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Conference Opening 
Prof. Philip Oxhorn, Founding Director of Institute for the Study of International 
Development (ISID)  
 
In welcoming conference participants, Oxhorn emphasized that the world has changed in 
many fundamental ways since international education programs grew significantly in the 
1960s.The main goal of this conference is to explore if and how scholarship programs 
adapted to new realities, as well as consider how to maximize the contribution of these 
programs development. In line with ISID’s mandate, we are trying to make a difference by 
building bridges between research, policymaking and development.  
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Barry Burciul, Manager, Evaluation and Learning, Scholars Team, the MasterCard 
Foundation 
 
Since 2006, the MasterCard Foundation has enabled over 15,000 young African students to 
have an international educational experience. Through opportunities for higher education 
abroad, the Foundation seeks to develop systems of capacity building for education in African 
countries. We look forward to being part of this critical conversation, and incorporating lessons 
learned to make our impact that much greater and more effective.  
 
 
Michael Hawes, Chief Executive Officer, Fulbright Canada 
 
ISID has long been a leader in development research and is not afraid of confronting the tough 
questions. This conference seeks to explore the question:  are we ‘doing the right thing’ in the 
movement of international students? What impact does this have on long-term capacity-
building and capabilities? Should we be lessening such initiatives, or alternatively, doing more?  
We are honored to be joined by practitioners and funders, but in particular, those who have 
‘lived’ this experience and who can contribute great insight to this process.  

Inaugural Session: ‘The Voice of Experience’ 
 

Moderated by Michael Hawes, Chief Executive Officer, Fulbright Canada 
  
William Otoo Ellis, Vice-Chancellor, Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and 
Technology, Ghana 
 
Dr. Ellis, a biochemist who began is international studies as studying for his doctorate in Food 
Science at McGill, began by recounting an Africa saying that “You make a decision to return 
before you leave the shores of your country for the brighter lights of the West.” For him and 
several other African students who came to Montreal in 1979 thanks to scholarships from the 
Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA), the goal was to learn the most they could 
and to give back to their home countries after they graduated. Recalling the words of fellow 
Ghanaian, former Secretary-General of the United Nations Kofi Annan, “A hungry man is not a 
free man, as he cannot focus on anything else but securing his next meal,” the question of 
whether or not to go back became increasingly paramount as his studies continued. Some 
friends were returning, others were settling in Canada, and there were no programs for dealing 
with such issues.  
 
Ultimately, Dr. Ellis returned home, hoping to be an ambassador of McGill in Africa. He was 
confronted with difficulties in resettling in Ghana, such as the lack of adequate resources, the 
frustrations caused by a pervasive bureaucracy, poor services, and a “culture shock” from 
changes that had emerged while he was away, as well as the often unrealistic pressures and 
demands from relatives. In spite of this, he made numerous contributions to developing the food 
science and technology program at his university, as well as to nutrition and dietetics. He 
fostered also links with other universities and international institutions, led demand-driven 
research projects, and mentored students both locally and internationally. He also became 
involved in developing national policies related to development and education, national peace, 
and the enhancement of democracy. He became one of the youngest Vice-Presidents of the 
Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology, and today is its president.  
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Thanking McGill, his professors, and Canada for making this experience possible. 
 
Aissatou Diajhate, West Africa Regional Manager for the International Research & 
Exchanges Board (IREX), Mandela Washington Fellowship- Young African Leaders Initiative 
 
Ms. Diajhate, who completed her undergraduate and graduate studies in the US, knew early on 
that international development work was her vocation: When taking an English exam at her 
school in Senegal as child, she was asked why she was so interested in the English language and 
replied, “When my father watches BBC on TV, all the decision-makers speak English. I want to 
be one of them.”  

Adapting to university life as an exchange student at Michigan State University was not always 
easy. But when she complained to her mother that “people are not friendly; there is nothing to 
eat,” her mother replied: “Are you there to eat and smile, or to study? Make friends, and then 
you will smile and eat together.” This mindset has greatly served her in all her endeavours, 
educational and career-related.  

Ms. Diajhate confided that she was continually frustrated by “stupid questions” from people who 
did not know much about Senegal, let alone the African continent, and wanted to learn more. So 
she took it upon herself to inform others about her country of origin through informal 
discussion sessions and “African Nights” that steadily grew in popularity, something she 
recommends other exchange students to do as well.  

Ms. Diajhate also recalled an internship she completed in Washington, D.C., while completing a 
Masters in Michigan State University. Her supervisor was so impressed when she expressed 
surprise at the fact that “in an organization where decisions were made about Africa, there were 
no Africans on the committee” he offered her a job following her Masters, sparking her career in 
international development.  

The tensions created by the decision to “stay” or “go” had a big impact on her. A year before she 
would be able to apply for permanent residency in the US, she was offered a job back in Senegal. 
Her friends and family questioned why she would return, but Ms. Diajhate told them “I had 
learned enough. I had received a valuable opportunity and I wanted to give back. I wanted to 
enable others, particularly young women, to have a similar international experience, and was 
adamant that they be given the same chance as young men to develop their full potential.” 

Such a decision is quite complex and involves numerous factors and conflicting issues. Some 
stay for the opportunities receive, and also to avoid conflict or economic problems in their home 
country, or even to avoid a forced marriage. For Ms. Diajhate, what is most compelling depends 
on the person and their circumstances. Moreover, what one considers“home” can change over 
time: she now work in Ghana.   

For Ms. Diajhate, returning to Africa was constantly paramount in her mind; “I would ask 
myself, where my contributions would matter the most and realized I could make more of an 
impact on the African continent than in North America. However, by sharing my experiences, I 
am contributing here as well. In essence, I told myself I would not accept a job in North America 
if I could do it in my country.” 

