
International Student Mobility in Africa: The Case of Egypt

Item Type text; Electronic Dissertation

Authors Marei, Mahmoud Sayed Mahmoud

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:54:12

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/628001

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/628001


 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

INTERNATIONAL STUDENT MOBILITY IN AFRICA: THE CASE OF EGYPT 

 

by 

 

Mahmoud Sayed Marei 

___________________________________ 

Copyright © Mahmoud Sayed Marei 2018 

 

 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 

DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATIONAL POLICY STUDIES AND PRACTICE 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 

For the Degree of 

 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

WITH A MAJOR IN EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP, POLICY STUDIES AND PRACTICE 

 

In the Graduate College 

 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

2018 





INTERNATIONAL STUDENT MOBILITY IN AFRICA: THE CASE OF EGYPT 3 
 

 

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for an 

advanced degree at the University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library to be 

made available to borrowers under rules of the Library. 

 

Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special permission, provided 

that an accurate acknowledgement of the source is made. Requests for permission for extended 

quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in part may be granted by the head 

of the major department or the Dean of the Graduate College when in his or her judgment the 

proposed use of the material is in the interests of scholarship. In all other instances, however, 

permission must be obtained from the author. 

 

SIGNED: Mahmoud Sayed Marei 

  



INTERNATIONAL STUDENT MOBILITY IN AFRICA: THE CASE OF EGYPT 4 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 Pursuing a PhD at the University of Arizona had been a life-changing experience. It had 

been a journey of boundless and intense learning, challenges, and personal and professional 

development. I neither could not have persisted nor completed my degree program without the 

assistance, guidance, encouragement, and support of the people around me. However, first and 

foremost I would like to thank ALLAH (God) for bestowing on me all these bounties and giving 

me this incredible opportunity to further my knowledge. Second, I would like to take the 

opportunity to reflect on those shining stars who have supported me throughout this period. 

Completing this journey successfully would not have been possible without the love, 

encouragement, and the financial support of my parents, Dr. Sayed Marei and Dr. Abeer Marei. 

Both had always been there for me and I am forever in debt to them. I wish also to pay a special 

gratitude to my lovely wife, Reem El-Rashidy, who had taken the burden of raising our two 

teenagers, single-handedly in a different country on the other side of the world, while I 

completed the program. I would also like to thank both my children to enduring their life without 

me and taking their responsibilities at an early age. I love them beyond any words can describe. 

I am grateful to all of those with whom I have had the pleasure to work during this and 

other related projects. Each member of the faculty of education at the UA has provided me 

extensive personal and professional guidance and taught me a great deal about educational 

research. I am particularly grateful to the Dissertation Committee, Prof Jill Koyama, Dissertation 

Committee Chair, Prof. Gary Rhoades, Head of COE department, Prof. Jenny Lee, and Prof. 

Francesca Lopez for their excellent guidance. You supported me greatly, were always willing to 

help, and provided me with the tools I needed to successfully complete this dissertation. I 

strongly believe that without your valuable guidance, this work would not have been successfully 

completed.  

In addition, I would especially like to thank each and every faculty member with whom I 

had the pleasure and honor to be their student; Prof. Kris Bosworth, Prof. Rose Ylimaki, and the 

late Prof. Jeff Bennette from the EDL department. I would particularly like to single out Prof. 

John Taylor, whom I had the pleasure to be his teaching assistant for three years, for his 

continued support, wonderful collaboration, and invaluable advices. Thank you Prof Taylor for 

being a friend and a mentor. I would also like to acknowledge other faculty members from the 

HED Department, Prof. Nolan Cabrera, Prof. Regina Deil-Amen, and Prof. Jacquette Ozan. You 

all have had a substantial impact on my education. Then, there are the ‘unknown soldiers’ of the 

department. Those personnel who keep the department running, facilitate all the paperwork, and 

organize the details of the academic year. On behlf of all graduate students, I would like to place 

a special thank you note to Margret Sallet, Elizabeth Gixiola, and Lora Francise. I tell them, 

thank you for being magnificent.  

I am especially indebted to my American family, those who, for good and worse, hosted 

and tolerated me for almost four years without the slightest grumble. Thank you, Steve Hayden 

and Diane Boyer for your generosity, hospitality, and support. I also want to extend my gratitude 

to the rest of the Boyer family, Dr. Georgia Boyer, Dr. Jack Boyer, Dr. Leslie Boyer, Connie 

Schoza, and Quintine Boyer. Thanks for being so hospitable to me throughout those years and 

for those Thanksgiving and Christmas dinners. You all have been a true family away from home. 

Last but definitely not least, there are my friends and colleagues. I would like to thank in 

particular Lukretisa Beasley, Suymia Frick, and Eric Slaughter for their delightful friendship 

throughout those years. You had been such an amazing companions; more than I could ever give 



INTERNATIONAL STUDENT MOBILITY IN AFRICA: THE CASE OF EGYPT 5 
 

him credit for here. I would also like to express deep appreciation to Lisa Fetman, Costas 

Manoli, Lindsay De Martino, Tamara Lee Standard, Chloe Fandel, Hillary Vance, and Colin 

Waite for the wonderful times we spent together. Special thanks to my Swiss desert companion, 

Hardy Boeckli, who had been more than just a friend. Finally would like to thank, Santiago 

Casiello, Leslie Celine, Sarah Hearing, and the beautiful and special girl Nadia for being there, 

God bless them all.  

 

  



INTERNATIONAL STUDENT MOBILITY IN AFRICA: THE CASE OF EGYPT 6 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DEDICATION 

I dedicate this dissertation and research to my father, Dr. Sayed Mahmoud Marei, to my late 

uncle, Prof. Dr. Fayez Ibrahim Marei, 

and to my beloved country, EGYPT; may ALLAH (God) protect it 

  



INTERNATIONAL STUDENT MOBILITY IN AFRICA: THE CASE OF EGYPT 7 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

LIST OF TABLES ........................................................................................................................ 11 
ABSTRACT .................................................................................................................................. 12 
CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION ........................................................................................... 14 

A Brief History of the Emergence of Universities .................................................................... 16 

Why Study International Students? .......................................................................................... 20 

Challenges Faced by International Students ............................................................................. 22 

Conceptual Framework ............................................................................................................. 24 

Definition of Terms................................................................................................................... 25 

Problem Statement .................................................................................................................... 27 

Purpose Statement ..................................................................................................................... 28 

Significance of the Study .......................................................................................................... 29 

Research Questions ................................................................................................................... 30 

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW ............................................................................... 31 
Theme One: Global Patterns of International Student Mobility ............................................... 36 

World-systems: The introduction of the ‘core-periphery’ classification .............................. 36 

Employing the ‘Core-Periphery’ Concept to Comparative Higher Education ..................... 37 

Periphery Centers and Center Peripheries ......................................................................... 38 

Modifications to the ‘Core-Periphery’ Concept ................................................................ 39 

Trends in International Student Migration ............................................................................ 40 

Neo-colonialism and ‘Brain Drain’ ................................................................................... 42 

‘Brain Waste’. .................................................................................................................... 43 

‘Brain Circulation’ ............................................................................................................. 44 

A ‘Traveling Culture’ ........................................................................................................ 45 

Theme Two: Regional Hubs ..................................................................................................... 46 

Shifts in the Global Patterns of International Student Mobility ........................................... 46 

The Emergence of Educational Regional Hubs .................................................................... 47 

Three Types of Regional Hubs .......................................................................................... 49 

Theme Three: International Student Motivations to Study Abroad .......................................... 51 

The ‘Push-Pull’ Model .......................................................................................................... 51 

Variations of the push-pull model......................................................................................... 53 

Reverse Push-Pull Model ................................................................................................... 53 

A Three-Stage Model for Choosing to Study Abroad ....................................................... 54 

Motivations for Studying Abroad Depended on Host Country and Country of Origin........ 55 



INTERNATIONAL STUDENT MOBILITY IN AFRICA: THE CASE OF EGYPT 8 
 

The Case of Turkey ............................................................................................................ 55 

The Case of Mexico ........................................................................................................... 56 

The Case of South Africa ................................................................................................... 57 

Theme Four: International Student Experiences ....................................................................... 58 

International Student Experiences in Developed Nations .................................................... 59 

International Student Experiences in Developing Countries ................................................ 60 

CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY ..................................................................................... 64 
Interpretivist Paradigm.............................................................................................................. 64 

Qualitative Methods .................................................................................................................. 65 

Qualitative Tool: Semi- Structured Interviews ..................................................................... 66 

A Vertical Case Study Design .............................................................................................. 67 

Settings of Study ....................................................................................................................... 69 

Geography of the Land ......................................................................................................... 69 

Human Geography ................................................................................................................ 70 

Political Overview ................................................................................................................ 70 

Higher Education .................................................................................................................. 71 

International Students in Egypt .......................................................................................... 72 

Admission Process for International Students ................................................................... 73 

Cairo University, CU ............................................................................................................ 76 

Ain Shams University, ASU ................................................................................................. 79 

American University in Cairo, AUC .................................................................................... 80 

Data Collection ......................................................................................................................... 82 

Positionality .......................................................................................................................... 82 

Recruitment Strategies, Data Collection, and Challenges .................................................... 84 

Sampling ............................................................................................................................... 89 

Study Participants ................................................................................................................. 90 

The American University in Cairo, AUC .......................................................................... 90 

Cairo University. ................................................................................................................ 94 

Ain Shams University. ....................................................................................................... 95 

The Interview Instrument .......................................................................................................... 96 

Consent ................................................................................................................................. 98 

Protection of Subject Privacy................................................................................................ 99 

Protection of Data Confidentiality ........................................................................................ 99 

Survey Instrument ................................................................................................................... 100 



INTERNATIONAL STUDENT MOBILITY IN AFRICA: THE CASE OF EGYPT 9 
 

Data Analysis .......................................................................................................................... 101 

Validity of the Research Study ............................................................................................... 103 

Construct Validity ............................................................................................................... 104 

Conclusion Validity ............................................................................................................ 104 

External Validity ................................................................................................................. 105 

CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 1 ............................................................................................... 106 
Section One: Dispositions ....................................................................................................... 106 

International Students Attending AUC in 2016-2017 ........................................................ 107 

Three interrelated dimensions: The institution, Country, and Time ................................... 108 

Dimension one: The institution. ....................................................................................... 108 

Dimension two: The country ........................................................................................... 109 

Dimension three: Historical time. .................................................................................... 109 

Exchange Programs and Scholarships ................................................................................ 109 

Touristic Appetite and Cultural Experience ....................................................................... 110 

Egypt: A Regional Hub ....................................................................................................... 111 

Scholarships ........................................................................................................................ 112 

Recommendation, Reputation, and Accreditation .............................................................. 112 

Safer than Home, Proximity to Home Country, and Similar Culture ................................. 113 

Section Two: Academic and Social Experiences .................................................................... 114 

Unique Curriculum Coupled by being in Egypt ................................................................. 115 

High Expectations Vs Less Challenging............................................................................. 115 

English as a Medium of Instruction and the Liberal Arts Design System .......................... 116 

Small Class Sizes and Positive Student- Faculty Relationship ........................................... 117 

Diversity, Different Methods of Teaching and Assessment, and Use of Technology ........ 118 

More International Friends and Less Local Egyptian Friends ............................................ 119 

Feeling Welcomed .............................................................................................................. 120 

Inattention by the ISL ......................................................................................................... 121 

On Campus: Comfortable, Safe, and Non-Discriminatory ................................................. 121 

Off-Campus: Culture Shock, Sexual Harassment, and Financial Exploitation .................. 122 

Section Three: Expectations and Aspirations ......................................................................... 124 

Building Valued Human Capital ......................................................................................... 124 

AUC was the Best Choice but Egypt May Not Be ............................................................. 125 

CHAPTER FIVE: FINDINGS 2 ................................................................................................. 128 
Section One: Dispositions ....................................................................................................... 129 

Scholarships ........................................................................................................................ 129 



INTERNATIONAL STUDENT MOBILITY IN AFRICA: THE CASE OF EGYPT 10 
 

Centrality of Egypt as an Educational Regional Hub and Institutions’ Reputation ........... 130 

Limited Options of Universities and Feasibility of Living Expenses ................................. 133 

Section Two: Academic and Social Experiences .................................................................... 134 

Classroom Language of Instruction .................................................................................... 134 

Huge Classroom Sizes ........................................................................................................ 136 

Highly qualified Instructors ................................................................................................ 137 

On-Campus: Safe, Respected but Lacked Attention from Institutions ............................... 139 

Off-Campus: Uncomfortable at Times and Experiencing Financial Exploitation.............. 141 

On-Campus and Off-Campus: An International Experience .............................................. 142 

Section Three: Aspirations ...................................................................................................... 145 

Chasing the Egyptian Local Job Market ............................................................................. 145 

CHAPTER SIX: DISCUSSION ................................................................................................. 148 

Section One: Dispositions ....................................................................................................... 148 

“Masr Umm El Donia”: Egypt is the Mother of the World ............................................... 150 

Egypt is Safe and Safer than Other Countries in the Region .............................................. 153 

Section Two: Academic and Social Experiences .................................................................... 156 

Rich and Unique Educational Experience .......................................................................... 157 

Low Expectations and Arabic as a Language of Instruction .............................................. 158 

Friendships and Networks................................................................................................... 160 

On-Campus: Neo-National Experiences ............................................................................. 162 

Off-Campus: Neo-Racism in the form of Financial Exploitation, and Sexual Harassment 163 

Section Three: Aspirations and Expectations ......................................................................... 166 

Added Valued Human Capital ............................................................................................ 166 

Egypt may not be an Option after Graduation .................................................................... 167 

CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSION ........................................................................................ 170 
Limitations of the Study.......................................................................................................... 177 

Implications of the Study ........................................................................................................ 177 

Future Research ...................................................................................................................... 179 

REFERENCES ........................................................................................................................... 185 

 

  



INTERNATIONAL STUDENT MOBILITY IN AFRICA: THE CASE OF EGYPT 11 
 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 1: Participants’ Demographics Attending the American University in Cairo .................. 181 

Table 2: Participants’ Demographics Attending Egyptian Public Universities .......................... 182 

Table 3: International Student Enorllement in the AUC in Years Past ...................................... 183 

Table 4: Characteristics and Demographics of International Students at AUC.......................... 184 

 

  



INTERNATIONAL STUDENT MOBILITY IN AFRICA: THE CASE OF EGYPT 12 
 

ABSTRACT 

International educational migration continues to increase (OECD, 2016). After the Second World 

War, student migration was predominantly unidirectional, from developing countries, to the core 

nations (Altbach, 2004). Recent studies, however, show that there is a shift in this migration 

patter due to the emergence of regional educational hubs (Jon, Lee, & Byun, 2013; Lee, 2014). 

Previous research has examined some educational hubs around the globe (Cantwell & Lee, 2009; 

Jon et al., 2013; Kondakci, 2011; Lee & Sehoole, 2015) but there is dearth of information on this 

significant trend in North Africa and the Middle East.  Egypt was chosen for this study because it 

attracts the highest number of international students in the region (Huisman, Adelman, Hsieh, 

Shams, and Wilkins, 2012). Our study explores international student “orientations”—

dispositions, experiences and expectations—toward studying in Egypt (Cantwell, Luca, & Lee, 

2009). Data collection included twenty-three semi-structured interviews with international 

students from sixteen different countries attending three Egyptian universities, and examination 

of pertinent books and documents. The decision-making process of international students to 

study abroad varied by students’ degree choice. All regional and non-regional international 

undergraduate students chose the host country, Egypt, before the institution. Non-regional 

international graduate students gave selection of institution, host country, and the critical time in 

Egypt’s history as responsible for their choice. Reasons for selecting Egypt as a host nation 

included its historical, social, cultural, and educational significance and the perception that Egypt 

is a safe country in which to live, study, and travel, safer than other countries in the region. The 

study also provides evidence that students’ region of origin, degree program, and institution 

attended mattered in their international educational experience. For instance, regional 

international students sensed neo-national sentiments within their institutions. It was also evident 
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that degree-seeking, regional and non-regional international graduate students considered 

attaining a degree from Egypt superior to earning the same degree from their home countries. 

Finally, the study also offers recommendations for policy practices for the betterment of 

international student experiences in Egypt. 

Keywords: higher education in Egypt, international student mobility, regional hubs, brain drain, 

brain circulation, world-systems, international students’ orientations 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Demand for higher education is on the rise. It has been estimated that 4.5 million students 

are enrolled in institutions outside their home country (OCED, 2017). The increase of student 

mobility is predicted to upsurge in the coming decades (Marginson, Nyalnd, Sawir, & Forbes- 

Mewett, 2011). Earlier research showed that the traditional trend of student migration was 

predominantly from the developing countries, or the south, to the developed countries, the north 

(Altbach, 1998; 2003). However, recent data show that there is a shift in this trend due to 

emerging educational regional hubs (Lee, 2014), defined as, as middle-income, non-English 

speaking countries that attract international students not only from neighboring countries but 

from around the globe as well (Jon, Lee, and Byun, 2014). A series of interrelated research 

studies investigated regional hub countries such as Mexico in Latin America (Cantwell & Lee, 

2009), South Korea in Asia (Jon, Lee, & Byun, 2013), and South Africa in Sub-Saharan Africa 

(Lee & Sehoole, 2015). While a study by Kondakci (2011) explored international student 

mobility in Turkey, a southeastern European country. Whereas, Knight and Morshidi (2011) 

studied the ways, and rationales, by which six countries in the Middle East and South East Asia 

(Malaysia, United Arab Emirates, Singapore, Bahrain, Qatar, and Hong Kong) position 

themselves as education hubs. However, there is very limited research on this significant trend in 

North Africa. Thus, this study is intended to fill this gap in international comparative higher 

education research by focusing on Egypt as a regional hub. 

Egypt had been an educational center since the earliest of times. Herodotus (Histories, 

book II) informed us that philosophers, mathematicians and astronomers, from Greece and 

elsewhere, traveled to Egypt to learn astronomy, medicine, and other sciences from Pharaonic 

priests at the astronomical site in Heliopolis. For a short period, after the conquest of Islam, 
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Egypt temporarily lost its attraction to non-Egyptian scholars. However, in 971, Al-Azhar 

mosque and University was established. Ever since, Al-Azhar became an important center for 

religious studies in the region. Today it stands as the oldest university in the world. Currently, 

Egypt is one of the top African countries in attracting and educating large numbers of 

international students (Huisman, Adelman, Hsieh, Shams, and Wilkins, 2012).  

Indeed, the essentially religious university of Al Azhar, and the modern universities in 

Egypt such as, American University in Cairo (AUC), Cairo University (CU), Ain Shams 

University (ASU), Alexandria University (AU), and many others, collectively, receive one of the 

highest enrollments of international students among African nations (Hamid, 2010; Huisman et 

al., 2012). This increased influx of international students to Egypt was probably facilitated by, 

first, the earlier establishment of modern universities in Egypt than any other country in the 

region, second, the expansion of higher education in Egypt, and, third, due to globalization 

which eased communication and travel. However, despite the crucial geographical location of 

Egypt, being in the heart of the Middle East and a significant nation in North Africa, and the 

contemporary role it plays as an important educational regional hub, there is an absence of 

information on international student mobility in Egypt which makes this study imperative to 

investigate international students in Egypt. 

This dissertation is composed of seven chapters; chapter one is the introduction which 

presents a brief account of history of the emergence of universities, the conceptual framework, 

problem statement, purpose statement, significance of the study, and the research questions. 

Chapter two provides the review of the literature. This is followed by the methodology chapter 

which presents the qualitative methods utilized in for this study, the settings of the study, data 

collection, and the analysis of the data. Chapter four presents the findings in the private higher 
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education institution of the American University in Cairo (AUC), whereas, chapter five discloses 

the findings of the public universities of Ain Shams (ASU) and Cairo University (CU). Private 

and public higher education institutions were chosen for this study to provide a holistic view of 

international student orientations—dispositions, experiences, and expectations— towards 

studying in Egypt. Next is the discussion chapter which synthesis, utilizing a cross-case analysis 

(Cruzes, Dyba, Runeson, & Host, 2015; Eisenhardt, 1989), the findings from the previous two 

chapters. Finally, the conclusion chapter includes limitations of the study, recommendations for 

policy practices, implications for future research, and a closure.  

A Brief History of the Emergence of Universities 

Egypt was the educational center of the ancient world. Philosophers, mathematicians and 

astronomers, from Greece and elsewhere, traveled to Egypt to learn astronomy, medicine, and 

other sciences from Pharaonic priests at the astronomical site in Heliopolis (Histories, book II). 

When the Library of Alexandria was erected (323BC), more Greek and Jewish scientists flocked 

to Alexandria and resided the coastal city absorbing much of the sciences and contributed in the 

translation of most of the ancient texts and papyri (Macleod, 2000). At around 150AD, 

Athenaeus, the Greek writer mentioned that the Alexandria Bibliotheca was the focal destination 

for a lot of Greek philosophers and thinkers (Jałowiecki & Gorzelak, 2004). These earliest 

accounts, though scarce, attested that student migration to educational centers in search of 

knowledge is as old as classical times and it continues to our present time.  

Following the burning down of the Library of Alexandria in 30BC (however, it continued 

to exist until 4th century AD), and for few centuries after the Arab conquest of Egypt, the center 

of learning was first moved to Damascus during the Umayyad era (661- 760 AD) and then to 

Baghdad during the Abbasid dynasty (762-1258 AD). In Baghdad, the Bayt al-Hikma, or the 
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House of Wisdom was the place where Greek, Latin and Persian books on medicine, astronomy, 

mathematics, and other sciences were translated into Arabic (Lyons, 2009). Christian, Jewish, 

Persian and Arab scholars came together in Baghdad to learn, translate and develop new 

knowledge (Lyons, 2009). This period was christened as the Islamic Golden Age during which 

sciences, economic development, arts, and cultural works flourished (Lyons, 2009). Bayt al- 

Hikma prospered for almost four centuries until it was destroyed by the Mongols in 1258AD 

(Lyons, 2009). This brought an abrupt end to Arab scholarship (Lyons, 2009). During the same 

time of Bayt al-Hikma but elsewhere, in Cairo, Al Azhar al Shareif mosque and its university 

was established in 972 AD by Gawhar (a Sicilian by birth), commander of the Fatimite army, 

after the invasion of Egypt (Gesink, 2006). To this day Al Azhar al Shareif is still operating and 

attracting students and scholars from every corner of the Islamic world (Gesink, 2006).  

Towards the end of the 12th century AD, new educational centers emerged in Europe. The 

first universities established in Europe were Salerno, Paris, Bologna, and Oxford (Perkin, 2006). 

In these universities, Greek philosophy and ancient wisdom were taught in Latin (Altbach, 

2004). ‘Masters’, or professors, and students came from many countries to attend these 

institutions (Altbach, 1998). Henceforth, by today’s definition, these universities set the 

international model of present-day higher education institutions, using a common, universal 

language and a diverse faculty and student population (Lee, Maldonado-Maldonado, & Rhoades, 

2006). Universities had become such an important institution in Europe during Medieval Times 

that the number of universities in Europe increased from nine in the thirteenth century to about 

80 by the end of the fifteenth century (Jałowiecki & Gorzelak, 2004). The establishment of 

universities throughout medieval Europe resulted in the migration of intellectuals across the 

continent (Altbach, 1998; García & Villarreal, 2014). Indeed, De Wit (2002) stated that two 
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types of migrations existed in Europe at that time, first, the religious journeys to the holy lands in 

Jerusalem, referred to as peregrini. While the second was the student migrations to the scattered 

universities across Europe and was known as peregrinatio (De Wit, 2002). These student and 

professorial migrations were characterized by human voyages from one’s home land or town to a 

different location or city where they resided for considerable time, although temporarily, for 

teaching and learning.  

 The age of Reformation (1530-1789) was characterized by nationalism and the rise of 

nation-states in which each country substituted Latin for its local language (De Wit, 2002; Pekin, 

2006). This period had also been bloody in nature due to inception and continuation of the 

religious wars between the Catholics and Protestants (De Wit, 2002). During this time the 

cosmopolitan universities had plummeted into a deplorable state that many institutions, Oxford 

included, did not have enough students to educate. The once bustling “perergrinationes 

academciae” was almost lost (De Wit, 2002; Perkin, 2006). The outset of the French revolution 

in 1789 AD destroyed the old structure and function of the Medieval “Studium”, and a different 

form of the university was created, the “grand ecoles”, from which universities today most 

resemble (Altbach, 1998; Perkin, 2006). 

  At the same time, the Industrial Revolution had started in England through technical 

colleges and the research institute (Perkin, 2006). At this time, the old universities still adhered 

to the old medieval curricula and were outdated (De Wit, 2002; Perkin, 2006). New natural and 

applied sciences, history, and modern languages were introduced into these new universities that 

eventually infiltrated the old institutions (De Wit, 2002). By the end of the 19th century, this new 

structure of universities soon spread all over Europe and were crowded by a great number of 
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students. Higher education was no longer the privilege of the elites alone, and these universities 

witnessed the beginning of women and lower class citizens’ enrollment (De Wit, 2002).  

The research institution, the “true university”, started in Germany and Scotland through 

the specialized, single-subject professor (De Wit, 2002; García & Villarreal, 2014). The success 

of Scottish professors such as Adam Smith in political economy, William Robertson in history, 

and Joseph Black in chemistry had excited the rest of the European countries and the United 

States to model the new structure of universities. The migration trend at the early 20th century 

was a North-North directional. Indeed, the rigor of German scholarship earned it an international 

appeal such that many countries, for example, the United States and Japan, emulated German 

universities (Altbach, 2006; De Wit, 2002). Many scientists from the United States went to study 

in Germany for three reasons, the ability to conduct cutting-edge research, it was considered 

highly prestigious, and it was cheaper (Altbach, 1998; De Wit, 2002; Perkin, 2006).  

At the same time, during the 19th and early 20th century, European Imperialists were 

founding universities in African, Asian and Latin American colonies (De Wit, 2002; García & 

Villarreal, 2014). Colonial powers used education in their colonies mainly to differentiate 

between classes. That is, education was introduced to divide the population into educated, the 

elites, and the non-educated, the public. Those educated elites were favored by the Imperial 

nations, they held government offices, and were privileged to facilitate imperial control over 

their colonies (De Wit, 2002). In addition, colonialism emphasized and signified that education, 

and in particular higher education, was an instrument of modernization (Altbach, 1998; Perkin 

2006). Typically, the language used in universities was that of the colonizer (De Wit, 2002). This 

expansion of European academic systems throughout the developing world still has its influence 

on higher education in those countries, even today. 
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 After the end of the Second World War, the student migratory pattern shifted once more. 

Europe had lost its higher education supremacy as many of its universities were destroyed and 

great number of scientists were either casualties of war or migrated to the United States, Canada, 

or Australia (Altbach, 1998). As Europe was focused on healing and recovery, higher education 

in the United States was exploding. Post the Second World War, experts divided international 

student mobility into three phases (De Wit, 2002). The first phase (1945-1964) was characterized 

by a relatively small number of international students, mostly under national agreements and 

fellowships, and the general migration trend was still along the north-north axis (De Wit, 2002). 

However, this time it was from Europe to the United States (Altbach, 1998; De Wit, 2002).The 

second phase (1960-1980) was essentially a unidirectional flow, a south-north brain migration. In 

other words, from developing countries (south) to the developed countries (north). This phase 

was referred to as ‘brain drain’; marked by the exodus of the best intellectuals from the 

developing countries to the industrialized nations (De Wit, 2002; Rizvi, 2005). However, at the 

same time, most countries gained independence (from colonization) and national universities 

were established in great quantity (Altbach, 1998; De Wit, 2002). The third phase started after 

the end of the cold war in 1989 and marks the start of a new era, the age of globalization (De 

Wit, 2002). Since then, international student mobility has greatly changed and is discussed in 

detail in the literature review chapter. 

Why Study International Students? 

Currently, international student mobility is attracting the attention of many higher 

education scholars for the following reasons; first, the number of international students attending 

higher education in countries different from their country of origin has dramatically increased in 

the last decade—it was estimated that there are currently 4.5 million international students 
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worldwide (Altbach, 2004; Deschamps & Lee, 2014; Lee, Maldonado-Maldonado, & Rhoades, 

2006). Second, experts predicted that the number of international students would increase to 

seven or eight million by 2025 (Altbach, Reisberg, & Rubmley, 2009; García & Villarreal, 

2014). Third, many countries and institutions are now competing to recruit talented and skilled 

students. International students had become an integral sector of the student body in many 

institutions (Deschamps & Lee, 2014; Lee, Maldonado-Maldonado, Rhoades, 2006). 

There are many reasons as to why countries aim to attract international students. 

However, the motives vary from one country to another. Some of the rationales for recruiting 

international students with no particular order of importance include,  

(a) To generate revenue through paying full tuition fees (Deschamps & Lee, 2014). It has 

been documented that the majority of international students were self-supported and paid 

four to ten-folds a native student (García, & Villarreal, 2014; Lee et al., 2006; Knight, 

2004). In numbers, according to the latest Open Doors report (2017), about 1.1 million 

international students attended universities in the US and contributed approximately $39 

billion to the national economy in 2016 fiscal year,  

(b) Talented international students bring new and different sets of knowledge and skills 

especially in sciences, technology, and engineering (Altbach, 1998). They also contribute 

to scientific research, discovery, and innovation which further strengthen the host’s 

nation intellectual capital assuring their superiority in the knowledge-based economy 

(Knight & Altbach, 2011; Lee & Cantwell, 2010),  

(c) The presence of international students promotes multiculturalism defined as the co-

existence of diverse cultures (racial or religious), each depicting her/his unique customary 

behaviors, values, and communicative styles. Indeed, overseas students increase 
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classroom diversity, bringing in new perspectives of culture, religion, and politics to 

classroom conversations (García, & Villarreal, 2014; Lee, 2008; Lee & Cantwell, 2010). 

These interactions may yield positive public awareness, cultural understanding and 

tolerance (Lee, 2008; Lee & Cantwell, 2010),  

(d) On the national level, countries may be interested to attract talented students, with the 

intention to facilitate their transition into the workforce to overcome shortage in skilled 

labor needed to sustain their own human capital and economic growth (Rizvi, 2005; 

Tremblay, 2005). Competing and attracting highly skilled labor is crucial for countries 

that have concerns about the ageing populations, such as France (Tremblay, 2005). 

Challenges Faced by International Students 

Despite the crucial role international students play in the new knowledge economy of 

host nations, their needs and well-beings are hardly met and usually considered an afterthought, 

if at all, by most institutions and governments. For example, Deumert, Marginson, Nyland, 

Ramia, and Sawir (2005), found out that the social protection regime in Australia hardly met the 

rights for adequately protecting international students. Another study by Cantwell and Lee 

(2010) showed that post-doctoral scholars, especially from Asia, reported being exploited and 

discriminated against while working for institutions in economically developed nations. 

Furthermore, research showed that international students are different than domestic 

students in many ways and are met with different forms and many layers of challenges. These 

challenges include, first, the international student is contested by a foreign bureaucratic scheme 

and usually complicated paperwork for issuing the entrance and stay visa (Lee et al., 2006; Lee, 

2008; Li & Bray, 2007). Second, being on a temporary residence permit restricts international 

students from working full-time (Marginson et al., 2011). This comes with a number of issues in 
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regards to exploitation in working conditions- less pay, more work, vulnerable of abuse, even 

sexual harassment (Deumert et al., 2005; Marginson et al., 2011). The disadvantage is that 

usually international students may refrain from reporting these violations because they may get 

into trouble themselves (Deumert et al., 2005; Marginson et al., 2011).  

Third, international students may fear dealing with authorities and particularly 

immigration control (Deumert et al., 2005; Marginson et al., 2011). Fourth, removed from family 

and friends support, and being a non-citizen and different, international students may feel as a 

second or third-class citizen, or a member of a social minority with unequal rights (Deumert et 

al., 2005; Marginson et al., 2011). Being different, overseas students may feel social isolation 

and discrimination (Lee et al., 2006; Lee & Rice, 2005). Fifth, international students have to 

adapt to a new culture as they transition into a new and different society, with a different 

language, customs, and values (Lee, 2008; Li & Bray, 2007). Adapting to the host country 

culture is difficult, to say the least, and could be contradictory to international students own 

beliefs and customs (Lee, 2008; Li & Bray, 2007).  Sixth, in some cases, international students 

may be unwelcomed and resented by societies especially if their education is subsidized by the 

host country (Li & Bray, 2007). Indeed, in many countries international students reported being 

treated badly by locals due to xenophobic sentiments (Lee & Sehoole, 2015). Finally, in many 

countries international students are regarded as customers and treated as such and are short in 

protection rights (Marginson et al., 2011). 

In conclusion, international students are becoming an integral sector of the student 

population in higher education in many countries. There are many reasons as to why countries 

recruit international students including, but not limited to, generating revenue, promoting 

multiculturalism and contributing to scientific research, discovery, and innovation. However, in 
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most host countries, international students do not enjoy equal rights as domestic students and 

their needs and protection are far from satisfactory(Deumert et al., 2005; Marginson et al., 2011).    

Conceptual Framework 

This study utilizes the concept of international student “orientations” towards studying 

abroad (Cantwell et al., 2009). Cantwell et al. (2009) approached international students’ choices 

and experiences as a social action. According to Cantwell et al (2009), “Orientations” is 

composed of “three interconnected and mutually reinforcing” components- dispositions, 

experiences and expectations- that influence international students to study abroad (Cantwell et 

al., 2009, p. 421). Cantwell et al. (2009), defined students’ dispositions as their general approach 

towards studying in a developing nation. Disposition is dependent on student characteristics, 

background and socioeconomic status that motivate her/him to study abroad (Cantwell et al., 

2009; Kondakci, 2011). Disposition is, thus, intentional and is formed prior to departure and 

affects the student’s choice of the host country, institution and so forth (Cantwell et al., 2009; 

Kondakci, 2011). Experiences, on the other hand, occur while the international student is 

residing in the host nation and it reflects on their perception of their lived experiences as they 

study abroad (Cantwell et al., 2009). Expectations are the future ambitions and goals set by 

cross-border students based on their academic, social, and cultural satisfaction in the host nation 

(Cantwell et al., 2009). Hence, these components could be represented as three points on a time -

line (pre-college, during college, post-college) but they are not a linear progression of decisions 

(Cantwell et l., 2009).   

