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Preface by Lord Bilimoria CBE DL

There can be no doubt about the long-term value of  the UK’s global education 
sector.

International students bring in over £25 billion to the UK economy annually and 
enrich the experience of  our domestic students. International students are also 
one of  our greatest forms of  soft power, going on to become international leaders 
in every field and making UK education the standard-bearer for global education. 
Some of  the strongest examples of  this are highlighted in this report.

Our education system is one of  Britain’s strongest assets and should be a huge 
form of  pride. Yet our message to the world’s top talent is less welcoming than it 
should be, with the backdrop of  the UK’s concerns about immigration and Brexit.

According to the excellent research compiled by Exporting Education last year, 
we may already be losing as much as £8 billion from our economy as a result of  
certain policies that are turning foreign students away from the UK towards other 
global competitors. We urgently need to turn this around, or else we risk losing the 
UK’s leading position in global education and research.

As a country, we must prove that we are open to the contribution of  international 
students and are committed to remaining a global hub for educating the brightest 
minds in the world. This is a place where talent can truly flourish.

Along with our message, we also need to change Government policy.

I was proud to have tabled the motion, on the day that Gordon Brown became 
Prime Minister in 2007, that led to the institution of  the two-year post-study work 
visa for all international students and, though these were abolished in 2012, I would 
like to see them re-implemented by the Government.
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We need to remove international students from our Government’s target to 
reduce migration to the tens of  thousands. Less than a quarter of  the British 
public consider international students to be immigrants, according to a ComRes 

poll conducted after last year’s EU referendum. Just this one action would tell the 
world that we are an open, welcoming nation.

Like our competitor countries – including Canada, Australia and the United States 
– we ought to have a target to increase the number of  international students 
coming to the UK, especially from Commonwealth countries such as India.

Our universities have a great reputation. Along with those in the United States, our 
universities are among the best in the world. The impact and volume of  research 
in our universities are world-class, with the UK accounting for 15.9 per cent of  
the world’s highly-cited research papers. They attract international students from 
far and wide and will continue to do so, but our Government must be prepared 
to learn this hard lesson, listen to our education sector and make sure its needs 
continue to be met, so that the whole of  the UK can continue to reap the benefits 
of  our global education sector.
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Introduction

1 Department for Education, ‘UK revenue from education related exports and transnational           
education activity 2010-2014’, July 2017

At a time when the UK must set out its strengths as a nation, our education 
sector should be celebrated and supported. The UK is the second most popular 
destination for international students. UK universities and private education 
providers are consistently high in global rankings and other education services, 
such as examining bodies and publishers, are imitated worldwide. Furthermore, the 
UK has internationally recognised exceptional brands, such as the Universities of  
Oxford and Cambridge, Eton College and Pearson, as well as historical connections 
in the Commonwealth and beyond. 

The education sector plays a critical role in the UK’s economy and strengthens 
our influence internationally. The direct economic value of  UK education-related 
exports and TNE activity is estimated to have been £18.76 billion in 2014, with 
real terms growth of  18 per cent since 2010.1 These figures rise significantly when 
indirect effects are considered. The true value of  education exports, however, goes 
beyond the economic. A connection with the UK and an understanding of  its 
systems and institutions is something that will stay with students throughout their 
lives and continue to influence their decisions long after their formal education has 
finished. Those studying alongside international students in this country, or living 
in the same town, are granted an improved global understanding. It is these social 
and cultural factors that help to make education the UK’s greatest export. 

With Brexit negotiations dominating the political agenda, this important sector 
must not be side-lined. Cross-governmental support would help the sector to 
reach its full potential. Government departments including BEIS, DfE, DIT, The 
Home Office, DFID, FCO and DCMS should all see international education as a 
critical part of  their strategy and work together to make it the best it can be. 

Though they are formidable, the UK must ensure that it does not simply rely on 
its existing advantages. The real measure of  success is if  foundations can be put in 
place for further growth over the next 10 years: allowing transnational education 
to build our brands overseas, encouraging institutions to compete globally and 
providing the best possible experience for students coming to the UK. 
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The UK proves an attractive prospect as an education provider or educational 
supplier for numerous reasons. In terms of  higher education, the dominance of  UK 
universities in global rankings is inescapable. The QS World University Rankings 
2018, a system heavily weighted on academic reputation, placed 16 UK institutions 
within the top 100 globally.2 Similarly, The Times Higher Education World 
University Rankings 2018 awarded 12 spots in the top 100 to British Universities.3 
This included an unprecedented first and second place to UK institutions – namely 
Oxford and Cambridge.4
 
The quality of  a British education is well regarded internationally. This is apparent 
from the results of  a survey Wild Research put to students of  Dulwich College 
International schools. Of  the students in their final years of  high school who 
said that they were considering studying in the UK,5 nearly 77 per cent indicated 
that the quality of  education offered in the UK was a contributing factor to this 
decision. This is a considerably higher figure than those considering studying in 
some of  the UK’s key competitors in the market. Just over 43 per cent of  students 
considering studying in Australia indicated that this was due to the high quality of  
education, whereas the figure for those considering Canada was just over 45 per 
cent. 

The bar chart opposite shows an interesting comparison of  why students choose 
the UK compared to why they choose Australia. Additional comments as to why 
students wanted to study in the UK were largely centred around culture and 
education; interestingly, a number of  students commented that arts and design 
are more valued in the UK than China. Justice and freedom were also mentioned. 
The UK’s democracy and relative political stability helps the country appeal to 
international students. On the other hand, while countries such as Thailand and 
Turkey are emerging as players on the global stage in terms of  higher education 

The UK Advantage

2 QS World University Rankings, ‘Who Rules? The Top 500 Universities in the World 2018’, June 
2017
3 Times Higher Education, ‘World University Rankings 2018’, 5th September 2017
4 Burns, Judith, ‘Oxford and Cambridge top world university rankings’, BBC News, 5th September 
2017
5 507 of  the 1,704 pupils surveyed. See appendix.
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6 British Council, ‘The Shape of  Global Higher Education: National Policies Framework for 
International Engagement’, May 2016
7 Ibid.
8 HESA, ‘Higher education enrolments and qualifications obtained at higher education providers in 
the United Kingdom 2015/16’, 12th January 2017

provision,6 their attractiveness to students is hindered by their respective political 
climates. Similarly, while Oman, and significantly the UAE, can now be considered 
competitors in the market,7 students there do not enjoy the same freedoms as their 
UK-based counterparts.

