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INTRODUCTION
Cross-border higher education has become an important mode for globalizing higher education. It occurs 
when a provider, program, course material, teacher or student goes beyond the national boundaries 
(Varghese, 2008).

As Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) number four reflects the need for knowledge and skills relevant to 
promote development, recent years have witnessed a remarkable increase in the number of international 
students worldwide. 
The Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD) reports a tremendous rise in the 
number of international students from 2.1 million in 2000 to 4.6 million in 2015 (OECD; 2017, Robin Shields, 
2013). 
A greater part of these international students come from developing countries and mostly patronize western 
countries with English-speaking countries such as; the United States, United Kingdom, and Australia receiving 
about 40% of all international students (Altbach, 2004). 

Movement of students from developing countries to the developed world substantiated the issue of brain-
drain which plagued the African continent.  Despite the belief that students from developing communities 
usually move to developed countries to pursue higher education, studies have revealed changing trends in 
this perspective. 

 



PROBLEM STATEMENT
Current literature has revealed changing trends in  international student mobility which is 
evidenced by the rise in students moving to China, Japan, and Southeast Asia that has 
dramatically outpaced that of established destinations (Robin Shield, 2013). 
Ø These rapidly changing trends and shifts in flows necessitate further studies in this 

field ( South Africa within the SADC region as well as Ghana and Nigeria within the 
ECOWAS region are  emerging as new destinations). 

Ø The emergence of these new destinations is related to the strict visa regimes in Europe 
(Agbeniga, 2016) 

In spite of these changes, the factors that shape mobility of students within the African 
context and beyond are less discussed and have received very little attention in 
contemporary works thus; stays at the core of this study.



RATIONALE OF THE STUDY
Several studies have observed students from developing populations usually move to 
developed countries to pursue higher education.

Notwithstanding the strides made in literature, key gaps in knowledge are mainly 
noticeable in the changing patterns that are quite poorly exposed and barely present in 
current literature.
 
Furthermore, the benefits accrued by receiving countries and the mobility of students 
that is gradually contributing to the migration of highly-skilled and educated workers have 
also not been extensively studied. 



STUDY OBJECTIVES

In light of the above background, this paper has the following objectives:
1. Review the general trends and changing flows of international student mobility in 

Africa by considering existing literature and statistics. 
2. Examine how prevailing literature  projects student mobility from the global south 

towards the global north though there are changing trends. 
3. Explain how international student mobility in Africa has become quite a relevant trend 

leading to skilled labour migration.
4. Analyse the benefits accrued by receiving countries.



LITERATURE REVIEW
According to Macrander (2017) “globally and regionally, economically developed countries comprise the core 
of the world-system in tertiary education while less-developed nations are relegated to peripheral status” 
(Macrander, 2017: p.1)  

International student mobility of African students towards the global context is an old phenomenon. Mobility 
during the colonial era saw the flow of students from colonies to the colonialists‟ countries.  

The students‟ mobility during the early independence era, was still directly linked to the colonial ties. Most 
countries after independence in the 1960s, lacked indigenes who had the skills and training needed to fill 
position in government and administrative sectors, tertiary institutions as well as other areas in their 
countries . However, the 1970’s the issue of “brain-drain” (Teichler, 2004: p. 6).

There are changing patterns in recent international student mobility as the number of mobile students has 
rapidly increased in relation to other migrants (Beine et al, 2014).  Student mobility has become a market-
driven activity and at times, a commercial activity traded under the General Agreement on Trade Services 
(GATS). 

 



LITERATURE REVIEW(CONT’D)
In Africa, about 5.8% of students registered in the various tertiary 
institutions are located outside their homelands (Kritz, 2013). 

With the exception of South Africa and Egypt, African countries are noted 
for their greater numbers of outward-bound students. (Sehoole, 2013). 

The networks and destinations of international students have changed 
intensely over the last few decades through the development of regional 
hubs but developed countries are still the core (Kritz,2013).
 



RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The subject matter was analyzed using statistics and literature collected from search 
engines such as Sage, JSTOR, and Proquest.com. etc. 

The quest for papers was restricted to prominent researchers who are known for their 
numerous contributions in the field of student mobility within a specific year range. 

Statistics collected from the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) and OECD data websites were also reviewed.

 



ANALYSIS OF RESULTS
The study revealed that  the push-pull theory best explains the changing dynamics in the 
flows and trends of international student mobility. The pull factors are those prevalent in 
the destination countries and their academic institutions which attract students. 
These factors included the quality of education, social/cultural, economic and political 
characteristics in destinations which pull students. 

On the other hand  the push factors operate within the source country and motivate 
students to seek higher education outside their home country. They initiate students 
“decisions to undertake based on prevalent constraints that affect various individuals 
differently. These include; quality of education, the economic situation, social and/or 
cultural perception as well and political issues. 



MAJOR OUTCOMES
• The study revealed that the ability of students to freely move between institutions, within 

higher quality education will attract more students especially, abled ones to a destination.

• International students serve as an important source of income for universities as they tend to 
pay higher fees compared to domestic students (Beine et al 2014). 

• The trend of international student mobility leading to permanent migration is rather not new 
as this was evident in the 1960s and 1970s as many African graduates sent abroad didn’t 
return to their countries” (Alemu, 2004, Kritz, 2013; De Wit, 2012; Adeyemo &Sehoole, 2015). 

• There is phenomenon has been termed as the “globalization of international education” where 
some Higher institutions are taking an entrepreneurial approach to higher education, while 
other are also using global strategies to attract and retain international students in the interest 
of increasing revenue. 



CONCLUSION AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS
In conclusion, the study revealed that there are, there are changing trends and flows.
many governments perceive international students as valuable future skilled migrants hence 
encourage them to stay (Riano & Piguet, 2016). 
Ø Focus on the attraction of foreign students and influence the retention of students, once they 

have graduated to ensure a highly-skilled workforce. (Beine et al, 2014: p. 41). 
Ø The establishment of regional hubs and  their subsequent protocols of free movement and 

integration in the African context alongside the  great economic strides and political stability 
(Alemu, 2004, Kritz,2013). 

Ø The major push-pull factors  which determine student mobility reflect mainly academic, 
economic, social and political factors  (Altbach, Kelly, and Lulat 1985; Massey et al. 1993). 

Ø The contributions of  international students towards the economy of receiving countries and 
subsequent structuring policies (Vauterin et al, 2013, Matsuzuka, 2010, Wiers- Jenssen, 2018). 

Ø There is still the lack of specific migratory policies directed at managing and regulating  
student’s mobility within the African necessitate keen attention. 