 Prior to departure, the student’s choice to study abroad depends on the personal 

dispositions and characteristics such as her/his academic ability, interests, aspirations, 

motivations, and climate preferences (Cantwell et al., 2009; Li & Bray, 2007; Kondakci, 2011). 
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Their perceived experiences may include, how they are treated by the institution or the public, 

the quality of courses attended, the social experiences, making friends and alike and the level of 

safety felt. As an international student lives in a country different than the country of citizenship, 

s/he is exposed to a new environment, and to different cultures that may or may not be 

compatible with their background (Cantwell et al., 2009; Li & Bray, 2007) which may require 

some adaptation but also pose some challenges. Indeed, international students have to face and 

navigate many challenges which makes their experiences different than local students. Research 

showed that the types of hurdles overseas students confront depended on the host nation and 

country of origin (Cantwell & Lee, 2010; Chen, 2007; Lee & Rice, 2007). In other words, an 

African student studying in the U.S. may have a very different experience from a French student. 

Moreover, overcoming these challenges depends on students’ dispositions- background, 

characteristics and socio-economic class (Lee, 2016; Le et al., 2017; Lee & Rice, 2007).  

Finally, their future plans are inevitably shaped by their dispositions and experiences in 

the host nation. After graduation, international students assess if they would like to continue 

living in the host nation or return home which largely depends on their academic, social, and 

cultural satisfaction from their experience. Having said that, not all international students will 

exhibit the same aspirations because both their dispositions and experiences were different. In 

addition, these “orientations” were found to vary according to the international student’s country 

or region of origin and were dependent on the region or country of the host nation (Cantwell et 

al., 2009; Chen, 2007; Li & Bray, 2007; Lee & Sehoole, 2015; Kondakci, 2011). 

Definition of Terms 

For the purpose of this study, an ‘international student’ is defined as a person who 

physically travels across borders for the sake of long-term or short-term education, attends 
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college as a full-time or part-time student, non-degree seeking, or pursuing a graduate or 

undergraduate degree and is currently enrolled in a country that is different from her/his own 

country of citizenship (García, & Villarreal, 2014; Mulumba, 2008). There are a number of 

underlying characteristics in regards to our definition of an international student. First, online or 

distance-learners from home are not considered as international students. Second, an 

international student is not a permanent resident in the host country. Third, neither parent of an 

international student is a citizen of the host country. Fourth, daughters and sons of diplomatic 

corps are considered international students. Fifth, refugees are a special subgroup, but are not 

considered an international student. Sixth, daughters and sons of parents who live in the host 

country are not included in the international student category.  

The reason why these type of international students were not included in this study is 

because I strongly believe that having any of these conditions would greatly alter the dynamics 

of choosing Egypt as a host nation, their lived experiences, and their expectations. For instance, 

having one Egyptian parent would allow their children to be treated as Egyptians by law. 

Similarly, daughters and sons of diplomates or parents working in Egypt, give their children little 

choice to study outside Egypt, and most probably they would be living with their parents, hence 

altering their social experiences. Finally, a refugee or asylum does not usually get a free choice 

on host country and they are usually helped with organizations to attain education, thus many of 

the hurdles and experiences are unrepresentative of the general pattern of a common 

international student. 

The study focuses on international students in higher education only. Higher education 

students are those who completed a formal schooling education, successfully acquired a high 

school diploma, or an equivalent certificate, and are currently enrolled in a four-year college 
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which grants at least a Bachelor Degree. Often times, phrases such as “cross-border students”, 

“overseas students”, or “cross-country students” are used simultaneously and they all meet the 

definition of international students for this study. Similarly, “tertiary”, “postsecondary” and 

“higher education” are used interchangeably and refer to those students who completed their 

formal primary and secondary education and are currently studying in an institution, that grants 

at least a Bachelor degree. 

The term “education regional hub” is defined by Kondacki (2011) as middle-income, 

non-Anglophone countries that in recent years have emerged as attractive educational 

destinations for international students mainly but not exclusively, from regional, less developed 

countries. Countries such as Mexico in Latin America (Cantwell et al., 2009), South Korea in 

Asia (Jon, Lee, & Byun, 2014) are considered educational regional hubs. However, Lee and 

Sehoole (2015) also pointed out that South Africa, an Anglophone country, is becoming a 

regional hub as it has been documented to recruit larger number of international students not 

only from regional countries, but also becoming a global destination. For this purpose I adopt 

Knight’s (2011) encompassing definition of education hubs as countries that “are trying to 

position themselves as centers for student recruitment, education and training, and in some cases 

research and innovation (p.222).” In other words, those countries that attempt to position 

themselves as a center for higher education, research, and innovation not only regionally but also 

globally (Knight, 2011). 

Problem Statement 

Earlier research on international student mobility and motivations were broadly 

generalized (Altbach, 1998; McMahon, 1992). Those earlier models and theories failed to 

capture the diversified motives, experiences, and the expected outcomes of cross-border students 
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studying in different host countries (Cantwell et al., 2009; Chen, 2007; Li & Bray, 2007; Lee & 

Sehoole, 2015; Kondakci, 2011). On the other hand, recent research showed that international 

students’ orientations varied for students coming from different regions or country of origin and 

depended on the destination country (Cantwell et al., 2009; Chen, 2007; Li & Bray, 2007; Lee & 

Sehoole, 2015; Kondakci, 2011). These studies examined different educational regional hubs in 

Asia (Jon, Lee, & Byun, 2013), Latin America (Cantwell et al., 2009), Europe (Huisman et al., 

2012), Eastern Europe (Kondakci, 2011), and Sub-Saharan Africa (Lee & Sehoole, 2015).  

However, with the exception of the study by Lee and Sehoole (2015) on South Africa and 

the present unpublished project that includes six other African nations (none of them is an Arab-

speaking country), to date, no research investigated international students in North Africa or the 

Middle East. Thus, there is limited information on this significant trend in these regions. In 

addition, we lack an insight on international students’ disposition, experiences, and expectations 

towards studying in an Arab-speaking, African country. Furthermore, we have little or no 

understanding of international student mobility trends and behavior in Africa (except for the 

South African case study) or the Middle East. It is also important to take into consideration the 

current political situation in the region. Thus, it is crucial to investigate international students’ 

orientation in Egypt as an educational regional hub in a region that is largely understudied.  

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this study is to examine international students’ orientations—dispositions, 

experiences, and expectations—as they attend academic institutions in Egypt to shed light on 

international student mobility in a region that is hardly been studied. In addition, this study 

carries within it a personal quest. Being an Egyptian citizen, an alumni of the American 

University in Cairo, and a current international doctoral student in the U.S in the field of 
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educational leadership, policy studies and practice, encouraged me to explore higher education 

and international student mobility in my own country. The prime intention is to contribute new 

body of knowledge to the understanding of this phenomena in Egypt and to suggest 

recommendations for policy practices to improve Egypt’s recruitment of international students 

based on a solid, empirical research. 

Significance of the Study 

This study will contribute to our knowledge of international student mobility, in general, 

and cross-border students’ orientations in particular, as they attend institutions in a North African 

education regional hub. In addition, as mentioned above, North African education hubs were 

hardly investigated in regard to international student mobility and student orientations. This 

study will fill that gap in research. Furthermore, the study will contribute to a greater 

understanding of the rationales, experiences, and expectations of international students attending 

higher education in Egypt.  

Getting an insight of the dispositions, and experiences of international students in 

Egyptian universities will provide important implications for the policies of the institutions. For 

instance, a greater understanding of international students’ motivations to come to Egypt may 

direct institutions to promote those positive and attractive elements of studying in Egypt. Thus, 

the study will facilitate to identify some of the challenges that may face Egyptian institutions in 

attracting and hosting cross-border students. Moreover, learning about the experiences of 

international students on and off-campus will facilitate to better their local Egyptian experiences 

by addressing these issue that may have upset them. Furthermore, due to the outbreak of the 

Arab Spring and other political issues that is turning much of the region into a war-zone, it is 

predicted that Egypt will host more migrants from the neighboring war-torn Arab countries, 
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therefore, it is paramount that Egyptian institutions are aware of the needs of an increasing 

population of international students.  

Another crucial significance of this study is related to the general cynic attitude and 

negative perception of the Egyptian public and government towards research work in Egypt. 

That is to say, as is the case in most African nations, several challenges occur when conducting 

research in Egypt such as, lack of data, lack of organization of any data collected- if any 

(Mulumba et al., 2011). At best, the data are collected intermittently and usually stored in paper 

documents. This makes the retrieval of the information quite challenging. Furthermore, research 

in Egypt, as to be expected, is usually met with skepticism and often times by rejection. This 

study is intended to change this negative perception towards research by generating new, useful, 

and important knowledge of international students’ dispositions, experiences, and expectations as 

they study in Egypt. Finally, this research is expected to emphasize the importance of research in 

higher education in general and of international student mobility in specific.    

Research Questions 

This study investigates international student orientations—dispositions, experiences, and 

expectations. Thus, the following research questions guided this research: 

(a)  Why did international students choose Egypt and, more specifically, the institution they 

are currently attending? Do the reasons for choosing Egypt and attending the institution 

vary based on students’ region of origin and desired degree program?  

(b) How do international students’ academic experiences vary by their regions of origin and 

degree program in Egypt?  

(c) How do international students’ academic expectations vary by their regions of origin and 

degree program in Egypt?   
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

International student mobility has been growing exponentially after the Second World 

War. In 1960, data showed there were around 250,000 international students worldwide 

(McMahon, 1992).  Between 1960 and 1970, there was an annual increase of around nine percent 

in student flows and it continued at about six percent each year through 1970 to 1980 (Mazzarol 

& Soutar, 2002). By then, the number of international students had reached about 800,000 

(McMahon, 1992). Records showed a slight decline in student mobility during the 1980s and 

1990s (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). However, the number of cross-border students dramatically 

increased by the turn of the twenty first century. Data showed that, globally, the number of 

students studying outside their country of citizenship had increased from 2.5 million in 2004, to 

3 million in 2007 (Altbach, Reisberg, & Rubmley, 2009; Kondakci, 2011). Today it is estimated 

that there are more than 4.5 million (OECD, 2017) students enrolled in institutions outside their 

home country, a 99% percent increase from 1998 (Huisman, Adelman, Hsieh, Shams, & 

Wilkins, 2012). For instance, in 2017, the U.S alone saw a 3.4% increase in international student 

enrollment than the previous year; almost 35,000 more students were admitted on non-immigrant 

student visas (Open Doors, 2017). Experts predict this trend is going to continue for the coming 

decades and the number of international students is expected to reach seven or eight million by 

2025 (Altbach, Reisberg, & Rubmley, 2009; Kondakci, 2011; Rizvi, 2005).  

Factors that ensure the continual increase in student mobility worldwide may include; 

first, the dramatic increase in demand for higher education in worldwide (Altbach, 1998; 2004; 

Johnstone, 2004). Indeed, this post-industrial era, characterized by the new knowledge economy 

and increased meritocracy, warrants pursue of higher educational degrees. The new knowledge 

economy emphasizes that knowledge is a commodity and a private good (Slaughter & Rhoades, 
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2002) therefore highlights the importance of the production and the dissemination of knowledge 

for economic growth (Altbach, 1998; Tremblay, 2005). On the nation-state level, the perception 

that building human capital and economic power are driven by technology, innovation, 

knowledge production and information distribution motivates countries to compete for highly 

skilled workforce (Tremblay, 2005). On the individual level, knowledge is sought to guarantee 

individual prosperity and social mobility as well (Johnstone, 2004; Sutton, 1993). Thus, students 

seek better educational opportunities, which are often times not provided in their countries of 

citizenship (Sutton, 1993). These factors ensures the dynamic mobility of international students, 

scholars and skilled labor across the globe.  

The second factor that encourages increased international student mobility is 

globalization, defined as the flow of technology, economy, knowledge, people, values and ideas 

across borders (Knight, 2004). Some elements of globalization include the use of common 

scientific language, intensified use of information technology, the emergence of the ‘knowledge 

society’- the creation and dissemination of knowledge. These elements give way to a global need 

for highly educated and skilled labor, thus advocating the creation of a labor market for scholars 

and scientists (Altbach, 2004; Altbach & Knight, 2011). Globalization thus enhanced, not only 

the motivation, but the need for a greater international involvement (Altbach, 2004; Marginson 

& Rhoades, 2002). Though globalization affects each country in different ways depending on the 

nation’s history, traditions and priorities, it is difficult to be ignored and largely inevitable 

(Altbach, 2004; Altbach & Knight, 2011). In sum, globalization warrants intense worldwide 

integration and relations assuring no signs of retrograde in international student mobility any 

time soon (Marginson & Rhoades, 2002). 
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 However, globalization is criticized for causing greater disparities across countries. In 

other words, globalization perpetuates global inequalities where the powerful industrialized 

nations, also known as core countries, may dominate and exploit poorer or periphery countries 

through what is known as ‘soft power’, for instance, controlling the academic journals and 

emphasizing the English language as a medium for scientific knowledge (Altbach, 2004; Knight, 

2004; Lee et al., 2006). Globalization is also being accused of promoting neoliberal elements, 

and thus academic capitalism, to tertiary education (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004). Neoliberalism 

encourages the pursuit of economic growth through the promotion of extensive free markets, 

aggressive competition, and resistance to public distribution of goods (Slaughter & Rhoades, 

2004). In global tertiary education context, this equates to treating knowledge as a commodity 

and as a private good rather than a public good, thus knowledge is owned by specific elite 

institutions that hold the power not only generate knowledge but also have the authority to 

disseminate it (Collins and Rhoads, Maldonado-Maldonado, 2006, Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004). 

This furthers hegemonic practices of the more powerful nations over poorer countries.  

The third factor is internationalization. The terminologies, globalization and 

internationalization, are frequently used simultaneously which create a great deal of confusion 

(Altbach & Knight, 2011). For the purpose of this paper, higher education internationalization is 

defined as, “the process of integrating an international, intercultural or global dimension into the 

purpose, functions or delivery of post-secondary education” (Knight, 2003, p.2). In other words, 

internationalization refers to the multiple initiatives, such as policies and programs, implemented 

by governments, national educational systems and institutions to cope with or make use of the 

globalization phenomena (Altbah, 2004; Knight, 1997). In this sense, internationalization is 

thought of as a reactionary process to handle or take advantage of the opportunities presented by 
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globalization (Knight, 2004). Internationalization is intended to promote an international 

delivery, mobility, and cooperation in higher education allowing educational integration to exist 

between nations (Knight, 2004; Marginson & Rhoades, 2002).  

The multiple activities of internationalization may include student exchange programs, 

twin or dual degrees, extension of branch campuses, developmental projects, partnerships, and 

networks. These initiatives are promoted through bilateral and multilateral agreements with the 

involvement of governmental and non-governmental organizations (Heffernan & Poole, 2005; 

Knight, 2004; Maldonado-Maldonado, 2006; Maldonado-Maldonado & Cantwell, 2009).  

The rationale behind such collaborative initiatives varies between the different nations 

and institutions (Knight, 2004). For instance, the rationale for internationalization at the national 

level may include increasing human capital, strategic alliances, nation building, commercial 

trade, access provision and demand absorption, and social and cultural development (Altbach & 

Knight, 2011; Knight, 2004). Whereas, the proposed rationales at the institutional level include, 

improving academic standards in regard to research and knowledge production, generating 

revenue, aligning curriculum with the United States and other industrialized countries to 

facilitate exchange programs, transfers and collaboration, cultural diversity, and students and 

faculty development (Altbach & Knight, 2011; Knight, 2004).  

Nevertheless, the benefits of the internationalization process are being critiqued, 

particularly with respect to its post-colonial nature. Critics pointed out that many of the bilateral 

aid for higher education is related to neocolonialism (Collins and Rhoads, 2010; Maldonado-

Maldonado & Cantwell, 2009). For example, most of France’s investments in bilateral 

agreements are with its past colonies, while United States send a third of its higher education aid 
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to the Gulf States. Some argue that this is consistent with the US geopolitical agenda of 

expanding its influences over those oil-rich nations (Maldonado-Maldonado & Cantwell, 2009).  

Others voiced the increased dependency of the developing countries on aids which 

further increase their debts hampering their autonomy, self-determination, and the self-reliance 

to create their own solutions (Collins & Rhoads, 2010; Heffernan & Poole, 2005; Maldonado-

Maldonado, 2006). In addition, scholars contend that internationalization calls for the depiction 

of the ‘Northern’ identity, the European and particularly the American character, and is strongly 

influenced by their agendas which are often times in conflict with many national identities 

(Marginson & Mollis, 2002). In addition, some scholars argued that the emphasis on the 

American research university as a model of excellence brings about isomorphism, or the 

homogenization the institutions world-wide which devalues the individual and unique cultures 

(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Spring, 2008). Finally, cynicism circulated around the ability to 

regulate and monitor the quality of the educational services provided at the institutions in the 

developing countries (Altbach & Knight, 2011; Knight, 2004). 

In summary, three major driving forces assure international student mobility and skilled 

labor flows continue to grow, these forces are, (a) the emergence of a new global economy based 

on the production and dissemination of knowledge (Altbach & Knight, 2011; Knight, 2004), (b) 

globalization as a phenomena which drives nations for more international relations (Knight, 

2004; Marginson & Rhoades, 2002), and, (c) the process of internationalization that allows 

cross-border educational integration to exist between nations and institutions (Altbach, 2004; 

Knight, 2004; Maldonado-Maldonado, 2006; Maldonado-Maldonado & Cantwell, 2009).  

The remaining portion of the review of the literature is divided into four themes. The first 

with respect to the global patterns of international student mobility. The second theme examines 
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the emergence of educational regional hubs. This is followed by the factors that motivate 

international students to seek higher education in other countries. The last theme concerns the 

literature on the experiences of international students. 

Theme One: Global Patterns of International Student Mobility 

World-systems: The introduction of the ‘core-periphery’ classification  

It has been estimated that during the last decade, three million students crossed national 

borders annually (Marginson, Nyland, Sawir, & Forbes-Mewett, 2011) of whom 2.5 million 

(83.5%) study in the OECD countries (Kondakci, 2011). Recent data indicated that the countries 

receiving the most international students were the USA, UK, Australia, Canada and New 

Zealand (Kondacki, 2011). What these countries have in common is that they are developed, 

Anglophone nations with an Anglo-Saxon education system (Kondacki, 2011). Other major 

countries recipient of a high influx of international students include Germany and France 

(Altbach, 1998, 2004). This trend hardly changed since the 1950s, thus these major destinations 

were coined ‘core’ or ‘central’ nations (Altbach, 2004; Altbach, Reisberg, & Rubmley, 2009). 

According to Rizvi (2005), the concept of core-periphery was derived from the world-

systems theory that was introduced in 1974 by Wallerstein, an American sociologist and 

historical social scientist. In Wallerstein’s (1974) world-systems theory terms, the world is 

rooted in a capitalist economy where division of labor, labor control, industrialization, and 

political power reinforces the dominance of some countries and ensuring their growth whereas 

other nations are exploited and kept underdeveloped. Wallerstein (1974) divided the regions of 

the world into four categories depending on their relative economic, and military, power within 

the world economy. These categories are the core, semi-peripheral, periphery, and external. Core 

countries are those heavily industrialized, wealthier nations in the ‘North’- mainly Western 
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Europe, the United States and Canada. These countries are characterized by strong central 

governments, economically diversified, wealthy and powerful, both economically and militarily. 

Core countries have an efficient tax system, focus on highly skilled labor and intensive 

production of manufactured goods. On the extreme end of the economic scale are the periphery 

nations which are the poorer nations of the world characterized by relatively weak governments, 

least economically diversified, have high poor and uneducated population and are highly 

dependent on external financial aids. These countries tend to possess low-skilled labor, and 

depend on labor-intensive production such as extracting and exporting raw materials, which are 

exported, relatively cheaply, mainly by core nations (Wallerstein, 1974). Periphery nations may 

include some countries in South America and Sub-Saharan Africa. The third category, the semi-

periphery countries are located between the two extremes, they could be core countries that have 

declined, for example, Spain and Portugal, or peripheries attempting to improve, for instance, 

South Korea, China and Singapore. These latter countries tend to be moving towards being more 

industrialized and develop more diversified economies. Finally, the external areas are those 

countries that maintain their own economic systems and the necessary divisions of labor 

independent of the capitalist world economy, for example, Russia and Switzerland. 

Employing the ‘Core-Periphery’ Concept to Comparative Higher Education  

Although the world-systems theory was criticized on many fronts, it was extensively 

applied to comparative higher education research. The critiques included being too focused on 

economy and not enough on culture and its inability to conceptualize the emergence of 

globalization. Altbach (1998, 2004) used the core-periphery model to categorize regions 

according to their educational ability and situatedness within the world of knowledge economy, 

and knowledge society. Altbach (1998; 2004) stated that, as applied to comparative higher 
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education, core countries are those powerful and wealthier countries. These nations invest huge 

amounts of financial capital and resources in scientific research. These nations attract the most 

scholars for advanced research and their institutions produce a high proportion of doctoral 

scholars. Thus, they have the capability of producing knowledge. These core-nations institutions 

give direction and are usually conceptualized as role-models for other higher education 

institutions around the world. In sum, these core nations are producers of knowledge and having 

control over the distribution of that knowledge. On the other end of the spectrum are the 

peripheries, the poorer nations who follow the lead of the core nations and are regarded as 

knowledge consumers, ever dependent on core nations for research and information. Typically, 

periphery countries are not research-oriented, lack the infrastructure (laboratories and libraries), 

contribute very little knowledge themselves, and have poorly trained staff (Altbach, 1998, 2004).  

Periphery Centers and Center Peripheries. However, Altbach (1998, 2004) recognized 

that within core nations there are peripheries (periphery centers) and, likewise, within the 

peripheries there are leading centers (centers periphery). Peripheries centers are core nations 

which are at the fringes of being peripheries relative to stronger central nations, for example, 

Denmark, the Netherlands, and New Zealand. Although, these countries are economically 

powerful and possess strong higher education systems, they are considered peripheries relative to 

the United States, the UK, and France. Thus these periphery centers are less influential and 

attract less international students. Similarly, center peripheries may exist as well. This may 

include national or state-building universities (Ordorika & Pusser, 2007). For instance, the major 

universities in Egypt, for example, Cairo University and the American University in Cairo, 

provide academic leadership in the Middle East, while their global academic contribution is 

negligible (Altbach, 1998, 2004). 
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Modifications to the ‘Core-Periphery’ Concept. Chen and Barnett (2000) developed 

on Altbach’s (1998) center-periphery polar model to suggest a continuum from core to periphery 

to include two more categories, semi-centers and semi-periphery. Using connectedness, defined 

as the number of countries to which each country has academic links, Chen and Barnett (2000) 

proposed ranking nations along a continuum from center- to- periphery. The model reinforced 

the world-systems theory in that core nations (the economically powerful, industrialized 

countries mainly the USA, UK, Germany, France, and Australia) and peripheral countries (poor 

countries that lack resources for economic and educational development- namely Latin 

American, and Sub-Saharan African) tend to hold their positions in the world-systems 

classifications, while the semi-peripheral nations (emerging economies of Asia and Eastern 

Europe) tend to move either towards the center, thus becoming semi-central nations, or decline 

towards the periphery, becoming semi-peripheral, depending on global social, political and 

economic factors (Chen & Barnett, 2000). For example, Poland, Hungary, and Bulgaria dropped 

from semi-central to semi-peripheral in the network whereas USSR and Turkey upgraded to 

semi-central (Chen & Barnett, 2000). 

Similarly, Kondakci (2011) categorized the world-nations in regards to popularity as 

educational destinations into four ‘rings’. The core represents English-speaking, industrialized, 

and economically developed nations, e.g., USA, UK, Australia, New Zealand, and Canada. Next 

ring holds the developed, non-English speaking nations with Anglo-Saxon education, e.g., 

France, Germany, and Russia. In the third ring, the economically emerging, non-English 

speaking countries are to be found. These nations are also referred to as regional hubs (explained 

below) and may include countries such as Turkey, South Korea, and South Africa. Finally, the 
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traditional periphery, poor and under developed, nations are to be located in the furthest away 

from the core ring and they are characterized as sending nations (Kodakci, 2011).  

Trends in International Student Migration  

The center-periphery model based on the world-systems theory prevailed in the 

comparative higher education discourse. Indeed, there are many similarities between this model 

and the global educational migration trends. Data showed that the flow patterns of international 

students are closely related to economic development (Altbach, 2004; Chen & Barnett, 2000). It 

was evident that the flow of academic talent was largely from the periphery (developing nations), 

sometimes referred to as the global ‘South’ to the centers (developed countries), also known as 

global ‘North’ (Altbach, 1998). In fact, about 80% of the international students came from 

developing countries, with China and India sending the largest number of international students, 

while East African students exceeded that of Western Europe by a third (Altbach, 2004; 

Mulumba, Obaje, Kobedi, & Kishun, 2008). The general pattern was that nearly all of the 

international students study in the core nations. Data showed that between 1998 and 2002, the 

number of international students enrolled in OECD countries alone increased from 1.32 million 

to 1.78 million (Altbach, 1998; Mulumba et al., 2008; Rivzi, 2005), and to 2.5 million by 2007, 

constituting 83.5% of the total estimated 3 million international students (Kondakci, 2011).  

Currently, the major destination countries are the United States (the leading host nation 

with more than 1.1 million international students which accounts for 17% of the world’s share), 

followed by the United Kingdom, Australia, Germany, France, New Zealand, and Canada 

(Deschamps & Lee, 2014; Jon, Lee & Byun, 2014). Collectively, the Organization for Economic 

Co-operation and Development, the OECD countries host about 80% of the world’s international 

students (Jon, Lee & Byun, 2014; Kondacki, 2011).  
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Thus, it is not difficult to recognize the commonalities between the economically-related 

world-systems and the academic migration trends. Just as the world-systems theory suggests the 

domination of core countries on world economy and their exploitation to the peripheries which 

results in control over their resources and widens the economic gap between these nations, a 

similar pattern is happening at the level of skilled workers and higher education (Lee & Kim, 

2010; Rizvi, 2005). This also suggests an academic hegemony that is manifested through the 

control over the production and dissemination of knowledge (Altbach, 2004; Chen & Barnett, 

2000). For example, the reinforcement of a common scientific language that is either one of the 

major languages, English or French, restricts knowledge access and production of most 

peripheries (Knight & Altbach, 2011). Those languages, particularly English, had become not 

only the language of knowledge acquisition and scientific power but of wealth and prestige as 

well (Altbach, 2004; Chen & Barnett, 2000; Knight, 2004). Furthermore, the distribution of 

sciences can be contained due to the checked control over the production of books and journals- 

all the major publishers are virtually concentrated in the core nations, for example, the US, UK, 

France, and to a lesser extent, Germany (Altbach, 2004; Chen & Barnett, 2000; Knight, 2004). 

Hence, some scientists could be denied publications if they did not abide by the ‘Western’ 

languages, norms for publications and scientific ideologies (Altbach, 2004; Knight & Altbach, 

2011). Thus, the world became polarized into information-rich countries on one end and 

information-poor nations at the other and this gap is widening (Chen & Barnett, 2000). 

In addition, the core countries having the resources and expertise for advanced higher 

education attract the highly skilled international students in significant numbers (Altbach, 2004; 

Chen & Barnett, 2000). The migration of the most talented people from the developing countries 

to the global North strongly resembles the export of raw materials from the peripheries by the 
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central powers. Just as the raw materials are polished and manufactured into expensive goods 

that add power and wealth to the developed nations, when talented academics migrate to the 

developed nations they are also contributing to the prosperity and the intellectual power and 

development of those nations, further strengthening the core’s position within the world-systems 

of knowledge ecomony (Rezvi, 2005). It is not difficult to realize that this is a vicious cycle that 

perpetuates global inequalities (Chen & Barnett 2000; Knight & Altbach, 2011). In higher 

education, the exodus of the highly skilled and most educated people from Third World countries 

to industrialized nations is usually referred to as ‘brain drain’. 

Neo-colonialism and ‘Brain Drain’. Although the term ‘brain drain’ was first 

introduced in the 1960s (Rizvi, 2005), it is an ancient phenomenon dating far in history from the 

times of the Greek and Roman Empires (Jałowiecki & Gorzelak, 2004). In fact, the Greek writer, 

Atheneus, recorded that when many Greek scholars and the highly qualified worker went to 

Egypt and Rome, Greece suffered an irreparable loss of its talents (Jałowiecki & Gorzelak, 

2004). According to Rizvi (2005), the term ‘brain drain’ was first introduced in the 1960s to 

describe the flea of educated and talented people from the newly independent developing nations 

to Western countries, usually the former colonizers. Thus, it was a phrase used to describe the 

frustrations of nationalist leaders who considered it as a form of neocolonialism (Rizvi, 2005). 

‘Brain drain’ affects different countries at different scales. For example, Jamaica suffers an 80% 

loss of their physicians, retaining only one doctor in five (Schiff, 2005). Similarly, many African 

nations, such as Ethiopia, Sierra Leon, Nigeria, and Ghana, suffer the loss of about 30% of their 

highly educated people to developed countries (Altbach, 2004). However, “brain drain” was not 

only referred to developing nations losing the skilled and the talented to the centrals, but also 

included the flight of most scholars and scientists post Second World War from Europe to the 
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United States. However, there is evidence that North-North brain drain is actually decreasing 

(Lee, Maldonado-Maldonado, & Rhoades, 2006). 

‘Brain Waste’.  Many regard the emigration of the most talented youth as a loss of 

productive skills that could have been utilized for national development if they stayed in their 

home country. Loosing great numbers of educated and talented people could prove to be 

detrimental to the sending countries which have invested heavily in their education (Rizvi, 

2005). Others point out that a long-term brain drain, extending over several decades, has 

additional negative impact on infrastructure, health, education and income distribution (Rizvi, 

2005). Additionally, Schiff (2005) pointed out that brain drain may contribute to “brain waste”. 

In other words, when educated talents leave their home country and perform low-skilled labor, 

for example, Eastern European scientists becoming taxi drivers, or do jobs for which they are 

overqualified in the host country, for example, Moroccan doctors working as interns (Schiff, 

2005). Experts noted that the extent of “brain waste”, defined as “the difference in the skill 

content of a migrant’s job versus that of a native of the destination country with similar 

education and experience (Schiff, 2005, p.13)” varies according to origin country characteristics 

and host country immigration policies. Other scholars argued that international mobility of the 

highly skilled was changing in nature to becoming more of a circular flow of human capital 

between countries of origin, host nations and elsewhere (Lee & Kim, 2010; Tremblay, 2005). 

Indeed, it is noticeable nowadays, that international student migration patterns are complex and 

fluid in nature.  Lee, Maldonado-Maldonado, and Rhoades (2006) affirmed that global flows had 

hardly become unidirectional but occur in several directions along complex paths suggesting a 

circular mobility. 
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‘Brain Circulation’. Thus, the terminology “brain circulation” was proposed to describe 

this global circulation of skilled people. Experts posited that this could be a positive phenomenon 

that benefit both developing and developed nations (Lee & Kim, 2010; Tremblay, 2005). They 

argued that when emigration is temporary those skilled workers return home with more 

knowledge, new skills and technologies that can be used to boost the average productivity of 

their home countries (Johnson & Regets, 1998; Tremblay, 2005). Moreover, data showed that 

when skilled emigrants send remittance to their home country it increased national income 

(Rizvi, 2005). For example, many Egyptians, Indians, Chinese, and Jordanians may teach in the 

oil-rich Gulf States’ institutions and send parts of their earnings back to their country of origin 

which dramatically increase national income (Lee, Maldonado-Maldonado, & Rhoades, 2006). 

However, Teferra (2004) asserted that “brain circulation” was hardly systematic or 

productive because it was always sporadic and with short life spans. This is supported by data 

which indicated that almost 80% of international students did not return after completing their 

degrees and obtain permanently residence in the host nation (Altbach, 2004). Furthermore, 

Altbach (2004), Marginson et al., (20011) and Tremblay (2005) stated that in many First World 

countries, immigration laws are being fabricated to ease recruitment of the most qualified people 

and quickly absorb them into their labor market which made their return to home country quite 

unlikely. Moreover, universities have become very competitive in recruiting and retaining the 

best talent worldwide which further attracts scientists and skilled students from the Third World 

(Marginson et al., 2011). Clearly, these measures encourage one-direction flow of international 

students and thus compete against the notion of “brain circulation”.  

In addition, Teferra (2004) and Rizvi (2005) argued that the posited advantages of “brain 

circulation” neglected the social dynamics and technical problems facing these emigrants when 
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they returned to their country of origin. For instance, skilled emigrants are usually stigmatized of 

being disloyal and indifferent of the economic development of their own country (Rivzi, 2005). 

Furthermore, they may face resentment by locals who may regard them as arrogant and 

patronizing (Teferra, 2004). Technical difficulties arise when the skilled returnees find 

technological disparities between their home country and the developed nation where they 

studied and worked (Rizvi, 2005). 

A ‘Traveling Culture’. Chen and Koyama (2013), challenged both, the unidirectional 

migration of the intellects, brain drain, and the circular wandering of academics, brain 

circulation. The study revealed that Chinese-born scientists worked actively in scientific 

communities through transnational collaborations in both China and the US. The study showed 

that transnational collaborations are more conceivable in an era of globalization in which the 

scholars enjoy a more flexible and fluid global world. For those scholars, travelling around the 

globe is made easier due to their high academic status. In addition, the development of 

communication technology tremendously helped those scientists to form diasporic networks 

across the globe with students, and faculty (Chen & Koyama, 2013). Thus, successful 

transnational collaborations in the form of conferences, workshops, coauthored papers and alike 

are becoming more and more accessible through the use of technology and does not require the 

physical presences of the scholars (Chen & Koyama, 2013).  

Chen and Koyama (2013) pointed out that, for those scholars, their physical and 

intellectual movements are not only from one country to another (from their host country to their 

homeland or vice versa), but their movements have no limited possibilities for generating and 

sharing knowledge. For instance, one scholar had worked in four different countries and 

produced publications in three different languages. Chen and Koyama (2013) concluded that the 
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notions of ‘brain drain’, brain circulations’ and ‘brain waste’ are becoming outdated and no 

longer capture the nature or the reality of the current international student mobility which is 

becoming more of a ‘travelling culture’, where travelling becomes the norm and students are 

dwelling in those travel, and unbounded to neither national nor geographical locations.  

