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1. Introduction 
That there is a problem with the Government’s approach to international students is self-evident. The 
Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA)’s official statistics show that the number of students from 
India declined by 24% while the numbers from Sri Lanka declined by 14% and Bangladesh by 6% 
between 2010-11 and 2011-12. Overall student numbers have held up but the UK is losing market share. 
 
The primary reasons for this are: 

 An ever-changing regime of visa regulations including the removal of the post work study route 
and the re-introduction of out-of-country interviews 

 UKBA practices and procedures which are not proportionate 

 The risk to the continuation of study associated with the right currently afforded to UKBA to 
withdraw highly trusted status from an institution without notice and with no right of appeal 

 The failure of Ministers to promote a coherent policy agenda. 
 
This environment has led to public disagreement between key stakeholders. This is itself damaging and 
the associated ‘megaphone’ diplomacy is reported throughout the world. In fact UK universities, all of 
which are quality assured, offer an exciting range of courses including courses that are professionally 
focused. The message that the UK is a safe and highly attractive country in which to study is being lost. 
 
Currently neither UKBA nor the Home Office have identified any guiding principles to inform the 
treatment of international students and UKBA appears to have no code of conduct to guide staff. This 
compares poorly with the 5 guiding principles for asylum-seekers which have been adopted and appear 
on the UKBA website. These principles and the language used to describe asylum-seekers were reviewed 
by an independent taskforce, resulting in a more balanced approach.   
 
There is an urgent need to review the Home Office approach to international students and to improve 
UKBA procedures and staff training. Equally important the Cabinet and Home Offices should jointly 
commission a review, backed at the highest level of government, to identify guiding principles to 
inform the treatment of international students. To be effective and meaningful, these principles 
should be adopted by all key stakeholders, including higher education, and used to inform the tone of 
private and public discourse.  
 
2. Home Office vs BIS 
The Home Office and BIS are pursuing business models that are contradictory and counter-intuitive. 
Broadly speaking, the Home Office and UKBA are seeking to limit entry to the UK. Even if this is too 
crude a description, UKBA’s primary raison d’etre is clearly not about ensuring that more international 
students study at universities in the UK – and if it is, the outcomes are hardly encouraging.   
 
BIS has launched an Education Strategy to promote the UK’s education exports and the Skills Minister, 
Matthew Hancock, recently visited India to drum up business. However, the Home Secretary has 



2 
 

announced that there are going to be over 100,000 more out-of- country interviews of prospective 
international students conducted by agents of UKBA each year, many of them targeting India. 
 
3. Out-of-country interviews 
UKBA will have to farm out these interviews to agents. This raises a number of questions about probity 
and resources. How will UKBA monitor quality control? How will these agents have or acquire the 
academic expertise to make decisions about whether or not prospective students have the capability to 
succeed in their studies? Crucially, how will UKBA ensure that the process is not subject to corruption? 
 
The points system was introduced to avoid the potential for injustice but also the corruption that can 
arise when agents are given responsibility for out-of-country interviews.  
 
4. UKBA resources 
UKBA staff numbers have declined and resources have been reduced. As yet Ministers have been unable 
to confirm the costs of conducting an additional 100,000 out-of-country interviews and whether UKBA 
will receive any additional funding. The concern has to be that Ministers seek to recover these costs by 
increasing fees for applicants and providers. 
 
5. Highly Trusted Status 
Out-of-country interviews will increase further risks to universities’ Highly Trusted Status. International 
students are issued with a CAS (confirmation of acceptance of studies) by a university and are then 
required to have their visa applications processed. In the 12 month period to June 2012, 75,000 fewer 
student visas were issued.  
 
A university’s HTS can be put at risk if the rate of refusals of students issued with a CAS increases. 
This inevitably leads to risk-adverse behaviour at institutional level. At least two universities suspended 
recruitment from North India when the rate of UKBA refusals of students already issued with a CAS 
increased without any obvious explanation. 
 
Meeting the criteria for Highly Trusted Status, monitoring performance and the auditing of the same is 
itself an increasingly complicated business. HTS is judged against a number of criteria which include: 
 

 visa refusal rate 

 enrolment rate 

 completion rate 

 individual academic progression 

 complex attendance monitoring applied to individual students 

 monthly monitoring of the finances which international students have in their bank accounts. 
 
The introduction in a short period of time of a large number of changing regulations and guidance has 
made a complicated system even more complex. Responsibility for immigration control has been 
transferred to higher education providers which now carry all the risk and which are then monitored by 
UKBA for compliance.  
 
Unless international students and higher education institutions have confidence in the visa application 
process and the monitoring of students and providers, the reputation of the UK as a destination for 
higher education study will be further undermined.   
 
6. UKBA 
UKBA representatives are not always conversant with the guidance which UKBA has itself issued. The 
following case-studies illustrate the problems. 
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Case-studies 
A.  At one university eight uniformed UKBA officers from two different UKBA offices arrived with two 
different guidelines for monitoring attendance. In the event neither was correct and when the university 
gave them the correct version the officials asked its source. The answer was very straightforward. It was 
the correct one because it was the one on UKBA’s own website. 
 
B. UKBA officials were called away to another site – but insisted that they take with them copies of files 
because they had not completed the audit. This was likely to be in breach of data protection obligations. 
 
C. A UKBA auditor stated that a university had to register all campuses as part of the current Tier 2 
license. Initially this was not a requirement when the university applied for the Tier 2 license 4 years 
ago.  The auditor advised that if a UKBA official found a foreign worker on a site that was not registered, 
the university would not be compliant with current requirements and could be subject to penalties.  
  