Through her involvement with the Mandela Washington Fellowship- Young African Leaders 
Initiative, she assists in developing programs for future young African leaders. “I have so much 
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respect for the MasterCard Foundation for funding higher education opportunities, and not 
limiting themselves at the primary education level as with most organizations. While important, 
we must also see beyond”.  

Finally, Ms. Diajhate emphasized that while primary and secondary school opportunities are 
important, it is also important to look at higher education. For her, “education is an issue of 
social justice; a human right that every child has, regardless of where they were born.” 

 

Chisanga Puta-Chekwe, Deputy Minister at the Ontario Ministry of Citizenship and 
Immigration 
 
Mr. Puta-Chekwe, is also who president of the Masomo Education Foundation that helps young 
women and men attend University in Zambia,  began by noting how change the world is 
changing and that is critical to recognize the reality of the current global economy. It is no longer 
plausible to speak of an “absolutely wealthy North” and an “absolutely impoverished South.” 
There are pockets of each in both, contrasting the well-established shopping malls in Africa with 
the situation of Canada’s Native peoples. Similarly, Botswana is richer than Ukraine in terms of 
GDP/capita and the number of available nurses per population.  
 
This is a powerful illustration of how there are many degrees of development that are obscured 
by solely focusing on a country’s GDP/capita to describe its level of development. Other 
examples include Angola, which boasts high levels of income yet has a low literacy rate, 
compared to Zimbabwe, which haas low income levels, but its literacy rate is an impressive 90 
percent.  

 
This complexity fuels debates about education in Africa. While many believe that those who are 
educated ought to remain in their home countries to contribute, “I would respectfully disagree 
with such mandatory involvement. People are constantly migrating, yet still contributing to 
enhancing their lives of those close to them. Why should it be any different for Africans? , should 
they not be entitled to freedom of choice and movement like anyone else?” He noted that such 
an obligation can even be counterproductive if their skills simply cannot be utilized in their 
country.  
 
“The world is too complex for such simplistic understandings of brain drain. A more accurate 
term would rather be “brain circulation.” Contributions need no longer solely depend upon 
people actually returning. The possibility of benefiting from what some may term as “relocated 
brain power” should not be overlooked. The Ghanaian diaspora, for example, send to Ghana $18 
in 2012 to a staggering $18 billion-an amount that has been increasing for years, especially after 
dual citizenship was recognized. “While one could spend hours speculating on how much they 
would have contributed if they had returned, we can tangibly calculate how much they did give 
in the form of remittances.”  
 

Discussion  
 

Such personal accounts effectively demonstrate how simplistic approaches to understanding 
how best to contribute to Africa’s development must be avoided. As noted by Mr. Puta-Chekwe, 
there is a critical need for African and Asian voices to counter our assumptions, and to better 
inform policies made. He referred to an example from Zambia. International experts had 
condemned a proposed textile factory as a misallocation of resources, yet it was constructed 
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anyway. The surrounding communities began to grow and market cotton. This project greatly 
increased the Zambia’s economic security and development, a lesson that can be summed up as, 
“had the people listened to the ‘experts,’ a huge economic opportunity would have been lost.”   
 
The need to incorporate a variety of voices was reinforced by Ms. Diajhate, who noted that the 
host country, not only the exchange students, benefits from such experiences. Rather than make 
decisions from afar, she stressed that it is critical to gain insights into what occurs locally. 
Without consultation, projects and policies are bound to fail or at best be ill-fitted to the 
situation they are designed to address. She illustrated how some organizations interpret the fact 
that African girls do not make eye contact as evidence of disempowerment. Had they consulted 
the community, they would have found out that this is considered to be proper manners, and not 
an issue of empowerment at all.  
 
A recipient of a scholarship expressed the frustration of being treated as both fragile and aloof 
after receiving the award. Dr. Ellis agreed that the experience can be complex, as the home 
community often expects students to return and somehow resolve the country’s economic 
problems. This can be quite intimidating, and may result in people withdrawing as opposed to 
being actively engaged in applying their new knowledge. Figuring out how to resolve these issues 
is a difficult challenge, and asking for local input may be a valuable way of easing tensions and 
enabling all to benefit from new knowledge and realities.  
 
Mr. Puta-Chekwe noted that another source of stress is often the result of two contradictory 
realities that become apparent upon return. Some may react to the returning student with 
hostility, resentfulness or suspicion, as they fear the student may try to oust them from their 
jobs with their superior skills. Others may uncritically accept whatever the students say because 
“they had been in the developed world.” He continued that this is a historical reason why many 
states allowed themselves to be misled, as it is difficult to disagree with expatriates “who know 
better.” Still, the consensus is that change in Africa really needs to be led by Africans themselves.  
 
Another issue that was discussed was the implications of today’s “multi-directional flows” for 
capacity building. Prof. Ellis noted the need to make local opportunities appear more attractive 
and entice interest rather than wait for influxes of funds and resources; in essence, facilitating 
“brain circulation.” He suggested that McGill professors make short ‘knowledge-sharing’ trips to 
African countries where students would work for them.  
 
In response to a comment directly about what governments and institutions in the global North 
should do in order to facilitate engagement with the global South, Mr. Puta-Chekwe noted that it 
was imperative that there be an attitudinal change, moving away from the donor/beneficiary 
relationship. Genuine partnerships were needed, incorporating the strengths in the South along 
with external skills. Partnerships can also take the form of mentorships, which can play a critical 
role in capacity building, and the development of institutional linkages. Conceptions of 
international exchanges should be expanded to recognize that South to South exchanges are just 
as valuable as South to North ones. 
 