In summary, “brain drain”, the exodus of the educated elite, is real and an inevitable 

consequence of globalization. However, Lee and Kim (2010), Rizvi (2005), and others argued 

that in the presence of globalization, fast and ease of travels, and the advancement of technology, 

the notion of “brain drain” needed to be re-conceptualized. Substituting “brain circulation” for 

“brain drain” explained some of the complex paths of international students mobility but did not 

solve the problem (Lee & Kim, 2010; Lee, Maldonando-Maldonado, & Rhoades, 2006; Rizvi, 

2005). Nevertheless, it allowed us to realize that, currently, international mobility is not a single 

trajectory but follows complex paths. Indeed, Chen and Koyama (2013) posited that the ease of 

travel and the development of communication technologies created unlimited opportunities for 

scholars to generate and share knowledge unbounded by national or geographical locations. 

These factors contributed to encourage a ‘traveling culture’ among professionals where 

travelling becomes the norm and students are dwelling in those travel (Chen & Koyama, 2013). 

This makes it difficult to find any one country that is solely a sender nation or a host. It also shed 

light on the emergence of educational regional hubs. This is the topic of the coming section. 

Theme Two: Regional Hubs 

Shifts in the Global Patterns of International Student Mobility  

 Although the general flow of international students has been from the developing 

countries- the periphery- to the developed countries- the centers- there have been some notable 

shifts over the past decade (Altbach, 1998, 2004; Lee, 2014; Lee & Kim, 2010; Lee, Maldonado-
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Maldonado, & Rhoades, 2006; Kodakci, 2011). For instance, higher education in the United 

States had witnessed a decline in international students’ enrollment in the past few years (Lee, 

Maldonado-Maldonado, & Rhoades, 2006). Data showed that the proportion of international 

students going to the United States dropped from 23% in 2000 to 17% in 2011 (Deschamps & 

Lee, 2014). At the same time there was an observable international student mobility within 

regions. For example, recent data showed that about 50% of Sub-Saharan African nations, a 

major sender of international students to the global North, studied in regional countries, mainly 

South Africa (Jon, Lee, & Byun, 2014). With the affirmation of the Bologna process, similar, 

regional mobility trends are occurring in Europe (Jon, Lee, & Byun, 2014). 

Similarly, Australia, although considered a ‘major player’ in the world of higher 

education, it is certainly competing with the UK and USA for international students. The number 

of international students in Australia increased almost six-folds from 1990s to 2005- increasing 

from 45,000 to over 285,000 (Rizvi, 2005). However, the majority of these students were being 

recruited from Southeast and East Asia (Rizvi, 2005). This pattern is another indication of a 

regional mobility. 

The Emergence of Educational Regional Hubs  

Indeed, many middle-income, non-Anglophone developing countries emerged as 

attractive educational destinations for international students from poorer, developing countries 

(Kodakci, 2011; Lee, Maldonado-Maldonado, & Rhoades, 2006). In recent years, countries such 

as Mexico in Latin America (Cantwell et al., 2009), South Korea in Asia (Jon, Lee, & Byun, 

2014) and South Africa in Sub-Sharan regions (Lee & Sehoole, 2015) have been documented to 

recruit larger number of international students not only from regional countries, but becoming a 

global destination as well. 
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These new patterns contribute to the shift from the general North-South flow of 

international students, eventually, resulting in a downward trend in international student 

enrollment in the Western countries, particularly the United States. Important factors have been 

identified for the likelihood of such patterns; first, the heightened competition between nations 

and institutions to attract international students for academic and economic reasons. Aggressive 

marketing for students has made some countries, such as Canada and Australia, to loosen up 

immigration policies (Altbach, 2004; Lee, Maldonado-Maldonado, & Rhoades, 2006; Tremblay, 

2005). Countries that reduce visa and bureaucracy hurdles become more appealing destinations 

for international students (Chen, 2007). Second, many non-English-speaking countries are 

expanding their higher education capacity. Examples include offering English programs in South 

Korean Universities (Byun, Chu, Kim, Park, Kim, & Jung, 2011; Jon, Lee, & Byun, 2013). 

Third, providing Anglo-Saxon education through the increased establishment of partnerships and 

branch campuses in middle-income and developing countries (Lee, Maldonado-Maldonado, & 

Rhoades, 2006). Finally, new technologies used by private companies, e.g., Apollo Group, 

introduce web-based programs that allow distance-learning (Deschamps & Lee, 2014). These 

developments enable students to access foreign education without leaving home further reducing 

international student enrollment in Western Countries. These new patterns contribute to the shift 

from the general North-South flow of international students, eventually, resulting in a downward 

trend in international student enrollment in the Western countries, particularly the United States.  

Despite efforts and investments of the emerging economies to attract international 

students, it is now more difficult, and heftily costly, to achieve a “center” status in higher 

education (Altbach, 2004; Lee & Kim, 2010). By entering the market, the highest hope for these 

developing nations is probably to become a regional educational hub. Indeed, these countries are 
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attracting students primarily, but not exclusively, from the region to improve the quality of their 

higher education, earn international recognition and prestige, diversify the culture of their student 

body, and become regionally competitive (Altbach & Knight, 2011; Byun et al., 2011; Knight & 

Morshidi, 2011). Indeed, there are many reasons for developing countries to expand their higher 

education capacity and become regional hubs. Knight and Morshidi (2011) proposed three types 

of regional hubs; the student hub, the training and skilled workforce hub, and the hub for 

knowledge/innovation to capture the differentiated motives, priorities and the expected outcomes 

of developing nations as they strive to position themselves as major regional educational player.  

Three Types of Regional Hubs. According to Knight and Morshidi (2011), the main 

purpose of becoming a Student Hub is to build a critical mass of international students for the 

internationalization and modernization of domestic higher education, income generation, and 

building an international profile. This is evident in the case of South Africa for example, which 

tries to build an international reputation by becoming not only a continental hub but a global 

destination as well (Lee & Sehoole, 2015). Other countries such as India, Malaysia and the 

Philippines are recruited international students for generating revenue (Altbach, 2004).  

A Skilled Workforce Training Hub is when countries invite foreign students, institutions, 

and companies to develop skilled labor force by offering academic programs and professional 

development opportunities for both domestic and international students (Knight & Morshidi, 

2011). An example of that might be the United Arab Emirates which is investing into building 

accredited branch campuses in one zone in order to facilitate collaborations amongst themselves 

and with industry (Knight & Morshidi, 2011).  

The Knowledge/Innovation Hub are those countries that try to build a research and 

knowledge sector. These countries attract major research institutions, and, research and 
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development companies to establish bases in the country, facilitate collaboration between foreign 

and local institutions, industries, and research centers. The objectives are to educate and train 

skilled labor for the production and distribution of knowledge and innovation and to attract 

foreign direct investments (Knight & Morshidi, 2011).    

Though this typology explains the different features, targets and approaches of countries 

for becoming regional hubs, it raises some questions and issues. First, is this typology 

chronological? In other words, for a country entering the educational market, does the starting 

point have to be at the Student Hub level? Second, does this typology assume a progressive 

development, or is it possible to sidestep levels? Finally, is it possible for countries to become a 

regional hub with the multiple objectives such that it is a hybrid of all of the three types? 

To conclude, the increased demand on higher education has encouraged non-English, 

middle-income countries to become “emerging contenders” (Mulumba et al., 2008), or regional 

hubs (Jon, Lee & Byun, 2014; Lee & Sehoole, 2015). However, to-date, there are limits to their 

performances and success in competing with the top-tier institutions of the core nations. 

Evidently, these countries become, at best, educational regional hubs, attracting students 

primarily, not exclusively, from surrounding regions. These new developments have changed the 

general migration pattern of international students. There are many reasons for non-Anglophone 

countries to recruit cross-border students including, building a critical mass of international 

students to allow for improvement of the quality of their higher education, for income 

generation, to develop skilled labor force, and to become regionally competitive (Altbach & 

Knight, 2011; Knight & Morshidi, 2011). On the other hand, there are other factors at play which 

motivate students to migrate to their educational destination of choice. These factors are 

discussed in the coming section of the review of the literature.    
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Theme Three: International Student Motivations to Study Abroad 

The ‘Push-Pull’ Model 

The push-pull model postulated that students decide to go over-seas for their education 

when there are unfavorable conditions in their country of citizenship that ‘push’ them to study 

internationally, and, at the same time, these international students see promising opportunities 

within host nations that ‘pull’ them towards migration (Altbach, 2004; McMahon, 1992). Home 

‘push’-ing factors may include scarcity of resources, lack of research and development fields, 

limited specialized job opportunities, the dearth of innovation, and stagnation in scientific and 

technological development (Altbach, 2004; Jałowiecki & Gorzelak, 2004; McMahon, 1992). 

Other ‘push’ factors are restricted academic freedom, favoritism, and corruption in academic 

appointments and promotions (Altbach, 2004), and culture pressures, particularly on women in 

male-dominated societies (Habu, 2000). In the past decade, new motives to study abroad resulted 

from political instability, ethnic wars, and the rise of religious fundamentalism (Jałowiecki & 

Gorzelak, 2004). Whereas, host ‘pull’-ing factor may include pursuing academic and career-

oriented prospects, more and higher-quality education opportunities, better quality of life- higher 

salaries and favorable working conditions (Altbach, 2004; McMahon, 1992).  

McMahon’s (1992) study indicated that major “push” factors were national economic 

weakness and educational impairment. In other words, countries with fewer economic resources 

and weak educational capacity (though they must meet a minimum baseline of educational 

standards) tend to send a higher percentage of international students. Factors that “pull” students 

overseas were the economic size of the host countries and the level of trade between country of 

citizenship and host (McMahon, 1992). Said differently, the greater the size of the economy of 

the host nation, the more it attracts international students. Similarly, the higher the involvement 
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in global trade, particularly between home and host nation, corresponded to more students 

overseas- the correlation was positive and significant (McMahon, 1992). However, scholars 

pointed out that the model did not explain the process of student choice to study abroad (Lee et 

al., 2006). In other words, the model did not fully account for the individual’s background, 

information sources, or the multiple reasons for choosing a particular institution (Lee, 2008). 

Studying students from four different countries- China, India, Indonesia and Taiwan- 

Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) found that, regardless of which country, all students were motivated 

to study abroad because; (1) they perceived that Western education was better than the local 

system, (2) students found difficulty in entering desired programs in their countries, (3) to 

experience Western life, and (4) had the intention to obtain permanent residence after graduation.  

Furthermore, their study showed that as international students chose a host nation they 

assessed a variety of ‘pull’ factors. They identified six factors that guided students’ selection of 

host country, first, referred to the degree of knowledge and awareness about the host nation. This 

included the availability and the ease of accessing information about the host country, the 

reputation of destination, and the level of recognition by the home country (Mazzarol & Soutar, 

2002). The second factor was related to personal recommendations and referrals, for example, 

the recommendation of an institution by a professor, family members or friends (Mazzarol & 

Soutar, 2002). The third factor was in regards to cost issues and included living and traveling 

expenses, fees, and the availability of work (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). Fourth, was related to 

study environment and life style. Students preferred countries where they could experience 

“western” life-style (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). Fifth, the geographical proximity of a host 

nation to home country was also important aspect in institution choice. Data showed that 

students preferred host countries that were close to home country (Chen, 2007; Li & Bray, 2007) 
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and countries where student may have the social links, for example, if there were family or 

friends living in destination country (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002).  

Variations of the push-pull model  

Reverse Push-Pull Model. Li and Bray (2007) refined the traditional, unidirectional 

push-pull model into a two-way push-pull model. They postulated that home countries and 

institutions have positive “pull” factors that may keep students at home rather than traveling to 

study abroad. On the other hand, host nations may have negative “push” factors that drive them 

away. Thus, Li and Bray (2007) proposed a reverse push-pull model.  

Home“pull”-ing factors included strong family ties and commitment, increasing 

internationalization of domestic institutions, and patriotism (Lee, 2008; Li & Bray, 2007). 

Whereas, host countries “push”-ing factors included higher cost of education and living 

expenses, duration of academic programs, work restrictions on foreign students, prolonged, 

costly, and bureaucratic visa applications, and stringent immigration policies (Chen, 2007; Li & 

Bray, 2007). Other repelling factors from host nations included confusing enrollment procedures, 

inadequate support services, facing discrimination and hostility such as sexual harassment. 

The study suggested that students’ choice of host nation and institution depended on the 

interplay of all of these “push” and “pull” factors at home and from host country (Li & Bray, 

2007). In addition, the study analyzed the internal motivations of individual students. Li and 

Bray (2007) categorized the motivations of individual students into four groups; (a) academic 

motives was related to the pursue of credentials and professional development; (b) economic 

motives which included access to scholarships and higher paying jobs; (c) social and cultural 

factors which referred to experiencing other cultures; and (d) political motives included boosting 

social and political status. 
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A Three-Stage Model for Choosing to Study Abroad. Chen (2007), adjusted Hossler 

and Gallagher’s (1987) three-stage model (predisposition, search, and choice) for college choice, 

to suggest that international students go through a similar three-stage process when choosing to 

study abroad. The first stage was the determination to migrate, at least temporarily, to study 

abroad. The second stage was to choose a host country. Third stage was the choice of the 

institution within the host country. Chen (2007) argued that at each stage, the decisions were 

influenced by the different “push-pull” factors. The main sets of factors that impacted students’ 

choice of host country and institution included students characteristics (e.g., socioeconomic-

background, academic ability), significant others (e.g., parents support) and external “push-pull” 

factors from host and home countries. However, Chen (2007) found that the decision-making 

process did not always follow the three stages successively, and that usually changed by 

students’ degree. In other words, whereas undergraduate students tended to choose host country 

before institution, graduate students promoted the choice of institution before host country. 

A common finding across these “push- pull” models was that these studies showed 

earning residency in the host nation was an important “post-departure, public” rationale 

(Kondakci, 2011) for choosing a developed country as destination. In other words, international 

students who studied in developed countries realized that graduating from a First World country 

institution could be “a ticket” for permanent residency (Lee et al., 2006). This was supported by 

data; the return rates of Chinese students after graduation from the United States was 14.1% (Lee 

et al., 2006). Many reasons contributed to this phenomena. First, international students from 

developing countries fear that after they acquired the knowledge and skills from studying abroad 

they may not find degree-related jobs after they return home (Sutton, 1993). Second, others may 
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decide to stay in host country to pursue high-paying careers and job opportunities that may not 

be available at home country (Lee & Kim, 2010). 

The variety of the traditional “push-pull” model had been criticized for their limitations. 

First, the traditional model largely tended to rely on the disproportions in the living and 

educational conditions between developed and developing countries and underplayed the social 

and cultural factors (Li & Bray, 2007). In other words, the model assumed that economic and 

educational factors were the only drivers of international mobility and disregarded the cultural, 

social and political elements involved. Second, the models considered, almost exclusively, the 

dominant South-North student mobility neglecting other paths undertaken by the global student. 

That is, the models failed to account for the factors that draw students from developed countries 

to decide to study at institutions in developing nations (Cantwell et al., 2008; Kondkci, 2011). 

Indeed, the studies focused only on investigating the motivations of students from developing 

nations who were studying in developed countries. Furthermore, the models did not consider the 

incentives that students from developing countries may have to choose to study in other 

developing countries (Cantwell et al., 2008). Thus the next section reviews past research on the 

motivations and expectations of students from developed and developing countries as they study 

in middle and low-income countries.  

Motivations for Studying Abroad Depended on Host Country and Country of Origin  

The Case of Turkey. Kondakci (2011), investigated the different rationales of 

international students studying in Turkey. He identified the following rationales for studying in a 

developing country; pre-departure rationales (public and private) and post-departure rationale 

(public and private). Public (macro dynamics) factors focused on the disparities of the living 

conditions between home/host countries that may “push-pull” the students to choose a particular 
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country for study abroad, e.g., better educational and job opportunities and higher wages. 

Whereas, private rationales (micro dynamics) was related to individual ambitions and aspirations 

including academic and climate preferences and language skills. Kondakci (2011) found that 

these rationales vary in importance by the country of origin or region of the students. For 

example, the pre-departure private rationales of students from Western countries for choosing 

Turkey as a destination was to experience the unique Turkish culture, while students from lower 

income countries were more concerned about academic quality. Other rationales among students 

from these nations for choosing Turkey included the geographical and cultural compatibility. 

Similarly, post-departure rationales differed across the different student groups. That is, students 

from Western nations were more focused on gaining intercultural skills, while students from 

developing nations expressed their intention to stay in Turkey after graduation (Kondakci, 2011). 

The Case of Mexico. Cantwell et al (2009) study indicated different motivations and 

expectations to studying in Mexico depending on country or region of origins of the students. 

The study show that students from the United States and Europe were, predominantly, non-

degree seeking and stayed in Mexico for short-terms. On the other hand, international students 

from Latin America were geared towards earning Mexican degrees (Cantwell et al., 2009). 

Moreover, compared to students from Europe and North America, Latin American students were 

more academically oriented, that is, they were concerned with institutional rankings and hoped to 

further their education in Mexico (Cantwell et al., 2009). While European and North American 

students were more interested in experiencing and learning about the Mexican culture and to gain 

intercultural skills (Cantwell et al., 2009). The study showed that relative to European and Latin 

American students, students from the United States were more interested in the low tuition fees 

and the cheaper cost of living in Mexico (Cantwell et al., 2009). 
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The Case of South Africa. Lee and Sehoole (2015) research on international students in 

South Africa show similar trends. Sub-Saharan (SADC) student motivations to choose South 

Africa as host country were related to career mobility and academic research (Lee & Sehoole, 

2015). SADC students, compared to continental students and students from outside of Africa, 

had higher expectations for better job opportunities with a South African degree rather than a 

local education (Lee & Sehoole, 2015). Other responses from regional students incorporated 

closer geographic location to home country, having family or friends, safety, and political 

stability. While, students from outside Africa were more interested in experiencing the South 

African culture, improve English language and lower cost of living (Lee & Sehoole, 2015).  

Other studies showed that dispositions not only differed between students from different 

regions but among students from the same region with different academic pursue. Jon, Lee and 

Byun (2014) found that motivations differed among Asian students studying in South Korea 

based on their academic goals. The study showed that Asian graduate students prioritized the 

financial and practical aspects more so than Asian non-degree seeking students. Similar, to 

Cantwell et al. (2009), Kondakci (2011), and Lee and Sehoole (2015), the study showed the 

geographical proximity to home, cultural familiarity, and lower cost of living were important 

factors for the decision of Chinese (regional) students to study in Korea (Jon et al., 2014).  

In conclusion, earlier research showed the major drivers for students to study abroad of 

students from developing countries to the wealthier countries, were the obvious living and 

educational disparities between the developing and First World nations (Altbach, 2004; 

Jałowiecki & Gorzelak, 2004; McMahon, 1992). However, this traditional “push-pull” was 

criticized for its limitations. First, the model neither accounted for the favorable conditions at 

home, home “pull” factors, e.g., family commitments and patriotism, nor the repelling factors 
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from the host nation, host “push” factors, e.g., discrimination and higher living cost (Li & Bray, 

2007). Thus, a reverse push-pull model was introduced which proposed a two-way direction 

“push-pull” model (Li & Bray, 2007). These models still did not account for other important 

aspects of student mobility and underplayed social and cultural factors (Lee et al., 2006; Li & 

Bray, 2007). In addition, the models only considered the dominant South-North student mobility 

and neglected other paths undertaken by the global student (Cantwell et al., 2008; Kondakci, 

2011). Therefore, research was required to address these gaps.  

Kondacki (2011), Cantwell et al. (2008), and Lee and Sehoole (2015) studied 

international students in Turkey, Mexico and South Africa respectively and found parallel 

patterns. They noted differentiated motivations, expectations and demand, depending on the host 

and sending countries. For example, they point out that students from Western countries studying 

at less-developed nations were motivated by the cultural experiences and were oriented towards 

short-term periods, whereas, students from lower-income countries studying in other developing 

nations were geared towards academically related issues (Cantwell et al., 2008; Kondakci, 2011; 

Lee and Sehoole (2015). Though, the “push-pull” models and subsequent research presented here 

had provided a wider understanding of international student motivations to study abroad, the 

actual students experiences were not captured. Investigating international student experiences are 

crucial in understanding the “post-departure” rationale and the perpetuation of the migration 

trends (Kondakci, 2011). Research showed that international students had different experiences 

based on region of origin and the host country. These studies are presented in the next section.  

Theme Four: International Student Experiences 

 There is little doubt that international students face a lot of challenges as they move to a 

foreign country and transition into a host institution. Studying in a different country is a form of 
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temporary migration and that entails several difficulties at each stage. Prior to departure, 

international students usually encountered lengthy and complicated visa procedures (Lee, 2008). 

Many students complain of mistreatment by host country Council officers, while others reported 

being denied visa, even though they were accepted at a host institution (Lee, 2008). When 

students arrived at host country, they were removed from family and friends’ support and faced 

uncertainties of a new environment. In addition, overseas students typically have less access to 

institutional and governmental services, even may have difficulties dealing with authority, 

particularly immigration offices (Deumert et al., 2005; Lee et al., 2006; Marginson et al., 2011). 

Other challenges included adoption to the host culture, limited communication due to language 

proficiency, among other issues as well (Deumert et al., 2005; Marginson et al., 2011). However, 

studies showed that international students have different educational, social and culture 

experiences depending on country of origin and host nation. This section deals with international 

student experiences and is divided into two parts. The first part is in regards to research studies 

on international student experiences in developed nations. Part two deals with international 

student experiences in middle-income and low-income countries.  

International Student Experiences in Developed Nations  

Deumert et al. (2005), studied the social protection regime in Australia and found out that 

it hardly meets the rights for adequately protecting international students. The study showed that 

non-western international students (e.g., China and India) face problems related to language 

proficiency, social isolation, work-related issues and personal safety concerns. Indian male 

students reported facing difficulties and discrimination in finding jobs. Other students reported 

being exploited at work, or sexually harassed, e.g., East Asian females. In addition, data showed 

that 25% of Chinese students were a victim of crime and female Muslim students reported 
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feeling unsafe (Marginson et al., 2011). Moreover, students also claimed discriminatory-related 

problems on-campus and outside, for example, international students found some difficulties in 

everyday issues such as housing and opening bank accounts. Finally, students from developing 

countries experienced social isolation and stated that they hardly could mingle with local 

Australian students (Deumert et al., 2005; Marginson et al., 2011). 

In addition, students from non-western and developing countries experienced 

discrimination, unfair treatment from faculty and staff, and found barriers in gaining access to 

services such as, admission, registration and housing in United States institutions (Lee & Rice, 

2007; Lee et al., 2006). In fact, the study revealed that international students from developing 

countries experienced a form of “neo-racism”, defined as, discrimination and stereotyping based 

not only on racial categorizing but also to include perception of national order, and the 

superiority of some races and cultures over others (Cantwell & Lee, 2010; Lee & Rice, 2007). In 

other words, it is discrimination and stereotyping based on culture, race, and nationality. For 

instance, Asian post docs were being stigmatized as hard workers in US institutions and were 

usually over worked (Lee & Rice, 2007).  

International Student Experiences in Developing Countries 

Kondakci (2011) findings indicated that among students from developing nations, a 

common historical, lingual and cultural background corresponded to an overall positive 

eductional experience than those who did not share these aspects. However, students from a 

different educational system than Turkey, e.g., students from the Middle East, percieved 

considerable differences between the two systems (Kondakci, 2011). Whereas, Western students 

seemed to have enjoyable acadmeic, social and cultural experiences in Turkey (Kondakci, 2011).  
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Conversely, Cantwell et al. (2009) showed that US students in Mexico feel less personal 

acceptance and experienced a relatively unpleasant treatment outside campus compared to 

European and Latin American students. However, Latin American students were less satisfied 

with the housing arrangements and living costs in Mexico (Cantwell et al., 2009). European 

students in Mexico had the benefit of a more positive social experiences compared to the other 

two groups (Cantwell et al., 2009). 

Studies (Cantwell & Lee, 2010; Lee, 2016; Lee & Rice, 2007; Lee, Jon, & Byun, 2017) 

showed that non-western students were experiencing discriminatory issues in developing 

countries. This new form of stereotyping and xenophobia, christened ‘neo-nationalism’, has 

more to do with one’s nationality within a community of the same race and shared culture. Neo-

nationalism is provoked by globalization and world economy as some countries are perceived as 

more advanced economically and hence more powerful than others. For example, in a case study 

of a private university in Korea, Chinese students reported more unfair treatment by classmates, 

professors, and off-campus compared to other Asian students (Lee et al., 2017). At the same 

time, the study showed that in general, all Asian students felt less welcomed and less accepted 

than Western students (Lee et al., 2017).  

Similarly, Lee (2016) found evidence of neo-nationalism in South Africa. Students from 

Sub-Saharan Africa persistently expressed unfair, aggressive and even hostile treatment on- and 

off- campus. SADC students were subjected to xenophobic acts and anti-Africanism sentiments 

(Lee, 2016). For example, students from Nigeria reported being verbally attacked and being 

called 'kwerekwere' (foreigner) on several occasions (Lee, 2016). While other SADC students 

report being targeted to being robbed. Others had issues opening bank accounts, renting houses 
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or even hiring a taxi (Lee, 2016). On the other hand, Western students in South Africa were 

experiencing a much pleasant social and academic life in South Africa (Lee, 2016).  

In sum, migrating to a different country for studying has many challenges including, visa 

troubles, less access to institutional and governmental services, and difficulties dealing with 

authority particularly immigration offices (Deumert et al., 2005; Lee et al., 2006; Marginson et 

al., 2011). However, studies showed that international students had different educational social 

and culture experiences depending on country of origin and host nation. Students from 

developing countries studying in First World countries encountered problems related to language 

proficiency, social isolation, work-related issues, personal safety concerns, discrimination and 

neo-racism (Deumert et al., 2005; Lee, 2008; Lee & Rice, 2007; Marginson et al., 2011). While, 

Western students studying in developed countries enjoyed a more positive experience (Lee, 

2008; Lee & Rice, 2007; Marginson et al., 2011). On the other hand, international student 

experiences differed in developing countries. Kondacki (2011), Kondakci (2011) fidnings 

indicated that among students from developing nations, a common historical, lingual and cultural 

background corresponded to an overall positive eductional experience than those who did not 

share these aspects. Students from developed countries had an enjoyable experiences in Turkey 

(Kondakci, 2011). While, North American students felt less welcomed and less accepted in 

Mexico (Cantwell et al., 2009). Finally, non-western and regional students experienced a new 

form of discrmination and xenophobia, neo-natinalism, in South Africa and Korea (Lee, 2016).  

This sums the review of the literature, which discussed the change of patterns in 

international student migrations due to the emergence of educational regional hubs. The review 

of the literature also showed that international student orientations differed not only by region or 

country of origin, but by degree program and the host nation. Finally, although many research 
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studies thoroughly investigated international student mobility and orientations across the globe, 

there remains the large region of North Africa and the Middle East largely unexplored and 

utterly unstudied. This study aims to fill this gap in the research by investigating international 

student orientations in Egypt, an Arabic-speaking and Islamic country of historical, political, and 

cultural significance in the heart of North Africa and the Middle East. Having said that, next is 

the methodology chapter which presents the qualitative methods utilized in for this study, the 

contexts of the study, data collection, and the analysis of the data.   

  



INTERNATIONAL STUDENT MOBILITY IN AFRICA: THE CASE OF EGYPT 64 
 

CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

This study is a part of a larger project which investigated the international student 

mobility within the African continent. Seven countries were involved in this research —Kenya, 

Ghana, Uganda, Senegal, Nigeria, South Africa, and Egypt—were part of this multi-sited 

research. The project addressed the same research questions: Why did international students 

choose their respective African countries they are studying in, and more specifically, the 

institution they are currently attending? What are international students’ experiences and future 

plans and how do they vary by region and country of origin? The significance of the study is to 

provide a much needed, yet lacking information, about international student mobility in Africa, 

and to offer important recommendations for African countries to better host and prepare the 

world’s students. The project was led by Professor Jenny Lee from the University of Arizona and 

Professor Chika Sehoole from the University of Pretoria in South Africa. 

I start this chapter by defining two terms that are often used interchangeably, and 

sometimes incorrectly; methodology and methods. Methodology refers to the theory by which an 

inquiry is pursued. Methodology involves the procedures of particular approach of inquiry, 

analysis of the assumptions, and the principles guiding the inquiry (Glesne, 2011). Whereas, 

methods refer to the tools or technique used in a particular approach to inquiry (Glesne, 2011). 

Having said that, this chapter begins with the explanation of the interpretivist paradigm and then 

the details of the qualitative methods used.  

Interpretivist Paradigm 

For this study, I endorsed an interpretivist paradigm (Burrell & Morgan, 2002; Glesne, 

2011). An interpretivist tries to understand and interpret, make sense of, and assess people’s 

attitudes, actions, intentions and beliefs of some social phenomenon. According to Taylor 
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and Bogdan (1998), Max Weber called it verstehen, “understanding on a personal level the 

motives and beliefs behind people’s actions (p. 4).” In other words, the researcher attempts to 

understand human ideas, actions and interactions in their social contexts.   

The assumption that guides an interpretivist, also referred to as idealist (Glesne, 2011) or 

phenomenologist (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998), is the belief that reality is socially constructed, 

interwoven, and ever changing, thus it is difficult to measure. Interpretivists investigate a 

phenomenon holistically, that is, they don’t try to breakdown the situations, or the lived 

experiences, of the phenomena under study into variables. An interpretivist tries to understand 

how people interpret, perceive and make meaning of some event, action, or object. Therefore, the 

research purpose of an interpretivist is to contextualize, understand and interpret a particular 

phenomenon, or a group of people. In sum, an interpretivist is committed to understanding social 

phenomena from the people’s own perspective and examining how they experience the world. 

As I am trying to capture the holistic lived experiences of international students studying in 

Egypt, an interpretivist qualitative approach, rather than quantitative approach, seemed most 

appropriate to gather and analyze the data. I discuss this in detail in the next section. 

Qualitative Methods 

According to Mertler and Charles (2011) qualitative research is primarily focused on the 

“quality of a particular activity and not how often it occurs or how it might be evaluated which is 

typically the focus of quantitative research (p. 192)”. In addition, qualitative research is about 

understanding people’s experiences, beliefs, motivations, perception, daily struggles, etc., and 

interpreting how people think and act in their everyday lives. Thus, qualitative research is often 

described as naturalistic and holistic. Naturalistic, meaning that it occurs in its natural settings. 

Holistic in the sense that qualitative research tends to study the whole rather than specific 
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variable (Mertler & Charles, 2011). In other words, all perspectives and incidents are worthy of 

study in human experiences and that the lived contexts cannot be separated into variables. Hence, 

collecting qualitative data require capturing the entirety of the context, interpretations and social 

interactions of the population under study in their natural setting. Thus, the physical presence, 

and often times, the face-to-face interaction between researcher and participants is crucial.  

For this study, I tried to find out the multiple dispositions (e.g., background, 

characteristics, and resources) that led international students choose Egypt as a destination, their 

experiences in the host country (interpretations of their new social phenomena), and their 

expectations and future plans based on their academic and social experience in Egypt. These 

‘rich data’ were better collected using qualitative methods rather than quantitative methods. 

Adopting a qualitative approach allowed not only obtaining, but the understanding as well, of the 

rich, and in-depth descriptive information on the events and experiences of the international 

students’ and the underlying structures, relationships among entities, and the influencing factors 

that led them to choose to study in Egypt. One-to-one, semi-structured interviews was the tool 

used to elicit these deep perspectives and information. 

Qualitative Tool: Semi- Structured Interviews  

This section provides definitions of key terms. In-depth interviews does not refer to 

repeated interaction between the researcher and participants (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998), but it 

denotes to looking deeply and to the entirety of a phenomena, event, decision, motivation, and 

actions of the people under study. That is, in-depth interview provide an opportunity to collect a 

rich, descriptive, and detailed information about people’s behaviors, thoughts, and perceptions in 

the lived experienced of a particular population or group of people (Lichtman, 2006).  Rich data 

means detailed and varied enough to provide a holistic picture of the event or phenomenon 
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(Maxwell, 2013). Semi-structured interviews are interviews that are comprised of a set of 

questions (which address the research question/s) but also allows for flexibility. In other words, 

they allow researcher to divert, delete questions, or add others for clarification or elaboration. In 

this sense, semi-structured interviews are designed as a normal conversation rather than a formal 

questions-and –answers exchange between the investigator and the subjects (Glesne, 2011). 

These types of interviews are face-to-face social interactions between researcher and participants 

and are targeted towards knowing and understanding past experiences, and events in people 

lives, search for opinions, perceptions, and attitudes towards a topic or phenomena. Thus, most 

of the questions asked are open-ended, meaning, long answer questions that generally require 

extensive description and not just an enquiry that can be responded in few words or an 

affirmative- or deny-type of (yes/no) questions.  

The advantages of semi-structured interviews, when implemented correctly, include: it 

allows participants to reply in their own words and to get their voices heard, to explore new 

arising issues, and provide participants and interviewer to ask questions to clarify questions 

statements. Finally, the wealth of information gathered allows drawing conclusions from a broad, 

rather than limited, representations of events (Glesne, 2011; Lichtman, 2006; Mertler & Charles, 

2011). Correct implementation of semi-structured interviews includes, the researcher developing 

rapport and building trust with participants, fit the interview into participants’ schedules, be 

flexible to circumstances and create an atmosphere in which people feel comfortable so that they 

can open up and provide information they would otherwise not share (Wiersma & Jurs, 2009). 

A Vertical Case Study Design  

 According to Vavrus and Bartlett (2009) vertical comparative case studies compare cases 

at different levels (from the international to regional to national and local scales), and across 
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different dimensions, such as, history, social and political structures. Vavrus and Bartlett (2009) 

contended the notion of a case study as being ‘bound’ which contradicts their understanding of 

culture, place and relevant factors, such as historical circumstances. Furthermore, Vavrus and 

Bartlett (2009) adopted Maxwell’s (2013) process theory that acknowledges that situations 

influence others and that the world should be viewed in terms of connected people, events and 

processes. Differently said, vertical case study approach requires a simultaneous attention to and 

across micro-, meso-, and macro- levels which constitutes the cases of comparison. In each of 

these vertical levels there are the distinct locations representing the horizontal axis. In addition, a 

transversal dimension cuts across these levels in the form of historical, social, or political 

perspective. According to Bartlett (2014) this is crucial because these levels are fields that are 

not existing in void or static but they that are historically produced. 