The university was required to provide documentation to confirm ownership but received differing 
advice from the UKBA Employer helpline as to what form this should take e.g. proof of ownership, land 
registry documents or an affidavit. The university wrote to UKBA on a number of occasions requesting a 
definitive response. To date, this response has not been received.  Given the risks of potential non-
compliance, the university instructed its lawyers who were also unable to obtain clear answers from 
UKBA.  
 
UKBA’s licensing team then asked if the university was planning on renewing the Tier 2 license. Having 
been informed of the problems, the university was advised to continue with the license renewal in the 
absence of registering the campuses.  
 
Subsequently, UKBA advised that a Statutory Declaration about ownership of university sites was 
urgently needed. A Declaration was quickly drawn up by the university’s lawyers and signed under oath 
before another lawyer. The process had taken approximately taken over three months, staff resources, 
almost 90 emails and incurred legal costs of £16,000. After four months UKBA’s decision on the 
application was still awaited.  

 
Universities report that UKBA officers are frequently unaware of the complexities and diversities of the 
student experience, the different patterns of study that apply according to the semester, type of course 
and level of study i.e. undergraduate or postgraduate. The funding and backgrounds of international 
students are also diverse. Many students travel half way across the world, funded by their extended 
families; some are backed by generous scholarships paid directly by their own government. Monitoring 
their monthly bank balances is not straight forward. 
 
Universities do not receive any written reports after an audit. UKBA is not required to agree the data on 
which it relies to assess institutional compliance. If UKBA concludes that ‘students that you have 
sponsored have not complied with the condition of their permissions to study in the UK’, revocation of 
an institution’s HTS is immediate and the teaching of current students has to cease. There is no right of 
appeal. The only recourse open to student representatives and the university is the issue of Judicial 
Review proceedings. 
 
UKBA has no responsibility to advise potential students if a document is inadequate or if a page has 
been lost. Applications are deleted after 8 weeks and students have to start again. 
 
7. Clarity about numbers 
The Home Office has targeted a number of groups to achieve a fall in migration numbers between now 
and the end of the parliament. These are:  

 Dependants and family reunion 
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 Skilled workers 

 International students. 
 
Families outside of the EU constitute only 20% of the migration figures. The decrease in the number of 
student visas issued has already been substantial. There are suspicions that the Home Office is banking 
on a reduction in migration numbers, based on a reduced number of arrivals, as international students 
complete their courses and leave in 2014-15.  
 
Ministers should now clarify the reduction in the number of international students that they are seeking 
to achieve by 2015 and explain how they expect this figure to be achieved. 
 
8. Language 
The language used to describe international students and the universities at which they study has 
become increasingly emotive and pejorative. References to ‘bogus’ students are frequent and it has 
been implied that UK universities are harbouring ‘illegal immigrants’.  
 
It is difficult to identify any other potential purchasers of British goods and services being described in 
similar fashion yet it has become acceptable to refer to international students in ways that suggest fraud 
and illegality. Campaigns to promote British higher education will be compromised unless the pejorative 
descriptions of students are set aside.  
 
9. The ‘brightest and the best’  
It has also become common in government to refer to international students as the ‘brightest and the 
best’. This term is deeply misleading on a number of counts and encourages inaccurate press reporting. 
 
For example, the Daily Mail alleged that the majority of international students were not the ‘brightest 
and the best’ and should not be studying in the UK because they were not studying at a small sub-group 
of the ‘top’ universities. This analysis (or lack of it) failed to recognise that the majority of British 
students do not study at these universities either. The article was reported elsewhere and is indicative 
of the consequences of describing students on the basis of general notions of the ‘brightest and best’. 
 
The pre-entry qualifications of students and the decisions to make them an offer (as opposed to issue a 
visa) remain matters for universities. British home students are no longer from a narrow range of 
backgrounds, studying a narrow range of subjects and courses at a small number of universities. This 
diversity is one of the successes of British higher education. As a result the UK has a world-wide 
reputation for a high quality mass, higher education system.   
 
More than 100 UK universities compete to educate more than two million undergraduate and 
postgraduate students each year. The qualifications and the degrees achieved by home and 
international students add value to the societies and communities in which these graduates live and the 
businesses, professions and services in which they work. From business and administration to project 
management, from games technology to the creative industries, these universities offer courses of 
interest, value and relevance to a wide range of students from the UK and overseas. International 
partnerships also allow international students to commence programmes in their home countries and 
articulate and complete their courses in the UK. International postgraduate students add value and are 
crucial to the health of the UK’s own postgraduate system.  
 
10. Conclusion 
Britain has a record of encouraging talented and entrepreneurial individuals from within the UK and 
overseas to study for higher education qualifications at undergraduate and postgraduate level. This 
record and the potential for Britain to expand market share are currently being placed at risk. 
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11. About million+ and contact information 
 
Million+ is a leading university think-tank, which uses rigorous research and evidence based policy to 
solve complex problems in higher education. We have recently published the first in a series of 
pamphlets going ‘Behind the Headlines’ to examine the economic costs and benefits of higher 
education. The first pamphlet, What’s the value of a UK degree? considers the monetary value of a UK 
degree to individuals, taxpayers and the Treasury. It is available to download on the million+ website: 
http://www.millionplus.ac.uk/research-policy/reports/latest-reports/report-whats-the-value-of-a-uk-
degree 
 
For more information about this briefing or the work of million+ please contact Jean Candler, Head of 
Public Affairs on 020 7717 1655 or 07900 277819, or email: jeancandler@millionplus.ac.uk. 
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