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Migrant students: 
between dream and reality
1.1 Definitions 

ź  are defined as non-citizens of the country in which they study.Foreign students
ź  are defined as foreign students who have crossed a national border and moved to another country with the objective to studying. That is to say, the student has moved from Mobile students

his the country of origin to the country where he is studying (also called country of destination). The status as a mobile student is dependent on the crossing of a border motivated by education. 
„Studenci zagraniczni w Polsce 2014", 

ź According to the International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED 97), the fifth level of education is the first step in higher education. The Polish education system covers higher vocational 
studies, master's degree, master studies, postgraduate studies and the College of Teachers and Language Teacher Training College. The highest level is the equivalent of a sixth of doctoral studies 
- see. Glossary: International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-
explained/index.php/Glossary:International_standard_classification_of_education_(ISCED)/pl (accessed on 06.28.2015).

ź UNESCO, OECD and Eurostat define foreign students as foreigners who are not nationals of the country in which they are studying – see: Student mobility and foreign students in tertiary 
education (educ_mo), http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cache/metadata/en/educ_mo_esms.htm (accessed on 20.07.2015); UOE data collection on education systems. Manual concepts, definitions 
and classifications, Volume 1, UNESCO, OECD, Eurostat, Montreal, Paris, Luxembourg 2013, pp. 41-44.

1.2 Foreign students in Europe

Poland 

ź In the academic year 2013/14 35,983 foreign students from 149 countries studied in Poland, an increase of 6811 in comparison to the 
previous year (by 23%). Such a large increase has not experienced Polish universities before.

ź They make 2.32% of all students in our country (seven years ago they accounted for only 0.6%). The increase in the internationalization 
coefficient is not only due to the increase in the number of foreigners, but also due to the unprecedented decline in the total number of 
students. In the 2013/14 academic there were 1,549,877 of students - over 125 thousand less than in the previous year. 

ź According to the latest data released by the CSO, most foreign students come to Polish universities from Ukraine (15,123). We can speak 
of "Ukrainization" of our higher education, as the Ukrainians already constitute 42% of all foreign students in Poland. Other most 
represented nations are Belarusians (3743), Norwegians (1580), Spanish (1361) and Swedish (1251). Over 80% of foreign students came 
to Poland from Europe (29,207 people). Other represented continents are Asia (4712 students), North and Central America (1346), Africa 
(592), South America (99) and Oceania (22).

European Union

According to Eurostat data, in 2012 in the 28 European Union 
countries nearly 1.8 million foreign students studied in the 
first stage of tertiary education (level 5). Their number 
increased by 18%, compared to 2008 (see Graph 1).

Graph.  1.  The number of foreign students in EU28 and Poland 
in 2008 – 2012 - the first stage of tertiary education (level 5)

Source: own elaboration based on Eurostat data

Most foreign students studied in the UK (over 568 thousand students), 
Germany (approx. 297 thousand), France (over 271 thousand) and in the 
Netherlands (over 163 thousand) (See Graph 2).

Graph. 2.  The number of foreign students in Europe 
in 2012 - the first stage of tertiary education (level 5)

In 2012, approx. 25 thousand foreign students studied at Polish universities, about 43% more than in 
2008. It should be stressed that in our country much lower percentage of foreign students studied than 
in highly developed countries of Western Europe, but also less than in the countries of Central and 
Eastern Europe, like the Czech Republic, Hungary, Slovakia, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, and even 
Bulgaria. The coefficient internationalization of Polish universities stands at 1.27%, while the EU 
average is 9.19%. In this respect, Poland together with Croatia, is among the least internationalized 
countries in the European Union (see Graph. 3).

Source: own elaboration based on Eurostat data

Graph. 3. Percentage of foreign students 
in the population of students in a given country 
in  2012 - the first stage of tertiary education (level 5) 

The second stage of tertiary education (level 6) are the studies that lead to a doctoral 
degree. Most doctoral students-foreigners were in the UK (approx. 45 thous.), France 
(approx. 30 thous.) And Germany (23.6 thous.). In Poland there were 942 doctoral students 
from abroad (see. Graph 4).

Source: own elaboration based on Eurostat data

Graph. 4.  The number of foreign students in Europe in 2012 
- the second stage of tertiary education (level 6)

In terms of the internationalization of doctoral studies, Poland is in the penultimate 
place, just before Lithuania. Foreign nationals who are in the second stage of higher 
education, account for only 2.3% of all students obtaining a doctorate in Poland, while 
in the EU countries is every fifth PhD student is a foreigner (21.88%) (see. Graph 5).

Source: own elaboration based on Eurostat data

Graph. 5.  Percentage of foreign students in the population 
of students in a given country in  2012 
- the second stage of tertiary education (level 6)

Source: own elaboration based on Eurostat data

Analysing the dynamics of growth in the number of foreign students on 5 and 6 level 
studies in Poland in 2008-2012 it can be seen that it is one of the highest in Europe. In 
2012, at Polish universities there were 42.3% more foreigners than in 2008. Ahead of us 
there are such countries as Slovakia (43.1%), Latvia (45.7%), Slovenia (49.3%), Ireland 
(54%), the Netherlands (75.8%). The average increase in the number of foreign 
students in 28 EU countries was 25.5% (see. Graph 6).

Graph 6. Growth rate of foreign students in 2012, 
in comparison to 2008 in Europe – the first and second 
level of higher education (levels 5 and 6). 