The vertical case study model is consistent with and complementary to Marginson and 

Rhoades (2002), glo-na-cal concept in which they argued that the influences and forces on higher 

education everywhere is neither linear nor unidirectional flow form the global to the national to 

the local but is simultaneous and reciprocal as well. In other words, the activity and influence 

flow in more than one direction and that the local cannot be isolated from the national and global 

forces, but at the same time it is not conceptually determined by these forces (Bartlett, 2014; 

Marginson & Rhoades, 2002). 

When applying this design to this study, first the vertical axis includes, at the micro-level, 

the individual local, national, institutions (in this study universities in Egypt), at the meso-level, 

the regional context (Middle East and Africa particularly including the other countries involved 

in the larger project), whereas at the macro-level focuses on the international context. Second, 

the horizontal axis of the vertical case study design emphasizes the comparison of the distinct 
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locations. In other words, we may consider the horizontal axis comprised of the different higher 

education institutions. Third, the transversal wave-like facet of comparison includes the 

historical aspect of the institutions and the individual countries which cuts across both the 

vertical and horizontal axes.  

Having discussed the methods, tools and study design, the rest of this chapter is divided 

into the following sections: the data collection section which includes the instrument used and 

details on the sampling, recruitment strategies, interview protocol, and protection of human 

subjects. Next is the context of the study in which a brief account of the Egyptian higher 

education context and country is presented with a special emphasizes on the two university sites 

chosen for this study. This is followed by a brief description of the study participants. Finally, 

the data analysis section which presents, in detail, the approach used to decipher and make 

meaning of the data to reach the findings of this research. 

Settings of Study 

In this section I will present a synopsis on Egypt and funnel down to tertiary education, 

international students in Egypt, and finally the details on the two chosen sites for this study. 

Geography of the Land  

Egypt is located at the intersection of two continents; Africa and Asia. Hence, it is the 

bridge between these two land masses. Its total land mass covers approximately one million 

square kilometers. Egypt, as Herodotus famously quoted, “is the gift of the Nile”. The mighty 

Nile River whose source starts from the Great Lakes in Central Africa and Lake Tana in 

Ethiopia, runs from south to north with its mouth at the Mediterranean Sea. Few miles north of 

Cairo, the Nile divides into two large tributaries, the Rosetta Branch to the west and 

the Damietta to the east, forming the most fertile Nile Delta land. A bird eye view of the Nile 
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resembles it to a gigantic lotus flower. However, Egypt is largely a desert. Ninety four percent of 

its total land is absolute wastelands. Egypt has about 27 governorates. 

Human Geography  

In terms of population, Egypt is the largest country in North Africa and the Middle East, 

with an expected population of more than 98.6 million by 2020 (UN 2009b). Egypt’s population 

had been exponentially increasing since the 1950s and, in 2007 it was estimated to be 80.1 

million.  Although Egypt’s population may be considered homogenous, ethnically and racially 

non-diverse, there are few marginalized minorities. The majority of Egyptians are considered 

Arabs with small minorities of Bedouins, Nubians, Amazegh, and Besharien. Ninety percent of 

Egyptians are Muslims and about 9 percent are Coptic Christian and one percent classified as 

other Christians. The large expanses of the wastelands in Egypt contribute that the large cities are 

densely populated. In fact, the total population of Egypt occupies only six percent of the land. 

Political Overview  

It is difficult to compile a brief overview of the political life in Egypt and it is even harder 

to decide where to start. However, it must be noted that Egypt had always been under internal 

and external political pressures that usually resulted in unrest. For instance, the British colonized 

Egypt from 1882 up until 1952 when In 1952, Gamal Abdel Nasser, with the support of the Free 

Officers (a secret military revolutionary society), forced the abdication of King Faruq (El-Sayed 

et al., 2006) and declared Egypt as the Arab Republic of Egypt. It has been a republic since then. 

In 2011, Egyptians stood up to the brutality of the police regime of Mubarak and brought an end 

to a 31 year rule. In 2012, the first ever civil president was elected, Mohammed Morsi, who did 

not last more than a year. In 2013, people went down to the streets again to delegate the military 

to force Morsi to step down. The consequent years showed that Egypt was handed back, once 
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more, to its former rulers, military officers. Currently, Egypt is fighting many battles internally 

due to poor economic conditions and terrorist attacks by Muslim Brotherhood supporters, as well 

as external threats from the unrest and uncontrolled neighboring countries of Libya and Syria.  

Higher Education  

Higher education in Egypt includes the entire array of education past the twelve years -

elementary (6 years), preparatory (3 years) and secondary (3 years)- of formal schooling. In other 

words, it includes, public and private univeristies; technical, industrial, agricultural and 

commercial colleges; middle level institutions –such as; Ministry of Defense, Ministry of 

Communications and Ministry of Tourism- and Al- Azhar univeristy system, a religious 

university, the oldest in the world operating continuously since 971AD.  

As late as the 1950s, only five universities existed in Egypt. However, Nasser initiated a 

process of higher education expansion in the 1960s, through the establishment of university 

branches across the country. During Mubarak thirty-year rule, Egypt witnessed an exponential 

increase in the establishment of private universities, majority of which are for-profit. Indeed, 

promoting privatization to reduce public spending on education was a deliberate policy of the 

Mubarak regime (Sobhy, 2013). Most public universities and only few private ones undertake 

research and provide postgraduate degrees. The majority, particularly private institutions, 

however, offer instruction at the bachelor’s degree level only. 

However, those who attend private institution constitute but a tiny proportion (about 3 

percent) of the total students enrolled in public higher education which is estimated to serve 2.4 

million students (Fahim & Sami, 2011; Hamid, 2010). Currently, Egypt has 29 state-funded 

universities and 32 private higher education institutions. However, this number needs to be 

revised because the last MoHE report was published in 2010. This may be outdated.  
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In general, as the current political situation in Egypt spread its daunting shadow over all 

sectors of life in Egypt, including higher education, it may be safe to say that higher education in 

Egypt stands at an immobile state; unaware and may be insenstivie to the deveolopment in the 

field, unable to meet the challegnegs of the present and future, and definitely losing its grounds 

as once a foundational higher edcuation system in the region and the world.  

International Students in Egypt. Researchers are usually met with great challenges 

when studying internationalization and international student mobility in Egypt simply because 

there are no intensive or in-depth studies on this particular matter. However, here are some 

salient facts from a single study conducted by Hamid in 2010 as a Country Review Report 

prepared for the Ministry of Higher Education Strategic Planning Unit. First, Al- Azhar 

University continues to host the highest number of foreign students in Egypt, mostly Asian 

students seeking religious education. Second, in general, most overseas students in Egypt come 

from neighboring Arab countries. Third, the highest influx of international students in Egypt 

occurred during the 1970s. Since that time the number has been decreasing. Currently, following 

the political unrest due to the uprising of the Arab Spring and the consequent turbulences of the 

political life in Egypt following two revolutions in 2011 and 2013, the number of international 

students in Egypt is probably reached its lowest number. Fourth, the expansion of the private 

universities’ sector in Egypt in the 1990s attracted more Arab students into these institutions. 

Fifth, in regards to public universities, Cairo, Ain-Shams and Alexandria universities attract most 

of the overseas students. 

In sum, Hamid (2010) study showed that the majority of international students in public 

universities came from neighboring Arab countries, followed by students from Asia, then Sub-

Saharan Africa. However, the report also showed that in recent years, the numbers of students 
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from Arab countries declined while those from Sub-Saharan Africa and Asia increased, 

specifically, students from Malaysia, Indonesia, India and China. This may reflect the growing 

collaboration and bilateral agreements between Egypt and those countries particularly in the 

fields of medicine, humanities and engineering (Hamid, 2010).  

According to the country’s report on higher education in 2010, the number of 

international students attending universities in Egypt was 40,000. However, data provided by the 

Egyptian Survey Authority (ESA) show that the number of international students in Egypt 

increased to 70,000 in 2016/2017 (ESA, 2017). At first glance this may seem counter intuitive 

due to the current unsettling political situation in Egypt after the Egyptian Revolutions in 2011 

and 2013. However, data from this study show that all international students, particularly 

regional overseas students, saw of Egypt as a safer country than their own and ultimately more 

safe than other countries in the region.  

Admission Process for International Students. For a better understanding of the 

findings it is best to start with an overview of the admission process of international students into 

public Egyptian universities. The system of transitioning from secondary to tertiary education is 

strongly controlled by a central entity Minister of Higher Education (MoHE) and where higher 

education institutions have no or limited input to decisions over the allocation of students. This is 

the same model adopted by France and Germany. 

Explained further, Egypt has a centralized system, meaning that the Ministry of Higher 

Education (MoHE) controls the decision-making, policies, and strategic planning of the entire 

postsecondary sector. A number of departments work under the supervision of the MoHE 

including; (a) Supreme Council of State Universities (SCSU) which is manages admissions 

policies and quotas, while also supervising the establishment of new institutions, (b) The Culture 
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Affairs and Missions Sector (CAMS) from which stems the General Administration for Foreign 

Students Affairs (GAFSA). The latter “is entrusted with admitting international students into 

different state universities; as well as into higher or intermediate institutes.” (www.mohe-

casm.edu.eg). In other words, responsible for the applications and admissions of all international 

students to public Egyptian universities and higher institutions.  

Through the office of Foreign Students’ Admission Coordination System at Egyptian 

Colleges and Institutions, international students are enrolled to the different public universities 

based on their grades, quotas provided by the universities to the particular nationalities, and the 

availability of scholarships. It is a complex process in which the SCSU and GAFSA work 

collaboratively and in coordination with all the public institutions to meet their demand and also 

the availability of spaces in those universities.  

An international student is required to submit official documents of his/her high school 

certificate, passport copies, medical records, affiliations, sports achievement, and a list of his/her 

preference to faculties and universities. Once the student suffices all requirements, the SCSU and 

GAFSA consult the universities for available spaces. Finally, when the different universities 

select the students they wish to enroll into their institutions, they send an acceptance letter to the 

GAFSA which in turn informs the international applicant. Thus, unless the international 

students’ grades and application gets him/her to their desired choice of department and school, 

usually they may be admitted to their second, third or even tenth choice. In other words, 

international student may end up in a school not of their choice.  

In general, it is unclear if the MoHE in Egypt is trying to improve aspects of 

internationalization in its higher education system, or that it realizes the importance of having a 

larger number of international students, or that it is considering to make it one of its prime goals. 
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However, it may be important to note that, recently, the MoHE took considerable measures to 

facilitate the enrollments of students from neighboring, war-torn, Arab countries (e.g., Syria and 

Palestine) or countries that are known to be less economically developed (e.g., Sudan). For 

instance, Palestinian students were admitted to Egyptian universities with a substantial fee and 

tuition discount of fifty percent relative to all other international students. Furthermore, in 2012, 

under the leadership of the Muslim Brotherhood regime, the MoHE, issued a decree that all 

Syrian students are welcome to study in Egyptian universities at the same privileges and 

expenses as local Egyptian students. Indeed, Syrian students essentially had a free education. 

Furthermore, as the war in Syria oscillated and persisted for a number of years, the MoHE 

developed a system to accept courses from Syrian universities. This allowed Syrian students to 

be able to transfer classes relevant and compatible with Egyptian higher education institutions.  

These measures encouraged thousands of Syrian students to come to Egypt for higher 

education. However, in 2016, under the leadership of president Sisi, this generous governmental 

subsidy to Syrian students was withdrawn. The reason proposed for this shift was that some 

Syrians citizens were claimed to be involved in a number of terrorist attacks against Egyptian 

police and military personnel in Egypt. This change of policy draws our attention to the 

involvement and interference of politics in education. As a consequence of the 2016 new law, 

hundreds of Syrian students filled petitions to sustain the subsidy, while several hundred others 

left Egypt to other countries such as, Turkey, Morocco, and the Ukraine.  

The MoHE also offered reduced fees and tuition for students from Sudan, Somalia, and 

South Sudan. These countries are known to struggle economically for decades due to civil wars 

and lack of natural resources. In addition, these countries, particularly Sudan and South Sudan, 

have very strong ties with Egypt (until the 1950s, Egypt and Sudan were one country under the 
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rule of Egyptian administration). Sudanese students are generously granted ninety percent 

discount on fees and tuition, that is, they pay as little as ten percent compared to all other 

international students. This has been a policy for many years and it certainly encouraged a lot of 

Sudanese students to earn an education in Egypt. Unfortunately, as of this study, I was not able 

to find complete data on the demographics of international students in Egypt, in general, or at the 

individual institutions in particular—another indication of the challenges when researching in 

economically developing countries.  

The three institutions chosen for this study were Cairo University (CU) and Ain Shams 

University (ASU), to represent the category of comprehensive public university and the 

American University in Cairo (AUC) which represented an independent higher education 

institution. These institutions were selected because of the following reasons: first, they are the 

largest universities in their categories, second, they include the highest numbers of international 

students in Egypt, third, they are the oldest universities in the nation, and they are the most 

reputable among all other Egyptian universities. Thus they are the target of most overseas 

students. To contextualize the origins and current status of the selected institutions for this study, 

this following section of the methodology presents a brief historical and current accounts of the 

two chosen higher education institutions. 

Cairo University, CU 

Cairo University, CU, may be considered a typical exemplar of a ‘State- building’ 

university. These are universities that played a “central role in building nation states. They have 

been key players in the development, expansion and maintenance of the state… (Ordorika & 

Pusser, 2012, p.191)”. According to Ordorika and Pusser (2012), state-building universities ─not 

to be confused with flagship universities─ have the following characteristics: these are 
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institutions, mostly within periphery nations, that contributed to the creation, sustenance and 

development of a nation through adherence to the historical and contemporary social and 

intellectual movements within the nation-state. These institutions promote nationalism and 

partake national intellectual, social and political projects and provided a sustainable pipeline of 

political and economic leadership (Ordorika & Pusser, 2012). Without a doubt, historically CU 

has contributed to the building of the Egyptian nation-state and still contributes to its growth. 

Cairo University was established in 1908. At the time there were no permanent campus 

and lectures were delivered in various halls and published in daily newspapers. In 1917, the 

nucleus of changing the university to a public governmental institute was discussed and enacted. 

In 1925, five faculties were combined/integrated to form the first governmental university, these 

faculties were the faculties of Medicine, Law, Arts, Science and Pharmacy. In 1940, the name of 

the university was changed from the Egyptian University to Fouaad I University, in honor of the 

late and first king of Egypt in modern times. Finally, in 1944, the name of the university was 

fixated to Cairo University.  

Cairo University played an outstanding role in founding a number of higher education 

institutions not only in Egypt but throughout the Arab world as well. In Egypt, the success of the 

Egyptian University encouraged more applicants than the institution could accommodate. Thus 

in 1938, the need to expand academic education was urgent. Hence, CU planned a branch 

campus in Alexandria which in 1942 was detached from CU and called Farouk I University. 

Now, this is known as Alexandria University. Other universities within Egypt which initially 

were Cairo University campuses and later separated from it include, Ain Shams University 

(ASU), Assuit University, University of Fayoum and Beni Soif University.   
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On the regional level, Cairo University contributed in establishing many universities in 

the neighboring Arab countries. For example, in 1955, CU established its first branch campus in 

Khartoum, the Capital of Sudan, which later became the Khartoum University. Other universities 

included, Al-Riyadh University (King Saud University), King Abdulaziz University at Jeddah, 

University of Baghdad and Kuwait University. 

Currently, according to the latest statistics in 2010 obtained from the official website of 

Cairo University, CU has about 30 faculty departments accommodating 11,500 teaching staff 

members, 245,000 bachelor’s degree students, 7,500 master’s degree students, and 

approximately 2,000 doctoral degree students. In regard to international students, CU hosts about 

6000 overseas students; 4700 undergraduate students, 800 master’s degree seeking students and 

330 doctoral students. Although, international students constitute a meagre percentage of 1.5% 

or 2% at most, of the total body of students at CU, it is still regarded as the university with the 

highest number of international students in Egypt –not including Al Azhar University.  

CU takes a great pride with their three Noble Prize laureates Naguib Mahfouz Nobel 

Prize for Literature in 1988, Yasser Arafat, former Palestinian President, receiving Nobel Peace 

Prize in 1994, and finally Mohamed El Baradei, another Nobel Peace Prize winner in 2005.  

CU is usually ranked among the top Egyptian and African Universities. In 2016 it was the 

only Egyptian University ranked, at 385, in the Shanghai World Ranking for universities. 

However, to put things in perspective, when compared to other universities in the region, 

particularly from Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and Israel, CU is far from being in the top higher 

education institutions in the region.  

In sum, CU is a comprehensive public university that is the second oldest university in 

Egypt and third in the Arab world, following Al- Azhar and Qayrawan, in Fez, Morocco. 
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However, CU may be regarded as the first modern university established in Africa and the 

Middle East. CU has contributed to the establishment of many universities in Egypt as well as in 

the Arab world. Thus, CU is regarded as the mother of all universities in the region. Currently, 

CU is the largest university in the region and is highly reputed as a nation-building university. 

With respect to international students, CU hosts the largest number of overseas students among 

all other universities in Egypt (Al-Azhar University is included in this comparison).  

Ain Shams University, ASU  

Ain Shams University was founded in 1950 first as Ibrahim Pascha University and then 

as Ain Shams University in 1954. It is the third oldest comprehensive Egyptian public university; 

the first two being Cairo University followed by Alexandria University. ASU is situated in a 

historical place, believed to be the location of the ancient Heliopolis complex. The main building 

of ASU is the Zaafran Palace which was built in the 19th century during Khedive Ismail. 

Currently, the university includes 17 faculties and colleges. ASU comprises seven campuses, all 

of which located in Cairo.  

Being the third oldest modern pubic university in Egypt, the second largest in terms of 

size of student enrollment and faculty members, positioned ASU as a state-building university. 

Notable alumni from ASU include, Ahmed Aboul-Gheit, the Foreign Minister of Egypt from 11 

July 2004 to 6 March 2011, Omar Suleiman was an Egyptian army general, politician, diplomat, 

and intelligence officer and was appointed to the long-vacant Vice Presidency by President 

Hosni Mubarak on 29 January 2011, and Ali Gomaa an Islamic scholar, jurist, and public figure 

specialized in Islamic Legal Theory. ASU also had its share in graduating prominent scientists 

such as Farouk El-Baz the Egyptian, now Egyptian-American, space scientist who worked with 

NASA to assist in the planning of scientific exploration of the Moon, including the selection of 
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landing sites for the Apollo missions and the training of astronauts in lunar observations and 

photography and Mostafa A. El-Sayed is an Egyptian-American chemical physicist, a leading 

nanoscience researcher, a member of the National Academy of Sciences and a US National 

Medal of Science laureate 

ASU is considered a large sized institution, with a total enrollment of 167,619 students of 

which 5,145 (about 3.1%) are international students.  About 13% of international students are 

graduates whereas the rest 87% are undergraduates. ASU has 10,774 faculty and staff members.  

American University in Cairo, AUC  

The American University in Cairo (AUC) was founded in 1919 by the Protestant 

American Mission in Egypt. The university first opened as a university and a preparatory school 

offering educational programs for the last two years of high schools. Khairy Pasha Palace, which 

was built in downtown Cairo in 1860, was to host classes for AUC students. At first, it was an 

all-male institution but this soon changed in 1928. At the same time, the university was 

converted from its intended Christian religion nature to an academic institution.  

The AUC was established as an independent, not-for-profit, English-language, American-

accredited university offering American-style learning programs and education at the 

undergraduate, graduate and professional levels. In 1950, AUC added its first graduate programs 

to its bachelor degrees and ousted out its preparatory school program. AUC Press, the largest and 

top foreign-language publishing house in the Middle East was established in 1960. Under the 

presidency of Christopher Thoran, 1969- 1973, AUC secured an official Egyptian recognition for 

academic degrees. By 1980, AUC offered a wide range of sciences and liberal arts programs 

which would establish AUC as a unique higher education institution in the country. The AUC 

continues to expand its programs adding bachelors, masters, and diploma programs in 
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engineering, management, computer science, journalism and mass communication and sciences 

programs. AUC holds institutional accreditation from the Middle States Commission on Higher 

Education (MSCHE) and from Egypt's National Authority for Quality Assurance and 

Assessment of Education (NAQAAE). 

Currently, AUC constitutes 25 academic departments that offer 38 undergraduate, 53 

master’s degrees and two PhD programs. AUC has the largest English-language academic library 

in Egypt and three modern theaters. In 2008, AUC moved from its historical campus in Tahrir 

Square, downtown Cairo, to a 260-acre new campus located in the suburbs of Cairo, New Cairo. 

Currently, AUC hosts approximately 6,600 students; 5,500 undergraduates and 1,100 post 

graduate students. The percentage of female students at AUC is 56%. 

AUC is unique among institutions in Egypt as being a truly international institution, with 

a diverse community of faculty and students. The total number of faculty at AUC is 436 of which 

54% are Egyptian, 25% American and 22% from other countries. More diversity faculty arrive at 

AUC as adjunct teaching staff, visiting scholars and lecturers. With respect to the number of 

international students, it has dwindled dramatically in the last few years following the uprising of 

the 25th of January Egyptian Revolution and the outset of the Arab Spring in the region. Statistics 

show that the number of international students enrolled in AUC during the 2016-2017 academic 

year is about 400 overseas students.  

However, the AUC student body represents over 60 countries and it often describes itself 

as ‘Egypt’s global university’ which “stands as a crossroads for the world’s culture and a vibrant 

forum (AUC home page)”. This great diversity in international student body at AUC can be 

attributed to three main reasons, first, the extreme measures of AUC to reach out to form 

bilateral and exchange programs with institutions in the core nations, that is, Western countries. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Middle_States_Commission_on_Higher_Education
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Middle_States_Commission_on_Higher_Education
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Second, the impressive AUC Press publishes tenths of books annually mainly on Egypt and the 

Middle East. This largest publishing house in the Middle East established AUC globally as a 

reputable institution with a long-standing tradition in a number of fields such as, Islamic 

Architecture, Egyptology, Middle Eastern Studies, and Gender and Women Studies. Third, 

contrary to CU and ASU who are known to nation-building and comprehensive public 

institutions that graduate state leaders, regionally AUC is known to be an elitist institution that 

graduate some of the most creative and successful entrepreneurs and CEOs. Thus, many of the 

regional students apply to earn this elitist status.  

In sum, AUC is a leading, private, not-for-profit, English-language higher education 

institution not only in Egypt but in the region as well. It was established in 1919 making it the 

second modern university (first being Cairo University) to be founded in Egypt. AUC hosts the 

top foreign-language publishing press and has the largest library collection in the country. AUC 

is well-reputed for its unique liberal arts programs, integrity, outreach programs, its engaging 

internationalization of curriculum and a diverse international community.  

Data Collection 

This section states the positionality of researcher, discusses the recruitment strategies, 

sampling, interview protocol, and the measures for the protection of human subjects’ privacy, 

and data confidentiality.  

Positionality  

Whereas most of the earlier research on international student orientations in rising 

educational regional hubs where conducted by international scholars who were foreign to the 

country or a joint research with national and international scholars (e.g., Cantwell et al. 2009; 

Jon et al., 2014; Lee & Sehoole, 2015; Lee et al., 2017), this study is different because I am an 
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Egyptian citizen and holding no other citizenship. This status has proven to have its advantages, 

but also proposed some challenges.  

First, I was very familiar with the Egyptian context; I understood the ways and 

procedures to navigate the hurdles of conducting research within the Egyptian public institutions 

and society. Second, being an alumni of the American University in Cairo (AUC), not only 

facilitated getting access to site authorization from AUC, but also allowed me to receive some of 

its privileges when being introduced to the administration of public universities. Third, living 

thirty-seven years, earning complete education, and even completing my military service in 

Egypt painted a patriotic image of me and pointed out that I am an Egyptian at heart, not just 

another ‘Westernized’ or ‘Americanized’ scholar who wants to depict a dull picture of his/her 

country of origin. This was crucial when my motivations to conduct research on public 

universities were questioned by the respective research institution board of these institutions. 

Finally, being fluent in both the English and Arabic languages allowed me to conduct interviews 

in either language depending on the interviewees’ preferences.  

However, being a national citizen of Egypt may have deterred some international 

students to be critical of Egypt or the institution. But I strongly believe that my experiences as an 

international student in the U.S allowed me to understand the dynamics and the challenges of 

being an overseas student. In fact, I related some of my experiences, being a Middle Easterner 

studying in the U.S, with their experiences in Egypt. I believe that this status allowed to create 

trust with the interviewees as they associated me with them, recognizing that I share their 

prestige and position. This had a profound effect on my interviewees to openly share their own 

lived experiences in Egypt.  
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In addition, I am a world traveler. I travelled to two dozen countries and lived some years 

in the Gulf States, Europe, and in the United States. I traveled through Africa, Europe, and in 

recent years across Latin America. Thus, it was not difficult for me to indulge and relate with my 

participants about specifics of their countries and culture. Many of them were excited to learn I 

had such experiences in their homeland. These earlier conversations, ice-breakers, set a friendly 

tone and earned me immediate credibility and trustworthiness by my interviewees.  

Furthermore, with my atypical Egyptian outlook (a middle-aged male with a ponytail), 

good sense of humor, sincerity, social intelligence, and ingenuity, I was easily trusted and 

accepted by the participants who were willing to share their stories with me. Thus, as I conducted 

interviews we could delve into sensitive topics. On the hind side, due to the pervasive sexual 

harassment, I was very cautious, sometimes self-conscious, when I approached female students 

at these institutions. As a matter of fact, I was unable, due to feeling uneasy and uncomfortable, 

to approach female students in public universities—a possible limitation to this study.  

Recruitment Strategies, Data Collection, and Challenges 

The recruitment strategies for the different universities were unpredictable in advance. 

The circumstances surrounding conducting the study differed immensely among the institutions. 

On one hand, the American University in Cairo (AUC) was interested and supported the 

research, whereas conducting research in CU and ASU was very challenging. After AUC’s 

Institution Review Board (IRB) approval for conducting the study, the International Students 

Life Office (ISL) contacted international students by emails through their listserv explaining the 

study and its significance to the students and encouraged them to participate in the research. 

Thus, when I arrived at AUC, international students had some awareness of the study and it was 

relatively easy to convince many of them to grant me an interview. My recruitment strategy in 
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AUC was exhausting; I was present on-campus in locations such as the ISL headquarters and on-

campus dorms, where there were multiple opportunities to find international students. I would 

identify an international student based on intuition and the student’s physical appearance. Once I 

verified a student as international (according to my definition—see above) I asked him/her 

directly for an interview. The advantage of this type of selection is that inclusion in the study was 

a result of chance and opportunity, not biased toward any particular outcome. 

All interviews with international students at AUC were face-to-face and in the English 

language. Some interviews took place at the dorms’ lobby or cafeteria, while others were 

conducted in the office provided to me by the ISL. The interview was conducted where we met 

or wherever was best for the interviewee. All international students at AUC exhibited a high 

sense of comfort and ease in any given space about articulating their experiences as international 

students in Egypt. 

However, the circumstances and the situation at the Egyptian public universities were 

entirely different, challenging, and cumbersome. After a couple of meetings with the vice 

presidents of both universities, CU and ASU, and even though they expressed interest in the 

research, they were unable to issue a site authorization for me on-campus. The reason for this is 

that all activities inside public universities are overseen by a special national military intelligence 

office. Currently, these highly politicized offices are the only institutions that have the power of 

decision making. Un-attuned to scientific inquiry and research, institutions suppress and reject 

any social sciences research, particularly those that question public satisfaction and opinions in 

fear of publication and negative publicity about the country’s current regime. 

In addition, the political unrest and the deteriorating economic conditions have affected 

the social climate negatively. As a result, the social climate in Egypt is also crumbling and 
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debilitating across the nation. The new circumstances are inflicting constraints and developing 

cynicism and distrust within the academic community as well, the public universities being at the 

heart of it. In other words, this disturbing environment has also infiltrated into Egypt’s top 

universities. Consequently, university officials and administrators (e.g., vice president for 

graduate students and research) have restricted power and discretion to permit research activities 

within their institutions, particularly social sciences research that involve surveys or interviews.  

In sum, due to the lack of understanding the culture around research ethics, the 

apprehensive political climate, and fear of signing authorization documents, particularly when 

related to American institutions, obtaining site approval became unrealistic in the Egyptian 

context.  I have made tremendous efforts to meet with various officials of the universities and 

while no one has forbidden the study, they are not comfortable being the designated person to 

sign any official US document for their own safety.  At this point, I was concerned that trying to 

continue obtaining signed site authorization will put these individuals at risk. There, I decided to 

recruit the international students attending Egyptian public universities outside the premises of 

the universities.  

Recruiting international students from public universities was many times more 

challenging. It included the following procedures; first, recruiting random students from places, 

in and around the major universities, such as the office of the General Administration for Foreign 

Students Affairs (GAFSA), and sometimes from places where I walked and lived. The second 

recruitment strategy was asking former students, colleagues who worked at the universities, and 

other acquaintances if they knew of any international students who might be interested in 

granting me a meeting. Neither strategy was without great challenges. 
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In general, I wandered in and around these universities and the GAFSA office and with a 

careful, friendly approach I asked those people who did not look like typical Egyptians  

questions about if they were students at CU or ASU, if they were still enrolled, and what they 

were studying. I briefly explained the purpose and significance of the study and asked them for 

an interview. Besides the above two universities’-related spaces, I also met some students in the 

streets, and still others in the underground Metro station. Many of them initially accepted to 

participate and we exchanged telephone numbers. However, it was challenging to arrange for 

meetings with most of them, and the majority would not respond to my calls. I strongly believe 

that after initial agreement they were advised by relatives and friends not to share their stories 

with me. Indeed, this skepticism was articulated by many international students particularly from 

CU, but not from ASU students. The outcome of my efforts was as follows; I conducted a total 

of twelve interviews with an all-male international student sample from public universities. Two 

interviews were done by phone, while the rest were face-to-face meetings in public places such 

as cafés. One meeting involved a group of four medical students from Malaysia.  

I would like to point out an observation that might be interesting for readers and 

researchers who plan to conduct research particularly in economically developing countries such 

as Egypt. Besides the general challenges Mulumba et al (2005) mentioned such as, lack of data 

collection, storage, and retrieval, and the general absence of data-gathering institutions, there are 

other challenges researchers face in the field. For instance, I could not deny observing the 

difference in the general attitude of ASU international students compared to CU international 

students. The former group depicted a much relaxed, cheerful, and less skeptical approach 

towards the interviews. I would add that they were excited to share their experiences with me, 
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and many of them did not even bother if I used their real name (which I didn’t). They also 

expressed feeling proud and privileged being affiliated with ASU.  

However, CU international students did not express these same messages On the 

contrary, they communicated that they were treated poorly at CU and did not feel a sense of 

belonging to this great institution. From my perspective, this was the result of circumstances; the 

culture of institutions and police/military co-existence within the same space of these 

universities. When I visited both universities I realized there was a much more military and 

police presence in and around CU than at ASU. The sight of armored vehicles, men in uniform, 

and riot gear brings chills. This, I presume, provides an uncanny feeling of being surveilled 

which forcibly brings about a strong uneasy sensations to the hearts and minds of not only 

international students, but all students as well. 

This persisting feeling of being surveilled “reconfigures socially safe space as no longer 

safe” (Ali, 2016), also affects the relationships within communities (for example, diminish 

intercommunity trust and sense of solidarity), and inflicts a strong urgency for self-discipline and 

self-censorship to avoid punishment (Ali, 2016). In other words, people under continuous 

scrutiny not only develop a guarded and reserved attitude towards others (strangers in particular), 

but also feel sites they assumed to be safe spaces are no longer safe for them. Thus, this 

population carefully choose who to talk to (people), what to talk about (topics), and where (safe 

spaces) to articulate certain ideas (Ali, 2016). This was evident in my sample, particularly those 

students from CU, none of whom felt comfortable to be interviewed in proximity to the 

university, while two participants preferred to have the interview over phone lines and not to 

meet in person. These circumstances, coupled with not having a formal or site authorization, did 
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not allow me to distribute or collect data from the survey. Thus, for international students 

attending public Egyptian institutions, the method of data collection involved interviews only. 

Sampling  

For this study, I purposely focused only on international students as defined in the 

introduction section of this dissertation. This decision was to limit the population of interviewees 

and not to be confused by other students at the institutions –for example, students who are half-

cast (in which one of their parents is an Egyptian) or those Egyptian students with different 

nationalities and/or those who did not live in Egypt and only came to Egypt for higher education 

attainment when they were young adults. 

Qualitatively, the preferred term for the choice of participants is purposive sampling. 

Indeed, to address my research questions I purposively chose only international students but the 

actual selection of the subjects was random. Recruiting international students for the study was 

unsystematic through the following venues; requesting interviews with random students on-

campus, in the ISL headquarters, and at the dorms where international students show up most 

frequently. On very few occasions, two incidents, snowball sampling was used once initial 

contacts had been established. I received great assistance from the ISL at AUC which organized 

the time and location (provided me with a quiet, unused room) for the interview. Once the 

candidate was identified as an international student, s/he was requested to participate in the 

research. Each participant was interviewed only once, however, there were follow up questions 

sent by email to clarify and to disclose further information as the data were analyzed. 

As mentioned above, due to the challenges of conducting research inside universities, 

participants from Egyptian public universities were interviewed outside the universities 

premises. I relied on my social skills in meeting international students and convincing them to 
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grant me an interview. Thus, the participants from these universities were a snowball sample 

with a couple of random participants. The majority of interviews were conducted in public 

places, cafes and sports clubs, while two interviews were made by phone. All interviews were 

recorded and the participants were made well aware of the protocol. 