Due to the UK’s colonial history, many millions of  people around the world 
continue to be taught in British-style education systems. It could be suggested 
that having previous experience of  such education makes the UK more appealing, 
be it in terms of  relocating to study in the UK or investing in TNE from British 
providers. Indeed, of  the top ten non-EU countries or territories sending students 
to the UK for higher education, six are members of  the Commonwealth (in order 
of  size of  student population: Malaysia, India, Hong Kong, Nigeria, Singapore 
and Canada).8 
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The UK has a long-standing position as a world leader in education. It has delivered 
first-class teaching not only to those students within its borders, but globally; 
catering to students from all but fifteen of  the world’s countries in UK institutions 
abroad or in the UK itself.9 This academic reputation brings economic, cultural 
and educational benefits to the UK.

The UK is the second most popular destination for international students in the 
world, with most recent figures suggesting that 10.3 per cent of  the global mobile 
student population attends programmes in the UK (ahead of  Australia at 6.2 per 
cent and behind the US at 19.4 per cent).10

In 2015, 27,200 foreign students whose parents live overseas, as well as 16,800 
foreign students with parents living in the UK, were studying at British private 
schools.11 Even more international students come to the UK to study English as 
a foreign language, with 580,000 studying at 479 different institutions in 2014.12

The most consistently high numbers of  international students, however, come to 
the UK to attend university. According to the Higher Education Statistics Agency 
(HESA), in 2015/2016 the total number of  foreign students enrolled in UK higher 
education institutions was 460,000.13 

Taking data from Universities UK’s report on figures from 2014/15, £25.8 billion 
in gross output for the UK economy was generated through on- and off-campus 
spending by international students and their visitors in that year, contributing £13.8 
billion gross value to UK GDP.14 This spending serves to support 206,600 full time 

Direct and Indirect Benefits of  
Educational Exports

9 HE Global, ‘The Scale and Scope of  UK Higher Education Transnational Education’, June 2016
10 Peak, Michael, ‘UK is top host of  international students, but for how long?’, British Council, 24th 
February 2015
11 Espinoza, Javier, ‘Record numbers of  foreign pupils at UK schools’, The Telegraph, 16th May 
2015
12 English UK, ‘Student Statistics Report 2014’, July 2015
13 HESA, op. cit.
14 Universities UK, ‘The Economic Impact of  International Students’, March 2017
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equivalent jobs nationally. It is not simply the education sector that benefits from 
international students in the UK, as in 2014/15 they added £750 million to the UK 
transport industry and £690 million to the retail industry.15 

The UK’s transnational education sector has shown growth in the last decade as 
UK institutions build branch campuses, partner with foreign institutions to deliver 
UK qualifications, and offer online courses to foreign students.

Together, these programmes represent significant economic value to the UK. The 
Department for Education estimated that the total value of  all UK education-
related exports and TNE activity in 2014 was worth £18.76 billion.16 This represents 
an 18 per cent increase on 2010 values and demonstrates encouraging growth in 
the sector. 

As well as these economic benefits, the social and cultural value that the UK’s 
international education sector has should be acknowledged. A Higher Education 
Policy Institute survey found that three-quarters of  domestic students believe that 
studying alongside international students serves as useful preparation for working 
in a global environment.17 

Furthermore, a greater understanding of  UK political systems and overseas 
interests is developed in the international students that study here. The benefits 
gained from this appreciation are less tangible, but important to consider.

15 Ibid.
16 Department for Education, op. cit.
17 HEPI, ‘What do home students think of  studying with international students?’, June 2015
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There is a clear relationship between the UK’s global influence and the cultural 
exchange that takes place through its educational institutions. 

World Leaders
 
As Wild Research revealed in its Soft Power report of  2013, a very high number of  
current political leaders and heads of  state attended higher education institutions 
in Britain. In 2013, leaders from 46 of  the 193 United Nations member states, or 
24 per cent of  all leaders, had studied in Britain.18 In 2017, that figure has risen to 
58 (30 per cent), higher than any other country, including the US (57 leaders) and 
France (33 leaders).19 Having spent time living and studying in Britain, students are 
exposed to British institutions, culture, values and politics and so develop a deeper 
understanding of  British interests.
 
Australia’s Prime Minister, Malcolm Turnbull, who announced plans in July to create 
a new government body explicitly based on the UK’s Home Office,20 was educated 
at the University of  Oxford at the same time as Theresa May. Interestingly, he was 
also one of  the first leaders to contact Britain after the Brexit vote, in the hope 
of  establishing further trade agreements between the two countries. The King of  
Jordan, Abdullah II, who recently commissioned Britain to train the Jordanian 
army,21 attended the University of  Oxford and later Sandhurst, where his eldest 
son Crown Prince Hussein has recently finished training.

Britain’s international relationships are likely to be bolstered by foreign leaders’ 
knowledge and admiration for British institutions. It might be helpful for Iraqi-
UK relations that Prime Minister Abadi was educated in Manchester, for instance. 
Similarly, in Malawi, the current president Peter Mutharika, who studied in London, 
has recently worked to heal the diplomatic rift between Britain and Malawi. 

18 Wild Research, ‘Soft Power: Britain’s Influence Through Education’, 2013
19 HEPI, ‘Heads of  State 2017’, August 2017
20 BBC News, ‘Australia to adopt Home Office-style security model’, 18th July 2017
21 Russia Today, ‘UK sends troops to train Jordanian military as Theresa May begins Middle East 
charm offensive’, 3rd April 2017

Education and International 
Relations
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Central Bank Governors
 
15 per cent of  all current central bank governors have been educated in Britain – a 
clearly disproportionate number.
 
