study abroad policies. The correspondence is 

below. 

 

The first request  (15 October 2019) 

I am writing to seek your assistance in research I am conducting on the participation of 

Australian students studying abroad from Australian universities (e.g., student exchange 

programs, faculty-led study tours, internships and other activities funded through the New 

Colombo Plan) and would be grateful for your assistance in identifying relevant policy 

documents operating in this space at your university. So far I have published five articles 

in relation to the project and a sixth is under consideration. 

  

At this stage I am seeking to identify specific policies, purpose statements, participation 

targets, anticipated learning outcomes and other relevant documentation that captures 

your university's key objectives in encouraging and supporting your students to study 

abroad.  

 

Hence I am writing to request your assistance with identifying and sharing relevant 

policy documents, including web-published material and any comments you wish to 

offer directly. When I have synthesised all university contributions into a single 

document I would be happy to share it with you if this would be helpful. 

  

I would be most grateful to receive a response from you at steve.nerlich@anu.edu.au by 

close of business 31 October 2019 or please contact me on 0434 650438 if you would 

like to discuss any issues relating to this request. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

Steve Nerlich, PhD candidate 

Australian National University 

 

 

 

mailto:steve.nerlich@anu.edu.au
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A follow up request (11 November 2019) 

 

Dear colleagues, 

  

Re below I received only one response to this request (thank you University of South 

Australia). Could I please make the same request again with an extended deadline of 

Friday 15 November? If the requested material is not available for sharing I would be 

grateful to know that also. You could just respond with a quick “No” if that is the case. 

 

Many thanks, 

Steve Nerlich, PhD candidate 

Australian National University 
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Appendix C: Survey questionnaire 

Section 1. Your international study experience  

This is a survey for students from Australian universities who are currently undertaking, or 

have returned from, a study experience overseas. Both Australian and international students 

are encouraged to participate. 

 

However, only international students who are based in an Australian university and studying 

towards a full Australian qualification should participate. If you are visiting Australia on a study 

abroad or exchange program you should not participate. 

Q1. What kind of an international study experience have you had? Please pick 

one of the following options: 

  

  
 

An experience that did not earn course credit  

 

  

  
 

An experience outside of semester (e.g. a summer school) that did 

earn course credit  

 

  

  
 

A student exchange program  

 

  

  
 

A study abroad program  

 

  

  
 

Joint or double degree program  

 

  

  
 

Full degree (coursework) program at an overseas university  

 

  

  
 

Full degree (research) program at an overseas university  

 

  

  
 

Overseas research work that contributed to an Australian research 

degree  

 

  

  
 

Other (please specify)   

 

  

Q2. Did your international study experience take place across more than one 

university and/or in more than one country? 

  

  
  Yes   No  

  

Q3. Please state the name of the university that you spent the majority of your 

international study experience in: 
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Q4. Please select the country in which that university was located from the 

drop-down list below: 

  

  
 if Other   

  

Q5. Please indicate the duration of your international study experience   

  
 

Less than 4 weeks  

 

  

  
 

Between 4 weeks and 3 months  

 

  

  
 

Between 3 months and 6 months  

 

  

  
 

Between 6 months and 1 year  

 

  

  
 

More than 1 year  
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Section 2. Your background  

This section of questions seeks more details about yourself. 

Q6. What is your gender?   

  
 

  

Q7. What was your age range when you had your international study experience?   

  
 

  

Q8. Are you a part-time student?   

  
  Yes   No  

  

Q9. Are you an international student? (An international student is a non-resident 

studying in Australia on a student visa). 

  

  
  Yes   No  

  

Q10. If you are (or were) enrolled to complete an Australian qualification in an 

Australian university when you had your international study experience, please 

state the name of that university (or its acronym). 

  

  
    

 

  

Q11. Please choose from one of the following to describe the major field of study for 

the degree in which you had your international study experience 

  

  
 

Natural and Physical Sciences  

 

  

  
 

Mathematics  

 

  

  
 

Engineering  

 

  

  
 

IT  

 

  

  
 

Agriculture, Environmental & Related Studies  

 

  

  
 

Architecture & Building  

 

  

  
 

Health  
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Education  

 

  

  
 

Food, Hospitality & Personal Services  

 

  

  
 

Creative Arts  

 

  

  
 

Law  

 

  

  
 

Foreign language  

 

  

  
 

Arts and humanities  

 

  

  
 

Business, management, accounting or commerce  

 

  

  
 

Communications and journalism  

 

  

  
 

Other   

 

 

Section 3. Why did you do it?  

This section asks about your reasons for choosing to study outside Australia. 

Please describe how important the following reasons for studying overseas were to you: 

Q12

. 

Completion of mandatory credit points for my degree   

  
  Extremely important   Important   Somewhat important   

Unimportant  

  

Q13

. 