Study Participants 

 The American University in Cairo, AUC. As illustrated in Table C1, the study 

participants comprised international students from a wide array of degrees and countries. The 

interviewees represented the following countries, in alphabetical order; Algeria (1 student), 

China (1 student), Colombia (1 student), Germany (1 student), Libya (1 student), Portugal (1 

Student), United Kingdom (1 student), United States of America (3 students), and from Yemen 

(2 students). Thus, a total number of 12 international student participants were interviewed; 9 

male and 5 female, of those 8 were degree seeking and 6 non-degree seeking, while 6 were 

graduate students and 8 were undergraduates. However, it must be noted that the sample is (may 

or may not) be representative of the international students’ demographics at AUC. This section 

present the demographics and brief characteristics of each participant. In general all participants 

were randomly selected except, the student from Libya and one of the students from Yemen. 

These two incidents were nominated by snowball sampling. 

 All international student participants’ names used in this study are pseudonyms. The 

choice of these names followed a simple procedure; for the majority of the international students 

I used the most common name in each country from where the student came from. While for 

other students I used names of previous friends I had from those countries. Thus, and for this 

good reason, the names used here may sound so real; and that was my intention. To me, these are 

not just subjects or participant, they are people who are living this extraordinary social and 
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academic experiences in a country different than their own and who were gracious enough to 

allow me peak, question, and share this stage of their lives. 

Fares is a sophomore student from Algeria and is seeking a bachelor’s degree in business 

at AUC. He applied to AUC as soon as he got his Algerian high school diploma and he is at AUC 

on scholarship from the US department of State. This is a sort of US aid scholarships given to 

students in Arab countries. Students are given few options, the most competing was the American 

University in Beirut, Lebanon. However, Fares preferred AUC. 

Chinhua is a Chinese journalist who is interested in Arab women movements in Egypt, 

Libya and Tunisia, during the uprising of the Arab Spring in 2011. She has a Master’s Degree in 

International Politics from Fudan University in Shanghai, China. At the time of the interview, 

Chunhua was on her second semester in the Arabic Language program offered by the AUC. This 

is a non-degree license for Arabic language learners.  

Miguel is a graduate student from Colombia. He is attending AUC for a Master’s Degree 

in Islamic Art Architecture History. Miguel arrived in Egypt one and half years ago and was on 

his second year of the master’s program. He started the program at AUC and was expected to 

graduate the following semester.  

Emilia is a German graduate student who studies Human Geography in her home country. 

Since AUC does not offer Human Geography courses, Emilia is attending master’s level classes 

in the Women and Gender Studies department. She is also enrolled in Arabic Language 

intermediate classes. Emilia is expected to be able to transfer her Women and Gender studies 

courses to her degree in Germany and she was attending AUC for only one semester. 

Sofian is an undergraduate student from Libya seeking a Bachelor’s Degree in Computer 

Science. He enrolled in AUC in 2014, thus he is a junior. Sofian is a transfer student from Libya 



INTERNATIONAL STUDENT MOBILITY IN AFRICA: THE CASE OF EGYPT 92 
 

where he studied Petroleum Engineering. The unavailability of this discipline at AUC made him 

change majors and study Computer Science instead.  

Alonso is a Portuguese senior student studying Business Management in Portugal. His 

university in Portugal had just recently merged with AUC and offered outreach/transfer 

opportunities. Alonso is on scholarship and is spending one semester in AUC. He was enrolled in 

five courses, including Political Sciences and math. He was very impressed and content by the 

political science courses because it is an elective that was not offered in Portugal.  

Sophia is a British Master’s Degree student studying Egyptology in AUC. When I 

interviewed her she just completed her first semester for her master’s program. Sophia ambition is 

to start and complete/obtain her degree at AUC. She expressed her excitement about studying 

Egyptology in Egypt because she can go to the archeological sites, museums and do field work.  

Three students from the United States participated in this research. Gary is an 

undergraduate senior exchange student studying International Relations and International Politics. 

However, Gary was attending a couple graduate level courses. Gary’s courses included Political 

Science, Egyptian Foreign Policies, and basic Egyptian-Arabic Language. Jack is another 

International Relations major undergraduate student but also minoring in Arabic and Islamic 

Studies. Jack is graduating the same year. He was enrolled in Arabic Language and Political 

Science courses. Both Gary and Jack were enrolled in AUC for one semester only. James, on the 

other hand, is a graduate student in Political Science. At the time of the interview, James just 

completed his first semester in the two-year Political Science Master’s Degree program and he 

intends to graduate from the AUC. Deborah is an exchange student on a year-abroad experience 

in Egypt. She is an undergraduate Arabic major senior. When I met her it was the end of her first 
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semester and she had been enrolled in five Arabic Language classes. AUC was affiliated –

exchange programs- with her university in her home country.  

Three internal interviewees came from Yemen. Two were undergraduates while one was a 

graduate student. Nora is a fourth-year, senior undergraduate student majoring in Graphic Design. 

Once she graduated from high school in Yemen, she was offered the US State Department 

scholarship to study in one of two universities, AUC or AUB. Nora, decided to study in AUC 

because of her choice of major, Graphic Design, was offered only at AUC. The second student I 

interviewed from Yemen, Jamal, was third-year, junior undergraduate student earning his 

Bachelor’s Degree in Political Science. Similar to Nora, Jamal came to AUC from the beginning 

of his higher education attainment and is under the auspicious of the US State Department 

scholarship. He was offered Ali, on the other hand, is the graduate student attaining a Master’s 

Degree in Comparative Politics. Ali had been living in Egypt since 2008 as he attended his 

undergraduate years also at AUC. Ali had no parents in Egypt; his family preferred staying in 

Yemen. He was on a scholarship provided by a private businessman in Yemen who sponsors top 

Yemini students to study outside of Yemen. Ali was in his last year and soon was defending his 

thesis. The topic of his thesis was comparing relationship between the tribe and the state in Yemen 

during two time intervals.  

 Table B1 show the demographics of international student participants from both public 

Egyptian institutions. Ten international students, five from each institution, participated in this 

study. All participants from the public universities were male and degree-seeking students. The 

sample included students from the following countries, Syria (3 students), Jordan (1 student), 

Palestine (1 student), Republic of South Sudan (1 student), Republic of North Sudan (1 student), 

Republic of Central Africa (1 student), Yemen (1 student), and Malaysia (1 student). All 
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interviews, except for one, were conducted in the Arabic language. Seven students were still 

undergraduates, two had just graduated with a Bachelor Degree, and one had just graduated from 

his PhD program.  

Cairo University. Two undergraduate students, Adnan and Mustafa, from the 

Engineering department were interviewed. Adnan, from Syria had just graduated with a Bachelor 

degree in Engineering. He was a transfer student from the Damascus University. He fled Syria 

when the political situation got worse in 2012. He came to Egypt when the Ministry of Higher 

Education in Egypt, MoHE, announced that Syrian students will be treated as local Egyptian 

students. While, Mustafa was a top student in his governorate in Yemen. He was awarded a 

scholarship by his government to study in Egypt or Malaysia. He decided to come to Egypt 

because of language, proximity to Yemen, a daily direct flight from Cairo to Sana made travel 

easier, and at the time Yemenis were not required to issue an entry visa to come to Egypt. 

Belal from the Republic of Central Africa attended Cairo University’s faculty of 

Computer Science and Informational Technology. He was also a top student in his country and 

granted scholarship to study in Sudan, Egypt, China or Hungry. Similar to Adnan, at the time of 

the interview (done over the phone), Belal had just graduated with a Bachelor Degree and was 

still living in Egypt.  

Ibrahim, from Sudan was also interviewed over the phone. Ibrahim, who was self-funded, 

attended faculty of Commerce at CU. As a Sudanese student, the MoHE made arrangements 

such that they are charged 10% only of the total fees of other international students. He was on 

his third year of his four-year program.  
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Suleyman, was an undergraduate student from the Republic of South Sudan. He was on 

his fourth year at the Veterinary Medical School at CU. Suleyman came to Egypt when the civil 

conflict erupted in his home country in 2013. He was also self-funded. 

Ain Shams University. Snowball sampling technique was utilized to choose 

international student participants from Ain Shams University (ASU). Thus, they were 

predominantly from the Medical School. All interviews with students from ASU were conducted 

face-to-face off-campus, mainly in cafes. All but one interview, the one with Muhammed from 

Malaysia, were in the Arabic language. Table 2 show the demographic of these participants. 

Muhammed, an undergraduate student from Malaysia was attending his third year in the Medical 

School. He was on scholarship from his government. Muhammed, along with his colleagues 

from Malaysia, attend a special program set by ASU for South East Asian and other international 

students who prefer to be taught Medicine in an all-English program. This was the only group 

interview I conducted, but I chose to only voice Muhammed because they all shared the same 

experiences. Nazir, from Syria, was also a medical student on his fifth year. He came to Egypt 

when his university was shut due to the war in Syria. He explained that he had been studying 

medicine in Syria for three years prior and was very pleased that the MoHE decided to accept 

some of his courses in the program at ASU. His was a remarkable accommodation procedure 

implemented by the MoHE that was unheard off in the past. Saleem, from Palestine, and Sultan, 

from Jordan, were third year medical student at ASU. They were both self-funded. However, as a 

Palestinian, Saleem gets 50% off the tuition, whereas, Sultan paid the full amount which reached 

$6,000 annually. While, Madien, from Syria, was the only graduate student in this sample. 

Madien attended both his Master’s degree and PhD at ASU faculty of Law. In total he had been 

in Egypt for five years. At the time of the interview he had just graduated with a PhD. 
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The Interview Instrument  

Qualitative data collection involved in-depth, one-to-one interviews in two languages, 

English and Arabic. The interview instrument and protocol used in this study were adopted from 

the larger African mobility project. The instrument and protocol were developed by Prof. Jenny 

Lee from the University of Arizona and Prof. Chika Sehoole from the University of Pretoria in 

South Africa. However, some adjustments were made to fit the Egyptian context, for example, 

instrument and protocol were translated into the Arabic language.  

This study is primarily based on 21 semi-structured interviews conducted over the course 

of five weeks in December, 2016 and January 2017, and again in May 2017. The semi-structured 

interviews constituted both closed- and open-ended questions which allowed for a conversation 

between the interviewer and interviewees. This type of enquiry gives the participants the 

opportunity to expand and elaborate on topics and problems that were important to their 

dispositions, experiences and expectations. Although, participants were asked essentially the 

same set of questions, the researchers used few lead-off questions and probed further when 

necessary as the interview progressed. Depending on the answer some of the questions were re-

organized or omitted.  

The interviews were 40-65 minutes long and were recorded under the consent of the 

participants. Interviewees were asked a wide range of questions encompassing their academic 

and social experiences and expectations of studying abroad (see Appendix A). The questions 

were aimed to provide an insight to their orientations toward studying in Egypt. The introductory 

interview questions included general demographic background characteristics; that is, 

information on country of origins, gender, field of study, degree program (non/degree seeking, 

bachelors, masters, or PhD), and number of years in the Egyptian institution. To get an insight on 
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the dispositions, in other words, the reasons for choosing Egypt and the enrolled institutions, 

participants were asked to think retrospectively on their reasons, in the first place, as of why they 

chose to come to Egypt for their higher education experience. The following questions were 

asked: How did you choose to study in this country? What is the main reason you chose this 

university? What were the major events/people that led to your decision? Can you describe the 

process of applying and coming to this university? 

To get a perspective on international students’ experiences in Egypt and the institutions 

in which they were enrolled in, interview question targeted their academic, and social 

experiences. In regard to their academic experiences, the following questions were proposed: 

What are the best aspects of studying in this university? How are your classroom experiences at 

this university compared to your home country? How different or similar are classroom teaching 

and learning styles compared to home institution? How is the student-faculty relationship 

portrayed in this institution? How the academic demands, or load, and expectations are different 

or similar to the institution in your country of origin? 

With respect to international students’ social life experiences, students were asked about 

a general description of who were their friends, where they are from, how they met, what they do 

together, and what they talk about. Special emphasizes is put on finding out if their friends were 

mostly from their home country, international students from other countries, or local/host 

country students. International students were asked to identify which group of friends they 

interacted the most/least and what each group of friends represented for them. In other words, 

what role each group played in their lives while being in Egypt. Finally, overseas students were 

asked generally about how they felt towards Egypt’s local students at this university? 
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To elicit information on international students’ expectations from studying in Egypt and 

in the particular institution, the following questions were asked: What is the personal and 

academic impact of the experience of studying in Egypt and at this university? Could your 

experience have been improved? And if so, how? What are your future plans after graduation? 

Consent 

 Participants were made aware of the protocol for participation in research. All 

participants were consented via a disclosure. Participants were handed the consent form which 

explained their participation process, rights, benefits and risks. Only written consent was 

collected for this study. Participants were given the time to discuss with me the procedures and 

ask questions. The consent for participating in the study is summarized in this section. 

 First, interviewees were cognizant their partaking in the study was completely voluntary 

─at no cost to them─ and with no monetary benefits or compensation provided by me, or by the 

University of Arizona or their institutions. Interviewees understood that by participating in the 

study, the benefits lie primarily in contributing to a greater understanding of international 

students’ lived and academic experiences in Egypt. Second, they had the freedom to skip 

questions or withdraw entirely from participating in this project at any time should they wished 

to do so. Furthermore, participants were told that they would be provided with any new 

information that developed during the course of the research that might affect their decision 

whether or not to continue participation in the study. In case of withdrawal, interviewees were 

assured there was no penalty on their part. In other words, there are no monetary costs they may 

incur and their withdrawal will not affect their status or relationship with this university.  

Third, if a participant decided to withdraw from the study, the information gathered from 

the interview would be dismissed and would not be used as material for the research. Fourth, 
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participants were cautioned that this study met the ‘Minimal Risk’ for research studies. In other 

words, the probability and magnitude of physical, psychological, social or economic harm are 

not greater in and of themselves than those ordinarily encountered in daily life. Therefore, if any 

of the interviewees suffered an injury from participating in this study, s/he should seek treatment.  

Neither the University of Arizona (U of A), the American University in Cairo (AUC), Cairo 

University (CU), or Ain Shams University (ASU) had funds allocated for the payment of 

treatment expenses for this study.  Finally, participants were asked for their consent to tape-

record the interviews to be transcribed in the future and to permit the extraction of information. 

Protection of Subject Privacy 

 Although, participants may not be anonymous to the interviewer/me, I promised my due 

diligence to protect the confidentiality of their identities. That is to say, participants were 

informed their identities remained strictly anonymous and no attempt was to be made to link 

their identity to the responses. This measure is crucial to ensure the reliability of the data and to 

protect human subjects. This was done by de-identifying and encrypting all collected data and 

consent forms. All names mentioned in this study are pseudonymous and will stay so in case of 

the study being published. Lastly, Transcribed interviews and audios will be destroyed by myself 

after 6 years following the research (more about this in the following second; protection of data 

confidentiality).  

Protection of Data Confidentiality 

All collected data were be coded and stored in two devices; my personal laptop (secured 

by password) and an external hard disk under coded files, which was also password-protected. 

Two advisors had access to the de-identified data. This was provided to them by an external 

hard-drive. Data will be stored for the six years after which they will be deleted completely from 
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the two devices. The recorded interviews were transcribed by a third party immediately after the 

interviews were conducted. Original recordings are stored in the laptop (secured by a password) 

and will be deleted after six years. However, data may be used for future research. These 

safeguard measures are crucial for the protection of data confidentiality.  

Survey Instrument 

 As detailed above, I was unable to use the survey with international students attending 

comprehensive public Egyptian universities. However, since AUC sent the online survey to all 

international students, I received 33 completed surveys. Due to these inconsistencies and 

challenges faced, I struggled to make the decision of whether, or not, to include the survey in this 

study as a method of data collection. Nevertheless, I decided to utilize some quotes from the 

survey to support findings from the interviews. Even though, this instrument was given to one 

population of international students and not to the other, it was crucial for me to realize that I am 

capturing the same ideas and realities from two different data collection instruments. In other 

words, it was a sort of testing or triangulation (validating findings from multiple sources, rather 

than just one) for the instruments. In addition, I strongly believe that not only the survey supports 

the findings from the international students attending at AUC, but it also provide me with enough 

assurance on the construct validity (the degree to which the instrument/s are capturing what they 

claim to measure) of the entire study despite it was not implemented to the whole sample.  

 Having said that, I only included the open-ended questions for this study to maintain its 

qualitative nature. Similar to the interview instrument, the survey was developed and adapted by 

Prof. Lee and Prof. Sehoole, and was used in the larger African mobility project. Questions that 

addressed the dispositions of international students for choosing Egypt included: Any comments 
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on why you chose to study in Egypt? Any comments on how you received information about 

your institution? And, any comments on why you chose your institution? 

Open-ended questions that addressed the lived academic and social experiences of 

international students in Egypt included: Please explain if you have been treated disrespectfully 

or unfairly in Egypt and/or in the institution. What is your opinion of international students' 

experiences compared to local Egyptian students? Please indicate the backgrounds of your 

friends at your institution. How do you feel international students are treated compared to local 

Egyptian students? And, please indicate your satisfaction with your institution. 

Questions targeted to capture international student aspirations after graduation included: 

In your own words, please describe how your experience at this university may have impacted on 

your life. What are your future pans after graduation? Why or why not? Would you recommend 

your institution to friends/family in your home country? And, what recommendations do you 

have for your institution to improve international students' experiences? 

Data Analysis 

Since I am fluent in both the English and the Arabic languages, students were given the 

choice of language they preferred for the interviews. I believe that sharing their experiences in 

the language they preferred would elicit a deeper insight of these experiences and yield more in-

depth data than communicating in a language in which the interviewees may not feel comfortable 

to express themselves. Although participants were given the option to be interviewed in a 

language of their choice, interviews at AUC were all conducted in English.  

The interviews were not transcribed verbatim—meaning, interviews were tidied up such 

that tenses were corrected, and sentences fillers such as the ‘umms’, ‘you know’, ‘like’ and such 
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repetitive clauses were removed. I decided on cleaning up the interviews because I was not 

seeking to capture emotional responses from the participants which is irrelevant for this study. 

The data analysis involved two main stages; the first stage treated each institution as a 

case study of its own to identify the main themes in each case. Stage two involved cross-case 

analysis (Cruzes, Dyba, Runeson, & Host, 2015; Eisenhardt, 1989) to arrive to a conclusion and 

a possible generalizable frame. The first stage was lengthy, repetitive and involved the three C’s 

phases of qualitative data analysis; coding, categorizing and identifying concepts (Lichtman, 

2006). In order to begin the analysis, all interviews were transcribed. This produced an 

overwhelming amount of textual data which required me to make sense of them. The data 

analysis then involved three phases; the first phase involved coding interview transcripts and 

notes to identify themes and patterns. This initial phase utilized the inductive method of analysis 

to allow certain codes to emerge by categorizing the transcripts using broad codes. This process 

was iterative as one interview at a time was dissected and categorized into codes. This was 

performed in the manner of open coding, aimed at emerging considerable codes (Maxwell, 

2013). These codes represented emic codes, meaning phrases and words coming directly from 

participants (Maxwell, 2013). Additional sub-codes were used to further organize the initial 

codes and to better address this study’s research questions. I revisited the codes, grouping 

overlapping or redundant codes to collapse the list of codes. 

Phase two of the analysis involved forming the list of categories in which codes became 

hierarchical. In other words, certain codes, based on the frequency or importance in the literature, 

become major under which other codes became part of it. In this phase I utilized lexical 

searching, meaning, looking for specific words or phrases that generally describe an important 

event, decision, or phenomena (Wiersma & Jurs, 2009).  
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The third phase of this stage of the data analysis involved using the deductive method; 

the grouping and refining the categories into a set of themes or concepts. These major themes 

identified key concepts that reflected the literature and targeted to answer the research questions 

posed. In other words, the broad themes, or the etic codes (Maxwell, 2013) which I developed 

were verified by the literature as well as addressed the research questions of the study. 

Once the general themes were identified, the second stage of the analysis, cross-case 

analysis began. This is a form of a theory-building by synthesizing evidence from multiple cases 

within a multi-case setting (Cruzes et al., 2015; Eisenhardt, 1989). This is an iterative process in 

which the researcher tries to find commonalities (and anomalies) across multiple instances of a 

phenomenon in an attempt to form a new whole frame or theory that can, to an extent, be 

generalizable (Cruzes et al., 2015). Next, similarities and differences between the studies were 

noted. The emergent themes were then compared with the evidence from each case to assess how 

well, or not, they fit with the data from each case. This process greatly reduces the amount of 

data collected as a lot of the, called by Cruzes et al. (2015), ‘data reduction’ due to the 

identification of only the relevant items of evidence in the case studies. Lastly, the emergent 

concepts are compared with the literature often asking what is similar, and what does it 

contradict? The conclusions are then reported with additional insights from the researcher. Some 

researchers argued that cross-case analysis may just describe a minor theory that may not elevate 

to become generalizable. However, one strength of cross-case analyses is that it is tied with the 

empirical observation and the data gathered (Cruzes et al., 2015; Eisenhardt, 1989).  

Validity of the Research Study  

Applying the concept of validity in qualitative research had been controversial. 

According to Maxwell (2013), qualitative researchers argued that validity concerns are closely 
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tied to quantitative conventions which are incompatible with the subjective and constructivist 

approach which characterize qualitative research. For this study I will adopt the same notion of 

validity as described Maxwell (2013) who defines it as, “the correctness and credibility of a 

description, conclusion, explanation, interpretation or other sort of account (p. 122)”. With that, I 

address few concerns in this section. 

Construct Validity 

 Although the questionnaire was appropriated to the Egyptian and institution’s context, 

the interview protocol and the bulk of the questions were predesigned and used by all other 

researchers in the project. In addition, the protocol had already been utilized in previous 

published studies in the USA (Lee, 2008, 2010), Mexico (Cantwell et al., 2009), South Korea 

(Jon et al., 2014), and South Africa (Lee & Sehoole, 2015). Thus, it is safe to assume that the 

instrument is reliable, and its construct validity tested. In other words, it is consistent in 

measuring what it was set out to do and it reflected the reality of the phenomena it was 

attempting to represent.  

Conclusion Validity 

 By this I refer to verifying the conclusions I reached, by testing its validity, accuracy, 

and addressing the potential threats that may occur. Triangulation is probably the most common 

method to test the validity of data in qualitative research. Triangulation means using different, at 

least three, method instruments or tools to verify the consistency of the data (Lichtman, 2006).  

Indeed, one of the greatest threats, limitations, to this research is the sole dependence on a single 

method for collecting data. However, in defense to my study I point out that, “triangulation does 

not automatically increase validity (Maxwell, 2013, p.126)”, because the different methods used 

for triangulation may have the same biases and sources of invalidity. This is not to say that 
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testing the findings is not important, but it is to say that there are other ways than triangulation 

can be used to vindicate research conclusions.  

For this study I used two methods, respondent validation and search for discrepant 

evidence (Maxwell, 2013). Respondent validation refers to asking for feedback from study 

participants to check understanding of about what was said from their uttered statements. 

Whereas, searching for discrepant is seeking validation, or not, by receiving feedback on 

conclusions by different people. This is a way to reduce my own biases and assumptions in 

drawing a conclusion. 

External Validity 

 It should be noted that the findings from this study are not intended to be generalizable 

to international students across or outside Egypt. This study is primarily concerned with the 

international students’ orientations of those who chose to study in Egypt particularly in the two 

institutions of CU and AUC.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 1 

This study investigated international students’ orientations—dispositions, experiences, 

and expectations—towards studying in Egypt (Cantwell et al., 2009). This chapter is divided into 

three sections. In section 1, I examine international students’ dispositions. In the second section, 

I explore their experiences in Egypt, and in section 3, I reveal international students’ 

expectations after graduation from the American University in Cairo (AUC).  

The data analyses included semi-structured interviews with international students 

currently enrolled in AUC, an online survey, and data from fact books. Using inductive and 

deductive methods, interviews were coded and then thematically organized. The codes were 

arranged hierarchically based on its frequency and its importance to the interviewees and in the 

literature. For instances, the first and main reason mentioned by all undergraduate students from 

developing countries for coming to Egypt was the scholarship they were granted. Hence this 

became the top reason for this sector of students to attend at AUC. Finally, it must be noted that 

all names used throughout the entire dissertation are pseudonyms. 

Section One: Dispositions 

For this section, I investigated students’ dispositions; defined as their general approach 

toward studying abroad —in this case, Egypt, an Arabic-speaking, Islamic, developing nation. 

Disposition includes students’ characteristics, background, resources, and socioeconomic status 

that motivate them to study abroad. That is, for this section I explored the reasons for choosing 

Egypt as a host country and the particular institution by the international students. Hence, 

findings 1 attempted to answer the first two research questions; 

(a) Why did international students choose Egypt and, more specifically, the institution 

they are currently attending?  
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(b) Do the reasons for choosing Egypt and attending the institution vary based on 

students’ region of origin and desired degree program?  

To get an insight of students’ dispositions, participants were asked to think 

retrospectively about reasons that led them to study in Egypt. The data analysis suggested 

international students’ dispositions varied between two main groups; on one hand, those non-

regional students from economically developed nations, and regional international students from 

economically developing countries on the other. Due to the nature of this sample, the former 

group included students from North America, Europe, Asia and Latin America who are also non-

Arabic speakers. Whereas, regional international students included students from the Middle 

East and Africa, who may or may not be Arabic speakers.  

International Students Attending AUC in 2016-2017 

Since the Egyptian Revolution in 2011, the number of international students attending 

AUC is declining. Table C1 presents data from fact books and shows that the number of 

international students in AUC in 2012 was 1,083 and represented 18% of the total student 

population. However, in 2016-2017 academic year the number dwindled to 352 international 

students, representing only 5.4% of the total number of students. 

Table D1 show the demographics of the current international students at AUC.  

International students from economically developed countries constituted about 55 percent (95 

students) of the total 352 international students studying in AUC. However, they comprised the 

larger portion of graduate, degree seeking-students, about 64 percent (53 students). Eighty-seven 

students (45 percent) from economically developed countries were non-degree seeking. Data 

analysis revealed the following dispositions for this sector. 
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The analysis of the data show that, although the dispositions of non-regional international 

students were similar, there were some stark variations among graduate and undergraduate 

students from this sector. In other words, in few instances, the main reasons that graduate 

students chose to study in Egypt, and particularly at AUC, were different from the motivations of 

the undergraduate students.  

Three interrelated dimensions: The institution, Country, and Time  

Dimension one: The institution. Majority of the non-regional graduate students (four of 

five) were degree-seeking. They were motivated to study specific disciplines the American 

University in Cairo (AUC) is known to be a leading institution in those fields. Such majors may 

include, Political Science, Middle Eastern Studies, Islamic Art and Architecture, Egyptology, 

and the Arabic Language.  

Miguel, a graduate student from Columbia, stated, “ I looked at different places in the 

U.S, London, and Turkey but when I checked AUC’s program I was very impressed, the school 

of Islamic Art and Architecture has a long tradition in AUC and the library has the most 

resources in this field.”  

Other graduate students were inspired by distinguished professors at AUC. Sophia, an 

English graduate student studying Egyptology mentioned, “We have Professor Salima Ikram in 

the Egyptology department…. and like me, most of my colleagues are here to study with her.”  

Indeed, world-renowned professors from AUC were also pointed out in the survey, one 

student wrote” Some excellent professors in Middle East study field (such as, Juan Cole and 

Nadje Al-Ali) have an education background in American University in Cairo. The former is an 

is an American academic and commentator on the modern Middle East and South Asia at the 

University of Michigan, and the latter is the author of Iraqi Women: Untold Stories From ... 
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movement, Al-Ali is also Professor of Gender Studies at the Center for Gender Studies at the 

School of Oriental & African Studies at the University of London. 

Dimension two: The country. Although, the institution may mattered most to the 

graduate students, the experience of living and visiting Egypt was a crucial aspect for their 

motivation to study in Egypt and to the entirety of their experience. James, an American graduate 

student, noted, “I wanted to study Political Science in Egypt because there is a lot of political 

action going on and to witness these events as they unfold will make me have a better 

understanding of politics.” 

Dimension three: Historical time. For some graduate students it was vital to study in 

Egypt during that time, as Chinhua, a former Chinese journalist studying Middle Eastern Studies, 

pointed out, “I am studying Egyptian women during and post the Arab Spring. This is perfect 

timing to be in Egypt because I am investigating during the time period I am interested in.” The 

tri-dimensional disposition was also echoed among few non-regional undergraduate students, 

however, it was not the major reason for studying in Egypt. Those students identified exchange 

programs as their main disposition for travelling abroad and studying at AUC. 

Exchange Programs and Scholarships  

For non-regional international undergraduate students exchange programs was the most 

crucial factor for their choice to study in AUC. All undergraduate participants were on short-

term basis and were non-degree seeking. In fact, enrollment data show that non-regional 

international students make 98% of the non-degree seeking students at AUC. At first site, these 

students seemed to have a different objective behind studying in Egypt. 

There short-term status and their general reliance on exchange programs were not 

surprising because bilateral agreements and exchange programs ease many of the hurdles such as 
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applying, registration, choosing courses, and transitioning to a university in a different country. 

Alonso, the business major undergraduate student from Portugal, explained, “My friend and I are 

the first two students to come here from the University of Lisbon because only this year my 

university made an agreement with AUC. I also have an Erasmus scholarship.”  

In addition, bilateral agreements facilitate transfer of credit hours, Gary, an American 

student studying Middle Eastern Studies mentioned, “My university in the U.S has many 

exchange programs around the world and AUC is one of the most publicized…. it was a good 

chance for me to come and not worrying about transfer credits, compatibility of courses, or fees.” 

Furthermore, many survey quotes addressed this, “The AUC has a partnership with my 

institution.” Other reasons articulated by all non-regional international students included, the 

desire to travel in Egypt and experiencing the culture. 

Touristic Appetite and Cultural Experience 

All non-regional international students envisioned Egypt as an enigmatic, interesting, and 

well worth travelling to, “Egypt is a great country and very exotic not only for Europeans and 

Americans but for Chinese as well,” Chinhua (China) said. Likewise, the graduate student from 

Germany, Emilia, was looking for an opportunity to explore Egypt, “I was always intrigued by 

Egypt. I know very little about Egypt and the Egyptians so I wanted to come here and travel 

throughout the country for that.” While, Gary (USA) expressed that Egypt offered more than just 

education, “I also came to Egypt to travel. I didn’t want to spend all my time in classrooms or in 

the library because I am also here for the experience and there is a lot to see here in Egypt.” In 

addition, these students expressed enthusiasm for the cultural exchange they would experience 

while studying at AUC, “I wanted to come here to learn about the culture,” Emilia (Germany) 
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stated. While, Alonso (Portugal) added, “I'm trying to know, learn, and enjoy another culture 

which is very different from my Portuguese culture”.  

Egypt: A Regional Hub  

Non-regional international students strongly believed that Egypt is a core and a pivotal 

nation in the region, “Literally speaking, it [Egypt] is the largest and the capital of all Arab 

countries… If we put Egypt on the background of the whole Arab world, then no doubt Egypt is 

the center of all,” Chinhua (China) articulated. While, James (USA) reflected on the significance 

of the city of Cairo, “When I compare other cities in the Middle East with Cairo, I definitely 

favor Cairo. To me, it is the cultural and educational regional hub of this region.”  

While, Gary (USA) emphasized the historical value of Egypt retained a larger importance 

than other nations in the region:  

I noticed Egypt wherever I go or do and even more when I read history books, and I am 

like “oh it's Egypt; that is the place I want to experience… I am convinced that Egypt is 

the capital of the Arab world, and its culture is very strong, so it is the best choice for 

me…. but for me, Egypt is such an important place for its history, its culture. It is such an 

epic place. 

In sum, dispositions of non-regional international students varied across graduates and 

undergraduates. The former were self-driven to study particular disciplines at AUC with world 

renowned professors during a unique historical time Egypt is going through, while the latter 

group considered exchange programs as the main factor for coming to Egypt. Other reasons 

included a touristic gaze, a cultural exchange experience, and recognizing the centrality of Egypt 

as an educational and cultural regional hub. Next section investigates the dispositions of regional 

international students. 
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I shall now turn the focus to the regional international students. This sector of 

international students at AUC represent 70 percent of the degree-seeking international 

undergraduate students and 35 percent of the degree-seeking international students at the 

graduate level. All participants from this group had financial scholarships and communicated 

that it was a decisive factor for studying at AUC. 

Scholarships 

The majority of the participants were funded by the US Department of State which is the 

lead U.S. foreign affairs agency. Through it, the USAID, United States Agency for International 

Development, is known to provide economic, development, and humanitarian assistance around 

the world. The USAID offers students from the Arab region the opportunity to study at one of 

three universities in the Middle East. These universities are, the American University in Cairo 

(AUC), the American University in Beirut (AUB) or the Lebanese American University (LAU). 

Sofian, from Libya, was one of those students, “I came to AUC because I was offered a 

scholarship by the US Department of State.” Scholarship not only provided financial assistance, 

but facilitated the admission process as well which made it easier for this group of international 

students to enroll in AUC.  Other forms of scholarships included private donors, “The 

scholarship I got was offered by a private donor; an independent Yemeni businessman and an 

AUC alumni. He offers four seats every year for Yemeni students to come to AUC,” said Ali, a 

graduate student from Yemen. Although the scholarships included other institutions in the 

region, these students were more academically oriented and had concerns about safety.  

Recommendation, Reputation, and Accreditation 

 Recommendation from friends or family members was one of the important criteria for 

choosing AUC, Sofian (Libya) said, “My nephew graduated from here and he spoke highly of 
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AUC. That made me decide to come to AUC.” Other students focused on reputation, Nora, an 

undergraduate from Yemen, asserted, “I did my research and I thought it [AUC] offered a good 

education… AUC have a good reputation in the Arab world… It’s the biggest and most 

established name in this region.”  

When other students focused on reputation, Fares, an undergraduate student from 

Algeria, was more concerned about accreditation, “I researched and I found AUC was my best 

option because of its valued accreditation.” In addition to reputation and accreditation, regional 

students communicated that proximity to home country, being safer than home, and similar 

culture were among their reasons for choosing to study in Egypt. 

Safer than Home, Proximity to Home Country, and Similar Culture 

Being and feeling safe was an important aspect for choosing a host country for regional 

students. All regional students felt Egypt is more safe than other countries in the region, “My 

parents considered going to Lebanon a bit more risky than coming to Egypt,” Nora (Yemen) 

stated. Whereas, other students perceived Egypt safer than their own politically- troubled home 

countries, “After what happened in Egypt in 2011 it seemed the country was more stable than 

Libya, at least. The situation in Libya is much more volatile and dangerous,” said Sofian (Libya). 