Of  the 28 current central bank governors educated in Britain, notable names 
include Mark Carney, Canadian Governor of  the Bank of  England, who completed 
a master’s degree and later a doctorate at the University of  Oxford, and Caroline 
Abel, the first female Governor of  the Central Bank of  the Seychelles, who 
completed a bachelor’s degree at the University of  Leeds and a master’s at the 
University of  Glasgow. 
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With a strong reputation, the UK is at an advantage to capitalise on global growth 
in overseas education, as an increasing number of  students from countries such 
as China and India seek an international education. However, despite its current 
strengths, critics are concerned that the UK is falling behind and could fail to take 
advantage of  the current surge in mobile student numbers. Growth in student 
numbers in the UK have somewhat stagnated, with a mere 0.6 per cent increase in 
international students between 2013/2014 and 2014/2015.22 

Welcoming International Students

Increasing competitiveness within the market, as traditionally smaller education 
providers expand their services and develop strategies to encourage international 
students, will affect the flow of  international students globally. A UK government 
target to reduce net migration to below 100,000, including international students, 
will also have had an impact.23 Additionally, the student visa process is reasonably 
complicated. This discourages students from applying and can make it more 
difficult for the students already here to live and study. 

Such policies, and the way that they are presented, help to forge a reputation for the 
UK as an unwelcoming environment for students; something the UK’s decision to 
exit the EU has the potential to accentuate. With consistent upheaval in the visa 
process, as well as uncertainty for EU students looking to apply after 2018, many 
within the education export industry are concerned that the UK could lose its 
reputation as a world-class education destination. 

A recent British Council study, ‘The Shape of  Global Higher Education’ (2016), 
shows the UK in seventh place out of  the 38 countries and territories included 
in terms of  international higher education policy, joint with Malaysia and just 

22 Universities UK, ‘Parliamentary Briefing: International students and immigration’, November 
2016 
23 Peck, Tom, ‘Theresa May says she still aims to reduce immigration to under 100,000’, The 
Independent, 20th April 2017

Global Comparisons
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below France.24 The gauge takes into account data on openness, quality assurance, 
equitable access and sustainability, international student mobility, transnational 
education and international research engagement.

The story is very different when isolating data related to how welcoming a country’s 
higher education policy is to international students, however. This data includes the 
ease of  visa procedures, the living and working environment and the funding for 
inbound students. In this area, the UK places 17th. This is the single largest drop 
of  any of  the 38 countries and territories when comparing their general ranking 
and their ranking in terms of  being attractive to international students. 

A similar trend is apparent when considering data suggestive of  a country being 
welcoming to international academics. In this case, the data considered once again 
included the ease of  visa procedures and the living and working environment, but 
also other categories such as the funding of  international research collaboration. 
In this area, the UK dropped to 11th out of  the 38 countries and territories.

While it is discouraging that the UK appears to underperform in being welcoming 
to both international students and academics alike, the fact that the British Council 
study places it seventh overall in spite of  this, suggests strong performance in 
other areas, many of  which have been acknowledged earlier in this report.

That said, this issue should not be overlooked. While the UK’s recruitment of  
international students has at best stagnated, competitors in the international market 
have continued to show strong growth,25 with Australia increasing international 
student enrolments by 8 per cent between 2013 and 2014.26 Recruitment of  
students from India to the UK nearly halved over the five-year period following 
the removal of  the post-study work visa in 2012.27 In the same time, competitors 
such as the US, Australia and Canada have seen a 25 per cent increase in students 
from India.28 The latest figures from HESA show that new Indian student numbers 
are continuing to fall – down 10 per cent in 2015-16 on the year before.29

24 British Council, ‘The Shape of  Global Higher Education: National Policies Framework for 
International Engagement’, May 2016 
25 HESA, ‘Students in Higher Education 2015/16’, February 2017
26 Universities UK, op. cit.
27 HESA, ‘Higher education student enrolments and qualifications obtained at higher education 
providers in the United Kingdom 2015/16’, 12th January 2017
28 ICEF Monitor, ‘Australia off  to a fast start in 2017’, 15th May 2017
29 Fazackerley, Anna, ‘2VCs: How do we win back anxious international students?’, The Guardian, 
15th March 2017
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The strongest performer in the British Council’s ranking is the Netherlands, placing 
first overall and in terms of  being welcoming to students and third in terms of  
being welcoming to academics.30 Such is the appeal of  the Netherlands that it has 
not just been a threat to the UK in the global market, but has also been attracting 
students from within the UK.31 With tuition fees for most first degree courses in 
the Netherlands well below UK fees and with over 1000 different undergraduate 
and postgraduate courses taught in English, the Netherlands has been able to tap 
into the UK’s market. Additionally, beyond their provision of  traditional three-
year degrees taught in English, the Netherlands also boasts 14 research universities 
offering four-year programmes as well as more narrow, vocational options such 
as maritime studies and hotel work.32 The UK itself  is an excellent provider of  
vocational courses, but these should be promoted more vigorously in order to 
keep pace with competitors such as the Netherlands.

Living and Working 

In terms of  living and working conditions, the British Council’s research affords 
the UK a low score. Part of  the reason for this is the current system of  securing 
post-study work. Before changes were made in 2012, students from outside of  the 
European Union could stay in the UK to work for two years after the completion 
of  their course.33 Since the closure of  this scheme, the main route for post-study 
work in the UK has been Tier 2, deemed to be relatively restrictive in requiring 
graduates to meet a range of  requirements such as minimum salary thresholds 
in order to obtain a visa. This is coupled with a very limited window in which to 
receive a job offer at the conclusion of  their studies. 

The four months offered to international graduates of  UK universities pales in 
comparison to the 12 months granted in the US through the Optional Practical 
Training visa, and is even further undermined by the 36 months afforded to STEM 
graduates in the US. This is an area in which Canada is lenient, allowing students to 
stay in the country for the same duration as their length of  study without a specific 
job offer. In New Zealand, international students are allowed a 12 month ‘job 
search’ period post-graduation, and Australia allows for a Post Study Work Stream 

30 British Council, op. cit.
31 McCormack, Steve, ‘The Netherlands: When the deal is this good, why are you still at home?’, 
The Independent, 24th March 2011
32 Ibid. 
33 Reidy, Tess, ‘Anxious international students turn away from UK’, The Guardian, 4th January 2017
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visa, allowing graduates to stay in the country for between two and four years, 
depending on the level of  their qualification.34 Relating this back to the decreasing 
numbers of  Indian students coming to the UK, according to Professor Dominic 
Shellard, vice-chancellor of  De Montfort University, the likes of  Australia and 
Canada are “advertising nakedly in India now, basically saying come to us and not 
the UK to study as we will give you the opportunity to work afterwards”.35 