Friday March 20, 2015 
 
Panel 1: What Do We Know and What Do We Need to Find Out? 
Context, History, and Ongoing Research  
 
Moderated by Professor Andre Costopoulos, McGill University 
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Joan Dassin, Director of the Sustainable International Development Program at the Heller 
School for Social Policy and Management at Brandeis University 
  
Among other things, Prof. Dassin’s presentation drew on her experience as the founding 
Executive Director of the Ford Foundation International Fellowships Program, and a 
subsequent study she worked on of how the fellowships that more than 4,300 social justice 
leaders in Africa, Asia, Latin America, the Middle East and Russia received to pursue graduate-
level studies from 2000 to 2013 affected their personal empowerment and social transformation.   
 
Contextual factors are central for understanding the contribution of international scholarships 
to development. The idea of “brain drain” first emerged in the 1950s, referring to the migration 
of people from the United Kingdom to the United States for higher education and the resultant 
economic gains or losses based. It is simply outdated to think of brain drain as a binary issue of 
“going” or “staying.” Far from a unidirectional brain drain and loss, there is a multidirectional 
flow or “brain circulation” that includes reciprocity, and partnerships to counter conventional 
asymmetries of power. It is more about a commitment to one’s home country and to social 
justice—as mentioned yesterday—education is a human rights issue.  
 
The statistics on international educational exchanges are telling. UNESCO data reveal that 57 
percent of all exchange students travel to North America and Europe, whereas not a single 
African country is among either the top sending or receiving countries. Moreover, less than 5 
percent (or 5,000) of all African students actually travel abroad for their education.  
 
People do have mobility and there is a global marketplace for talent and ideas. Scholarship 
programs should be reformulated to take this reality into account. Such factors and context 
must be considered as this is a billion dollar industry with numerous stakeholders that can have 
serious ramifications if issues change. Of particular concern is that while there are very strong 
advocates for student mobility, there is less focus on the post-degree reality. Universities need to 
clarify these issues, and government migration policies must follow suit in adapting as well.  
 
The majority of exchange students are involved in the science and technology fields. It is thus 
critical to examine if there are opportunities for higher education in the students’ home 
countries, as well as if there are opportunities for meaningful employment post-graduation. 
Interestingly, in spite of assumptions about African PhDs abroad, most students actually express 
the desire to return home. The question is, what are they returning to?  
 
There is very little research done on graduate education in Africa. Only a minority of African 
universities actually offer graduate programs, making it very difficult to gain admittance and 
simply unrealistic for many. This is exacerbated by scarce funding, inadequate infrastructure, 
and hiring freezes.  Given this reality, donors should invest in both individuals and institutions 
for the greatest strategic impact.  
 
At the same time, unemployment for university graduates is particularly acute in Africa. It is not 
only an issue of skilled labor migration, but also the overall size of the skilled labor pool. What is 
being taught is also problematic. Graduates’ education is often not aligned with the needs of the 
growth sectors of the economy that might absorb them. This “skills mismatch” needs to be 
addressed.  

 
An important challenge for African countries is to improve the economic situation and 
opportunities for professional advancement in their home countries. This contrasts with the 
proactive immigration policies of host countries devised to entice graduates to stay. Developing 
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countries must foster meaningful reforms in their higher education sectors so they can benefit 
from students going abroad and hope to retain the talent. “The solution to curbing brain drain 
lies in African universities developing their research strategies, collaborating with other 
institutions in their region, and communicating with students to ensure that they can remain in 
African while doing their PhD.”  
 
Educational institutions are not job training facilities, yet there still needs to be a connection 
with job markets so that students are not left in their current bind. The skills mismatch in 
African countries is dire, resulting in few employment opportunities for higher educated 
professionals because “degrees awarded do not align with promising career paths such as 
telecommunications, engineering, agriculture, IT, banking and education.” For example, it takes 
an average of five years for a Kenyan university graduate to secure a job. 
 
One of the requirements for the scholarship recipients is already being involved in development 
work and community building. This approach enhances their proven skills. It was adopted by 
the Ford Foundation, and many believe perhaps ought to be emulated by other such initiatives.  
 
Women are decidedly underrepresented in the higher education programs, and many believe 
scholarships ought to be targeted at women and minorities in order to address this inequity. 
Another debate concerns level of education and its ultimate benefit. Should programs support 
greater numbers of students in relatively shorter-term undergraduate degree programs, fund 
exchange years rather than multiple years of study, or invest in fewer students completing 
longer-term studies at the PhD level?  
 
Prof, Dassin concluded with two observations. First, it is important to provide better support for 
the students’ decisions post-graduation and assist in their transitions into the labor market. 
Second, consideration should be given to “sandwich” or “blended’ programs” as a way to address 
many of these challenges.  Such programs can strengthen local institutions, while 
simultaneously fostering valuable international links. This is relatively common in Brazil, where 
students can earn their Brazilian degrees while studying abroad.  
 
 
Aryn Baxter, Director of the MasterCard Foundation Scholars Program at Arizona State 
University 
 
An international educator and researcher who studies the transformative potential of 
international scholarship programs, Dr. Baxter leads a study abroad program for students 
from Rwanda seeking international scholarships. For her, it is of paramount importance to 
understand how scholarship recipients perceive the dilemma of “should I go or should I stay” 
after their international experience, and how stakeholders can best support them as they mull 
over these choices given their mobility and the global economy. This requires a transnational 
lens. 
 
Dr. Baxter’s presentation drew on an ethnographic study of undergraduate students from 
Rwanda who received science and technology scholarships to attend two American 
universities. The objective was to try to understand their student and post-graduate 
experiences, recognizing that all had been exposed to the genocide in some fashion. A 
surprising number of students were grappling with the dilemma of staying or leaving, but 
often privately. More needs to be done to address this.  
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The study contained several interesting findings. First, it revealed that cultural and social 
expectations, as well as values, greatly influence experiences and decisions made. Many spoke 
about the challenge of navigating the expectations of family, governments, and funders who 
were a source of confidence for them, but also one of stress. Students were expected to return 
with more skills and knowledge than was realistic, as well as bring back an abundance of 
financial resources. For one student, “In Rwanda, people think of the US as a place of 
knowledge and magic, where anything is possible.”   
 