In addition, regional students expressed the importance of Egypt’s proximity to their home 

country and cultural compatibility. Ali (Yemen) favored Egypt over Malaysia because, “Egypt is 

closer to Yemen and travelling is straight forward…. and because the two cultures are similar.”  

Unlike non-regional international students, regional students may have to pass through a 

lot of hurdles to enter a country. Thus, it was imperative for those students to have an easy entry 

visa to the host nation. For Nora (Yemen) it was easy to come to Egypt because prior to 2014 
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Yemenis did not require to file for a visa. While Ali (Yemen) recognized that the new 

developments may pose challenges for future Yemeni students: 

The situation changed over time. When I first came here Yemenis were allowed into 

Egypt without visa and no restrictions whatsoever.  Things changed of course after the 

situation erupted in Yemen. The security measures have been tightened and Yemenis are 

finding it very difficult now to come here. 

In sum, the availability of scholarship programs was crucial and determinant for regional 

international students to study in AUC. These students were academically oriented and more 

concerned about the reputation and the accreditation of the higher education institution they 

chose. Other factors for choosing Egypt included, proximity to home, safer country than most in 

the region, and easier for entry. In the following section I explore the academic and social lived 

experiences of international students.  

Section Two: Academic and Social Experiences 

In this segment of Findings 2, I investigated the lived academic and social experiences of 

international students studying in Egypt. The lived social experiences included both experiences, 

at the institution and within the greater Egyptian context. Thus, in this section I attempt to 

address the following research questions, 

(c) How do international students’ academic experiences vary by their region of origin 

and degree program in Egypt? 

(d) How do international students’ social experiences vary by their region of origin? 

The data analysis showed that academic experiences not only varied between the two 

main groups: non-regional and regional international students, but within the former group as 

well. Non-regional international graduate students communicated a unique curriculum 
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supplemented by an equally unique experience being in Egypt, while undergraduate students 

from the same sector expressed a less challenging curriculum, low expectations, and frustration 

of the occasional use of the Arabic language in classroom instructions. 

Unique Curriculum Coupled by being in Egypt 

Non-regional graduate students found the syllabus being taught is unique of the AUC. 

Miguel (Columbia) attested, “AUC has the most diverse and most complete curriculum in the 

History of Islamic Architecture than any other university.” Furthermore, being physically present 

in Egypt also provided some students unique opportunities to integrate fieldwork with the 

theoretical curriculum. Sophia (U.K) communicated the genuine value of visiting the ancient 

sites, “The department organizes a lot of visits to the ancient sites. We learn so much because we 

are not just seeing a picture out of a book, but we are in the real place.” Similarly, Miguel 

(Columbia) described visiting the mosques in Cairo as a great supplement to his studies at AUC, 

“It’s amazing to be able to wander in the streets of Cairo and see all these different mosques and 

to observe how the architecture has changed over time… it is truly a unique experience to have.” 

High Expectations Vs Less Challenging  

Academic expectations varied drastically among the two groups of non-regional 

international students. On the one hand, graduate students from this sector communicated that at 

the graduate level the academic expectations were high, on the other hand, undergraduate 

students from this segment argued that the curriculum was not challenging enough.  

According to non-regional international graduate students, AUC offered well-planned 

and rigorous curriculum, Chinhua (China) reflected, “The professors designed the courses very 

well…. They push us so hard and because of that my Arabic improved a lot in a short time.” 

Other graduate students considered the workload was higher at AUC, “The academic demands 
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here are a lot, particularly in the graduate courses,” Emilia (Germany) reported. However, that 

was not the case with the undergraduate classes she was attending. 

However, non-regional international undergraduate students communicated that some 

classes were not challenging enough, Alonso (Portugal) stated, “Generally, I find myself 

studying less than my undergraduate classes in Portugal.” This was also articulated by graduate 

students like Miguel (Columbia) who also attended prerequisite undergraduate courses, he said: 

It is very different if I talk about Egyptian undergrad students and graduate students… I 

can see undergrad students are less serious about their studies, and really don’t do the 

effort. This affects the rigor of the course. I find undergrad courses far less challenging. 

These students argued the low expectations of some of the professors was due to a less 

motivated local undergraduate audience who exhibited low English language proficiency. 

Non-regional undergraduate students reported occasional use of the Arabic language 

during classroom instructions. These incidents left them frustrated, Alonso (Portugal) stated, 

“When they start speaking Arabic in class, sometimes I think I should leave.” According to some 

students, Egyptian students are not proficient in English. This echoed in the survey as well, one 

quote stated, “I found that although it should be an English speaking university, some students 

have very poor spoken English.” At the time non-regional undergraduate students criticized the 

language of instruction at AUC, regional international students perceived AUC as an all-English 

language institute. These students highlighted English, as a medium of instruction, was their best 

academic experience, together with the liberal arts design system of education. 

English as a Medium of Instruction and the Liberal Arts Design System 

Regional international students felt privileged to study in AUC because it’s an all-English 

language institution, “At the University of Tripoli the curriculum is taught in Arabic but here 
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everything is taught in English. So that of itself sets an entirely different level,” Sofian (Libya) 

remarked. In addition, these students underscored the liberal arts system as the highlight of their 

academic experience. The liberal arts educational system allowed students to learn such things as 

sciences from many different departments, “One of the best things about AUC is that it makes us 

explore different disciplines I wouldn’t have had in Algerian universities. For example, I had no 

idea what sociology was, so I got to explore that here,” Fares (Algeria) commented. Furthermore, 

the liberal arts system of education given students the opportunity to select different disciplines 

as minor degrees, Nora (Yemen) said, “I was exposed to more than just my major. Now, I am 

minoring in Sociology and Community Development. I wouldn’t be doing this if I was in 

Yemen.” Moreover, the liberal arts system exposed students to a variety of opportunities.  

These students underscored multiple opportunities available at AUC. Ali stated, “There 

are lots of opportunities here. I have a part time job as a resident director. But the best 

opportunity is I could get a scholarship to pursue my master’s degree.” Other opportunities 

highlighted by students included, travel abroad for conferences or for exchange programs, career 

services, and internships. Availability of opportunities and the consequent enjoyment was 

attributed to small class sizes. 

Small Class Sizes and Positive Student- Faculty Relationship 

With only 6000 students, AUC is a small institution compared to public universities in 

Egypt and others in the region. The small number of students allowed for small class sizes as 

Sofian (Libya) stated, “Back home universities have mostly big halls and large number of 

students…. here, a lecture can have as many as 25 students only.” The small class sizes fostered 

a more productive and personalized faculty-to-student relationships. Fares (Algeria) mentioned, 

“We actually can have relationships with your professors and there isn’t that barrier that is 
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usually found in the bigger universities.” Other positive academic experiences shared by all 

international students at AUC included diversity, different methods of teaching, and the use of 

advanced technology in classroom instructions. 

Diversity, Different Methods of Teaching and Assessment, and Use of Technology 

In addition, all international student participants underscored the diversity of faculty and 

student body. AUC depict itself as “Egypt’s global university” and the message rendered is that 

AUC is a ‘global crossroads’ while emphasized international faculty and diverse community. In 

addition, all international students, with the exception of the American students (Who were 

accustomed to this design and approach in education), acknowledged the different methods of 

assessment, the teaching techniques, and that the curriculum pushed them to think critically. 

Furthermore, all international students pointed out that the use of technology provided a 

variety of tools that assisted teaching and learning. AUC prides itself as a technologically 

advanced institution, Miguel (Columbia) attested, “AUC has more technology usage than my 

university in Columbia. All classes have projectors, screens, and computers.” Furthermore, the 

use of online portals such as ‘Blackboard’, an internet-based application, allowed instructors to 

share class materials remotely, was new to many students. Students cited that technology at AUC 

made the communications with professors easier and facilitated teaching and learning.  

In summary, academic experiences varied among the three groups, non-regional graduate 

students, non-regional undergraduate students, and regional students. For example, the non-

regional graduate students communicated a challenging and unique curriculum, whereas their 

undergraduate colleagues expressed low expectations and occasional use of Arabic language 

during classroom instruction. While regional students highlighted English as a medium of 

instruction, the liberal arts system, low class sizes, and the availability of opportunities. 
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However, all international students underscored the diversity of the institution faculty and 

student body, different methods of teaching and assessment, and use of advanced technology. 

The following section explores their social lived experiences inside the AUC and within the 

larger Egyptian context, that is, outside their gated community.  

The data analyses suggested that non-regional graduate and undergraduate had similar 

social dynamics and experiences on-campus which were different from the experiences of 

regional international students. Nevertheless, within the greater Egyptian context all international 

students shared the same social experiences. 

More International Friends and Less Local Egyptian Friends  

All international students expressed having more international friends than local Egyptian 

friends. However, there were some discrepancies among the different international student 

groups. In general, international students developed friendships with other international students 

through social venues, such as, living in the dorms, the orientation session, and, only for non-

regional students, the trips organized by the International Students Life Office (ISL). 

All international students found it rather difficult to befriend local Egyptian students. The 

reasons posited for this included, busy schedule, age-gap, or language barrier. However, the most 

pervasive factor was that international students found local Egyptian students come to the 

university with pre-informed social circles that were difficult to penetrate, “Local Egyptian 

students are friendly. They are just different and seem not to interact with international students. 

They seem to hang out with the friends coming from the same schools and it's difficult to 

penetrate those circles,” Gary (USA) stated. 

One discrepancy between regional and non-regional international students in their social 

experiences was that the latter group established close friendships with students from home 
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because it was important to them during their time in Egypt, James (USA) elaborated, “I 

maintained a stronger relationship with my fellow Americans because of the situation back home 

with the elections…. we could understand each other more and give support for one another.” 

While, regional students did not form intimate relationships with students from their home country. 

Another discrepancy among the different international groups was in regard to their 

desire to have local Egyptian friends. Non-regional graduate and regional international students 

expressed they wished to know more Egyptian students, Ali (Yemen) said, “I would like to have 

truly local Egyptian friends so I can feel I have a network here and locals who I can count on.” 

Whereas undergraduates were untroubled by this, Alonso (Portugal) said, “I am satisfied with the 

friends I have. No room for more. I know a lot of internationals and we travel together.” 

Nevertheless, most international students had non-local Egyptian friends. Those are Egyptian 

students who lived outside Egypt all their lives and with whom they share the dorms with, “Oh, 

we have a lot of Egyptian friends from the dorms. We get along very well with them. They are 

different than the local Egyptian students,” Sufian (Libya) said.   Another difference in the social 

experiences of international students on-campus is in regard to feeling welcomed and the 

reception of attention by ISL. Non-regional international students felt more welcomed than 

regional students who expressed that they were not receiving the same level and intensity of 

attention by the ISL. 

Feeling Welcomed  

 Non-regional international students felt welcome at AUC, Gary (USA) said, “I don’t 

think anybody feels unwelcomed here.” According to Alonso (Portugal), the International 

Students Life office (ISL) contributed to the welcoming atmosphere on-campus for all 

international students, “The international office is doing an amazing work. They are probably 
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better than any international office in Europe, In Europe, they don’t provide so much services.” 

The impression of being welcomed was underscored in the survey as well, one international 

student writes, “The Egyptian society in general and specifically AUC is more welcoming and 

approaching to foreigners and especially the staff and faculty.” Although, non-regional 

international students felt welcomed and received a lot of attention by the ISL, international 

students from the region did not share the same social indulgence with the ISL. In addition to the 

limited local Egyptian friends, regional international students felt a lack of attention by the ISL. 

Inattention by the ISL  

Regional students, particularly the Arab students, felt unattached to the ISL, to the events 

they organized, or the tours they conducted. Fares (Algeria) believed the ISL neglected Arab 

students, “I feel that the ISL do not care about us [Arabs] as much as they do for our European 

friends.” According to many Arab students, ISL did not engage them and ignored their festivities 

as well, Ali (Yemen) reflected, “I think Arabs are overshadowed by the rest of the international 

students.”  One quote stressed this as well, “European and Americans are treated better. But 

foreign Arab fall in the same category as locals”. However, these students confirmed feeling safe 

being in Egypt. 

On Campus: Comfortable, Safe, and Non-Discriminatory 

International students also felt comfortable and safe on-campus which was important for 

them and their families, Emilia (Germany) illustrated, “My parents and friends were concerned 

with the attacks two days ago, but I assured them the campus is well-guarded and we are safe 

here.”  Moreover, all international students felt comfortable at AUC campus, Ali (Yemen) said, 

“I mean it's a beautiful campus, student-friendly, and it is comfortable being here. It's almost too 

comfortable.” Furthermore, all international students confirmed that they were treated with 
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courtesy, respect, and were never discriminated against. However, all international students 

communicated facing some challenges outside this gated-community. 

Off-Campus: Culture Shock, Sexual Harassment, and Financial Exploitation  

All international students expressed experiencing a cultural shock when encountered the 

greater Egyptian context outside AUC, Ali (Yemen) said, “I didn’t know how to speak the 

Egyptian dialect.  I would speak Yemeni and people wouldn’t understand. So I would tend to 

speak slower so people to get what I say.” Obviously in Ali’s case, it is a communication issue, 

but other students expressed disparity between the Egyptian and home cultures, “Well, coming to 

Egypt has its own challenges. For me was a sort of culture shock because we do a lot of things 

differently in Columbia,” Miguel (Columbia) stated.  

These issues brought about challenges when dealing with the greater Egyptian society, “I 

guess dealing with the whole Egyptian culture was my biggest challenge. It is two different 

worlds; inside the AUC and outside. When I go outside I have different experiences with the 

people and culture,” James (USA) commented. Whereas Chinhua (China) felt she was being 

misinformed about the Egyptian society by the media, she said: 

What we hear about Arabs in the media most times is not very positive. It is exaggerated. 

So I find myself here what I thought I knew about Egyptians and the Arabs, was not 

really true. The deeper I go in the society the more I know about the reality. The people 

here are funny, nice and we don’t hear that on the news.  

However, two pressing issues surfaced when international students interacted with the 

Egyptian society outside the AUC, these were, harassment and financial exploitation.  

All female students articulated experiencing one form or another of harassment in public 

settings. Sophia (UK) said, “If you have done any research about coming here then that 
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[harassment] should not come as a surprise.” Emilia (Germany) remarked, “I think the greatest 

challenge in Egypt is being a female. We get a lot of attention and sometimes harassed.”  For 

Nora (Yemen), the harassment incidents were verbal, “It is not physical harassment, but the way 

some people look, or say things as I am walking by.” Verbal abuse was also quoted from the 

survey, “I had experienced twice language insults by strange Egyptian men off campus.” 

However, most international female students developed strategies to combat this, for example, 

walking in groups, avoiding certain areas, and not wandering late at night. International students 

also developed strategies to contest financial exploitation they sometimes confront when trading 

with the local Egyptian community.  

Furthermore, International students reported unfair financial trades and contracts with 

local Egyptians once they were being identified as non-Egyptians, James (USA) reported, “A lot 

of people are trying to ask me for more money, may be three times as much, once they know I 

am not Egyptian.” According to international students, it seems that Egyptian people treat non-

Egyptians as tourists and so try to exploit them by charging more, “I feel they are basically 

looking at us as tourists not actually like a student or someone who lives here,” Fares (Algeria) 

stated. Nevertheless, international students feel drained by this, he added, “I always negotiate 

prices. I eventually pay what I only want to pay, but it’s very hard to deal with this all the time.” 

Besides bargaining and hiring fixed-priced services, international students learned other 

strategies to combat this sort of financial exploitation, for instance, Nora (Yemen), always tried 

to disguise herself as an Egyptian female by speaking the Egyptian dialect, “I try to camouflage 

as much as I can by speaking the Egyptian-way. They usually mistaken me for a Khaligi female, 

but I tell them I am from Yemen, not from the Gulf, and that I am not rich.”  
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In sum, unlike dispositions and academic experiences, the social experiences of 

international students varied very little among the different international student groups. The 

most obvious difference is that regional students felt less welcomed and believed in a lack of 

attention by the ISL. Nevertheless, all international students expressed feeling safe, comfortable, 

and not discriminated against on-campus. In addition, all international students communicated 

challenges out their gated community. These challenges included, a cultural shock when 

interacting with the larger Egyptian context, sexual harassment, and financial exploitation. 

Despite these challenges that seemed to scare their social experiences in Egypt, international 

students have communicated high expectations and aspirations after graduation. 

Section Three: Expectations and Aspirations 

This section investigated international students’ expectations and future plans based on 

their academic and social experiences in Egypt. The following research question is addressed; 

(e) How do international students’ expectations vary by their region of origin and degree 

program in Egypt?  

The findings suggest that all international students believed their academic experience in 

Egypt is a valued human capital but the rationales varied among the different international 

student groups.  

Building Valued Human Capital  

Non-regional international graduate students perceived that their degree and education in 

Egypt, specifically at AUC, offered them strong and valued human capital skills that will 

position them globally competitive, Sophia (UK) articulated, “Getting a degree from the AUC is 

a great advantage because when spending a couple of years in Egypt I visit the archeological 
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sites many times, I am also taught and worked with some of the best professors…. many students 

in Europe may lack this authentic experience.” 

Likewise, James (USA) had high expectations after graduation from AUC, “I strongly 

believe having this experience will surely be to my advantage when I look for work later in the 

field of political science particular in the region.” Clearly, James (USA) expected that having an 

authentic international experience in a central country in the Middle East as Egypt and at the 

same time, learning the Arabic language, will promote his job search credentials in International 

Relations and in particular for the Middle East.  

On the other hand, non-regional undergraduate students recognized that their biggest 

asset from studying in Egypt was not the degree but the cultural and international experience. 

They explained that their Egyptian experience added to their personal, cultural, and intellectual 

growth that will resonate in their application depicting themselves to be multicultural, 

experienced, and well-travelled candidates. This is not surprising because these students, 

compared to the other two groups, have different degree goals as they attend higher education in 

Egypt. They were usually on short-term basis and non-degree seeking and were more focused on 

the cultural exchange experience and the touristic gaze (site-seeing and travelling in Egypt). 

However, few non-regional international undergraduate students planned to further their 

education in Egypt at AUC.  

AUC was the Best Choice but Egypt May Not Be 

Regional students expressed that a credential from AUC will be highly acknowledged, 

and by far, more valued in the job market than a degree obtained from their home country or 

from other regional nations, as Nora (Yemen) stated: 
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Compared to a degree from Yemen or to a degree from the AUB for example, AUC is the 

best option here in the region… AUC does have a strong reputation… being in AUC does 

put me in a better situation because getting a degree from AUC is worth a lot.  

Similarly, Fares (Algeria) was convinced that studying at AUC increased his 

opportunities for further education or in the job market, “It is definitely a more powerful degree 

than one from home because I have also learned a new language…. it will open many new doors 

for me in education and for work.” In addition, many of these students expressed they are 

considering working in Egypt, Ali (Yemen) said, “If I get a good paying in Egypt I would stay.” 

However, the prospect to get a job in Egypt was not great for regional students, Ali (Yemen) 

continued, “Yemenis, are not accepted in the work force in Egypt. There are issues with 

processing the work permit, and probably nationality-wise as well.” This complication may 

aspire regional students to seek further education and job opportunities outside of Egypt.  

Furthermore, regional international students were unsure if they would pursue their 

graduate education at AUC (although it remained a great possibility) or travel elsewhere. 

Nevertheless, these students valued their education in Egypt and considered it a solid milestone 

for future educational plans, Sofian (Yemen) shared his thoughts: 

I definitely want to get a master's degree. I am still not sure where though. Am I going to 

continue here or go abroad? I still don’t know. Continuing here is an option. I know it 

will be easier to apply for a Master's Degree at AUC because I am already here and I will 

be a graduate of this university. I need to give it more thought, I guess. But whatever my 

decision is I think obtaining a certificate from AUC is great asset for future plans. 

In sum, international students studying at AUC confirmed that their academic and social 

experience in Egypt build a valued human capital skills that will position them globally 
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competitive for higher level jobs. However, the reasons varied among the three groups, for 

example, non-regional graduate students expressed their unique academic and social experience 

in Egypt, particularly those distinct majors such as Middle Eastern Studies, Egyptology, and 

Political Science, will distinct them from colleagues studying the same at their home. Whereas, 

their undergraduate colleagues valued the international and cultural experience that their time in 

Egypt provided. Finally, regional international students were convinced that AUC was their best 

choice among the different and other options in the region. They also were convinced that 

earning a credential from it is by far weighs more than any other institution in the region that will 

materialize in getting the best jobs in home country or in other Middle Eastern countries.   
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CHAPTER FIVE: FINDINGS 2 

 The structure of this chapter, Findings 2, is tailored in a similar fashion to the previous 

one, however, the findings here refer to international students attending Egyptian public 

universities. Thus, it is divided into three sections. In Section One I examine international 

students’ dispositions. In Section Two I explore their experiences in Egypt, and in Section Three 

I investigate international students’ expectations after graduation from the two comprehensive, 

public Egyptian universities, Cairo University, CU, and Ain Shams University, ASU. 

The data collection included ten semi-structured interviews conducted with international 

students from both public universities, of which one interview was with four students from 

Malaysia. Five international students from CU and eight international students from ASU were 

purposively selected to participate in the study. Snowball sampling approach was utilized to 

select international students from ASU. Thus, most of them were from the same college; from 

the Faculty of Medicine. Table 6 show the demographics of the participants, their degrees, 

department of study, and number of years at the institution. It may be important to point out the 

following; first, all interviews except one were conducted in the Arabic language. These 

interviews were translated to the best of my ability. The interview that was not in Arabic was 

with four medical students from Malaysia. Since these four students were of similar 

circumstances and articulated the same responses to all questions, I decided to use only 

Muhammad’s voice in the findings. Second, while most interviews were conducted face-to-face, 

two interviews were conducted over the phone. Third, all interviews were conducted off-campus 

and hence site authorizations were not required. Fourth, all interviews were recorded after the 

consent of the participants. Finally, all student participants were male; which might be a possible 

limitation of this study. Again, all the names of the participants used here are pseudonyms.   
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Section One: Dispositions. 

International students pay as much as $4,000 to $8,000 in annual tuition fees for 

attending public universities in Egypt depending on the degree program. The highest tuition are 

for those what the Ministry of Higher Education (MoHE) calls the ‘top colleges’ such as, 

Medical Schools, Engineering, and specific disciplines taught in the English language. Although, 

this is a considerable amount of money, probably unavailable to most of students from the 

region, Middle East and Africa, it is still far less than the average tuition of private universities in 

Egypt ($15,000- $38,000). Nevertheless, for international students, attending public universities, 

particularly those the region, scholarships were crucial for their tertiary education in Egypt.  

Scholarships 

The majority of student participants were on some sort of scholarship. These scholarship 

included either, home country governmental scholarships and tuition reduction provided by the 

Ministry of Higher Education in Egypt (MoHE) for particular nationalities. The first form of 

scholarships were provided by the home country of the international students. Belal, from the 

Republic of Central Africa who has just graduated from the Faculty of Computer Science and 

Informational Technology at CU, said: 

The scholarship provided by my country’s government included universities in Libya, 

Sudan, Canada, and Egypt. A university in Sudan was the first country to grant approval 

to me, but the scholarship was not complete. So, when I was accepted by CU on full 

scholarship I decided to come here. 

For Muhammed as well, the ASU Medical School student from Malaysia has support 

from the home country government, “I have a scholarship from our government to come to study 
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in Egypt. Our government give scholarship to other countries as well, the UK, India, or China… 

My government pays around $8,000 annually to ASU for my education.” 

The second form of scholarship was provided by the MoHE. The ministry seems to be 

aware that certain citizenships are facing dire economic and social challenges in their home 

countries and have reduced tuition and fees for students coming from these countries. For 

example, Palestinian students are exempt for 50% of the fees so they pay a minimum of $2,000 

and a maximum of $4,000. “We are being treated with great generosity by the Egyptian higher 

education system... because we get 50% discount than any other nationality… whereas everyone 

else pays 6,000USD we get to pay only 3,000USD,” stated Saleem, an ASU medical student in 

his third from Palestine. 

Similarly, since the war in Syria started, MoHE has announced that all Syrian students 

will be given access and treated as local Egyptian students—meaning, they are charged as little 

as $200/year. Adnan, an Engineering student in CU from Syria said, “In 2012, the Egyptian 

government announced that it will treat all Syrian students as local Egyptian students because of 

our situations and circumstances with the war in Syria. So, essentially the education is almost 

free, about $100 per year.” Also students from the Republic of Sudan are granted tuition 

reduction, Ibrahim, a student in the faculty of Commerce at CU stated, “I pay only10% of the 

fees because there is an agreement between Egypt and Sudan that we, Sudanese students, get a 

discount, so I pay around $450 only.” Besides the scholarship, these international students 

considered Egypt as the greatest accepting country in the region. 

Centrality of Egypt as an Educational Regional Hub and Institutions’ Reputation 

All international students at public universities mentioned how Egypt is considered a 

great nation in the region and encompassing to all nationalities. “Masr umm el donia” they said; 
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meaning Egypt is the mother of the world or life. This phrase had been frequently uttered by all 

international students and they elaborated on it, Mustafa (Yemen) pointed out that, “Now with 

the situation in Syria, Yemen, and Libya, look what Egypt is doing; its accepting all these 

people. No other country in the region does that.” Saleem (Palestine) also affirmed: 

Egypt is the only country in the region that has had opened door for Palestinians since the 

occupation. Countries like Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the other Gulf States, although they 

have a lot of money and definitely much richer than Egypt, they never actually welcomed 

us into their countries like Egypt has been doing for decades. 

Likewise, Nazir (Syria) announced, “You see, Egypt is the only country in the region that 

welcomed us and accepted us, [Syrian students] into its universities unconditionally.” While 

Ibrahim (Sudan) reflected on how Egypt is perceived by the majority of the Sudanese people 

back home: 

Egypt is the bigger sister, not only for Sudan, but for all Arab nations. I know it, you 

know it, and they all know it. Egypt is the biggest nation in this region and we owe it. 

Since many decades all our top Sudanese intellectual would come and study here. It’s a 

great privilege to be here and doing the same. 

These gratitude sentiments and recognition of the historical contribution of Egypt as a 

safe haven for all Arabs were also reflected upon by Belal (Central Africa), “Oh, Egypt has a 

great reputation in Central Africa as being a great nation and safe place to be. I mean just its 

history is enough to make the heart melt.” 

In addition, most international students confirmed that CU and ASU had enjoyed great 

reputation among the Arab and African nations as being the oldest, biggest, and best public 

universities in these regions. “Egypt has a great reputation in Yemen and in other Arab countries 
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as a great place to study and receive knowledge and education… everyone knows that Egypt has 

some of the oldest universities in the region and in the world,” announced Mustafa, an 

engineering student from Yemen attending CU. Likewise, Madien, a Syrian doctoral student in 

the faculty of Law at ASU also stressed that the reputation of the higher education institutions in 

Egypt was a factor for choosing Egypt, “Turkey, Tunisia, Morocco, all offered much less fees for 

Syrians… But for us the education in Egypt was always considered a much better reputation.”  

Other students were aware of the historical value and contribution of the Egyptian 

civilization at large and the public universities in specific, Belal (Central Africa) said, “Egypt is a 

great nation. Its history and culture overshadows all others in the region. It also has the oldest 

civilization and in my country we look to it with great respect.” Similarly, Suleyman (South 

Sudan) recognized the historical contribution and value of CU, “The CU is the most famous and 

most reputable university in Africa, it is also the oldest modern university in the region, so we 

are familiar with it and a lot of students from South Sudan want to study here.” 

Other students highlighted the quality of graduates from these institutions, Sultan 

(Jordan) said, “We had an Egyptian doctor friend who was very successful and very professional. 

He was a graduate of ASU. Growing up and knowing him made me want to follow his path.” In 

addition, some international students pointed out that many government officials, and celebrities, 

from their home country came to Egypt for education, Saleem (Palestine) mentioned: 

A lot of Palestinians come to Egypt for higher education, it is our gateway to the rest of 

the world because we are under the dominance of a regime that does not want us to be 

educated. Also, we have notable persons graduated from Egyptian universities, for 

example, Yasser Arafat was a graduate of Cairo University. 
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Although, the majority of these students recognized the historical, cultural, and 

educational value of education in Egypt, they also expressed limited options elsewhere and the 

modest living expenses in Egypt. 

Limited Options of Universities and Feasibility of Living Expenses  

 Many students expressed that there options were limited due to language barriers or 

difficulty to enter other countries. Mustafa (Yemen) explained that coming to an Arabic-

speaking country was important for him: 

I graduated from a public school in Yemen. We were taught in Arabic. So my English is 

not good. I thought coming to Egypt will be better for me because education here will 

involve Arabic more than English. But, if I go to any other countries like Hungary or 

Russia which were also offering scholarships, I would have to learn a new language. 

In addition, many Arab and African nationalities were admitted into Egypt without 

requiring a visa of entry and in general, Egyptian authorities do not hold restricted entry except 

in controversial political times. Citizens from the following countries did not require a visa to 

enter into Egypt; Jordanians, Syrians, Libyans, and Yemenis. Nazir (Syria), the medical student 

at ASU explained, “We, as Syrians, were not required an entry visa to Egypt. This has made the 

decision to come to Egypt easier.”  

International student participants attending public universities in Egypt commented that 

living in Egypt was reasonable and affordable. Suleyman (South Sudan), an undergraduate 

student from South Sudan attending the faculty of Veterinary in CU pointed out, “My 

government pays university fees and tuition and I cover the rest of the expenses…. The cost of 

living in Egypt is feasible for me.... definitely cheaper than going to other countries such as 

Turkey or Germany.”  
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Also, for the Jordanian medical student at ASU, Sultan, the modest overall expenses 

living in Egypt even when compared to other countries in the region, allowed him to study 

abroad, “Besides that tuition here is less than in Jordan, Lebanon, and even Yemen, the living 

expenses here is quite cheap and very affordable for me.” Clearly, these students were concerned 

with the financial aspect of studying abroad, but they were also academically focused on 

institutions’ reputation and quality of education provided.  

In sum, given the limited sample (four students from Malaysia voiced as one) of non-

regional students attending public universities, the data analysis showed that international 

students’ major dispositions did not vary across region of origin, degree, or institution. The main 

factors included availability of scholarships, moderate living expenses, and limited options for 

tertiary education in their home country and elsewhere in the region. However, all students 

highlighted the good reputation of Egyptian public universities in the region, and the historical 

significance of Egypt as a cultural, social, and educational hub. The following section 

investigates the academic and social experiences of international students attending Egyptian 

public universities. 

Section Two: Academic and Social Experiences 

 The academic experiences of the students were satisfactory in general, however they have 

struggled, particularly at the beginning of their enrollment because the lack of understanding the 

Egyptian colloquial dialect, and the high classroom sizes. However, majority of students praised 

the qualifications of their professors and the curriculum they designed for their classes. 

Classroom Language of Instruction  

In general, international students, even those from Arab countries, found it difficult to 

understand classroom instructions due to their unfamiliarity with the Egyptian colloquial dialect, 



INTERNATIONAL STUDENT MOBILITY IN AFRICA: THE CASE OF EGYPT 135 
 

Suleyman (South Sudan) said, “They expect us to understand the Arabic they speak because I am 

from South Sudan. But, the fact is, we suffered a lot during the first few months. We couldn’t 

understand any of the lectures. It was frustrating.” 

 Belal (Central Africa) also commented that even though he studied Arabic language, he 

found the Egyptian dialect to be a great challenge for him: 

I have taken Arabic classes here in Cairo. But it was the proper Arabic and not the 

Egyptian dialect. So even though that I talk and understand Arabic, I found it very 

difficult to comprehend classroom instructions because it is taught mostly to Egyptians 

who speak colloquial Arabic and it is usually very fast for me. 

However, some departments, such as, the schools of Medicine, Engineering, and 

Computer Science, incorporated more English language than other fields. Sultan (Jordan) stated, 

“None of the professors lectured in English, however, we are taught the terminologies in English 

and all our books are English. Sometimes the notes and summary compiled by the professors will 

be a mix of English and Arabic.” 

To some students this was different from their home countries where universities 

translated everything into Arabic, for example, Syria. Nazir (Syria), an engineering 

undergraduate student at CU, explained, “The difference is the language of instruction, in Syria 

they translated everything into Arabic, but here our professors used the references and 

curriculum in English, so it was easier for me to go and read outer resources in English.” 

However, some students struggled with this as they had been always taught in English, 

for example South Sudan, or French, Central Africa. Suleyman (South Sudan) commented, “In 

South Sudan we are taught all our subjects in English. So when I came here it was a challenge 

for me to make that switch to the mixture of the two languages.” Similarly, Bilal (Central Africa) 
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said, “Learning Computer Science and Informational technology in English and Arabic was such 

a challenge for me because I was only used to French.” Thus, in general, international students 

attending Egyptian public universities found difficulty understanding lecture instructions and the 

large classroom sizes made it more challenging. 

Huge Classroom Sizes 

A lot of students expressed that they were overwhelmed with the number of students in 

lecture halls in most of these departments particularly the top colleges. “Our cohort in 2014 

enrolled in the Medical School of ASU was 1500 students and I know that CU can reach up to 

2,000-2,200 students per cohort.”Saleem (Palestine) commented on cohort sizes in CU and ASU.  

Madien (Syria) communicated that there is a stark difference in the number of students at 

the graduate level between ASU and home country university, “The cohort size here is huge… 

like for the pre-requisites for the law school, we were a cohort of 700 students! Whereas in Syria, 

a typical cohort is only about 30 students.” Similarly, Sultan computed the difference between 

ASU and University of Jordan (UJ), “In UJ, cohort sizes are so much smaller, around 200-250; 

while here we are 1400 students.” 

 For international students attending the top colleges such as engineering or medical 

schools, this was their greatest challenge being in an Egyptian public university, Mustafa 

(Yemen) commented, “The greatest challenge is the high-density and crowded lecture halls. In 

top colleges, like engineering, students are very committed and almost everybody attends, so it 

gets really crowded…. our lectures are usually about 300 students.” 

According to many international students, this over-crowdedness affected the teaching 

and learning in a negative way, Madien (Syria) stated, “A professor becomes an advisor for a lot 

of students, may be for 50 graduate students. I think that is a lot and changes the dynamics of the 
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whole learning process. We don’t learn much because professors are generally overwhelmed.”  