Beyond these measures, there have been further policies specifically targeting 
international students coming into effect across many of  the UK’s competitor 
countries. The Canadian government has increased investment in marketing 
Canadian higher education to an international audience while the EU, excluding 
the UK, has considered proposals to make the EU more attractive to international 
students by establishing common entitlements relating to visa processing 
times and term-time and post-study employment. Independently of  this, the 
French government is expanding post-study work opportunities following the 
abandonment of  an unpopular measure imposing stiff  visa restrictions, and the 
German ‘Strategy 2020’ includes plans to strengthen the profile of  German higher 
education on the world stage. In Malaysia, a new agency has been established in 
order to promote Malaysian higher education and to help meet the target of  hosting 
200,000 international students by 2020, and the US plans further enhancements to 
post-study work options for STEM graduates.36 

National Targets for International Students 

Perhaps crucial to the success of  other competitors in the market has been the 
setting of  ambitious targets for international student numbers, accompanied by 
government action to aid the higher education sector to achieve these. Some 
examples of  such targets include Australia aiming to increase numbers to 720,000 
by 2025, China aiming to double the number of  students to 500,000 by 2020, 
Germany increasing numbers from 210,000 to 350,000 by 2020, Japan doubling 
numbers to 300,000 by 2020, New Zealand doubling the value of  education exports 
over the next 15 years, Taiwan aiming to more than double their student intake to 
130,000 by 2020 and Canada aiming to double numbers to 450,000 by 2020.37 

34 Universities UK, op. cit.
35 Fazackerley, Anna, op. cit. 
36 Universities UK, op. cit.
37 Ibid. 
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Education Quality

Though the UK has a very strong reputation for quality of  education, it must not 
be complacent. Other countries are becoming increasingly noted for the excellent 
education they can provide. Canada is a good example of  this. 

In terms of  institutional performance and global rankings, Canada has emerged as 
one of  the most highly regarded higher education providers in recent years. The 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s most recent round 
of  international PISA tests, a major study of  educational performance, placed 
Canada as one of  very few countries to be ranked in the top 10 for maths, science 
and reading, far ahead of  the US and European countries.38 This is reflected in the 
country’s performance at university level where Canada has the world’s highest 
proportion of  working-age adults who have been through higher education at 55 
per cent compared with an average in OECD countries of  35 per cent.39 Crucially, 
in terms of  Canada being a player in international education, migrants to Canada 
perform just as well as their Canadian-born counterparts.40 

38 OECD, ‘PISA 2015 Results (Volume I): Excellence and Equity in Education’, December 2016
39 OECD, ‘Education at a Glance: OECD Indicators 2016’, September 2016
40 Coughlan, Sean, ‘How Canada became an education superpower’, BBC News, 2nd August 2017



Education: The Greatest British Export 19

In recent years the UK’s transnational education (TNE) sector has shown rapid 
growth. Broadly defined, TNE offers students the opportunity to gain qualifications 
from abroad while remaining in their home countries. Students can study for 
these qualifications in a number of  ways; through international school campuses, 
university campus branches, joint degrees, or online courses. 

There are more than four and a half  million pupils studying at over 8,000 international 
schools around the world taught in English. Of  those schools, more than 3,700 are 
British schools; schools with a British national orientation, and/or using elements 
of  the UK national curriculum.41 As of  2017, British independent schools, such 
as Dulwich College, Harrow School, Wellington College and Haileybury, have 59 
campuses abroad, educating 31,773 pupils; a momentous increase on 2016, when 
there were 46 British private school campuses abroad, educating 27,619 pupils. For 
the first time in history, the number of  students attending satellite British school 
campuses abroad has outstripped the number of  overseas students taught in the 
UK. As well as spreading understanding of  British culture abroad, these schools 
bring the UK economy significant benefits, contributing a total of  £713 million to 
GDP in 2014.42 Furthermore, these schools often lead to increased international 
student numbers at UK universities; it is estimated that more than 50 per cent of  
British international school leavers go on to attend UK universities.43 

In the 2015/16 academic year, an estimated 673,000 foreign students were 
studying towards a British higher education qualification in TNE programmes.44 
Of  these programmes, a British Council study of  2014/2015 suggests that over 
one quarter (28 per cent) were delivered for students in Asia, with the European 
Union accounting for just under a quarter (23 per cent), Africa 14 per cent and the 
Middle East 13 per cent.45 

41 Independent Schools Council, ‘Annual Consensus 2017’, April 2017
42 Independent Schools Council, ‘The impact of  independent schools on the British economy’, 
April 2014
43 Council of  British International Schools (COBIS), ‘Annual Research Survey 2016’, August 2016
44 ICEF Monitor, ‘UK government signals increasing emphasis on transnational education’, 28th 
March 2017
45 HE Global, op. cit.

Transnational Education
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At university level, many programmes are delivered through international branch 
campuses (IBCs). The University of  Nottingham in Malaysia, established in 
2000, is generally considered to be a successful model of  a modern UK IBC. 
Since its establishment, the majority of  UK IBCs have been set up in the UAE, 
China, Malaysia, and Singapore, though other parts of  the world have also seen 
development. Lancaster and Strathclyde universities have built campuses in Pakistan, 
the University of  Westminster has a campus in Uzbekistan, and the University of  
Aberdeen has recently announced plans to build the UK’s first branch campus in 
South Korea later this year.46 

Despite many successful arrangements, investments in IBCs have seen a downturn 
in recent years, as campuses struggle to turn over a profit. The University of  
Central Lancashire’s Cyprus campus, a particularly extreme example, recorded a 
£1.4 million loss in the 2013/2014 year and was forced to set several million aside 
for estimated future losses.47 Other universities, looking at establishing branches 
elsewhere, have been put off  by the multitude of  struggling current models. 

There are many challenges involved in establishing and maintaining IBCs. Firstly, 
quality assurance is a recurrent problem, whereby IBCs can fail to meet the 
expectations of  host countries, posing a reputational risk to the UK counterpart. 
In turn, this can make it difficult for IBCs to recruit sufficient student numbers to 
sustain the campus financially. Given that IBCs are competing with local universities, 
which are invariably cheaper and often government-subsidised, it is important that 
they are seen to offer higher quality education, justifying these additional fees. That 
said, most IBCs do charge lower rates than their UK counterparts, which can often 
mean they struggle to make back the amount invested in the campus to begin with. 