Scholarship recipients faced numerous expectations and pressures. Some believed they would 
be considered a failure if they returned. Adding to this were the scholars’ own opinions—did 
they want to stay or go? Such sentiments hint at continuous internal struggles. 
 
At another level, social, political and economic realities in Rwanda constrained the students’ 
decisions. Context and ethnic tensions must be taken into account, particularly as Rwanda is 
both praised and criticized for its top-down approach for reviving the country following the 
genocide. While there are optimistic expectations for Rwanda’s post-genocide future, there is 
caution as well. For example, there is paranoia concerning how others might report on what 
award recipients say about present-day Rwanda. This can generate pressures to promote 
positive images of the country, denying legitimate concerns about Rwanda’s future.  
 
Despite these pressures, many students felt studying abroad helped them to expand their 
level of self-understanding and the options they had after graduating. This was critical for 
shaping their sense of self and the desire to give back. In fact, many expressed how they 
wanted to get involved, with one student stating, “I want to make an impact; here, you don’t 
need me.” 
 
Some students expressed concerns about how to deal with their newfound mobility. As one 
student stated, “Working abroad can open new opportunities, but you do not get this chance 
in Rwanda, so working abroad has more advantages.” This issue of juggling opportunities and 
challenges was expressed by those who talked about the difficulty of returning from 
internships confronting the challenge of reintegrating and pursuing careers back in their 
home country. The challenge stems from being caught between opportunities abroad to fulfill 
one’s potential and to assist those at home from a distance, and the perceived importance of 
contributing back in Rwanda by pursuing a meaningful local career.  
 
The study’s findings suggest that the role played by socio-economic status merits future 
attention as it is currently under-examined in the relevant literature. More specifically, the 
competing pressures and expectations are particularly acute for those from socioeconomically 
limited backgrounds. Such individuals are more wary of the risks of returning prior to being 
fully equipped to legitimately succeed.  
 
This further suggests that research should also examine the “Diasporas of hope” outside the 
student’s home country. As the students travel for self-improvement, it is important that they 
be supported in their mental health and their decision-making throughout the whole process. 
They must be assisted in navigating the reality of expectations to support back home, the 
choice of returning or staying, and the legitimate fear of losing the mobility and professional 
development gained abroad.  
 
Mirka Tvaruzkova, Research and Evaluation Division at the Institute of International 
Education 
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A recognized expert in the evaluation of scholarship programs for international students, Mrs. 
Tvaruzkova noted that much research has been done on higher education programs, but such 
research often overlooks their actual impact. Instead, the focus tends to be on measuring 
outputs during the program. One reason for this is the difficulty is defining the concept of 
“impact.” But even if a good definition is found, identifying and measuring indicators of 
success are open for debate.  
 
The Ford Foundation Program funded an unprecedented ten-year study of its International 
Fellowships Program (IFP) which attempted to measure the success post-graduation of its 
alumni. The study also examined impacts beyond individual experiences, looking at the 
community and organization level. This is particularly challenging and innovative because it 
assumes that individuals can potentially have impacts beyond their own personal experience 
and development. Data are preliminary because the study is only in its second year. 
 
The study’s focus beyond individual impacts stems from an understanding of international 
higher education as a social justice program. Those chosen for the IFP often came from 
marginalized communities, and were selected on the basis of their commitment to social 
justice and demonstrated ability as leaders. The purpose of the program was to provide them 
with advanced economic opportunities to gain greater leverage in pursuit of these endeavors. 
In this way, the IFP was seen as a means to contribute to social justice. 
 
The study utilized the Kirkpatrick Model. This describes varying spheres of influence 
impacted throughout the IFP by focusing on several key concepts. “Reaction” refers to the 
first order of change that can be assessed by rating levels of response to questions regarding 
academic experience and performance. Around 91 percent of the students polled completed 
their degrees, with many obtaining jobs in their field. “Learning” looks at the impact this has 
on their subsequent activities. Data reveal a strong return to country rate of 77 percent, with 
93 percent finding employment or continuing on to further studies. The examination of 
“application” is an attempt to understand if students are applying what they learned in their 
personal, professional or volunteering life. Indicators of this can be found in their levels of 
social commitment and the degree to which they are utilizing their knowledge garnered in 
their professional work.  
 
Ultimately, the study is concerned with two other concepts: “organization” and “results.” 
Have new organizations or initiatives been developed from the knowledge gained? Does the 
community indicate that they believe the scholarship recipient to be more likely to return and 
implement change? The challenge here is to measure results and determine if they can be 
attributed to the IFP with some level of confidence. It is for this reason that such a long-term 
study is particularly valuable, as experiences are examined over time, making it possible to 
hypothesize if any changes can be attributed to the IFP.  
 
Finally, the study looks at “power” in networks, although this still remains insufficiently 
analyzed. Such power is best revealed through social network analysis at the national and 
program level. The frequency and development of both formal and informal networks can 
dramatically alter post-degree realities, and can lead to fruitful collaborations.  

Discussion  
A question was posed concerning restrictive immigration policies and tensions with the 
global economic situation. Prof. Dassin suggested that the experiences of international 
students are similar to that of skilled migrants. In both cases, there are numerous political 
factors at play, which can be contradictory when applied in practice. For example, in Norway 
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visa restrictions prevented students from staying, which meant Norway lost out on 
potentially valuable immigration. She wondered who was benefitting from this policy, 
“suggesting that taxpayers’ money ought to be allocated toward supporting local initiatives 
rather than essentially assisting others to leave. In contrast, Prof.  Dassin referred to 
Microsoft founder Bill Gates’ controversial advice to “staple a green card to each 
international student’s diploma in science and technology as we want them,” despite his 
general support for local employment.   
 
