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3 
Trends, Problems and a 
Commonwealth Project 

Jasbir Singh 

Introduction 
Commonwealth studen t mobilit y i s a lon g standing phenomenon an d 
remains on e o f th e cornerstone s o f Commonwealt h relationships . 
Educational interchange s form a n important par t of the enduring links 
and ties. Many Commonwealth leaders have received part or all of their 
higher educatio n i n anothe r Commonwealt h country . Clos e personal , 
professional, politica l an d busines s tie s hav e bee n forme d an d 
sustained throug h studen t interchange . Stud y abroa d ha s forme d a n 
important component of human resource development programmes for 
developing countries , and smal l state s (whic h ar e th e majority o f ou r 
members) hav e inevitabl y depende d o n othe r countrie s fo r th e pro -
vision of high level and specialised study and training . 

The movemen t o f student s amon g Commonwealt h countrie s i s th e 
most valued element of higher education co-operation and has been on 
the agenda of higher education consultation since the first conference of 
Commonwealth Minister s o f Education , whic h wa s hel d i n Oxford i n 
1959. It forms the basis for the best known of the awards schemes - th e 
Commonwealth Scholarshi p an d Fellowshi p Plan . Th e relevanc e o f 
exchange fo r Commonwealt h connections , a s wel l a s concer n a t th e 
weakening o f thes e links from reduce d exchange , has frequently bee n 
expressed. 

Documents portray wit h urgenc y th e need t o keep a high degree of 
Commonwealth studen t mobility . Th e exten t t o whic h th e 
Commonwealth attache s importanc e t o studen t mobilit y ma y b e 
demonstrated fro m th e fac t tha t i n 198 2 th e Secretary-Genera l 
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appointed a  Commonwealth Standin g Committee on Student Mobilit y 
pointing out that: 

...student mobilit y an d educatio n interchang e withi n th e 
Commonwealth were important to the national development efforts of 
Commonwealth countries and to maintaining Commonwealth links... 

The Secretary-Genera l affirme d tha t unles s educationa l interchang e 
between countries is assured a special place in our educational systems, 
the Commonwealt h connectio n itsel f woul d b e i n dange r o f impair -
ment. 

Trends in student flows 
Changes i n studen t mobilit y hav e surface d largel y sinc e Britain intro -
duced full-cos t fee s i n 1980 , followed b y Australia , Ne w Zealan d an d 
Canada (partially) . I n 198 9 Head s o f Governmen t expresse d grea t 
concern a t th e evidenc e adduce d b y th e Commonwealt h Standin g 
Committee on Student Mobility and Highe r Education Co-operation in 
its Sixt h Report , Progres s throug h Co-operation . Th e Committee' s 
evidence showed that : 

• Intra-Commonwealt h studen t mobilit y t o th e fou r industrialise d 
Commonwealth countrie s had declined by over 10 per cent in the 
decade between 1977 and 1987. 

• I n th e principa l Commonwealt h hos t countries , th e mos t recen t 
trends had been for Commonwealth studen t numbers to continue 
to declin e whils t th e studen t intak e fro m non-Commonwealt h 
countries was increasing; Unesco statistics suggested tha t mobility 
of student s involvin g exchange s wit h an d betwee n non -
Commonwealth countrie s appeare d t o have grow n b y a  quarter , 
while intra-Commonwealth studen t mobility stagnated . 

• I n consequence , th e proportio n o f al l student s fro m abroa d 
accounted fo r by Commonwealth countrie s had decline d fro m 5 7 
per cen t t o 50 per cen t between 1984-8 5 and 1987-88 , and 4 7 per 
cent in 1988-89. 

• Whe n these trends were compared wit h those for other major hos t 
countries outsid e th e Commonwealth , i t wa s foun d tha t thei r 
intake o f student s fro m abroa d wa s i n som e case s growin g ap -
preciably, including their intake of Commonwealth students . 

• Pattern s o f intra-Commonwealt h studen t mobilit y reveale d a 
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heavy concentratio n o n a few mai n hos t and a  few mai n sendin g 
countries, with Malaysia and Hon g Kong accounting for just over 
half th e tota l numbe r o f Commonwealt h student s hoste d b y th e 
four Commonwealth industrialised countries . 