These factors combined have led many UK universities to re-structure or even 
close their IBCs in recent years. In May 2015, for example, University College 
London set in motion a plan to dismantle its Australia campus, stop teaching in 
Kazakhstan and review its campus in Qatar.48 Instead, UCL, along with many 
other UK universities, has turned its attention to easier, cheaper partnership and 
joint degree programmes with foreign universities. This kind of  arrangement is 
mutually beneficial as it offers international students degree certificates from two 
universities (the local university they attend and the UK partner university), whilst 
giving the UK university a more global reach. 

46 Times Higher Education, ‘Aberdeen to open first UK Campus in South Korea’, 29th March 2017
47 Times Higher Education, ‘Uclan sets aside £2.8m to cover losses overseas’, 19th March 2015
48 Times Higher Education, ‘UCL Australia ‘to wind down by 2017’’, 19th February 2015
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Online courses are also becoming increasingly popular as they allow students 
significant freedom and flexibility and are often cheaper than other kinds of  
TNE. With increased flexibility and financial accessibility, the UK’s TNE sector 
is bourgeoning. 

Indeed, while numbers of  international students in the UK stagnate, the number 
of  TNE students involved in UK programmes has increased – by 13 per cent 
between 2012/2013 and 2014/2015.49 The UK is now the fastest-growing market 
and the second largest provider of  international education in the world, with 80 
per cent of  UK universities offering TNE programmes.50 Furthermore, four in 
five UK institutions have committed to further expanding their TNE programmes 
over the next three years. 

Results of  multiple surveys in recent years have shown an overwhelmingly positive 
response from students involved in TNE programmes.51 Students’ high satisfaction 
with TNE programmes can lead to higher international student recruitment to UK 
universities. For example, if  an undergraduate student successfully studies a joint 
degree programme with a local university and its UK partner, they might be more 
likely to choose a UK university for postgraduate study.

It is clear that when taking the medium to long term view of  the importance of  
educational exports to the UK, in-country provision of  education should be a 
strategic priority. Furthermore, although there is limited data for the relationship 
between the TNE sector and international student immigration to the UK, it seems 
intuitive to assume that the relationship is cyclical, whereby the more students 
attending TNE programmes abroad, the more students likely to study in the UK 
in the future. The same should apply vice versa; foreign students who have studied 
in the UK would help further the reputation of  TNE programmes in their home 
countries and indirectly enhance numbers. 

49 HE Global, op. cit.
50 Ibid.
51 Department for Education, ‘The wider benefits of  Transnational Education to the UK’, July 2017
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Theresa May triggered Article 50 in March 2017, yet the trajectory for Brexit 
negotiations remains unclear and the ramifications of  this uncertainty are affecting 
British educational institutions at all levels. Given that the terms of  a deal with 
the EU are as yet unknown, education experts remain unclear what impact Brexit 
could have on the sector. 

Student and Staff  Recruitment

Many are concerned that Britain’s exit from the European Union will lead to 
challenges in recruiting talented European staff  and students. In 2015-16 there 
were 2.28 million students at UK universities, 127,440 (5.6 per cent) of  which 
were from the EU.52 Similarly, 3,635 staff  from EU countries currently work at 
higher education institutions in the UK; 16 per cent of  the combined workforce.53 
The figures are lower for EU staff  and students within primary and secondary 
education in Britain, but nevertheless relevant. 

As things stand, EU students at schools and universities in the UK have the same 
rights as home students. For example, university students from EU countries in 
the UK can apply for the same fees and loans as home students. The government 
has guaranteed that laws will not change for EU students starting courses at UK 
universities in 2017/2018, and there are calls for clarity for the 2018/2019 academic 
year. EU citizens currently living and working at schools and universities in the UK 
have not had their residency rights clarified and this also brings greater instability. 
A report by London Economics (commissioned by the Higher Education Policy 
Institute and Kaplan) suggests that the removal of  tuition fee support, were EU 
students to lose their current rights, would cause the number of  EU students 
choosing to study in the UK to drop by as much as 57 per cent.54 

52 HESA, ‘Higher education enrolments and qualifications obtained at higher education providers in 
the United Kingdom 2015/16’, 12th January 2017
53 HESA, ‘Staff  at higher education providers in the United Kingdom 2015/16’, 19th January 2017
54 London Economics, ‘The determinants of  international demand for UK higher education: Final 
Report for the Higher Education Policy Institute and Kaplan International Pathways’, 12th January 
2017, p. 43

The Impact of  Brexit
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Unsurprisingly, this uncertainty seems to be dissuading some potential students 
and staff  from the EU from coming to the UK and encouraging those already 
here to consider alternatives within the EU. UCAS data released in January 2017 
suggested that EU undergraduate applications to UK universities have declined 
by 7.4 per cent over the course of  2016.55 A survey by the University and College 
Union (UCU) in early 2017 found that 76 per cent of  EU academics working at 
UK universities were more likely to consider leaving the UK following the Brexit 
vote,56 and a Times Higher Education poll in March 2017 found that 53 per cent 
of  EU academics were ‘actively looking to leave the UK’.57 88 per cent of  those 
interviewed in the latter survey stated that Brexit had made them more likely to 
leave the UK in the medium to long-term.58

Given the value international students, both from the EU and elsewhere, bring 
to the UK’s economy and influence on the global stage, it is important that the 
country does all it can to remain an attractive prospect. Bodies such as Universities 
UK and the House of  Commons Education Committee are calling for a series of  
guarantees to be put in place as a way of  stabilising the current situation.59 The 
latter argues that EU students should be guaranteed the same access to home fees 
and loans in 2018/2019 as those granted in 2017/2018.60 

Impact Beyond Europe

Reputational impact going beyond Europe is worth consideration. Hobsons’ annual 
International Student Survey found that 36 per cent of  potential international 
students thought the Brexit decision would make them less likely to apply to the 
UK.61 Our survey of  students studying at Dulwich College International schools 

55 UCAS, ‘Applicants for UK higher education down: 5% for UK students and 7% for EU 
students’, 1st February 2017
56 UCU, ‘Academics’ survey shows little support for HE Bill amid Brexit brain drain fears,’ 9th 
January 2017
57 Matthews, David, John Elmes, ‘The great escape: bolthole for academics fleeing Brexit and 
Trump’, Times Higher Education, 2nd March 2017
58 Ibid. 
59 Universities UK, ‘What should be the Government’s priorities for exit negotiations and policy 
development to maximise the contribution of  British universities to a successful and global UK?’, 
June 2017
60 House of  Commons Education Committee, op. cit.
61 House of  Commons Education Committee, ‘Exiting the EU: challenges and opportunities for 
higher education’, 19th April 2017, p. 12
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in Asia found that 18 per cent of  respondents were less likely to apply. This lower 
figure might be expected as these are students already enjoying the benefits of  a 
British education. Our results also found that nearly half  (46 per cent) said that the 
UK’s decision to leave the EU would have no effect on their likeliness to consider 
studying in the UK and a further 24 per cent said they were unsure. This gives 
reason for optimism, but also suggests that the way things play out over the next 
few years could have an impact on this perception given the large number who 
remain undecided.