When discussing international education, it is important to realize that there are many 
stakeholders involved. In particular, the center of power is shifting away from the traditional 
dominance of North America and Europe, as China is recruiting talented professionals to its 
universities. There is also the continuous need to also support higher education opportunities 
in Africa so that these countries can become more competitive.  
 
Participants were particularly interested in the longitudinal studies, both concerning the 
students’ experiences throughout their programs and also post-degree. One individual 
queried what type of factors could influence students to return or not, wondering if short-
programs such as 1-2 year Masters programs could equip them with international education 
while also enabling them to gain some work experience. The IFP’s longitudinal study will be 
valuable in this regard.  
 
Prof. Dassin noted that if individuals’ employment positions in their home countries were 
reserved for them, there would be more of an incentive to return. This  an approach several 
foundations have attempted, although the Ford Foundation decided against this because it felt 
such a decision would be best left up to home governments. The Foundation also did not believe 
the situation applied to their participants, as the majority of them were first-generation 
university students from marginal communities and outside of the networks of power and 
influence. International mobility is an exclusive privilege with numbers really being in the 2% 
range.  
  
A representative from the World Bank noted how international scholarships are just one 
component of the larger picture of higher education, development and migration. The aim is to 
try to maximize the public benefit from these programs, as opposed to necessarily contributing 
to development, which can result in the situation becoming more inequitable. If the goal is to 
truly make a meaningful difference, the question is how to access the lower income groups and 
enable them to also benefit from such initiatives. Other focuses look at how to improve the 
quality of the education in such programs, as well as increase their relevance. For example, 
Ghana loses hundreds of nurses each year, and they were professionally trained in Ghana. In an 
ill-thought-out attempt to retain them, the Ghanaian government tried to get them to repay 
their training if they emigrated. This only added to their frustration and difficulty of working in 
Ghana. Prof. Dassin suggested a better alternative might be for the government to provide loans 
instead of grants, enabling mobility while expecting repayment. Yet even if such a change were 
implemented, the ratio of medical professionals to the population would still be dismally low. 
This is because it is not simply an issue of brain drain. It is also about the limited number of 
skilled individuals to begin with, which contributes to the strain if they decide to leave.  
 
Another participant brought up the issue of bridging or partnership programs in which students 
complete two years in their home university and two years abroad. Prof. Dassin noted that such 
models are still in the experimentation stage, so it is difficult to determine if such approaches 
are more effective. Brazil has implemented one-year science mobility programs in which 
students can study abroad and benefit from an international experience, while receiving their 
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degrees locally. Such hybrid programs have much potential, but it is critical to emphasize that 
individuals and organizations will gain the most from them when there are equally competitive 
programs and partners.  
 
Prof. Costopoulos summed up the discussion by stating that these programs all share the desire 
to enhance the outcome for those involved in terms of educational experience and post-graduate 
opportunities, as well as self-discovery. While that goal may be simple, it is also very elusive and 
difficult to measure. It is important to examine whether providing higher education 
opportunities are truly the best means for inspiring change in one’s society. There is a need for 
cost-benefit analyses, using migration studies parlance, as there are numerous push and pull 
factors influencing decisions.  
 
Panel 2: The Experiences of Those Who Benefit Directly—
Perspectives from the Scholars 

 
Moderated by Shona Bezanson, MasterCard Foundation 
 
It is particularly revealing to hear from those who have lived the experience of studying abroad. 
There is much to learn from their journeys, and from hearing how it has often not been a direct 
or easy path, but one “driven by dreams and self-beliefs.” While MasterCard scholar Fatima Al 
Ansar was not able to attend the panel, she provided an insightful comment: “you need to get 
young people involved in these programs, for our advice and our impressions. We know our own 
experiences best.”  
 
Jackie Bagwiza Uwizeyimana, MasterCard Foundation Scholar, McGill University (Rwanda) 
 
Ms. Bagwiza uses her art to depict strategies for overcoming the challenges young women face 
and has worked on numerous projects to encourage women and girls in her homeland Rwanda 
and elsewhere to engage in self-leadership. This includes using auto-ethnography when 
presenting and exhibiting “Art as Healing” in Growing up in post Genocide Society: the 
Challenges of Young Rwandan Women. In her conference presentation here, Ms. Bagwiza 
emphasized how young African women regularly face numerous challenges in accessing 
available educational opportunities. She explained how many of her friends had dropped out of 
school because they became pregnant, noting that this was one of the main reasons girls often 
cannot benefit from higher education. “Young women d[o not] lack determination, courage, 
dreams [or] the ability to follow the direction of their dreams. Rather, they lack open choices 
and accessibility to the available opportunities.”  The result is that there is much hidden talent 
that remains underdeveloped and with few outlets.  As former South African President Nelson 
Mandela noted, “education can change the world,” but this remains beyond the reach of many 
young women. It is only by changing this reality that Africa can be able to grow economically, 
politically and socially.   
 
Rwanda faces many challenges: 61 percent of the population is under the age of 24, and due to 
the recent genocide, millions are orphans. Many live in extended families, but this is very 
difficult for girls, in particular, as they are expected to contribute to more household 
responsibilities than biological children. Not only does this hinder them from pursuing 
opportunities, but they are unable to expose any problems if anything does occur due to the 
feeling of imposed gratitude. If they become pregnant, they lose everything, a reality 60 percent 
of her schoolmates experienced. As a result, these girls are “invisibly vulnerable” as they 
experience significant burdens, but can share them with anyone.  
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The problem is compounded as many believe that those taken into extended families are 
somehow better off than those with more obvious indications of poverty. “It is one thing for an 
orphan to have an adopted family; it is something else entirely to have access to opportunities.” 
Having electricity is simply not an accurate benchmark of being able to access opportunities, as 
vulnerability and poverty have many faces. This reality must be taken into account by 
international education programs, as it is too often obscured. “We must look for Mama Africa to 
solve Africa’s problems in whatever form she may take.” Change can be led by women- if they 
are only given the chance.  
 