In EU studies in the field of social sciences, economics and law, at both the 5 and 6 level of 
study, are selected by 35.2% of foreign students. In Poland, the percentage is higher and 
amounts to 40.0%. One should also pay attention to the directions relating to health and 
social care, which are chosen by up to 24.5% of foreigners in Poland, while in the EU only 
by 12.2%. A different situation exists in 'technical' programs. Engineering, manufacturing 
and construction in the EU is chosen by 15% of foreign students while in our country - 
about half as many (7.2%). The same is true with regard to sciences, mathematics and 
computer science, which are studied by 12% of foreigners in the EU, while in Poland by 
only 5.6% (see. Graph 7).

Graph 7. Percentage of foreign students in Poland nad EU 
in 2012 according to the studies program - the first and second 
level of higher education (levels 5 and 6).  (in %)

The analysis of the data from Eurostat regarding the internationalization of higher 
education in Europe and Poland showed that:
1. The highest percentage of foreign students is in Liechtenstein, where foreigners make 
up approx. 87% of all students at level 5 and 6. In terms of numbers, the largest number of 
foreign students study in UK.  
2. The coefficient internationalization of Polish universities (1.27%) on the first stage of 
tertiary education (level 5) is among the lowest in Europe. The same is true with studies at 
level 6, where foreigners account for only 2.3% of students doing PhD in Poland.
3. Despite unfavourable internationalization ratio of Polish universities, Poland is among 
the countries with the most dynamic growth in the number of foreign students. In 2012, 
the number of foreigners studying in Poland rose by 42.3% compared to 2008.
4. The most popular fields of education in Poland and the EU are social sciences, business 
and law, which are selected by 35% (EU average) to 40% (in the case of Poland) foreign 
students.
5. Health and social care are the directions that are more often chosen by foreigners 
studying in Poland (24.5%) than in other EU countries (12.2%).
6. Technical studies (engineering, manufacturing and construction, science, mathematics 
and IT) are popular among foreigners studying in the EU, more than among those who 
decide to study in Poland.

ź In the world there is 3.7 million foreign students at the moment - OECD announced in its latest report on the state of world education, "Education at a Glance". This impressive number 
represents an increase by 77% compared to 2000 and confirms the popularity of the phenomena such as globality and migration for educational purposes.

ź The report confirmed the most attractive host countries for foreign students are: US (18% of all foreign students), United Kingdom (10%), Australia (7%), Germany (7%) and France 
(7%), Canada (5%), Japan (4%), Russia (4%) and Spain (2%). In relation to 2000 the popularity of the United States, Germany and Britain dropped slightly - by 5 percentage points while 
the popularity of  Russia, Australia and New Zealand increased. Foreign students account for 21% of all students in Australia, 15.3% in the UK. Austria (15.1%) and Switzerland (14.9%) 
can also boast with a high proportion of foreign students in the total number of students.

ź  The biggest "exporter" of students are still China. Every fifth of foreign students globally is that nationality. In second place in this category, India (6% of all students), South Korea (4%) 
and Germany (3%). In total, students from Asia account for more than half of all foreign students.

ź Most foreign students are taught in Europe at the moment - more than 45%.

1.3  Mission and organization of higher education in the globalising world 

ź The purpose of higher education should be to develop the personality of young people, encourage their creativity, expand horizons and equip them with the 
knowledge for rational functioning in a complex world, enable quick adaptation to new and unforeseeable conditions, including even multiple change of occupation 
over their life.

ź At university students should master the art of thinking that allows for solving problems with the use of appropriate means and arguments. University should be a 
place of cognitive adventure, meetings with peers and shaping character. It should be only a secondary aim to master specific knowledge. 

1.4 Advantages for the host country

ź In the world, more than 4.3 million students study outside their home country. According to forecasts, by 2020 this number will double. More than half of the international 
students are Asians (Chinese, Indians and Koreans are dominant). The majority of foreign students are hosted by OECD countries, and among them: United States, Australia, 
United Kingdom, Germany and France. The "big five" hosts more than half of all foreign students in the world. 7% of them recently goes to China.

ź It is estimated that globally, the market for international studies generates  about $ 100 billion a year to host countries of foreign students. In Poland, the estimated 
contribution of foreign students to the economy is at the moment around 100 million euros per year.

ź A report "Foreign students in Poland 2014" - prepared annually by the Educational Foundation "Perspectives" in the framework of the cooperation program "Study in 
Poland" with the Conference of Rectors of Academic Schools in Poland (www.studyinpoland.pl, www.info.studyinpoland.pl).

ź It is estimated that globally, the market for international studies brings the host countries of foreign students around 80-90 billion dollars a year. In Poland, the estimated 
contribution of foreign students to the economy is at the moment around 100 million euros per year.

Table  8. Areas of analysis of declarations and expectations from education among students from the Eastern Partnership. 

Source: European Eastern University. A Report on prospective foreign students' motivation (Europejski Uniwersytet Wschodni. Raport z badań motywacji potencjalnych studentów z zagranicy). 
J. Bielecka-Prus, M. Kruk, Z. Kawczyńska-Butrym. Lublin 2015

Source: own elaboration based on Eurostat data

Impact of educational migration on selected spheres of life – difficulties 

ź Access to health care services

International cooperation in hosting foreign students 
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