Trends have change d slightl y sinc e 1989 . There has been a  promisin g 
reversal t o th e declin e i n intak e o f Commonwealt h student s b y th e 
industrialised countries . I n 1989-9 0 th e figure  ha d climbe d bac k t o 
65,000, the same leve l a s in 1984-8 5 and preliminar y estimate s fo r th e 
early '90s indicate that the increase continues (see Appendix I for recent 
statistics). However , ther e ar e a  numbe r o f issue s relate d t o th e 
phenomenon whic h ar e o f grea t concer n t o th e Commonwealt h 
Secretariat. 

• Mobilit y i s stil l largel y int o thos e thre e 'developed ' Common -
wealth countries (Australia, Britain and Canada). 

• Th e concentratio n remain s o f a  fe w mai n sendin g countries : th e 
richer NICs, such as Malaysia and Hon g Kong. The numbers fro m 
the poore r Africa n countrie s an d th e Asia n subcontinen t hav e 
greatly diminished. 

• Mobilit y amon g th e developin g countrie s i s extremel y limited . 
Countries like India (which is the largest host developing country) 
are drawin g student s fro m a  limite d rang e o f countrie s an d i n a 
few disciplines only. 

Reasons for declining mobility 
Two principa l factor s hav e influence d presen t trend s i n studen t 
mobility: 

1 Th e impact of high fee regimes 
Reasons for th e decline and imbalanc e in Commonwealth studen t 
mobility hav e bee n documente d b y th e Standin g Committee , es-
pecially the close link between levels of fees and flows of students. 
The effect s o f hig h fee s hav e bee n magnifie d b y rapi d rises  i n 
living costs in many developed countrie s and th e depreciation of 
some countries ' currencie s against , fo r example , th e Canadia n 
dollar o r th e Britis h pound . T o illustrate thi s las t point , wherea s 
fees i n Britai n fo r a n oversea s undergraduat e takin g a  scienc e 
course increase d roughl y si x and a  hal f time s between 197 9 an d 
1990, the cost in Guyanese dollars of these tuition fees was 60 times 
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higher in 199 0 than i n 197 9 because of th e change i n value of th e 
Guyanese dollar relative to the pound. 

High cos t fee s and poo r exchange rates make i t impossible fo r 
students from many developing countries to pursue higher educa-
tion in the traditional centres of learning. 

2 Ne w regional affiliation s 
There hav e arise n specia l relationship s betwee n th e majo r 
Commonwealth hos t government s an d som e o f thei r non -
Commonwealth neighbour s an d tradin g partner s whic h hav e 
placed Commonwealt h student s a t greate r relativ e disadvantage . 
In Britain , th e questio n o f equitabl e fee s fo r Commonwealt h 
students i s furthe r complicate d b y th e differin g relationship s i n 
place in the European partners who had a  colonial past. France, in 
particular, ha s oversea s department s lik e Martiniqu e an d 
Guadeloupe, which are treated a s part o f Metropolita n France , so 
that student s fro m thes e Caribbean island s have acces s t o al l th e 
European Communit y arrangement s an d programme s lik e 
ERASMUS tha t favou r Europea n studen t mobility . Thi s le d 
(perhaps unjustifiably ) t o invidiou s comparison s bein g mad e b y 
Commonwealth Educatio n Minister s at thei r Eleventh Conferenc e 
in Barbados. 

From thei r point of view, Commonwealth scholar s are likely to 
be furthe r disadvantage d a s Europ e move s ahea d wit h re -
arranging it s foreig n polic y i n th e ne w contex t o f Centra l an d 
Eastern Europ e and th e break up of the Soviet Union. The results 
include scheme s suc h a s TEMPUS , which permi t Eas t Europea n 
students easie r acces s int o th e highe r educatio n institution s o f 
Western Europe. The logic of Commonwealth concern seems clear 
enough: European students are going to have their movement into 
Britain (which  i s th e pol e o f attractio n fo r larg e numbers ) facili -
tated; b y comparison , i n th e absenc e o f specia l sponsorship , 
Commonwealth studen t mobilit y into Britain may furthe r declin e 
both absolutely and relatively . 