Jonathan Chirwa, MasterCard Foundation Scholar, McGill University (Malawi) 
 
Jonathan Chirwa is a first year MasterCard Foundation Scholar in Science at McGill University 
who was born and raised in Malawi. He has aspired since he was a child to not only change the 
working mentality of the youth in his community, but also to address the limited accessibility of 
medical services and health care that are available to Malawi citizens and hopes to go to medical 
school. Mr. Chirwa “was intrigued by the conference’s title, ‘Should I stay or Should I Go?’ as 
these are questions we scholars often talk about, but usually in vain so it is important to have 
funders, policymakers and program developers here in the same room.”   
 
In the scholarship applications, students must state what they would do if they were granted one. 
Mr. Chirwa researched the appalling health statistics in Malawi, which were worse than he 
realized compared with other countries. The shocking reality motivated him to seek to change 
this, and he became the vice-president of a youth organization focused on addressing problems 
in the community. The group sought to mobilize youth to bring about change and become the 
leaders of improvement. After working with street children and trying to get them to return to 
school, he was even more motivated in his mission.  
 
After he was honored with the scholarship, Chirwa asked himself, “Will I stay or go?” In the 
beginning, was sure he would return following his studies. Now, seven months into the program, 
he is hesitant. Scholarships are designed to prepare young people to have a positive impact in 
their communities, yet how does one truly give back as the funders expect? For most, the most 
tangible to do is by returning, but is this only way? While the average scholar does hope to 
improve living standards back home and make a positive social impact, this can take a variety of 
forms. It also can entail many levels: the individuals and their family, the community, the 
country, and even the continent. While their priorities are usually in this order, some feel they 
must sacrifice themselves and the welfare of their family in favor of the higher levels, 
particularly as the funders of international programs often focus on these higher levels when 
discussing how they expect award recipients to giving back.  
 
Mr. Chirwa related how one scholar regularly sent funds while abroad to create a clinic in 
Malawi, where he charges fees similar to government-sponsored clinics. This is a significantly 
different from the usual fee structure of private clinics and it treats 17,000 people a year. 
Similarly, a Zimbabwean chemical engineer returned following graduation to become a high 
school chemistry teacher. So when note how there are more Malawian doctors in the United 
Kingdom than in Malawi, does this mean they are necessarily not contributing to help Malawi? 
 
What is greatly needed are networks for the scholars at home via internship programs so they 
can access opportunities in their own fields, at the same time that conventional understandings 
of “giving back” are reconsidered. Otherwise, many who return will simply not able to fulfill 
their dreams as they must contend with regular challenges for survival.  It is also critical that 
scholars’ voices be integrated into programs in order to best challenge the narrow 
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understanding of ‘contributing.” Peer mentorship can also be very valuable to help students 
studying abroad remain motivated and provide a support network. Finally, not only is there a 
great need for more provisions for students following graduation, it is imperative that they be 
involved in the development of such programs in order to be maximize the benefits for everyone.  
 
Emmanuel Mudakenga, World University Service of Canada scholar, founder of the African 
Trade Organisation (ATO), McGill University (Rwanda and Malawi) 
 
Mr. Mudakenga was able to have an international education experience through a Canadian 
organization that sponsored refugees. African universities barely have sufficient resources for 
their own citizens, and often have few openings for refugees such as him. His community had 
great expectations for him in enhancing the socioeconomic situation in Malawi upon his return. 
Now, coming to the end of his MA in Economics at McGill University, he is confronted with the 
dilemma of what to do.  
 
Mr. Mudakenga finds inspiration in an African proverb: “Courage is not the absence of fear, but 
rather the triumph over it.” As a consequence, he realized that he must return and contribute in 
some manner: “While I would like to enjoy the harvest, I also want to be part of the sowing.” Yet 
this is not the only way to contribute—something international scholarship programs often 
obscure. Whether one chooses to stay or return, such decisions are not mutually exclusive 
because one can stay and give back while abroad. Moreover, even if one does return, there is no 
guarantee that he or she will be able to substantially change anything. As a result, many scholars 
seek ways of contributing while back home or in their host countries. A good example is the Sons 
of Wala in Kenya, whose members successfully raised funds for a clinic while completing their 
bachelors degrees abroad.  In a similar fashion, Mr. Mudakenga founded the African Trade 
Organization Initiative with the aim of providing governments with an African perspective on 
issues and advising them on policy issues, as well as publishing about African problems. He is 
determined that people rethink their assumptions and see the broader picture, including the 
region’s history and context, in order to be able to truly understand challenging situations and 
develop effective responses.  

Discussion 
Many agreed that the assumption that one can only give back to one’s community by returning 
is overly-simplistic. Ms. Bagwiza point about the need to redefine poverty and vulnerability was 
particularly appreciated. One participant reinforced the point that orphan girls in extended 
families are doubly disadvantaged. Not only do they lack access to the same opportunities as 
other youth, they often cannot qualify for scholarships because they are considered middle class 
due to where they live, even though they need of scholarships for self-advancement.  
 
Ms. Bagwiza added that many girls experience similar constraints despite their different 
backgrounds: while “they may not need shoes, they still lack other things.” Such girls often feel 
they do not meet the criteria of what a vulnerable person looks like, and can even be offended by 
such allusions. The logic is quite problematic, as the criteria demarcating who is eligible for 
benefits such as transportation or other amenities effectively obscure the girls’ real situations 
with the rationalization  “but you have shoes,” denying the numerous faces of vulnerability.  
 