Research and Development

UK universities overperform in terms of  volume and quality of  R&D, with 15.9 
per cent of  the world’s most cited academic articles produced by UK-based 
academics.62 However, almost 50 per cent of  these academic papers are written 
in collaboration with international partners. Of  these partners, almost half  are 
from the EU. Such collaboration has been relatively straightforward in the past, 
both legally and logistically, but post-Brexit it seems likely that the number of  such 
collaborations could be affected. 

Funding for R&D could also be reduced if  the UK finds itself  excluded from 
funding groups such as Horizon 2020. UK universities were the biggest benefactors 
of  the predecessor to Horizon 2020, Framework 7, receiving a 71 per cent share.63 

Indeed, much of  the money invested in recent UK academic research has come 
from the EU; between 2007 and 2013 18.7 per cent of  the funds received by the 
UK from the EU were to support science, research and innovation.64 The loss 
of  this kind of  funding over a sustained period could challenge the UK’s R&D 
industry. 

That said, optimists believe that Brexit could provide the UK with an opportunity to 
reform such systems. Smaller universities in the UK, for example, are hopeful that 
a redistribution of  R&D funds could see more money being given to universities 
on the periphery rather than being focused on key university cities such as Oxford, 

62 Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, ‘International Comparative Performance of  the 
UK Research Base – 2013’, December 2013, p. 8
63 The Royal Society, ‘UK research and the European Union: the role of  the EU in funding UK 
research’, December 2015, p. 18
64 HM Government, ‘The United Kingdom’s exit from, and new partnership with, the European 
Union’, 2nd February 2017
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Cambridge and London.65 However, educational and financial experts warn that 
creating a domestic funding structure akin to the likes of  Horizon 2020 would 
be too mammoth a task.66 At this stage, no one is certain as to the precise form a 
future UK-EU relationship could take, or to what extent the UK will be isolated 
from EU financial bodies, so the proposed solutions can only be hypothetical.

65 HM Government, ‘Building our Industrial Strategy: Green Paper’, January 2017, p. 29
66 House of  Commons Education Committee, op. cit., p. 20
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1. Develop a cross-departmental strategy to encourage international 
students to the UK and support education exports 

This strategy should look at targets for growth of  the UK’s education sector 
globally as well as in international students (discussed below).

The contribution from TNE to the UK economy will grow over the coming 
years and the sector should be promoted and supported where possible. It should 
be viewed as complementary to international students studying in the UK and 
not as an alternative. A more welcoming immigration system would not only 
benefit institutions teaching foreign students in the UK, but also those offering a 
UK education overseas as it helps to build the UK’s strong reputation as a world 
class educator. 

2. Restore a post-study work visa

Although many international students who might want to work in the UK 
following their studies would aspire to satisfy the Tier 2 requirements by quickly 
gaining a well-paid job following their education, the allowance of  a post-
study work visa would give flexibility, as well as an important message to the 
international community that the UK welcomes students.

3. Improve the service for those applying for student visas

Student applicants should experience a seamless process in order to feel 
welcomed to the UK; as a priority this should apply to those coming from 
countries who provide large numbers of  international students. There should be 
a concerted effort to improve the customer service, processing times and ease of  
application for student visas.

Alternative ways of  improving these processes should be looked at. A form of  
pathway or multi-sponsor visa might be introduced. In New Zealand, students 
can study up to three courses consecutively on the same student visa. They can 
work up to 20 hours a week in employment (though not self-employed). Family 

Recommendations
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members apply separately but can apply based on their relationship to the 
student. Perhaps some of  these policies could be considered by the UK.
Furthermore, the possibility of  relaxing language requirements where they are 
not essential for the subject studied, for example in Mathematics degrees, should 
be considered. 

4. Introduce targets for attracting international students

As in Australia, China and Canada, among others, targets to grow the number of  
international students studying in the UK should be introduced.

For this target to make sense, the government should first remove international 
students from targets to reduce long-term immigration. There is widespread 
support for this from across the political spectrum including senior members 
of  the Cabinet. The recent findings that 97 per cent of  international students 
leave the UK after the completion of  their course should alleviate concerns that 
international student visas are routinely abused.67

We welcome the investigation commissioned by the Home Office from the 
Migration Advisory Committee to assess the impact of  international students. 
Hopefully, an improved understanding of  the benefits that these students bring 
to the UK will lead to the development of  an improved immigration process and 
approach to international students. 

5. Ensure freedom of  movement for academics

The UK’s reputation as an excellent education provider is made possible 
through attracting the very best teaching staff. There is anxiety among academic 
staff  from the EU and reports that many are already considering their futures 
following the UK’s decision to leave the European Union. Given that there is a 
higher percentage of  academic staff  that come from Europe than students, this 
is concerning. This should be alleviated as soon as possible through a clarification 
of  the position of  European academic staff  in the UK.
 
In trade negotiations with non-EU countries following Brexit, academic freedom 
of  movement should be a priority.  

