
HIGHLIGHTS FROM EDUCATION AT A GLANCE 2008 – ISBN 978-92-64-04061-8 – © OECD 200932

1. EDUCATION LEVELS AND STUDENT NUMBERS

How many students study abroad?

– In 2006, over 2.9 million students were enrolled in tertiary-
level institutions outside their country of citizenship.

– Since 2000, the number of foreign students enrolled in
tertiary-level education in OECD countries has increased
by 54.1%.

– Asians account for almost 43% of international students
in the OECD area.

Significance

This indicator looks at the extent to which students
are studying abroad. One way for students to expand
their knowledge of other cultures and languages, and
to better equip themselves in an increasingly globa-
lised labour market, is to pursue their higher-level
education in countries other than their own. Some
countries, particularly in the European Union, have
even established policies and schemes that promote
such mobility to foster intercultural contacts and help
build social networks.

Findings

The number of foreign tertiary-level students in the
OECD area rose by 3% in 2006 compared with the
previous year, and by 2.7% worldwide. Since 2000, the
increase in the OECD area was just over 54%.

In the OECD area, the countries that sent the most
students abroad were France, Germany, Japan and
Korea. Worldwide, however, China and India were the
two biggest source countries. Indeed, Asia generally is
the biggest source area for international students,
accounting for just under 43% of the total in OECD
countries. Their presence is particularly strong in
Australia, Japan, Korea and New Zealand, where they
account for more than 73% of international or foreign
students. In the OECD area, the Asian group is
followed by the Europeans, accounting for 23% of
international students, followed by Africa with 9.9%,
South America with 5% and North America with 3.5%.
Altogether, 29.3% of international students enrolled in
OECD countries come from other OECD countries.

There are big variations between countries in the
percentage of international students enrolled in their
tertiary education students. In Australia, interna-
tional students represent 17.8% of the student body;
12% in Austria; 15.5% in New Zealand; 13.7% in
Switzerland; and 14.1% in the United Kingdom. By
contrast, in the Slovak Republic and Spain, interna-

tional students account for only 1% or less of the
tertiary-level student body.

In Australia, Germany, Switzerland and the United
Kingdom, more than 30% of all master’s degrees (or
the equivalent) and advanced research degrees are
awarded to international students.

Trends

Over the past three decades, the number of foreign
students has grown substantially, from 0.6 million
worldwide in 1975 to 2.9 million in 2006, a more than
four-fold increase. This growth accelerated during the
past ten years, mirroring the globalisation of econo-
mies and societies.

Definitions

Data on international and foreign students are based
on the UOE data collection on education statistics,
administered annually by the OECD. Data from the
UNESCO Institute for Statistics are also included.
Students are classified as international if they left
their country of origin and moved to another country
in order to study. Students are classified as foreign if
they are not citizens of the country in which the data
are collected.

Further reading from OECD

Cross-border Tertiary Education: A Way towards Capacity
Development (2007).

Internationalisation and Trade in Higher Education: Oppor-
tunities and Challenges (2004).

Going further

For additional material, notes and a full explana-
tion of sourcing and methodologies, see Education
at a Glance 2008 (Indicators A3 and C3).

Areas covered include:

– Distribution of foreign students by country of
origin and destination.

– Trends in the numbers of foreign students.
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How many students study abroad?

Figure 1.16. Percentage of international students enrolled in tertiary education, 2006

This figure shows the share of international students in each country’s student body at tertiary level when that share
exceeds 1%. In Australia and New Zealand, international students account for more than 15% of all students at this level.

Source: OECD (2008), Education at a Glance 2008, Table C3.1, available at http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/402158641726.

Figure 1.17. Proportion of international/foreign students in total graduates, 2006

This figure shows the percentage of graduates in tertiary education who are international and foreign students.

Source: OECD (2008), Education at a Glance 2008, Table A3.3, available at http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/401523756323.

%

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

20

Aus
tra

lia

New
 Ze

ala
nd

Unit
ed

 King
do

m

Switz
erl

an
d

Aus
tri

a

Can
ad

a

Belg
ium

Ire
lan

d

Cze
ch

 R
ep

ub
lic

Swed
en

Den
mark

Neth
erl

an
ds

Fin
lan

d

Unit
ed

 Stat
es

Ja
pa

n

Hun
ga

ry

Nor
way

Spa
in

Slov
ak

 R
ep

ub
lic

%

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

University-level programmes, first degrees University-level programmes, second degrees
Advanced and research programmes

INTERNATIONAL FOREIGN

Aus
tra

lia

New
 Ze

ala
nd

Unit
ed

 King
do

m

Switz
erl

an
d

Aus
tri

a

Germ
an

y

Can
ad

a

Den
mark

Fin
lan

d

Unit
ed

 Stat
es

Swed
en

Ja
pa

n

Nor
way

Belg
ium

Cze
ch

 R
ep

ub
lic

Por
tug

al

Hun
ga

ry

Ice
lan

d

Slov
ak

 R
ep

ub
lic

Tu
rke

y

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/402158641726
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/401523756323


From:
Highlights from Education at a Glance 2008

Access the complete publication at:
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264040625-en

Please cite this chapter as:

OECD (2009), “How many students study abroad?”, in Highlights from Education at a Glance 2008, OECD
Publishing, Paris.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1787/eag_highlights-2008-13-en

This work is published under the responsibility of the Secretary-General of the OECD. The opinions expressed and arguments
employed herein do not necessarily reflect the official views of OECD member countries.

This document and any map included herein are without prejudice to the status of or sovereignty over any territory, to the
delimitation of international frontiers and boundaries and to the name of any territory, city or area.

You can copy, download or print OECD content for your own use, and you can include excerpts from OECD publications,
databases and multimedia products in your own documents, presentations, blogs, websites and teaching materials, provided
that suitable acknowledgment of OECD as source and copyright owner is given. All requests for public or commercial use and
translation rights should be submitted to rights@oecd.org. Requests for permission to photocopy portions of this material for
public or commercial use shall be addressed directly to the Copyright Clearance Center (CCC) at info@copyright.com or the
Centre français d’exploitation du droit de copie (CFC) at contact@cfcopies.com.

https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264040625-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/eag_highlights-2008-13-en