Interaction with people from a different culture   

  
  Extremely important   Important   Somewhat important   

Unimportant  

  

Q14

. 

Exposure to different teaching or research methods in my field of study   

  
  Extremely important   Important   Somewhat important   

Unimportant 

  

Q15

. 

Personal development (e.g. self-confidence, independence)   



 

288 
 

 

  Extremely important   Important   Somewhat important   

Unimportant  

  

 

 

Q16

. 

Access to expertise and facilities that were not available in Australia   

  
  Extremely important   Important   Somewhat important   

Unimportant  

  

Q17

. 

Making connections with professional colleagues in another country   

  
  Extremely important   Important   Somewhat important   

Unimportant  

  

Q18

. 

Experience that will help me develop an international career   

  
  Extremely important   Important   Somewhat important   

Unimportant  
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Section 4. Support received  

Q19. How satisfied were you with the support services provided by the overseas university (e.g. were 

you met on arrival;  

did you receive an orientation to the university)? 

  

  
  Very satisfied   Satisfied   Disatisfied   Very disatisfied  

  

Q20. If you were enrolled in an Australian university when you undertook your international study 

experience, how satisfied were you with support services provided by that university (e.g. 

destination selection, pre-departure information)? 

  

  
  Very satisfied   Satisfied   Disatisfied   Very disatisfied   I was not enrolled  

  

Q21. Please select from below any sources of funding you received to support your international study 

experience: 

  

  
 

Scholarship or other funds from my Australian university  

 

  

  
 

Fulbright scholarship or stipend  

 

  

  
 

Erasmus Mundus scholarship or stipend  

 

  

  
 

Endeavour Award from the Australian Government  

 

  

  
 

Other scholarship or funds from the Australian Government  

 

  

  
 

OS-HELP loan  

 

  

  
 

Other student loan  

 

  

  
 

Other scholarship or funds from an organisation outside Australia  

 

  

  
 

Nil external support  

 

  

  

 

Other (please specifiy)   
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Q22. Please estimate the proportion of your international study and living expenses covered by the 

funding sources described in the previous question: 

  

  
  0 - 25%   26 - 50%   51 - 75%   76 - 100%  

  

Q23. Would you recommend an international study experience like yours to other students?   

  
  Yes   No   
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Section 5. Employment outcomes (optional)  

Please respond to the questions in this section if you have graduated and are now employed. 

Otherwise please now click the Submit button at the bottom of this page and thank you for 

participating in the survey. 

Q24

. 

Is the job you are in now closely related to the major field of education of your 

completed qualification. 

  

  
  Closely related   Related   Only slightly related   Unrelated  

  

Q25

. 

How important was your international study experience to your employer, when 

choosing you for the job you now have? 

  

  
  Extremely important   Important   Somewhat important   

Unimportant  

  

Q26

. 

Did your international study experience help you to develop skills that you use in your 

job? 

  

  
  Yes   No  

  

Q27

. 

Do you retain professional connections with colleagues that you met during your 

international study experience? 

  

  
  Yes   No  

  

Any further comments? 

Q28

. 

If you have any comments you wish to make about studying internationally, or about 

this survey, please do so here. 

  

  
     

  

Thank you for participating in the survey. Please now click the Submit button below. 
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Appendix D: Survey frequency count data 

 

Summary: 

There were 651 responses. 75 (nearly all international students) were excluded where 

declaring their study abroad destination to be Australia. Of the 576 responses 

remaining, 42 were international students and 2 did not report whether int. or domestic. 

 

Participating universities: 

A total of 14 universities were reported, 81 responses (16% of total) did not report their 

university. Of the remaining 495: 

 University of Melbourne: 232 

 University of Western Australia: 134 

 Australian National University: 32 

 University of Adelaide: 45 

 University of Wollongong: 10 

 Others: 42. These included: Griffith University, Royal Melbourne Institute of 

Technology, Swinburne University, the University of Victoria, the University of 

Technology Sydney, the University of New South Wales, University of Sydney 

and LaTrobe University.  

 

Participant demographic information (Questions 1-11)  

Gender: 

 368 female 

 204 male 

 2 identified as X 

 2 not reported. 

 

Age range: 

 0-18: 13 

 19-25: 494 

 26-35: 49 

 36-50: 6 

 51+: 12 

 2 not reported. 