67 Warrell, Helen, George Parker,‘New data show UK vastly overestimated students overstaying 
visas’, Financial Times, 24th August 2017
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Name Higher Education Secondary Higher 
Education

Position

Gaston Browne University of  
Manchester

City Banking College Prime Minister, 
Antigua and Barbuda

Malcolm Turnbull Oxford (Rhodes 
scholar)

Prime Minister, 
Australia

Hubert Minnis MRCOG Prime Minister, 
Bahamas 

Hamad bin Isa Al 
Khalifa

Aldershot Military 
Academy

Sandhurst King, Bahrain

Philippe Marie Oxford King, Belgium
Jigme Wangchuck Oxford King, Bhutan
Mladen Ivanic University of  

Glasgow
Member of  the 
Presidency, Bosnia 
and the Herzegovina 

Ian Khama Sandhurst President, Botswana
Hassanal Bolkiah Sandhurst Sultan & Prime 

Minister, Brunei
Htin Kyaw University of  London President, Burma 
Aung San Swu Kyi Oxford SOAS State Counsellor, 

Burma 
Juan Calderón LSE President, Colombia
Nicos Anastasiades UCL President, Cyprus
Margrethe Ingrid Cambridge LSE Queen, Denmark
Charles Savarin Ruskin College President, Dominica
Abdel Fattah el-Sisi Joint Command and 

Staff  College 
President, Egypt

Adama Barrow London President, The 
Gambia 

Nana Akufo Addo Oxford City Law School, 
London 

President, Ghana 

David A Granger Mons Officer Cadet 
School 

President, Guyana 

Appendix 1: Soft Power

Leaders/Heads of  State
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Name Higher Education Secondary Higher 
Education

Position

Viktor Orbán Oxford Prime Minister, 
Hungary

Gudni Th. 
Johannesson

Oxford President, Iceland

Hassan Rouhani Glasgow Caledonian President, Iran
Haider Jawad Kadhim 
Al-Abadi

University of  
Manchester 

Prime Minister, Iraq

Michael Higgins Manchester President, Ireland
Abdullah II bin Al-
Hussein

Sandhurst Oxford King, Jordan

Letsie III Bristol Cambridge King, Lesotho
Prince Alois Sandhurst Regent, Liechtenstein

Henri Guillaume Sandhurst Head of  State, 
Luxembourg

Abdul Halim Oxford Head of  State, 
Malaysia

Najib Razak Nottingham Prime Minister, 
Malaysia

Peter Mutharika University of  London President, Malawi
Joseph Muscat Bristol Prime Minister, Malta
Ameenah Gurib University of  Surrey University of  Exeter President, Mauritius 
Anerood Jugnauth City Law School Prime Minister, 

Mauritius
Albert Grimaldi Bristol Prince, Monaco
Filipe Nyusi University of  

Manchester
President, 
Mozambique 

Carlos Agostinho do 
Rosario

Wye College Prime Minister, 
Mozambique

Hage Geingob Leeds Prime Minister, 
Namibia

Sher Bahadur Deuba LSE Prime Minister, Nepal 
Muhammadu Buhari Army Mechanical 

Transport School, 
Borden 

President, Nigeria 

Yemi Osinbajo LSE Vice President, 
Nigeria

Harald V Oxford King, Norway
Qaboos bin Said Al 
Said

Sandhurst Sultan & Prime 
Minister, Oman
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Name Higher Education Secondary Higher 
Education

Position

Rami Hamdullah Manchester Lancaster Prime Minister, 
Palestine

Pedro Pablo 
Kuczynski

Oxford President, Peru 

Fernando Zavala Birmingham Prime Minister, Peru 
Tamim bin Hamad Al
Thani

Sandhurst Emir, Qatar

Abdullah bin Nasser 
bin
Khalifa Al Thani

Durham Military 
College

Prime Minister, Qatar

Paul Kagame University of  
Glasgow

President, Rwanda 

Ana Brnabic University of  Hull Prime Minister, Serbia 
Lee Hsien Loong University of  

Cambridge
Prime Minister, 
Singapore 

Ahmed Mohamed 
Mohamoud 

University of  
Manchester 

President, Somaliland 

Bashar al-Assad Western Eye Hospital President of  Syria
Tupou VI University of  East 

Anglia 
King, Tonga 

Enele Sopoaga University of  Sussex University of  Oxford Prime Minister, 
Tuvalu 

Mohammed bin 
Rashid Al Maktoum 

Mons Officer Cadet 
School 

Prime Minister, UAE

Sheikh Khalifa bin 
Zayed Al Nahyan 

Sandhurst President, UAE 

Robert Mugabe University of  London President, Zimbabwe

Central Bank Governors

Name Higher Education Secondary Higher 
Education

Central Bank

Gent Sejko Glasgow Bank of  Albania
José de Lima Massano London National Bank of  

Angola
Harold Lovell Birmingham Antigua and Barbuda 

Central Bank
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Name Higher Education Secondary Higher 
Education

Central Bank

Rasheed Mohammed 
al-Maraj

Strathclyde Central Bank of  
Bahrain

Juan Jose Echavarria Oxford Central  Bank of  
Colombia

Mark Carney Oxford Bank of  England
Chrystalla Georghadji Southampton Central Bank of  

Cyprus
Ernest Addison Cambridge Bank of  Ghana
Yannis Stournaras Oxford Bank of  Greece
Már Guðmundsson Essex Cambridge Central Bank of  

Iceland
Urjit Patel London Oxford Reserve Bank of  India 
Brian Wynter LSE London Bank of  Jamaica
Haruhiko Kuroda Oxford Bank of  Japan
Ziad Fariz Keele Central Bank of  

Jordan
Gaston Reinesch LSE Banque centrale du 

Luxembourg
Dimitar Bogov Sheffield National Bank of  

the Republic of  
Macedonia

Dalitso Kabambe Imperial College, 
London 

Reserve Bank of  
Malawi

Azeema Adam Leicester Central Bank of  the 
Maldives

Ipumbu Wendelinus 
Shiimi

London Bank of  Namibia

Jihad Al-Wazir Loughborough Palestine Monetary 
Authority

Atalina Enari Wales Central Bank of  
Samoa

Caroline Abel Leeds Glasgow Central Bank of  
Seychelles

Denton Rarawa Wales Central Bank of  
Solomon Islands

Lesetja Kganyago SOAS, London South African Reserve 
Bank

Indrajit 
Coomaraswamy

Cambridge Sussex Central Bank of  Sri 
Lanka
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Name Higher Education Secondary Higher 
Education

Central Bank

Ralph Gonsalves Manchester Bank of  St Vincent 
and the Grenadines 

Emmanuel 
Tumusiime-Mutebile

Durham Oxford Bank of  Uganda

Odo Tevi Sussex Reserve Bank of  
Vanuatu



Education: The Greatest British Export36

1704 students were surveyed across six of  Dulwich College International’s 
schools.