Today, many students are choosing to return as African economies are developing, creating a 
situation of inverse migration. This has resulted in a situation that is dramatically different from 
that of earlier generations of international students. Mr. Chirwa noted how this helps challenge 
assumptions that there is little future in investing in one’s home country.  
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Many were inspired by Ms. Bagwiza’s comments on empowering women, and wondered what 
the role of non-governmental organizations should be. She responded that African women are 
very strong and wise: they know what they want and what needs to be done, but lack the means 
for realizing such ambitions. When Rwanda experienced so much trauma, there were few 
therapists for assisting people in rebuilding their lives. As a result, informal organisations 
developed to enable the community to be able to move forward together. If non-governmental 
organisations truly wish to help, there must be more partnerships where the women are 
consulted on what the pressing needs are, and incorporated throughout. This is the only way 
that solutions can actually have much of an impact. It is critical that women are given the chance 
to play an important role in procuring meaningful change. Many use Rwanda as an example of 
women’s empowerment due to the high numbers of women in parliament. This situation, 
however, is due more to the number of men who perished, rather than to genuine empowerment. 
It is an inaccurate indicator of change because they did not gain their positions due solely to 
their capabilities. 
 
The discussion concluded with a question about which aspect of their international education 
experience the scholars believed would best serve them in their quest to contribute to their 
society. Ms. Bagwiza Uwizeyimana noted how she has been exposed to many new ideas, and is 
committed to finding ‘Mama Africa’ to resolve Africa’s problems. Mr. Chirwa was inspired by his 
mentor who advised him, “when you are going abroad, think globally, but when you are there, 
act locally.” Ms. Bezanson summed up the discussion by noting that this dynamic dialogue is 
evidence of the need for more encounters between funders and scholars in order to address 
complex issues such as the elusive identity of vulnerability, and the high expectations burdening 
students. Such “learning partnerships” are extremely valuable. 
 
Panel 3: Listening to Those Who Made it Possible—Funder 
Perspectives 

 
Moderated by Prof. Jorge Balan, Columbia University 
 
As the former Senior Program Officer responsible for the higher education research and policy 
portfolio at the Ford Foundation and Project Partnership for African Education, Prof. Balan 
offered many insights as moderator. In particular, he noted that while the common assumption 
is that the experience of most international students is made possible due to funding 
organizations, many in fact must fund themselves or received funding from their home 
governments. Fellowships are only available to a small percentage, and many are subsidized by 
the public sector.  
 
 
Mary E. Kirk, Director, Office of Academic Exchange Programs, Bureau of Educational and 
Cultural Affairs. US Department of State 
 
With extensive experience and leadership in the field of international education and exchanges, 
including working with the Institute of International Education for over 20 years, Ms. Kirk now 
works to expand public diplomacy and “people to people” connections at the Fulbright Scholar 
Program and the Young African Leaders Initiative. The objective is to foster mutual 
understandings and relations between the US and other countries through exchange programs 
of various types. Given the growing importance of Africa to the US for economic and for security 
reasons, including a very large youth population that many speculate will result in a larger work 
force than China by 2040, the time has come to build a more open exchange of ideas in order to 
develop true partnerships. 
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Longstanding connections with African countries have been fostered with a budget of $21 
million allocated for graduates and research, and half a million for undergraduates. Many 
graduate students are in professional fields such as public health and business, with a consistent 
60:40 ratio of men: women. Each year there are around 8,000 applicants across the African 
continent for the 110 available spots. The selection process is also complicated by the limited test 
preparations in African countries, which make rankings difficult, particularly for Francophone 
students. Rapidly changing political contexts can also affect the program. The rate of return for 
African Fulbright scholars is very high, as most students are in their mid- to late-30s and often 
have jobs to return to.  
 
Through its Faculty Program, Fulbright also funds 30-40 US professors annually to teach 
abroad. Many American graduate students also go abroad as well thanks to Fulbright 
scholarships.  Other programs include the Humphrey Program, which assists around 180 mid-
career professionals a year, and the Washington Mandela Fellowship, which is the flagship of 
the Young African Leaders Program initiated by American President Obama to recognize the 
increasing role of African entrepreneurs and professionals for democratic change. All of these 
programs result in institutional linkages that can have numerous beneficial long-range impacts 
on many levels. 
 
Tillie Shuster, Canada Campaign Director, Rhodes Trust 
  
The Rhodes Trust awards one of the oldest international scholarships, dating back to 1903. 
These graduate student merit awards to attend Oxford University are focused mainly on the 
United States, the Commonwealth, and Germany, with eighty-three scholarships awarded 
annually. Oxford was selected by the scholarship’s founder to act as a common area for future 
leaders to meet one another and develop peaceful relations.  
 
The selection process is unique, and both academics and non-academics are accepted. 
Recipients are expected to become ambassadors for their respective countries. In spite of 
challenges created by economic downturns, the Rhodes team prides itself on adapting to new 
realities. Concerted efforts are also being undertaken to achieve greater geographic, gender, and 
ethnic representation.  
 
Consultations with alumni and the provision of mentorship opportunities are particularly 
valuable undertakings unique to Rhodes. Alumni are encouraged to remain involved, and 
scholars increasingly are becoming program trustees. They also offer insights for new recipients. 
By linking theoretical ideas with practical experiences, leadership skills are continually fostered.  
 
For the 100th anniversary of the Rhodes Scholarship in 2003, the Foundation created the 
Mandela Scholarships for African Students initiative. With a 44 percent return rate, many 
students have undertaken leadership positions abroad. For example, former Rhodes Scholar 
Kumi Naidoo was the first African to lead the international environmentalist group Greenpeace.  
 