 

Attendance at university: 

 Full-time: 524 

 Part-time: 49 

 2 not reported. 
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Duration of study abroad experience: 

 More than 1 year: 49 

 6 month-1 year: 120 

 3-6 months: 284 

 4 wks-3mnths:  67 

 Less than 4 weeks: 56 

 0 not reported 

 

Program type: 

 Study exchange: 288 

 Study abroad: 129 

 OS research: 13 

 Full degree (Research): 7 

 Full-degree (Coursework): 24 

 Joint/double degree: 5 

 Summer school: 64 

 No credit: 14 

 Other: 32 (including 4 internships) 

 0 not reported 

 

Countries (49 destinations in total) 

Country  Responses 

Austria 5 

Belgium 1 

Canada 47 

Chile 3 

China 28 

Colombia 2 

Czech Republic 3 

Denmark 23 

Finland 3 

France 35 

Germany 31 

Greece 1 

Hong Kong 10 

India 5 

Indonesia 7 

Iran 1 

Ireland 9 
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Israel 1 

Italy 25 

Japan 19 

Jordan 1 

Kenya 1 

Laos 1 

Madagascar 2 

Malaysia 2 

Mexico 8 

Mozambique 1 

Netherlands 14 

New Zealand 7 

Norway 12 

Portugal 1 

Russia 1 

Samoa 1 

Scotland 1 

Singapore 19 

Slovenia 1 

South Africa 5 

South Korea 7 

Spain 9 

Sri Lanka 1 

Sweden 19 

Switzerland  9 

Taiwan 2 

Thailand  3 

Tonga 1 

United Arab Emirates 1 

United Kingdom 91 

USA 94 

Vietnam 2 

(49 countries) 576 
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Multiple destinations 

No: 492 

Yes: 84 

0 not reported. 

 

Rationale for studying abroad (Questions 12-18): 

Q12. Completion of mandatory credit points for my degree 

Extremely important  111  

Important   161 

Somewhat important  137 

Unimportant   164 

Not reported  3 

 

Q13. Interaction with people from a different culture 

Extremely important  337  

Important   183 

Somewhat important  38 

Unimportant   17 

Not reported  1 

 

Q14. Exposure to different teaching or research methods in my field of study 

Extremely important  178  

Important   205 

Somewhat important  148 

Unimportant   43 

Not reported  2 

 

Q15. Personal development (e.g. self-confidence, independence) 

Extremely important  402  

Important   120 

Somewhat important  38 

Unimportant   15 

Not reported  1 

 

Q16. Access to expertise and facilities that were not available in Australia 

Extremely important  131  

Important   153 

Somewhat important  152 

Unimportant   136 

Not reported  4 

 

Q17. Making connections with professional colleagues in another country 

Extremely important  114  

Important   146 
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Somewhat important  194 

Unimportant   117 

Not reported  5 

 

Q18. Experience that will help me develop an international career 

Extremely important  245  

Important   189 

Somewhat important  102 

Unimportant   37 

Not reported  3 

 

Satisfaction measures 

Q19. How satisfied were you with the support services provided by the overseas 

university (e.g. were you met on arrival; did you receive an orientation to the 

university)? 

Very satisfied  200 

Satisfied  296 

Dissatisfied  62 

Very dissatisfied 9 

Not reported   9 

 

Q20. If you were enrolled in an Australian university when you undertook your 

international study experience, how satisfied were you with support services provided 

by that university (e.g. destination selection, pre-departure information)? 

Very satisfied  132 

Satisfied  308 

Dissatisfied  70 

Very dissatisfied 20 

Not reported   13 

I was not enrolled in an Australian university at the time: 33 

 

Funding sources (Question 21, multiple options could be chosen): 

Scholarship or other funds from my Australian university 

Y: 393 N: 183 

Fulbright scholarship or stipend 

Y: 1 N: 575 

Erasmus scholarship or stipend 

Y: 1 N: 575 

Endeavour Award from the Australian Government 

Y: 5 N: 571 

Other scholarship or funds from the Australian Government 

Y: 43 N: 533 
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OS-HELP loan 

Y: 183 N: 393 

Other student loan 

Y: 19 N: 557 

Other scholarship or funds from an organisation outside Australia 

Y: 29 N: 547 

Nil external support 

Y: 69 N: 507 

Other (please specify): 

43 other sources were specified (albeit some do fit the above categories) 

 

Funding support: 

Q22. Please estimate the proportion of your international study and living expenses 

covered by the funding sources described in the previous question: 

 

0-25%  245 

26-50% 146 

51-75% 97 

76-100% 81 

Not reported 7 

 

Satisfaction with experience: 

Q23. Would you recommend an international study experience like yours to other 

students? 

Yes: 557 No: 5 (Yes = 99%) 

13 not reported. 
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Employment 

Q24. Is the job you are in now closely related to the major field of education of your 

completed qualification. 

Related  75 

Closely related 92 

Only slightly related 30 

Unrelated  60 

Not reported  319 

 

Q25. How important was your international study experience to your employer, when 

choosing you for the job you now have? 

Extremely important  36  

Important   73 

Somewhat important  60 

Unimportant   61 

Not reported  346 

 

Q26. Did your international study experience help you to develop skills that you use in 

your job? 

Y: 181 N: 45 Not reported: 350 

 

Q27. Do you retain professional connections with colleagues that you met during your 

international study experience? 

Y: 139 N: 85 Not reported: 352 

 

 