1. What is the name of  your school?
Dulwich College Shanghai (Pudong) 15.2%; Dulwich College Suzhou 9.51%; 
Dulwich International High School Suzhou 29.81%; Dulwich College Beijing 
21.89%; Dulwich International High School Zhuhain 10.92%; Dulwich College 
Singapore: 4.87%.

2. Which grade are you in?
Year 10 37.35%; Year 11 28.3%; Year 12 15.89%; Year 13 18.47%.

3. Are you an expatriate?
Yes 41.01%; No 58.99%.

4. If  you plan on going to university, where do you hope to go?

Appendix 2: Survey Results

Do not plan on going to university: 0.78%

Australia: 5.13%

Canada: 8.25%

China: 0.32%

Hong Kong: 3.44%

New Zealand: 0.52%

Singapore: 2.79%

UAE: 0.13%

UK: 32.92%

USA: 45.71%



Education: The Greatest British Export 37

5. You selected the country above because: (you may select more than one 
reason)

6. If  you plan on going to university, which subject are you planning to 
study?
Science, technology, mathematics or engineering 38.37%; Business or economics 
26.96%; Arts or humanities 17.24%; Langauges: 1.94%; Other: 15.48%.

7. Following the UK’s decision to leave the European Union, are you more 
or less likely to consider the UK as a location to study?

Much less likely: 5.64%

Somewhat less likely: 12.67%

No effect either way: 45.72%

Somewhat more likely: 7.58%

Much more likely: 4.79%

Unsure: 23.59%

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

800

900

1000

1100

1200



Education: The Greatest British Export38

Michael Chung, Chief  Executive, Cambridge Information Group Education Group

Mike Everett, COO, UK & Europe, Study Group

Aatif  Hassan, Chair, Dukes Education

Glenn Hawkins, Managing Director, Dukes Education

Raegan Hiles, Head of  Outbound Mobilities Programmes (HEGlobal and Go 
International), Universities UK International

Ben Hughes, Vice Principal, Pearson College 

Chris Johnson, Former Chief  Executive, ACS International Schools 

Barnaby Lenon, Chairman, Independent Schools Council

Professor Denise Lievesley, Principal, Green Templeton College, Oxford

Professor Carl Lygo, Vice-Chancellor, BPP University (2013-2017)

Alex Proudfoot, Chief  Executive, Independent Higher Education

Vincenzo Raimo, Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Global Engagement), University of  Reading

Greg Watson, Chief  Executive, GL Assessment

Catherine Whitaker, Chief  Executive, EtonX 

Ben Wood, Partner, Education, Eversheds Sutherland

The Wild Research team:

Edmund Roffe, Research Associate

Anna Thorne, Research Associate

Amy Wevill, Director, Research and Events

Edward Wild, Managing Director

Acknowledgements



Education: The Greatest British Export 39

Graham Able, Executive Deputy Chairman, Alpha Plus Group

Graham was Chief  Executive of  Alpha Plus Group from 2009-2014. Prior to that, he spent 
40 years teaching in independent schools, the last 21 as a headmaster in London. He retired 
from the Mastership of  Dulwich College in August 2009. 

He is a former Chairman of  the Headmasters’ and Headmistresses’ Conference and was 
President of  the International Boys’ Schools’ Coalition for 3 years. He is the founding Chair 
of  Exporting Education UK (ExEdUK), a broad-based group of  companies supporting 
education as an export.

Lord Bilimoria CBE DL, Co-Chair, All Party Parliamentary Group for International 
Students

As well as his leading role in the APPG for International Students, Lord Bilimoria is 
also Chancellor of  the University of  Birmingham and President of  the UK Council for 
International Student Affairs (UKCISA). 

In 2005 Lord Bilimoria became the youngest ever university chancellor when he was 
appointed Chancellor of  Thames Valley University (now University of  West London). 
Since being made a Crossbench Peer in 2006, he has repeatedly spoken in parliament about 
the need for change in the UK’s student immigration policies.
 
As well as his commitments to the UK education sector, Lord Bilimoria is co-founder of  
Cobra Beer, Vice-Chair of  the APPG on Trade and Investment, and Vice-Chair of  the 
Indo-British APPG. 

Fraser White, Founder & Executive Chairman, Dulwich College International

Fraser was the founding managing partner of  Clifford Chance’s Ho Chi Minh and Hanoi 
Vietnam offices (1993 – 1996). He was also the managing partner of  Clifford Chance in 
Shanghai, China (1996 – 2000). Thereafter he was ‘of-counsel’ to the US-based law firm 
Altheimer & Gray.
 
In 2003 he founded Dulwich College Management International Ltd. with Dulwich College 
London with the exclusive role of  developing a network of  Dulwich Colleges as “world 
schools” for children from the age of  3 to 18 in the top cities in Asia and around the world.  
He is also Chairman of  the British International School in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam.

About the Authors



Education: The Greatest British Export40

Alpha Plus Group

Alpha Plus Group is a London-based education fi rm operating a network of  
schools and colleges across the country. Setting educational standards for all those 
schools in its network, the group provides training and support for the senior 
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Established in 2010, Wild Search is a well-connected, executive search and advisory 
company specialising in the education and charity sectors. We have an established 
community built from long-term relationships with our clients and candidates.

In terms of  education we focus on working with chief  executives and boards 
to identify and engage outstanding candidates for both executive and board 
appointments.

We ensure that clients are provided with the best possible insights and advice 
needed to make key appointments and other critical business decisions. All 
assignments engage our consultants and in-house research team. We provide a 
strong methodology, a rigorous approach, thorough research and innovative 
thinking.

Wild Research is the thought leadership division of  Wild Search. It has produced 
17 reports since its initial 2011 publication, ‘Who Governs the Governors?’. 
Publications range from original research reports to histories and commemoration 
publications, focused on areas such as education, charities, housing and development 
and the rural economy. 

In order to further our understanding of  our clients’ needs and outlook we seek 
to evolve and improve our knowledge of  the issues they face and challenges that 
lie ahead. By contacting and interviewing experts and practitioners in each fi eld, 
we aim to improve our insight, share best practice and provide new perspectives.
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