In addition, many students found it difficult to participate, contribute, or interact with professors 

in classrooms, Ibrahim (Sudan) mentioned, “There are so many students in a lecture, and the 

faculty-to-student interaction then becomes minimum. It is sometimes difficult to ask questions, 

or participate in such huge classrooms.” 

Other students found that the resources becomes inaccessible to many due to the high-

density students, Adnan (Syria) explained, “We attend labs in the engineering department, but 

because we are so many, not everyone gets a chance to do experiments himself. We are usually 

four or five students on one experiment.” A similar situation was communicated with the 

Medical school student in ASU, “We lack a lot of clinical and practical experiences because we 

don’t have enough resources for everybody,” stated Muhammed from Malaysia. Despite the 

crowdedness, international students acknowledged the highly qualified and professorial cadre in 

Egyptian public universities.  

Highly qualified Instructors  

Almost all international students emphasized the high qualifications of their professors at 

the Egyptian public universities, “Professors here are far more qualified than back home 

[Palestine]. Some professors here have great reputation worldwide,” Saleem (Palestine) stated. 

Some students supported their perception by the credential some of these professor had, Ibrahim 

(Sudan) mentioned, “Most our professors here are highly qualified instructors who have earned 

their doctoral degree outside of Egypt, mainly from the U.S or the U.K, some from Germany and 

so forth. So they are very knowledgeable.” 

Other students considered being well published or knowledge exchange with the outside 

world is a form of high qualification, Adnan (Syria) stated, “Many of our professors may teach 
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here for a couple of months and travel to the U.S or U.K as visiting scholars, so I feel they are 

more qualified than professor at home because they bring in new knowledge for us.” 

However, the students commented that sometimes the classroom instruction did not 

alleviate to the expected standards of those professors, Sultan (Jordan) said, “Some of our 

lectures are routinely fashioned and the professors don’t really invest too much effort to make us 

understand the curriculum as we should.” This had the implications that most students, 

particularly those attending top colleges refer to private tutoring, Sultan (Jordan) added, “Most of 

the medical students pay for additional private sessions outside class to really understand the 

subject matter.” Some students attributed that many professors lack the teaching skills which in 

other countries is emphasized for university faculty, Belal (Central Africa) commented:  

Compared to or professors in Central Africa, professors here are highly qualified. 

However, in Central Africa, the best thing is that, to become a professor he/she must 

attend two years of teaching professional development diploma because you know you 

may have a PhD but not ready or able to teach. Here there are excellent professors but 

may not being able to teach… they lack efficient teaching instructions. 

In sum, the academic experiences of international students attending Egyptian public 

universities was initially challenging due to their lack of understanding the Egyptian dialect 

which is very different from the proper Arabic they most talk and understand. Furthermore, the 

high-density classrooms and lectures added further challenges to the learning process. Most 

international students communicated lack of resources, least participation and contribution to 

classroom lectures, and absence of student-to-faculty relationships. These factors contributed 

negatively to their learning and perpetuated excessive demand on private tutoring. Next section 

is concerned with international students’ social lived experiences. 
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On-Campus: Safe, Respected but Lacked Attention from Institutions  

International students attending public Egyptian universities expressed feeling safe even 

during troubled times in Egypt, “I feel absolutely safe in Egypt and even during the unrest we 

had a couple of years ago, I never felt I had to leave Egypt because I never felt that it was a life-

threatened situation,” Suleyman (South Sudan) said.  Ibrahim (Sudan) also commented, “I feel 

when there is danger the Egyptian people protect us. I always felt safe here and was never feeling 

being in danger.” 

However, some students left Egypt during political upheaval, Saleem (Palestine) said, 

“During the unrest in May and June of 2013, my family were so worried for me and asked me to 

leave Egypt immediately. Since the exams were also postponed indefinitely, I decided to listen to 

them.” Clearly, Saleem did not consider his life was in danger but he left under family pressures. 

According to some of these students, they would have stayed but for the people not living in 

Egypt, the media depicted a horrifying scenario on what was going on. Mustafa from Yemen, 

also left during that time: 

The situation was not life-threatening but the social media and world news exaggerate. It 

was my first year and was not accustomed to the country so I felt that I wouldn’t be 

comfortable staying or studying here and by this time, parent and friends recommended 

me to come back home. So I did.  

In addition, international students always felt well treated, Adnan (Syria) said, “We were 

never treated with disrespect at all… and we were never called names, or disgraced for being 

Syrians… people were always very keen to help us, treat us with respect, and I was never been 

discriminated against inside the university.” Apparently, Adnan (Syria) and others felt being 

treated with respect by professors, administration, and students. 
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In fact, some international students felt they were treated better because they are not 

Egyptians, “If I would say we were treated differently than local Egyptian students, I would say 

we are being treated better than most locals,” Saleem (Palestine) said. This was also highlighted 

by Ibrahim (Sudan), “Most of my Egyptian friends tell me that we [Sudanese] are treated better 

and have more rights than most Egyptians. I laugh, but I know that sometimes this is true.” 

Though international student in public universities felt safe and respected, they agreed that 

institutions did not properly assist them through their transition in the Egyptian context. 

However, international students communicated that they were not feeling welcomed 

enough into these institutions, Belal (Central Africa) articulated, “I worked with the international 

student syndicate and have a basic knowledge about international students and I would claim that 

most of us don’t feel welcomed here.” Clearly, Belal (Central Africa) and others felt the 

institutions paid them little attention and were neither sensitive to their needs nor provided them 

with enough assistance, Madien (Syria) stated, “We got no assistance from the ASU at all in 

regards to our student permits, other official documents, they didn’t offer orientation as we came 

into the university, and they certainly did not consider to follow-up on our well-being, housing, 

or anything like that.” Muhammed (Malaysia) also commented: 

At the beginning of the first year, the university did some sort of showed me and my 

friends around the college only. But nothing was done or said on how to navigate Cairo 

or about living in Egypt. Not to mention we got no assistance for processing our student 

visa. We were left entirely alone, with no guidance or support. 

Despite being Malaysian and due to the special agreement between ASU and the 

Malaysian government, Muhammed and his colleagues are presumably given special attention 

and were being watched over, yet, he thought they were not welcomed or assisted well enough. 
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This resonated among all other international students who relied on different avenues for 

support and assistance, Sultan (Jordan) stated, “We refer to our seniors who had been here before 

us on every matter, and if something goes wrong, we will be definitely heading to our embassy 

hoping they can help us.” While Saleem (Palestine) had a different network, “I am lucky to have 

so many Egyptian friends who help me to go through my life in Egypt. As Palestinians we don’t 

really have a big embassy here, so I depend on my friends for the most part.” Obviously, 

international students seek different assistance and support channels other than the institutions, 

and they had to figure out ways to navigate some of the discomforts they experienced in the 

greater Egyptian society. 

Off-Campus: Uncomfortable at Times and Experiencing Financial Exploitation 

Similar to students from the private university, the AUC, international students explained 

there are continuous struggles to deal financially with majority of Egyptian locals. Mustafa 

(Yemen) said:  

Because I look and sound like a person from the Gulf States, a lot of times people 

mistaken me for a Saudi or Kuwaiti and they ask for too much money. They would 

generally charge me a lot more than a typical Egyptian would pay.  

Muhammed from Malaysia also expressed negotiating prices with local Egyptians, “All 

the time I have to bargain with taxi drivers, grocery shopping, and buying stuff. They think we 

are tourists and try to take advantage of me.” 

However, other students reported more direct discomfort incidents Suleyman (South 

Sudan) recalled: 

Outside the university some people may call us some names because we are black, but we 

take no offense because we understand the Egyptian people now. But I remember like 
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one person saw me really sweating in summer and he exclaimed ‘why are you so 

sweating? You are from Sudan you should be accustomed to this heat?’ I was surprised 

that he was that ignorant that we, too, can sweat when it gets hot. 

When asked if he considered this a racist remark, Suleyman (South Sudan) did not think 

it was, “It was not racist it is just a sort of ignorance. Sometimes Egyptians joke a lot, and when I 

show discontent they really apologize. They don’t know that such utterances can hurt us.” 

Belal (Central Africa) also spoke of an indecent situation that happened to him and a 

friend from the Moon Islands. Both did not speak Arabic and communicated in French while in a 

public bus, “One person got aggressive thinking we were saying bad things about them or Egypt. 

He started to push us out of the bus and he was joined by others.” To Belal (Central Africa), the 

greatest challenge was the language barrier, “I think what happened was we couldn’t understand 

what they were saying and nor did they understand us. So we couldn’t resolve the situation 

peacefully. We had to leave the bus and take the following one.” However, international students 

confirmed these incidents were seldom happening and they expressed their awareness that it 

could happen anywhere in the world, and that they could certainly not consider it the norm in 

Egypt. For that, they generally perceived their experience in Egypt as one that is positive, 

especially the international exposure they experienced while studying in Egypt. 

On-Campus and Off-Campus: An International Experience  

Egyptian public universities receive few thousands of international and regional students 

a year. Belal (Central Africa), who was the vice president of the international syndicate, 

remarked, “About 36 different nationalities are living in the dorms. There are even more 

nationalities living outside the dorms. Altogether, I think there are more than 50 different 

nationalities in CU.” 
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Due to this diversity in the student body, most international students attending public 

universities in Egypt considered it a genuinely international experience, Nazir (Syria) explained, 

“I have friends from many different countries and I got to learn from them all. I consider myself 

a multicultural person now. In Syria, we don’t have this diversity of students.” This echoed in 

other interviews as well, “Yemen is a relatively closed country, we don’t get as many 

international students studying in Yemen, certainly not like Egypt does. Being here, I developed 

friendships with people from different parts of the world,” Mustafa (Yemen) confirmed. 

Indeed, many of these students formed a social network of home country students, other 

international students, and with local Egyptian students. However, it could be realized that those 

students who struggled the most with the Egyptian Arabic dialect were the least interacting with 

local Egyptian students, for instance, the Malaysian students attending medical school at ASU 

found it difficult to form meaningful relationships with local Egyptian students, Muhammed 

(Malaysia) said, “It is very difficult for me and for my other Malaysian friends to approach 

Egyptian students. We don’t have any communication with them probably because of the 

language. We haven’t learned Arabic yet, and they don’t really speak English.” 

This was also true for Arab students as well, Mustafa from Yemen explained, “Our 

Egyptian colleagues did not interact with us at all. They couldn’t understand our Yemeni dialect 

and for me it was difficult comprehending the Egyptian dialect. However, it got better as I 

learned the Egyptian colloquial language.” 

Nevertheless, international students from the same home country tended to regroup and 

live in houses together, Adnan (Syria) reflected, “we are a group of four Syrian students, who 

live together and attend the same department. We met at the university and decided to unite as 

we are living through this Egyptian experience.” This was also true for other nationalities as 
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well. They tend to form clusters of friends living together and providing support for each other. 

This was mainly the language, and sharing the same culture, Mustafa (Yemen) said, “We 

understand each other more, we share the same culture, face the same issues and challenges, and 

we lived together.” 

In addition, international students also highlighted the multiple opportunities they got 

living in a big cosmopolitan city such as Cairo that amplified their international experience. 

Adnan (Syria) reflected: 

There is always something going on in Cairo; a lot of cultural events, seminars, 

international conventions, and concerts. If you want to experience a lot more of Cairo, 

you could by attending those events, but you need to know where to look for them.  

Adnan (Syria) attended a lot of concerts and even learned to play the guitar in Cairo 

Opera house. Whereas, Belal (Central Africa) was able to find a small enterprise to work in as a 

part-time IT personnel. While Ibrahim (Sudan) joined a number of conferences set up by the 

Ministry of Youth and Sports aimed to promote cultural exchange, “I was on a three-day 

conference in Alexandria aimed to bring Egypt closer to the rest of the African countries. 

International students from all over the world attending universities here in Egypt were present. 

A true international experience.” Other students mentioned getting opportunities to participate in 

programs and courses that supplement their academic experience. For instance, English language 

courses, business and management classes, and even art and music workshops. 

In sum, international students attending Egyptian public universities felt safe, respected, 

and not discriminated against. However, they expressed being neglected by the institutions that 

provided them with no services, assistance, or support. Moreover, they explained that within the 

larger Egyptian context, they had to deal with financial exploitation and some ignorant insults 
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due to the language barriers. Nevertheless, they perceived their experience in Egypt as a positive 

and highlighted the international exposure and aspect of it. These experiences impacted their 

future aspirations which is the topic of the next section. 

Section Three: Aspirations 

Chasing the Egyptian Local Job Market  

Majority of the international students, not including Medical School students, expressed 

their ambitions to target the job market as soon as they graduate, “I will look for a job as soon as 

I graduate. I hope in a multinational company or something. I want to have some experience 

first,” Adnan (Syria) stated. Similarly, Ibrahim (Sudan) expressed his ambition to have work 

experience before a potential master’s degree, “After graduation I would like to work for a year 

or two first, then I might be thinking of pursuing graduate school.” Adnan (Syria) was going to 

return to Kuwait where his parents are living, whereas Ibrahim (Sudan) thought of returning to 

Sudan for his job experience, “I will look for a job in Sudan first. I think with this degree and 

experiences I could get a decent job there.”  

However, other students communicated they will try to find a job in Egypt, Mustafa 

(Yemen) was one of them, “I would love to work here for a year. Egypt has many great 

companies both national and multinationals and I know if I work here I will gain a lot of 

experience that will help me in the future.” Likewise, Belal (Central Africa) was hoping to be 

hired by the company he was working at, “Now, I have this connection with this company and 

enjoy working there. If I get hired, I will probably stay here and even may be attending graduate 

school in CU.” 
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However, those students who actually approached the job market in Egypt considered 

that it was near impossible to find a job in the country and therefore staying longer than 

graduation is unrealistic, Suleyman (South Sudan) said: 

It is difficult to work officially here because of the security clearance and other 

bureaucratic procedures. Many firms will not really hire a non-Egyptian professional. So, 

international student graduates don’t really have a chance to work in Egypt. Besides the 

job market here is very competitive because there are thousands of Egyptian graduates as 

well who don’t find jobs. 

Madein (Syria) also had the ambition to become a faculty member in one of the higher 

education institutions in Egypt and his search led him to confirm, “The Egyptian public 

universities are excluding non-Egyptian faculty to be hired. As an international professional it is 

almost impossible to get a tenure position.” 

On the other hand, those students who planned to pursue their post graduate education 

were unlikely to complete it in Egypt, Sultan (Jordan) said, “I would go to Jordan for my post 

graduate education because there are more facilities there and I can get to work as a research 

assistant or in the lab but here I don’t have this opportunity.” Adnan (Syria) also pointed out the 

lack of working opportunities in Egypt, particularly as research or teaching assistance in 

Egyptian institutions.  

For Mustafa (Yemen), seeking a graduate school in a different country was due to the 

lack resources for research in CU, “When I decided on engineering and CU I thought I will have 

the chance to do research. But the resources here at CU seems very limited. When I go for post 

graduate school I will make sure I get to a school that has this kind of facilities.” 
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Other students measured the value of the graduate credentials. Suleyman (South Sudan) 

believed a graduate diploma from one of the core nations is superior than one from Egypt, he 

said: 

If I will pursue post graduate degree, it will not be from Egypt or Africa, I will look into 

Canada, U.K or Australia. I think earning a post graduate from there will be best for my 

future in the job market and more opportunities for work in those countries. 

In sum, international students in Egyptian public universities expressed their ambitions to 

pursue the local job market. However, many understand the difficulties, the hurdles, and the 

competitiveness in the local Egyptian market. Hence, they came to the realization that their 

future prospect in Egypt after graduation was not promising. This fact drive them to chase further 

education and jobs outside of Egypt.  
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CHAPTER SIX: DISCUSSION 

Cross-sectional analysis was chosen for this study. Cross-sectional analysis looks at data 

collected at a single point in time, rather than over a period of time. The objective is to identify 

special characteristics within a group of comparable organizations, rather than to establish 

temporal relationships (Cruzes, Dyba, Runeson, & Host, 2015; Eisenhardt, 1989). This type of 

analysis seeks to understand the "what" instead of the "why." Therefore, in our study we sought 

to learn ‘what’ were the reasons international students came to study in Egypt, what their 

experiences were, and what are their expectations after graduation. Conducting a cross-sectional 

comparison between the multiple international student groups within their institutions sheds light 

on interesting patterns with regard to international student attitudes towards studying in Egypt. 

The overarching finding of this study is that international student orientations—

dispositions, experiences and expectations—varied by region of origin, institution, and by degree 

program. This was more evident in the case of the private, all-English language teaching 

institution, the American University in Cairo (AUC), and was less apparent among international 

students attending Egyptian public universities, Cairo University (CU), and Ain Shams 

University (ASU). Although this general finding mirrors the results of previous research 

(Cantwell et al., 2009; Jon, Lee, & Byun, 2014; Kondakci, 2011; Lee & Sehoole, 2015), there are 

fundamental differences that will be discussed elsewhere in this write up. 

Section One: Dispositions 

Cantwell et al. (2009), defined students’ dispositions as their general approach towards 

studying in a developing nation. The components of disposition include student characteristics, 

background, resources, and socioeconomic status that motivate them to study abroad (Cantwell 

et al., 2009; Kondakci, 2011). Disposition is intentional, formed prior to departure, and affects 
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the student’s choice of the host country, institution and so forth (Cantwell et al., 2009). While the 

reasons to attend higher education in Egypt varied across international student groups, the data 

analyses revealed a pattern and an all-encompassing motivation. The pattern found was in the 

decision-making process. Chen (2007), indicated that the decision-making process for 

international students usually varied by students’ choice of academic degree. For example, 

undergraduate students tended to choose host country before institution, and graduate students 

prioritized the choice of institution before host country. This finding was also found in this study 

with a slight variation in the non-regional international graduate student group. The data in this 

study show that all regional and non-regional international undergraduate students tended to 

choose host country, in this case Egypt, before institution.  In contrast, non-regional international 

graduate students identified three concurrent factors for their choice. These three crucial factors 

were the institution, the host country, and the critical times in the nation’s history. 

The different reasons for choice were particularly apparent with regional international 

students attending both public and private institutions, and non-regional undergraduate students. 

Regional international students attending Egyptian public universities may want to attend a 

particular institution, but are aware that ultimately acceptance will depend on a number of factors 

such as availably of seats for international students in the desired institution and her/his overall 

grade (see admission process for international students in Methodology chapter). Therefore, for 

these students, choosing the host nation, in this case Egypt, was prioritized before the choice of 

institution. Similarly, non-regional international undergraduate students tended to choose Egypt, 

before the institution, for the cultural exchange experience and the touristic opportunities. 

However, all students were aware of the significant geopolitical position Egypt also holds in the 

Arab world; many described it as an educational, cultural, and social regional hub.  
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In general, data analyses suggest that there are two major reasons for international 

students to study in Egypt; (a) the historical, social, culture, and educational significance of 

Egypt, and, (b) the perception of Egypt as a safe country, safer than other countries in the region, 

in particular.  

 “Masr Umm El Donia”: Egypt is the Mother of the World 

All international students confirmed the centrality of Egypt in the region. Its historical, 

social, cultural and educational significance extended beyond regional into global. “For me, 

Egypt is such an important place for its history and its culture. It is such an epic place,” Gary 

(USA) stated. The former journalist, Chinhua (China), supported this position, “It [Egypt] is the 

largest and the capital of all Arab countries… If we put Egypt on the background [in the context] 

of the whole Arab world, then no doubt Egypt is the center of this part of the world.”  

Regional students also agree on the historical significance of Egypt, which places it in a firm 

position as the most established nation in the region. Students frequently said, “Masr umm el 

donia;” which means ‘Egypt is the mother of the world’. Saleem (Palestine) stated, “Egypt is the 

greatest nation in the region. We are all very aware of that… Coming for education in Egypt is a 

great privilege… Many Arab leaders are graduates of Egyptian Universities, such as Yasser 

Arafat.”  

The attitude of these regional students reflects the fact that Egypt has historically helped 

Middle Eastern and African countries to gain independence. This was achieved initially by 

assisting the financial progress of the countries by helping build their infrastructure, which had 

the effect of initiating many of the higher education institutions in neighboring Arab countries. 

Moreover, Egypt has fought wars on behalf of these countries, protecting their lands and 

sheltering their citizens. Regional student. Mustafa (Yemen) explained:  
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We Arabs owe a lot to Egypt. When the Gulf War broke out, all Kuwaitis sought refuge 

in Egypt. When Palestine was occupied they too came to Egypt. Now, with the situation 

in Syria, Yemen and Libya look what Egypt is doing; it’s accepting all these people. No 

other country does that.  

Perceptions such as these place Egypt, in the heart and minds of many Arab citizens, 

particularly higher education students, as a favorable country in which to seek education and 

refuge. Thus, Egypt retains its status as ‘umm el donia,’—mother of the world. Furthermore, the 

students commented on the generosity of the Egyptian administration and the Ministry of Higher 

Education (MoHE) that provides scholarships and reduced tuition to citizens of certain countries.  

Indeed, the MoHE is aware that certain citizens face dire challenges in their home 

countries, so they reduced the fees and tuition for students coming from these countries. For 

example, Palestinians received a 50 percent reduction in international student tuition fees while 

Sudanese nationals pay only ten percent of those fees. Furthermore, in 2013 Egypt announced 

that Syrian students will pay the same fees as Egyptian nationals, which is less than USD $400 

annually.  Scholarships are a crucial aspect and an incentive for regional international students to 

study in Egypt. Therefore, predictably by increasing scholarship offerings Egyptian universities 

will have an increased opportunity to recruit a larger number of regional international students 

into its higher education system. A larger international student population may enhance Egypt’s 

status as a student hub (Byun et al., 2011; Knight & Morshidi, 2011), improve the quality of its 

higher education, earn international recognition, diversify the culture of their student body, and 

become regionally competitive. 

Having said that, it must be pointed out that the laws favoring regional students are 

political, and as such are not indefinitely implemented. For instance, when it was publicized that 



INTERNATIONAL STUDENT MOBILITY IN AFRICA: THE CASE OF EGYPT 152 
 

Palestinian and Syrian guerrilla fighters were involved in terrorist attacks in 2015, scholarship 

privileges were removed for students of both countries. As a result, Palestinian students are now 

paying as much as an unsubsidized international student. It is, therefore, important to consider 

that politicized changes result in perceptions of insecurity, as will be discussed later, and that 

affects international students’ future aspirations and plans after graduation. 

 Non-regional international students reported that the historical, cultural, and social 

significance of Egypt motivated them to study in Egypt, while their physical presence there not 

only enhanced their cultural exchange experience but was crucial for the educational experience 

as well. Indeed, non-regional international students expressed their interest in a cultural exchange 

experience in Egypt. “I am convinced that Egypt is the capital of the Arab world, and its culture 

is very strong, so it is the best choice for me to study here.” James (USA) stated. Furthermore, 

the ubiquity of the Egyptian media, movies and programs, throughout the Arab world makes 

Egypt an ideal place to learn the Arabic language, which is understood by most other Arabs. 

Moreover, Egypt is a hub and a melting pot that offers a true international experience to all its 

students as it is one of the most accessible nations in the region.  

Non-regional students in general regarded Egypt as a major global tourist destination that 

incentivized extensive travel in country. These students underscored the importance of visiting 

and exploring Egypt’s heritage and monuments, “Egypt is a great country and very exotic, not 

only for Europeans and Americans, but for Chinese as well.” Said Chinhua (China). This is not 

surprising as most non-regional students, particularly at the undergraduate level, were non-

degree seeking and thus have different goals. That is not to say they are less keen to learn, but 

they have different objectives for their time in Egypt. 
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Hence, the rich cultural exchange experience and the touristic attraction of Egypt sustains 

perceptions of the historical, social, and cultural significance of Egypt because of its unique 

history. These findings mirror those of previous research (Cantwell et al., 2009; Kondakci, 2011; 

Lee & Sehoole 2015) that found students from the global north study in middle-income countries 

mainly for the cultural experience and for tourism. I predict that as Egypt’s political climate 

settles, the influx of international students from developed countries may increase. 

American University in Cairo (AUC) international graduate students regarded the 

institution, and particular programs as the most important factors in their choice to study in 

Egypt. One possible explanation for this is that AUC has a long scholarly tradition in Middle 

Eastern Studies, Islamic Architecture, Arabic, and Egyptology, with professors that are world-

renowned scholars. Egypt’s political situation has stabilized in recent years, which has had the 

effect of slowly reopening its borders to international students studying in Egypt. In addition, 

presence in Egypt augmented their academic experience through opportunities to visit ancient 

and early Islamic sites, while also witnessing its political dynamic first-hand. This finding is 

interesting because three important concurrent factors institution, country, and time were not 

identified in previous studies.  

Egypt is Safe and Safer than Other Countries in the Region 

Counter to the common narrative and discourses about Egypt’s safety and security 

condition, it was surprising  to find all international students communicated that Egypt is a safe 

country to study, travel, and live in. “I feel perfectly safe in Egypt,” Miguel from Colombia 

stated, while Gary (USA) said “I travel a lot in Egypt and I feel very safe. In fact, I feel more 

safe here than in some areas in the United States.” Emilia (Germany) stated that despite the 

bombings two days before the interview, she did not feel any fear or concerns, but did call her 
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parents to affirm her safety in Egypt and allay their concerns. Similarly, regional international 

students stressed that compared to their own countries and other countries in the region, Egypt is 

much safer.  “Safety!” Mustafa (Yemen) exclaimed. “I come from Yemen [a laugh]. We could 

not feel safe anymore, but here in Egypt, I feel very safe.”  

In addition, regional students confirmed that even during the political unrest in 2013, 

when the Second Egyptian Revolution took place resulting in the overthrow of the political 

regime, the Muslim Brotherhood, they felt safe, protected by their Egyptian friends, and did not 

feel  their lives were threatened in any way. Saleem (Palestine) said, “During the Revolution in 

2013 my parents and friends back home asked me to return in fear that it will be bloody. But I 

told them I am safe and that I am staying with the family of an Egyptian friend.” Saleem 

(Palestine), like many other regional international students, felt safe being in Egypt and did not 

perceive that his life to be in danger, or that there were reasons to flee the country. Indeed, 

students expressed they felt safer with their Egyptian friends and also living among the 

Egyptians.  Suleyman (South Sudan) stated, “When there are troubles in the country, I feel the 

Egyptian people are protecting me because I am not an Egyptian.”  

In fact, only few regional countries remain safe because of the current political turmoil 

that includes wars in Syria, Yemen, and Somalia and the political upheaval in Libya, Sudan, and 

Iraq. This turmoil affects international students from the region in two ways. Students are 

obliged to leave their own countries to pursue tertiary education, and the options are very limited 

in the region. The options for international students from developed countries seeking a higher 

education experience in North Africa or the Middle East are similarly limited. Many regional 

students were forced to flee their own countries and were subsequently more concerned with 

safety when choosing a host country for study. Countries like Algeria, Morocco, Lebanon, the 
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Gulf States, and Egypt prospective destination countries. Even though Egypt was also under 

sporadic terrorist attacks, comparatively Egypt was preferred to other regional countries, “My 

parents considered going to Lebanon, which is a bit more risky than coming to Egypt,” Nora 

(Yemen) stated. Furthermore, the centrality of Egypt as an educational and cultural regional hub, 

easier entry, and the good reputations of Egyptian public and private universities were major 

reasons to attract regional and non-regional international students.  

These reasons are interesting because they are reflected in the increasing influx of 

international students to Egypt that are pursuing higher education. Another reason for choosing 

Egypt as an academic host country is its closer proximity to home countries and a similar culture. 

This is consistent with the research of Jon et al (2014), who found that Chinese students 

preferred Korea over other destinations because of its proximity to their home country and 

seemingly similar culture. This trend was found by Lee and Sehoule (2015) as well, who 

reported Sub-Saharan international students prioritized South Africa for similar reasons. With 

that, there is a perception that is possibly unique in the Middle East during the time of increased 

political unrest in the region, Egypt is considered by regional international students as a safe 

country to study, travel, and live in compared to other countries in the region. 

Exchange programs were the major driving force to attract non-regional international 

undergraduate students to AUC. Exchange programs and bilateral agreements not only ease 

many of the transition hurdles for international students, but also facilitate the admission and 

application processes, registration, choosing courses, and transfer of credit hours. Most 

international under graduate students were short term (a semester or a year) and were not seeking 

a degree in Egypt. These findings were echoed in previous research (Cantwell et al., 2008; Jon et 

al., 2014; Kondakci, 2011; Lee & Sehoole 2015). 
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Exchange programs and opportunities to study abroad were uncommon for regional 

international students. There were few short-term or non-degree seeking students from this 

population. Possible explanations for this may include there are fewer and possibly no bilateral 

agreements between Egyptian institutions and other universities in the region. However, 

according to Hamid (2010) Egyptian public universities develop extensive international 

agreements across the globe, but the extent of collaboration and agreements is hard to determine 

from their websites. Moreover, the sample of regional international students for this study did not 

provide any examples of bilateral agreements within the institution level. Therefore, further 

research, with a larger sample or interviewing international outreach personnel may be essential. 

Regional international students appear to be motivated by the degrees offered at Egyptian 

universities. Students from this group were more academically oriented than non-regional 

undergraduate students and they highlighted the importance of reputation, accreditation, and 

program quality as a rationale for their choice. Regional international students do not come on 

short-term basis because, unlike non-regional international students, they do not perceive Egypt 

as a tourist destination. These findings mirror those of previous research (Cantwell et al., 2008; 

Jon et al., 2014; Kondakci, 2011; Lee et al., 2017; Lee & Sehoole 2015). For example, 

international regional students from the Balkan countries attending Turkish universities were 

academically focused, expected to attend on a long-term basis, and were less concerned about the 

cultural experience and tourism opportunities (Kondakci, 2011).  

Section Two: Academic and Social Experiences 

Examination of international student experiences while studying abroad is crucial to 

understanding patterns of international student mobility. According to Cantwell et al. (2009), 

experiences that occur while the international student is living in the host nation affect their 
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perception of their lived experiences as they study abroad. Their perceived experiences may 

include how the institution or the public treat them, the quality of courses attended, the social 

experiences, making friends, and the level of safety.  

In general, the findings inform us that international students in Egypt enjoyed positive 

academic and social experiences. However, data analysis of this study show discrepancies, not 

only among the different international student groups according to their region of origin, which 

is compatible with previous research (Cantwell & Lee, 2010; Chen, 2007; Kondakci, 2011; Lee 

& Rice, 2007), but also between the type of institution, and the desired degree program. 

Rich and Unique Educational Experience 

All AUC regional international students and non-regional graduate students expressed 

enjoying a rich and unique educational experience. The regional students highlighted the English 

language as a medium of classroom instruction. To them, it was a crucial aspect for building 

valued human capital that enhances their position in the regional and global job market. In 

addition, they emphasized the value of the liberal arts in education. “One of the best aspects of 

AUC is the liberal arts system. I get exposed to many different disciplines outside my major. 

Honestly, this is the highlight of studying at AUC,” said Ali (Yemen). In addition, these students 

enjoyed small classroom sizes and multiple extracurricular opportunities, such as studying 

abroad and attending conferences in different countries. 

Similarly, non-regional graduate students discovered that AUC offered rigorous, 

challenging, organized, and well-implemented curricula. In addition, graduate students found a 

unique opportunity to integrate fieldwork with the theoretical curriculum. For example, Miguel, 

a student from Colombia, and Sophia, from the UK, cited visiting the Islamic mosques and the 

ancient Egyptian sites in Cairo as part of their education, while James, from the U.S., could 
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observe the political changes in Egypt and relate it to theories he was studying. Although, this is 

a unique and exceptional educational experience for these students, and one that could happen in 

Egypt, I may reflect that cities such as, Rome, Athens, Paris, and Mexico City, to name a few, 

may provide a similar unique educational experience. 

The academic experiences of international students attending Egyptian public universities 

varied greatly between degree programs. Students in Medicine, Engineering, and Sciences 

communicated enjoying a rich educational experience. These students highlighted that they are 

taught by professional and highly qualified professors who employed a rigorous curriculum, and 

references are in the English language. This was perceived as a great advantage over home 

country universities since subjects were taught in their native language. However, like students 

attending other colleges, they shared some concerns such as class size and resources.  

Low Expectations and Arabic as a Language of Instruction  

Non-regional undergraduate students studying at AUC indicated that some of their 

courses were not challenging enough. They also reported many instances where classroom 

discussions and instructions in Arabic left them frustrated. Dissatisfaction with the English 

language as a medium of instruction was also reported in the South Korean case (Byun, et al., 

2010; Jon, Lee, & Byun, 2014). International students perceived some of the local undergraduate 

Egyptian students to be less motivated to study and exhibited low English language proficiency. 

Miguel (Colombia) stated, “It is very different if I talk about Egyptian undergrad students and 

graduate students… I can see undergrad students are less serious about their studies, and really 

don’t do the effort.” This opinion was echoed in the survey as well.  One quote stated, “I found 

that although it should be an English speaking university, some students have very poor spoken 

English.” A possible explanation for this is that AUC may have faced low enrollment because of 
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economic pressures when the Egyptian pound was devalued in December 2016. To overcome the 

shortages, AUC may have had to become less selective or lower its aptitude testing score 

requirements. This is a concern that AUC, an all-English language institution, should address 

Similar dissatisfaction with the educational experience was pointed out by regional 

students attending Egyptian public universities. Many, including Arabic-speaking international 

students, expressed frustration with colloquial Egyptian Arabic, which was used during 

classroom instruction. “They [professors, students, and administration] expect us to understand 

the Arabic they speak because I am from South Sudan. But the fact is we suffered a lot during 

the first few months. We couldn’t understand any of the lectures. It was frustrating,” said 

Suleyman (South Sudan). 

Furthermore, these regional students were overwhelmed by the huge classroom sizes and 

the high student-to-faculty ratio in public universities. To them, the over-crowding is not only 

their greatest challenge but also affected the teaching and learning in a negative way. They found 

participation, contributions and interactions with professors difficult in classrooms, which 

reduced resource accessibility. These issues may have neither practical nor feasible fixes because 

of dire economic and social circumstances Egypt is currently facing, and the nature of the 

subsidized public higher education is stressed in Egypt, a prodigiously over-populated country. 