Of th e othe r mai n receivin g countries , Canada follow s a  fairl y 
even-handed polic y a s betwee n Commonwealt h an d non -
Commonwealth countrie s an d particularl y lean s favourabl y 
towards some of the Francophone countries in Africa. Australia has 
always show n keennes s t o pla y a  leading rol e i n th e Asia-Pacifi c 
Rim an d ha s recentl y extende d it s ai d priorit y (includin g edu -
cational aid) from South-East Asia to include Taiwan and Korea. 
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Boosting mobility 
To combat declinin g Commonwealt h mobilit y an d t o achieve a  mor e 
balanced patter n o f mobility , th e Secretaria t ha s fro m tim e t o tim e 
proposed a  number of schemes. These have included: the institution of 
new awar d schemes/programmes ; mor e scholarship s fo r women ; 
awards fo r student s enrolled a t a  distance; flexibility in credit transfer ; 
exploration o f lin k an d split-sit e arrangements ; better studen t suppor t 
services, a s wel l a s opportunitie s fo r employment ; an d expansio n o f 
fee-free exchanges . While many of these ideas, such as split-site courses, 
have take n of f significantly , fo r som e o f th e countrie s ther e i s stil l 
concern tha t th e direction o f flo w remain s fro m th e developing t o th e 
developed countries , an d tha t i n man y instance s suc h scheme s hav e 
actually impede d th e developmen t o f prope r exchang e scheme s an d 
two-way flow s o f students . The y ar e ofte n see n a s hamperin g th e 
strengthening of institutions in developing Commonwealth countries. 

The Commonwealth Secretary-Genera l recentl y propose d a  numbe r 
of strategie s t o counte r th e hig h fee s an d enabl e greate r studen t 
mobility. These were discussed betwee n th e Secretariat an d intereste d 
governments at the meeting in June 1992 of the Standing Committee on 
Student Mobilit y an d Highe r Educatio n Co-operation . Th e Secretary -
General proposed a  five-point plan: 

1 A n acceptable basis for computation of fees 
This request s tha t onl y thos e item s whic h properl y an d directl y 
relate t o th e stud y programme s undertake n b y th e oversea s 
student should form the basis for charging. 

2 Fe e reduction for postgraduate students 
Many postgraduate s contribut e t o researc h project s undertake n 
for the benefit o f the host country and constitute a resource for the 
host country. 

3 Expande d scholarship provision 
Despite th e expande d programme s i n Australia , Britai n an d 
Canada a  need fo r mor e awards i s recognised. Cost-effectivenes s 
considerations wil l often b e best serve d b y putting awards on a n 
in-country o r third-country trainin g basis, which would also have 
the meri t o f diversifyin g th e patter n o f intra-Commonwealt h 
student flows . 

4 Tuition-fe e scholarship s 
As overseas students can sometime s economise on livin g costs , a 
higher proportio n o f availabl e scholarshi p monie s shoul d b e 

- 3 9 -



concentrated on financing tuition fees, which often have to be paid 
'en bloc' and are a fixed sum . 

5 Reciproca l arrangements for fee remission 
Such arrangement s shoul d buil d o n example s tha t alread y exis t 
for waiving of overseas fees on a reciprocal basis, for example, the 
home-fee statu s accorde d t o eac h othe r b y Australi a an d Ne w 
Zealand. 

This plan was considered b y the Standing Committee in June 1992 and 
the proposals were supported by the great majority of participants. As a 
statement after the meeting declared, however: 

... there was acute disappointment tha t the industrialised hos t countries 
were neithe r abl e t o change thei r positio n i n an y respec t i n relation t o 
these points , nor t o advance alternativ e proposals . In  th e absenc e o f a 
willingness b y th e industrialise d countrie s t o commi t additiona l 
resources whic h woul d enabl e fe e level s t o be reduced o r scholarship s 
to be expanded, no progress was possible ... 

The Commonwealt h governmen t representative s deplore d a  lac k o f 
political wil l an d repeate d th e fea r tha t Commonwealt h relationship s 
might be put in jeopardy. 

At th e same time , they acknowledged tha t among major hos t coun -
tries, Indi a an d som e province s o f Canad a ha d me t an d o n occasio n 
went beyon d th e Secretary-General' s propose d criteria . Th e meetin g 
did discus s othe r measures , particularl y t o diversif y pattern s o f 
Commonwealth studen t mobility , and commende d th e initiative of th e 
Commonwealth of Learning. 

A Commonwealth  project:  Academic  Interchange 
and Institution Building 
The Commonwealt h Secretaria t continue s t o loo k fo r way s o f ameli -
orating hig h fe e structures . A t th e sam e time , o n othe r fronts , th e 
Secretariat i s keen to explore other arrangements and initiative s which 
will favour th e expansion o f studen t mobility . I t i s anxious t o achieve 
this withi n a  framewor k o f growt h an d sustainabl e developmen t o f 
developing countr y institutions . Mindfu l o f th e nee d t o buil d insti -
tutions an d capacit y i n developin g countries , it s project , Academi c 
Interchange and Institution Building, has been designed on the premise 
that bot h studen t mobilit y an d institutio n buildin g ar e closel y inter -
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twined and dependen t upo n each other. Student mobility adds dimen-
sions t o developin g countr y institution s tha t hel p the m gro w whil e 
strong centre s o f learnin g attrac t student s t o thes e institution s an d 
countries. 

The problem is complex and, as in the case of the proverbial chicke n 
and egg , we tend t o ask which should com e first? I  think we need no t 
be concerne d wit h tryin g t o determin e whic h shoul d b e th e startin g 
point, studen t mobilit y o r institutio n building , bu t rathe r t o thin k o f 
schemes which attempt t o achieve the two in tandem, that is , promote 
the interfac e betwee n studen t mobilit y an d institutio n building . W e 
need t o thin k o f arrangement s tha t ma y b e pu t i n plac e t o channe l 
students fro m on e institution and/o r countr y t o another. A t th e sam e 
time, we need to think of the arrangements and initiatives needed at the 
national and institutional level to improve recipient capacity. They may 
include bette r information , recognitio n o f qualifications , improve d 
accommodation an d welfar e and opportunities for students to work, as 
well as aspects of the quality of teaching and research . 

The tas k no w i s t o thin k ou t an d recommen d co-ordinate d 
programmes of exchange and studen t flo w among developing countr y 
institutions an d fro m th e develope d t o th e developin g countr y insti -
tutions. The visio n i s a  framework withi n whic h Commonwealt h lin k 
and exchang e programme s ca n b e planned , t o enable selecte d institu -
tions in Commonwealth developing countries successfully t o host acad-
emics and researchers from other developing country institutions. 

Any realistic planning must be done bearing in mind the make-up of 
the Commonwealth -  a  group of fifty countries , with limited resources . 
In th e grou p are : fou r industrialise d countrie s -  Australia , Britain , 
Canada an d possibl y New Zealand; a number o f newly industrialisin g 
countries, such as Singapore and Malaysia ; and a  large number of very 
poor o r poor countries . Many of thes e countries are far to o small eve n 
to suppor t a  highe r educatio n institution ; thirt y o f the m hav e popu -
lations of under two million. 

Large pools of money are not likely to be available. While committed 
to the ideals of mobility and association , Commonwealth government s 
often canno t match thes e with hard currency . Thus the focus has to be 
on creativ e way s o f maximisin g resources . W e nee d t o se e wha t 
resources, however little , are availabl e fro m al l partner s i n th e enter -
prise; and w e should no t underestimate th e input of developing coun -
tries, who may be able to make small concessions of fee waivers and th e 
like. Reflection i s needed o n th e way s w e ca n bes t tak e advantag e o f 
these resources inside developing countries and combine them for best 
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effect, wit h an y externa l resourcin g w e ma y b e abl e t o identify . Thu s 
while scheme s lik e ERASMU S sprin g t o mind , w e hav e t o tak e th e 
lessons from thes e schemes and wor k ou t ways of implementing the m 
with non e o f th e financia l backin g tha t th e Europea n Communit y ca n 
provide. 

The Workshop i n Singapore in Apri l 199 2 was designed t o take the 
project forward , wit h som e small-scale , implementabl e recommen -
dations, within a  coherent programm e o f activitie s an d initiatives , fo r 
which th e resources would b e attainable, and workin g wher e possibl e 
in partnership with other Commonwealth agencies . The Workshop was 
seen a s a  landmar k meeting , fro m whic h a  ne w approac h t o 
Commonwealth studen t mobilit y crystallise d -  a n approac h base d o n 
greater diversificatio n o f studen t destinations , th e encouragemen t o f 
more South-South co-operatio n i n highe r education , an d th e develop -
ment o f a  consortium o f universitie s o f Nort h an d Sout h t o engende r 
pivotal stud y abroad schemes . The Commonwealth Universitie s Stud y 
Abroad Consortium or CUSAC is the first frui t of the new approach. 
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