However, it is suggested that international students’ academic experiences in Egyptian public 

universities may improve if faculty uses classical Arabic for classroom instruction, which most 

Arab and African Muslims understand, or the institutions could offer colloquial Arabic courses 

for all international students before admission. In addition, institutions could increase the number 

of faculty, provide graduate students with opportunities to teach, or raise admission standards to 
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reduce the number of students each year. Clearly, none of these solutions can be implemented 

without serious consideration to expected setbacks and trade-offs. 

With regard to the social experience in Egypt, all international students highlighted an 

authentic international experience in Egypt, however, data analyses show that international 

students in Egypt had two, very different social experiences when they are at their universities 

and when they interface with the greater Egyptian society outside their institutions. The Egyptian 

context has a unique culture that needs to be understood, and it can be argued that the gated 

community of the institutions does not allow students to engage authentically with Egyptian 

culture. It should be noted that, unlike universities in the U.S., UK, and other countries of the 

global north, higher education institutions in most economically developing countries, are 

fenced, well-guarded, and gated. This seems to create discrepancy between two environments. 

James (USA), articulated it well, “It is two different worlds inside the AUC and outside. When I 

go outside I have different experiences with the people and culture. So for me, living in this 

bubble had been the greatest challenge.” However, and despite the challenges faced due to the 

immersion in an entirely different culture, international students could still form meaningful 

friendships and strong social networks.  

Friendships and Networks 

All international students enjoyed close relationships with each other, developing 

international and multi-cultured relationships and identities in Egypt, “I have friends from many 

different countries and I got to learn from them all. I consider myself a multicultural person now. 

In Syria, we don’t have this diversity of students,” stated Nazir (Syria). This sentiment was 

echoed in other interviews as well. Emilia (Germany) said, “It seems that AUC has students from 

all over the world here and it’s exciting. In Germany we have a much less diverse student body.”  
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International students however, interacted the least with local Egyptian students. Some 

challenges international students experienced included forming meaningful relationships with 

local Egyptian students. Reasons cited were the closed social circles Egyptian students formed, 

language barriers, and lack of common social venues. Isolation and exclusion from the local 

students and their communities were also reported by international students in the United States 

(Lee, 2010; Lee & Rice, 2007), South Africa (Lee, 2017), and Australia (Deumert et al., 2005).  

All non-regional international students tended to have friends from home offering mutual 

support during their time away from home. Conversely, not all regional students form close 

bonds with other students from home. A possible explanation is the political unrest in these 

countries, where the civilian population is divided into contested political groups. This issue 

could affect student friendships as the political divide widens.  

Most regional international students attending public universities formed a tight social 

network with peers from their home country, perhaps in part because of the lack of support and 

services they received from the institutions. These students formed concrete networks with each 

other, and relied on their seniors to help them navigate the challenges they face in their first years 

of enrollment in Egyptian public universities. 

That said, all international undergraduate students at AUC formed meaningful 

relationships with non-local Egyptian students who lived outside Egypt all their lives but 

returned for their university studies. “Oh, we have a lot of Egyptian friends from the dorms. We 

get along very well with them. They are different than the local Egyptian students,” Sufian 

(Libya) said.  The non-local Egyptian students are an interesting sector of students who seemed 

to have their own, sometimes lost, identity, failing to belong to any of the student groups in 
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AUC. Non-local Egyptian students were not identified as international students in Egyptian 

public universities. As a result, a separate study on them is worthwhile. 

 Despite feeling isolated from the local Egyptian student body, all international students 

expressed feeling comfortable and treated with respect within their institutions. However, 

regional students communicated a lack of care and attention from their institution. This was 

particularly evident in AUC where regional international students felt less welcomed by the 

International Student Life (ISL) office than non-regional international students. This observation 

may indicate possible neo-national conduct in Egyptian institutions.  

On-Campus: Neo-National Experiences 

All international students expressed that they were treated with respect within the context 

of their institutions. Adnan (Syria) said, “We were never treated with disrespect at all and we 

were never called names or disgraced for being Syrians. People were always very keen to help us 

and treat us with respect.” In fact, some international students felt they were treated better than 

local Egyptian students, “If I would say we were treated differently than local Egyptian students, 

I would say we are being treated better than most locals” Saleem (Palestine). Miguel (Colombia) 

also pointed this out: “Sometimes I realize I am treated better than the local students.” 

However, regional international students attending Egyptian universities reported that 

they feel left out or not engaged enough by the institutions. “I worked with the international 

student syndicate and have a basic knowledge about international students and I would claim that 

most of us don’t feel welcomed here,” Belal (Central Africa). Ali (Yemen) noticed this too and 

proposed a plausible interpretation, “I think Arabs [and Africans] are overshadowed by the rest 

of the international students. I guess to most Egyptians ‘international’ means only ‘foreigners’ 

[Western students]. That’s the definition.”   Indeed, in colloquial Arabic and in public Egyptian 
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settings, the word “foreigners” generally is reserved for white people—Europeans, North 

Americans, Australians, and so forth. Similarly, regional students attending public universities 

confirmed that they received minimum attention, assistance, and support from their respective 

institutions. This conduct may conform to notions of neo-nationalism.  

Neo-nationalism is a form of discrimination, stereotyping, and xenophobia that has to do 

with one’s nationality within a community of the same race (Cantwell & Lee, 2010; Lee & Rice, 

2007). Neo-nationalism experiences were reported in previous research. For example, in a case 

study of a private university in Korea, all Asian students reported more unfair treatment by 

classmates, professors, and off-campus, felt less welcomed, and less accepted than Western 

students. The research of Lee et al. (2016) uncovered anti-Chinese sentiments, resulting in verbal 

aggressions, challenges securing housing, and more. The same sentiments were expressed by 

Sub-Saharan students studying in South Africa (Lee & Sehoole, 2015).  

Although, extreme mistreatment and xenophobic sentiments were not evident in Egypt, 

the fact that regional students felt neglected and treated with less care and attention may indicate 

neo-nationalism. But, possibly, it could be an act of unintentional negligence on behalf of the 

institutions or the lack of means and experiences to watch over international students’ needs. I 

suggest Egyptian universities are to be made aware of this to improve their services for 

internationals student. When exposed to the greater Egyptian cultural context, all international 

students faced further serious challenges.  

Off-Campus: Neo-Racism in the form of Financial Exploitation, and Sexual Harassment 

Data also indicate that when off-campus all international students face possible hints of 

neo-racism when interacting within the greater Egyptian society. Neo-racism is an emerging 

form of discrimination directed towards people that goes beyond the tone of the skin or the 
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physical appearance to include a perception of national order and cultural superiority (Cantwell 

& Lee, 2010; Lee & Rice, 2007).  Neo-racism was reported in previous research. Cantwell and 

Lee (2010) showed non-western international students experienced a form of neo-racism while 

studying in United States in the form of country of origin stereotypes. Asian post doctorates in 

the US communicated that they were stereotyped as being hard workers, were given massive 

workloads, and provided meager living conditions.  

This study hint that international students endured neo-racist experiences in the form of 

financial exploitation or sexual harassment. Sexual harassment is a pressing concern and needs to 

be addressed by the entire Egyptian population, “I think the greatest challenge in Egypt is being 

a female. We get a lot of attention and sometimes are harassed,” reported Emilia (Germany). 

Although the sample from the public universities did not include female participants, the male 

international students were aware of the conditions female students had to navigate as they were 

exposed to the Egyptian society. Saleem (Palestine) said, “I would definitely recommend my 

friends back home to come and study in Egypt, but I do not recommend it for girls to come here, 

especially alone. They get harassed a lot and it may not be suitable for them.”  

It must be stated that not only non-Egyptian females are subject to harassment; Egyptian 

females suffer the same treatment as well. In fact, this is a current issue that is often discussed on 

public forums. Unfortunately, in certain countries, and Egypt may be included here, girls and 

women are worse off than men because their surroundings are often threatening. Although 

female international students in many other countries have reported sexual harassment as well 

(Deumert et al., 2005), this is a serious concern for Egypt, and needs to be urgently addressed. 

Financial exploitation was another issue international students endured in Egypt. 

International students recognized they were being charged far more for most things than an 
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Egyptian. “Sometimes it is ridiculous what they try to charge us for things here… maybe three or 

four times as much,” Sophia (UK) stated. International students realized that they are always 

treated as tourists. Alonso (Portugal) said, “If I go to a market or some other place, people try to 

sell me things, thinking I am a tourist. But I am not a tourist. I live here and I am only a student.” 

Interactions like these drain students. Fares (Algeria) stated, “I always have to bargain and 

negotiate prices…. it’s very hard to deal with this all the time.”  Taken together, these findings 

echo that of previous research. For example, Deumert et al. (2005) study showed that non-

western international students (China and India) face problems related to language proficiency, 

social isolation, and work-related issues. Similarly, discrimination appeared in Cantwell et al. 

(2009) study, which showed US students in Mexico feel less accepted and experienced relatively 

unpleasant treatment outside campus compared to European and Latin American students. 

Neo-racist constructs have been evident in earlier research on international students 

(Cantwell & Lee, 2010; Lee et al., 2017; Lee & Rice, 2007). What international students 

experience in the Egyptian context may come under the definition of neo-racism, although, I 

believe it is less severe and less direct when compared to what international students experience 

in other countries.  

When we look at sexual harassment under the same lens, it can be recognized that 

common Egyptian stereotyping indicates that non-Egyptian girls and women are more open or 

liberal than Egyptian girls and women. The outcome is any encounter or opportunity offers most 

Egyptian males the prerogative to talk to or ask for the attention of foreign females. These issues 

negatively affect international student experiences in Egypt. Emilia (Germany), “I think the 

being a female is the greatest challenge for me being in Egypt.” An additional effect is, when 
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international students perceive the surrounding environment as insecure, they begin to isolate 

themselves. Sophia (UK), “We receive so much attention. I wish I was invisible.”  

Similarly, financial exploitation can be explained as neo-racism in that it is 

discrimination based on stereotyping and national origins. Egypt is facing dire economic 

challenges, and the effect is tourists become targets for cash.  Local Egyptians have the 

perception that white people and people from the Gulf States have more money and can afford to 

pay more than the ordinary Egyptian can. Because of these experiences I question if Egypt, as a 

nation, is prepared to host a large number of international students, especially women, since 

exposing them to harassment, insecurity, and financial exploitation scars their otherwise positive 

views of experiences in Egypt. 

However, it is crucial to point out these attitudes and social constructs are deeply rooted 

in Egyptian culture. Depending on social class, local Egyptians are also financially exploited. 

Upper or upper-middle class Egyptians are expected and asked to pay more than lower-class 

Egyptians. Similarly, Egyptian girls and women suffer sexual harassment on a daily basis. Nora 

(Yemen), “It’s not just me who get sexually harassed, all my Egyptian girl friends get harassed.” 

It is important to understand that discriminatory financial expectations do not exclusively target 

non-Egyptians; local citizens suffer from these constructs as well. That said, these undesirable 

issues need to be addressed because they are experiences that affect international students’ future 

planning and aspirations after graduation. 

Section Three: Aspirations and Expectations 

Added Valued Human Capital 

All international students agreed that their higher education experience and a degree from 

Egyptian universities are beneficial for future educational and career prospects. However, the 
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reasons and rationale for value added human capital varied among the different international 

groups. Non-regional international graduate students attending AUC, and regional students 

attending both AUC, and public universities expressed their education, credential from AUC, 

and being in Egypt would be a favorable advantage after graduation. These students were 

convinced that academic achievement in Egypt would help them build valuable human capital 

skills. The effect is to make them uniquely competitive for higher-level jobs in their countries, in 

particular the Middle East region and globally.  

On the other hand, non-regional undergraduate students believed that their Egyptian 

experience added to their personal, cultural, and intellectual growth that will resonate in future 

job applications. Less focused on the degree, they viewed their time at AUC as an augmentation 

of professional multicultural, experienced, and well-traveled qualities found in competitive 

candidates. .Conversely, the other two group’s objective was centered on earning a university 

degree from Egyptian universities. What all groups shared is, while they were generally satisfied 

with their Egyptian experience and assigned high expectations to it, they expressed great doubts 

that they would further their education or build their career in Egypt. 

Egypt may not be an Option after Graduation 

Although it remained a possibility, most regional students did not indicate that Egypt was 

their preferred destination to further their education. This finding is different from previous 

research (Cantwell et al., 2008; Jon et al., 2014; Lee & Sehoole, 2015). Those studies showed 

that students from less developed countries aspired to remain in the host country for work or for 

further education. Possible explanations include: The Egyptian experience offered them 

unforeseen opportunities, which widened their horizons, choices, and prospects for their future. 

As outcomes, their ambitions surpass what Egyptian universities can offer them, since there is a 
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lack of resources for research. These students were disappointed with the educational experience 

and realized that Egyptian universities are not efficient enough to yield graduates with the 

necessary skills for the current labor market. However, if this is the case, this is not Egypt’s issue 

alone. Other countries such as China and India have experienced the same issues. Chinese and 

Indian, tertiary institutions failed to produce highly skilled workers to meet domestic and global 

market demands (Hamid 2010; Varghese, 2008). Finally, many international students may 

perceive that a graduate degree from one of the core nations is superior to one from Egypt.  

This is an important finding for two reasons; first, the effect will be a brain drain (Lee & 

Kim, 2010; Rizvi, 2005, Schiff, 2005). Ambitious Egyptian students and prospective 

international students will leave to industrialized countries. Second, Egypt will loose its 

reputation as an educational regional hub decreasing the influx of international students. Both 

will have dire consequences on tertiary Egyptian education and the economy. 

 As to building a career, data analyses showed that all regional international 

students, not including medical school students, expressed their desire to be employed as soon as 

they graduate. Engineering student Nazir (Syria), explained, “I will look for a job as soon as I 

graduate. I hope in a multinational company or something. I want to have some work experience 

first [before pursuing a graduate degree].” Although, few students expressed interest in working 

in Egypt, it was evident the majority were not considering the Egypt labor market as a 

destination of their choice. A possible explanation is the Egyptian labor market is highly 

competitive with few open positions for local Egyptian graduates. Contextually that translates as 

an imbalance between the supply of university graduates and labor market demand. Evidence has 

also shown that the largest labor population is youth; known as a “youth bulge”, while Egyptian 
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public universities produce far more graduates than the Egyptian labor market can sustain 

(Fahim & Sami, 2010).  

Another explanation is exclusion of non-Egyptian professionals in the local labor market. 

Many students communicated that the Egyptian market is not accommodating to foreign labor. 

Therefore, staying longer than graduation is unrealistic. Suleyman (South Sudan), “It is difficult 

to work officially here because of the security clearance and other bureaucratic procedures. 

Many firms will not hire a non-Egyptian professional.” Ali from Yemen articulated some 

challenges, “I would like to work in Egypt, but I feel that we Yemenis are not accepted in the 

workforce here. There are issues with processing the work permit, and probably nationality-wise 

as well because of the recent conflict between Yemen and other Arab nations.” Even in 

academia, international doctoral students found many challenges pursuing faculty positions at 

Egyptian public universities, Madien (Syria) stated, “The Egyptian public universities are 

excluding non-Egyptian faculty to be hired.”  

These finding are crucial, needs to be addressed, and poses a number of questions for 

further research. How does higher education administration view international students 

continuing their education in Egypt if they have no prospect for jobs after graduation? Why is 

Egypt not trying to recruit these brilliant minds into its labor force? To what extent do Egyptian 

public universities internationalize their faculties? What future international students can have in 

Egypt after graduation?  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSION 

Egypt has a particularly unique geographical location which makes it a cross roads and a 

link between east and west, and between south and north. Moreover, Egypt is always in the 

forefront of political issues in the Middle East .It supported the un-colonization of many Arab 

and African nations, assisted in building their infra-structure, and founded many higher 

education institutions in the region. These factors, along with its unique historical and cultural 

significance and the presence of Al Azhar University —the oldest university in the world and a 

religious center— makes Egypt a central nation not only in Africa and the Middle East, but also 

a core country and a hub for all Islamic nations.  

Indeed, the role and significance of Egypt as a central nation cannot be denied. As one 

student, Gary from the United States, attested, “I noticed Egypt wherever I went or did, even 

more when I read history books, and I am like, ‘Oh, Egypt! That is the place I want to see. . . . I 

am convinced that Egypt is the capital of the Arab world, and its culture is very strong. . . . Egypt 

is such an important place for its history and its cultural, such an epic place.” 

In regard to education, from time immemorial Egypt has always been a major educational 

destination. Even today, Al Azhar University still attracts thousands of students from all corners 

of the globe to learn about the Islamic faith. However, insofar as modern universities are 

concerned, Egypt is a novice and far from becoming a major destination for international 

students. Nevertheless, this study shows Egypt can still serve and provide international students 

with an exceptional educational, social, and cultural experience.  

This study contributes to the literature by examining international students’ orientations 

— their dispositions, experiences, and expectations— towards studying in Egypt. By doing so, 

this study fills the gap in the literature in regard to understanding international student mobility 
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in an area that has scarcely been studied. Furthermore, this study sheds light on international 

student dispositions, experiences, and expectations towards studying in an Arabic-speaking, 

Islamic nation in Africa; an undertaking that is unprecedented in international comparative 

research. 

The study suggests that international students’ reasons for studying in Egypt varied 

according to the student’s region of origin, institution attended, and degree program. But the 

main reasons for choosing Egypt as a destination were; (a) Egypt is an iconic and epic country 

due to its historical, social, and cultural significance, and, (b) Egypt, in general, is a safe country 

to study, live, and to travel to, safer when compared with other countries in the region. Egypt. 

For most students choosing Egypt as a destination for further education,  selection of the country 

was the most important and more important than the choice of  institution. Given the nature of 

the admission process in Egypt, this is particularly evident with regional students who foremost 

chose Egypt without knowing which institution they would land in.  

However, it must be noted that different international student groups had different 

rationales for choosing Egypt. For instance, non-regional international students who chose to 

study in Egypt desired the cultural exchange experience and tourist opportunities. They found 

that being in Egypt is crucial for their educational experience. Whereas regional international 

students consider that Egypt is ‘umm el donia’—mother of the world. They strongly expressed 

their belief that Egypt is the greatest, most established nation in the region. They also pointed out 

that, although Egypt is not the richest country in the region, throughout history and even in 

contemporary times Egypt has always welcomed, sheltered, and accepted all citizens from 

neighboring countries, especially when these nations have had ominous political circumstances, 

Mustafa (Yemen) sums it up, “We Arabs owe a lot to Egypt, when the Gulf War broke out, all 
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Kuwaitis seek refuge in Egypt, when Palestine is occupied they too came to Egypt. Now with the 

situation in Syria, Yemen, and Libya, look what Egypt is doing; it’s accepting all these people. 

No other country in the region does that.”  

The significant role Egypt played and continues to play was also recognized by regional 

international student from Africa, Belal from Central Africa writes in a poem about Egypt: 

“Egypt, anything about Egypt inspires knowledge 

Egypt is the mother of the world, 

In Egypt, the air is knowledge 

The River Nile speaks of its heritage 

Its undiminished sun is the culture 

And it breathes with religion” 

Clearly, regional students admit and appreciate the central role Egypt played and 

continues to play in the region. The second reason why international students chose Egypt is that, 

counter to the common narrative about safety in Egypt, international students found that Egypt, 

in general is a safe country to study, live, and travel to, particularly when compared to other 

nations in the region. With the dire political situation and the extended wars Syria, Yemen, 

Libya, Iraq, Somalia, and South Sudan, and despite what Egypt is going through (e.g., terrorist 

attacks), international students from regional countries regard Egypt is as a safe sanctuary. Thus, 

as Egypt stabilizes its internal political climate, it is expected that more international students 

will seek tertiary education in Egypt. This is confirmed when we notice that according to the 

Egyptian Survey Authority (EAS), the number of international students in Egypt in 2017 reached 

70,000 while back in 2011 there were 40,000 student only. This corresponds to experience in 
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South Africa where Sub-Saharan students considered it more politically stable than their own 

troubled countries (Lee & Sehoole, 2015).  

In addition, shown in  previous research (Cantwell et al., 2009; Jon et al., 2014; 

Kondakci, 2011; Lee & Sehoole, 2015; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002), proximity to home countries 

and compatibility of culture is important. These factors promote Egypt as an attractive 

destination for many regional international students. As a result, as Egypt loosens its visa 

requirements, increases scholarship opportunities, and provides affordable living conditions, 

Egyptian universities may attract the brightest minds from these countries; the number of 

international students from this sector is expected to increase. 

The study further shows that the academic experiences of international students varied 

depending on their region of origin, the institution attended, and the field of study. Regional 

international students, and non-regional graduate students studying in AUC, expressed the 

importance of a challenging, rigorous curriculum and unique educational experience. Regional 

international students emphasized the value of English language as a medium of instruction, the 

liberal arts system that allowed them to explore different fields of study, the availability of many 

extra-curricular opportunities, and the small class sizes at AUC that allowed a positive faculty-

to-student relationships. However, non-regional undergraduate students at AUC and regional 

students attending public universities who are not studying engineering, medicine, or sciences 

described a poor academic experience due to a less challenging curriculum. The regional student 

group also communicated initial struggles understanding the Egyptian dialect and a huge faculty-

to-student ratio, which negatively affected the learning and teaching process. 

Regional international students communicated a lack of care and attention by Egyptian 

institutions, especially AUC, where regional students could recognize that the International 
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Student Life (ISL) office gave international students from Western countries more attention. This 

may reflect neo-nationalism, which was also reported in previous research (Lee, 2016; Lee et al., 

2017). Neo-nationalism is a new form of discrimination based on national hierarchy and 

xenophobia directed against people of the same race (Lee, 2016; Lee & Rice, 2007). However, 

our study did not reveal any xenophobic sentiments towards regional students. A separate study 

may be essential to find out if xenophobia is a problem for international students in Egypt. 

Regional international students confirmed that Egyptians may not be considering them as 

foreigners who need special attention. Ali (Yemen) stated, “I think Arabs [and Africans] are 

overshadowed by the rest of the international students. I guess to most Egyptians ‘international’ 

means only ‘foreigners’ [Western students]. That’s the definition.” Indeed, in colloquial Arabic 

and in public Egyptian settings, the word “foreigners” generally is reserved for white people—

Europeans, North Americans, Australians, and so forth. 

Previous studies of  international students in host nations showed that overseas students 

experienced discrimination in the form of neo-racism (Cantwell & Lee, 2010; Jon & Jang, 2012; 

Lee, 2016; Lee & Rice, 2007), insecurity (Deumert et al., 2005; Marginson et al., 2010), feeling 

uncomfortable and unwelcomed (Cantwell et al., 2009), and were  victims of stereotyping 

(Cantwell & Lee, 2010). The research of Lee et al. (2016), uncovered anti-Chinese sentiments 

that led to verbal aggressions, challenges securing housing, and more. Similar sentiments were 

expressed by Sub-Saharan students studying in South Africa (Lee & Sehoole, 2015). This study, 

on the other hand, did not find that international students studying in Egypt had those 

experiences within the university campuses. Off-campus in the greater Egyptian society 

international students reported some stereotyping and challenges such as sexual harassment and 

financial exploitation.  Sexual harassment was in the form of micro aggression (staring), verbal 
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(cat-calling), and in few circumstances touching or grabbing. No incidents of rape had been 

reported by any of the participants in this study. All students had to navigate financial encounters 

with the local Egyptian society; they reported that they are usually charged far more than a 

typical Egyptian.  

A possible explanation is that since Egypt is going through tough economic times tourists 

become targets for cash. With great reservation I may say that this is a form of neo-racism 

because international students are being discriminated against and that the average Egyptian 

citizen is stereotyping them. Indeed, local Egyptians perceive that white people and people from 

the Gulf States can afford to pay more than the ordinary Egyptian can. Having said that, it must 

be pointed out that not only international students are subject to those negative social 

experiences; but most Egyptians have them as well. Sexual harassment has become so evident 

and spread in Egypt that it is a topic that is discussed daily on public forums. Financial 

exploitation is a serious concern for many Egyptians as well. Thus it may be stated that these 

experiences are not aimed at international students because they are non-Egyptians, but it is a 

general attitude of the Egyptian society that needs to be addressed by Egypt as a nation.  

Degree-seeking international students (non-regional international graduate students and 

regional students) attending Egyptian universities strongly believed that attaining a degree from 

Egypt is far better and more valuable than earning a degree from home. Each group had its own   

reasons for this belief. Non-regional graduate students strongly believed their degree and the 

unique educational experiences in Egypt will help them to be more competitive for higher-level 

jobs not only in their countries but also globally. To them, studying disciplines such as 

Egyptology, Islamic Architecture, Middle Eastern Political Science, or the Arabic language in 
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Egypt provide them a unique opportunity, an authentic and practical experience superior to that 

of that of graduate students who earn these degrees from other countries.  

Similarly, regional international students understood that earning a degree from Egypt is 

superior to attaining a degree from any other country in the region. However, these students did 

not consider Egypt as their preferred destination to further their education, although attending 

graduate school remained a possibility. This finding is different from previous research (Cantwell 

et al., 2008; Lee & Sehoole, 2015) that showed that students from countries less developed than 

the host nation were aspired to remain in the host country for work or for further education.  

Possible explanations for this difference may include: (a) international students’ ambitions 

surpass what Egyptian universities can offer them, (b) Egyptian universities are not perceived as 

yielding graduates with the necessary skills for the current labor market, (c) many international 

students may perceive that a graduate degree from one of the core nations is superior to one from 

Egypt, and (d) the lack of job opportunities in the Egyptian market. This is a concern because it is 

likely that Egypt will face a brain drain of its brilliant local Egyptian and international students.  

This issue should be addressed by the Egyptian administration. It could be suggested that 

Egyptian universities need to raise their quality of education and to invest more in higher education 

resources.  

Furthermore, Egyptian labor market and universities could try to recruit and become 

inclusive of international students. However, the extent to which the Ministry of Higher Education, 

MoHE, and the Egyptian government realizes the geopolitical and historical importance of Egypt, 

which could make it a top educational and professional destination, is unknown. This study sheds 

some light on some pressing issues that need to be addressed in order to establish the value and 

potential of Egypt as an educational regional hub. 
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Limitations of the Study 

As with all studies, this research has several limitations. First, the typical criticism of 

conducting a qualitative study, as opposed to a quantitative study, in regards to external validity 

or generalizability. However, I may argue the objective of this study that was not to be 

generalizable but to provide an introductory, tangible understanding of international students’ 

orientations towards studying in Egypt. Furthermore, I would argue that qualitative methods 

allow to elicit in-depth understanding of a phenomena in a real social context.  

Second, being an Egyptian national, it is possible that international students withheld 

important information or criticism of my country. However, I would argue that my positionality 

(characteristics and attributes) and experiences as a researcher allowed me to build trust with the 

participants who, I believe, had been very open during the interviews.  

Third, the overall sample size was small and was not representative of the population of 

international students at Egyptian universities. However, it can argued that although this true it 

had a good distribution of students in regard to region of origin, majors, and degrees. Moreover, 

the information collected from the students were comprehensive and consistent enough that a 

larger sample may not add much. In other words, the sample reached saturation.  

A fourth limitation of the study is that it provided only a snapshot of the phenomena of 

international student mobility in Egypt. This is, however, a by-product of qualitative studies and 

this study employed other data sources (website analysis and fact books) provided a more 

holistic understanding of the phenomena. 

Implications of the Study 

This study makes a number of important contributions, including; Firs, it investigated 

international student mobility in a region that is largely understudied. Indeed, North African and 
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Middle Eastern education hubs were hardly investigated. This study fills that gap in research. 

Second, this study provides an insight of the dispositions, experiences, and expectations of 

international students in Egypt. Getting an insight of international student oreintations in 

Egyptian universities provide important implications for institutional policies. For instance, a 

greater understanding of international students’ motivations to come to Egypt direct institutions 

to promote those positive and attractive elements of studying in Egypt, and at the same time 

identify some of the challenges that may face Egyptian institutions in attracting and hosting 

cross-border students. Moreover, the study sheds light on the experiences of international 

students on and off-campus and provides recommendations to institutions to better international 

student experiences in Egypt by addressing these issue that may have upset them.   

Third, the study offers recommendations to institutions and country. The outbreak of the 

Arab Spring and other political issues in the region, it is predicted that Egypt will host more 

migrants from the neighboring war-torn Arab countries. Therefore, it is paramount that Egyptian 

institutions are aware of the needs of an increasing population of international students. 

Recommendations to facilitate international student admission may include, ease of entry, user-

friendly application procedures for international students, addressing harassment and financial 

exploitation, increasing the educational quality of the undergraduate courses, paying more 

attention to regional international students, and preparing international students with the 

appropriate skills and information to interact comfortably within the larger Egyptian context. 

Finally, a crucial significance of this study is related to the general cynic attitude and negative 

perception of the Egyptian public and government towards research work in Egypt. That is to 

say, as is the case in most African nations, several challenges occur when conducting research in 

Egypt such as, lack of data, lack of organization of any data collected- if any (Mulumba et al., 
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2011). At best, the data are collected intermittently and usually stored in paper documents. This 

makes the retrieval of the information quite challenging. Furthermore, in the highly politically-

charged environment, research in Egypt, as to be expected, is usually met with skepticism and 

often times by rejection. This study changes this negative perception towards research by 

generating new, useful, and important knowledge of international students’ dispositions, 

experiences, and expectations as they study in Egypt.  

Future Research 

It may be suggested that future research may include female international students 

attending public universities. Also other universities from around Egypt may participate to get a 

more holistic view of international student migration patterns in Egypt and the larger African 

continent. Other studies may investigate Ministry of Higher Education (MoHE) strategic plans 

and initiatives in recruiting international students. Finally, future research may explore the efforts 

of Egyptian institutions along with the MoHE to internationalize their faculty and curriculum. 

These are important fields of research to understand the Egyptian administration towards 

attracting more international students into its higher education system, and to examine if the 

efforts and objectives are aligning and being met.  

I would like to end this dissertation with this poem (provided under permission) that one 

of the participants posted on his facebook page expressing his experience in Egypt.  

 بالكويت كنت السوري

 بسوريا كنت اللي جاي من الكويت

 بس بمصر

 "بمصر كثير كنت اسمع "يا راجل.. انا كنت فاكرك مصري

 ..بعمري ما حسيت اني ببلدي متل مصر
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فت على شخصيات عظيمة و اتعلمت كثيراتعر .. 

 ..عندي كثير من الحب و االمتنان الجمل ناس تعرفت عليهن باجمل خمس سنين بعمري

 ..انا مدين للمصريين بكل جميل سيأتي

 ..والزم ارجع

 ..الن ما في قوة بالعالم بتمنع الواحد انه يزور وطنه

 شكراً على كل شي

 This poem can be translated as follows: 

When I was in Kuwait, they said, “You are the Syrian”, 

When I was in Syria, they said, “You are the Syrian coming from Kuwait”, 

However, when I am in Egypt, 

They always said, "Oh, man! We thought you are Egyptian”, 

Never did in my life I felt so at home, 

I have known great people and learned a lot, 

I have so much love and gratitude to the most beautiful people I have known during the 

best five years of my life, 

I owe everything good that will come to the Egyptian people, 

And, yes, I must return, 

Because there is no power in the world that would deter a man to return to his 

homeland... Egypt is my homeland…  

Thank You Egypt 
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Table 1 

International Students Characteristics and Demographics Attending AUC 

Name Gender  Country  Course of Study  Under/Graduate Non/Degree Seeking 

Fares Male Algeria Business Sophomore Degree seeking 

Chunhua Female Chinese Arabic Language Graduate Non-degree seeking 

Miguel Male Colombia Islamic Art 

Architecture 

Graduate Degree seeking 

Emilia Female German Geography  Graduate Non-degree seeking 

Sofian Male Libya Computer 

Science 

Junior Degree-seeking 

Alonso Male Portugal Business 

Management 

Senior Non-degree seeking 

Sophia Female UK Egyptology Graduate Degree-seeking 

Gary Male USA International 

Relations 

Senior Non-degree seeking 

James Male USA Political Science Graduate Degree seeking 

Nora Female Yemen Graphic Design Senior Degree seeking 

Ali Male Yemen Comparative 

Politics 

Graduate Degree seeking 

Note, order of students was based on the alphabetical order of their country’s name. 
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Table 2 

International Students Characteristics and Demographics Attending Egyptian Public Universities 

Name Gender Country Course of Study Degree Years 

CU*      

Adnan Male Syria Engineering Undergraduate 5 years 

Belal Male Republic of 

Central 

Africa 

Informational 

technology 

Undergraduate 5 years 

Ibrahim Male Sudan Commerce Undergraduate 3 years 

Mustafa Male Yemen Engineering Undergraduate 5 years 

Suleyman Male Republic of 

South Sudan 

Veterinary Undergraduate 4 years 

ASU**      

Madien Male Syria Law School Graduate 5 years 

Muhammed Male Malaysia Medical School Undergraduate 3 years 

Nazir Male Syria Medical School Undergraduate 5 years 

Saleem Male Palestine Medical School Undergraduate 3 years 

Sultan Male Jordan Medical School Undergraduate 3 years 

Note. Order of participants was based on the alphabetical order of their pseudonym names. 

*CU is an acronym of Cairo University 

** ASU is an acronym of Ain Shams University 

  



INTERNATIONAL STUDENT MOBILITY IN AFRICA: THE CASE OF EGYPT 183 
 

Table 3 

International Student Enrollment in AUC in 2010-2011; 2012-2013; and 2016-2017 

 2010-2011 2012-2013` 2016-2017 

Total Number of 

International Students 

1,083 787 350 

Total Number of Enrolled 

Students 

6,553 6,948 6,453 

Percentage of International 

Students 

16.5% 11% 5.4% 

Note. This is a random selection of academic years to show the declining number in international 

students’ enrollment post the Egyptian Revolution in 2011. 
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Table 4 

Demographics of the current international students at AUC 

 Economically 

Developed Nations 

Economically 

Developing Countries 

Total 

Non-Degree Seeking 87 (98.8%) 1 (1.1%) 88 

Degree- Seeking 

Undergraduates 
55 (30.4%) 126 (69.6%) 181 

Degree- Seeking 

Graduates 
53 (63.8%) 30 (36.14) 83 

Total 195 157 352 

Note. The overwhelming majority of non-degree seeking international students come from the 

economically developed nations. 
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