Leanne Cooper, Department of Foreign Affairs, Trade and Development, Canada 
  
Canada’s International Education Strategy aims to make Canada a world leader in international 
education and ensure its future prosperity.  Scholarship programs are administered by the 
Department of Foreign Affairs, Trade and Development (DFATD), and have various 
international development and thematic focuses. The African Leaders of Tomorrow Scholarship 
Fund is one priority.  
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More generally, particular emphasis is placed on francophone participation. The Canadian 
Francophonie Scholarship Program was created in 1987, and is currently involved in 37 
countries. While there was initially only 95 scholars a year, the program has grown to over 
2,000 scholarships awarded annually, with 76 percent of recipients coming from Africa. As a 
result of evaluations, the program was recently restructured. The goal of the restructuring is to 
“train the trainers” by building teaching and research facilities, and assisting managers to 
increase capacity in both the private and public sectors. During the project’s transition period 
(2006-2009), the focus was on getting countries to be more involved in the selection of students 
in order to strengthen representativeness, as well as ensure that the goals of award recipients 
correspond with national priorities and needs. For example, if one has eight scholarship years to 
distribute, is it better to allocate them to two PhD students or four Masters students? 
 
Current challenges include maintaining ties with institutions, as well as tracking scholars in 
order to effectively assess long-term impacts. In particular, one goal is to increase the 
proportion of female students from the current 20 percent to 5050 percent. While in the past it 
was possible to DFATD choose more women applicants in order to promote gender equity, this 
decision is now in the hands of the interested states.  

Discussion 
A participant questioned the capacity of scholarship programs to select awardees truly 
representative of the entire region, especially given the predominance of scholars from South 
Africa.  Ms. Kirk responded that outreach is made as broad and inclusive as possible so that all 
interested parties a chance. She emphasized that there is no favoritism toward particular 
countries, and that recipients are accepted solely on the basis of merit and leadership potential.   
 
Another comment concerned issues of gender equity, and the fact that men tend to dominate 
these scholarship programs. Despite the best intentions of funders, cultural values can be very 
influential and make it difficult for women to be considered for such positions, particularly if 
more of the decision-making power has been left to the partner country’s discretion. It often 
appears easier for men to accept scholarships and to bring their wives, while women with 
families may not even apply. Ms. Cooper noted that women tend to evaluate such opportunities 
with their family’s support in mind. As a result, women seem to be more attracted to one-year 
programs.  

 
Panel 4: The Experiences of Those Who Benefit Indirectly—
Perspectives from Development Practitioners 
 
Moderated by Professor Khalid Medani, McGill University 
 
Dolores Dickson, Camfed Ghana 
 
Dickson, an expert in social innovation and gender with broad experience in the international 
sector, noted that she is very familiar with the debate about “should I go or should I stay?” 
When she worked at the United Nations, she was certain that she would return to her native 
Ghana, and it was not so much an issue of “if”, but rather when, and what she would be going 
back to. It is critical to take context into consideration. In her case, Ghana’s economic boom 
in was a very enticing factor in her decision to return, while the recession in the United 
Kingdom made the decision that much easier. Personal factors are also important, and “we 
must be aware of our own personal journeys, as this can impact decisions made.” 
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Scholarships can provide students with the opportunity to study fields not available in 
African universities. For example, one scholarship student earned a cardiology degree in 
Germany and returned to set up the first cardiology center in Ghana. This was a critical 
contribution to his home country in which he enabled Ghanaians to benefit from his 
experience. The ability to train professionals in desperately lacking fields is central to the 
development and societal enhancement of these countries. For a Kenyan student who studied 
agriculture and crop production, it was important to stay in Boston, but he is still making a 
critical contribution by disseminating his knowledge back home. Scholarships can also 
introduce students and professionals to innovative ideas such as technology for screening 
against counterfeit medication, which can dramatically prevent the vast numbers of needless 
fatalities such drugs cause. 
 
Scholarship programs also foster valuable networks. For example, Nigerian students in 
Houston are using various social media tools to bring together Africans in the diaspora and 
contribute to the continent. This inspiring initiative was covered in a “Focus on Africa” series 
on BBC.  
 
Diaspora communities contribute much more than commonly recognized, with statistics 
revealing that they are responsible for more funds being transferred to the continent than 
development aid. What is more important, however, is how this money is distributed. How 
does it affect equity and actual change? Camfed has provided 7,000 scholarships for girls in 
Ghana in an attempt to reach those most in need, and is offering girls opportunities for self 
and community advancement otherwise beyond their reach. Scholarships play a truly 
transformative role not solely for the students involved, but also for their extended contacts. 
It is thus not only a question of whether one will return or stay, but rather whether or not one 
will contribute to the continent. “Scholarships are central to the development of the continent, 
but there is a great need for a client-sharing model for it to be a truly holistic experience. 
Only then can they become agents of change”.  
 
Jaya Murthy, UNICEF-Uganda 
 
Mr. Murthy has over 13 years’ experience working with humanitarian and development 
organizations throughout Africa and in Iraq. From his perspective, 2015 represents a unique 
moment as the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) are coming to an end and will soon 
be succeeded by a new development agenda, referred to as Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). This change recognizes that societies can truly be transformed only through a 
sustained approach.  
 
Rather than solely looking at social development, an African focus for truly “transformative 
development” must address economic growth and trade, and incorporate ambitions and 
aspirations for the future. For example, Vision 2040 Uganda is focused on moving from a 
“peasant-based economy” to a middle income one, where economic growth needs to be 
stimulated in order for tangible change to become realizable.  
 
The predominant question is how can economic growth be driven? Uganda is one of the 
youngest countries in the world, with one of the highest fertility rates, and 8 million 
Ugandans living in poverty. Half of all women are married by the age of fifteen, and 25 
percent of all teenagers become pregnant, losing out on the educational opportunity for self-
advancement, and becoming susceptible to both HIV/AIDS and neonatal mortality.  
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The situation of women and girls in Uganda is not unique, and for this reason the 2014 Girls 
Summit in the United Kingdom decided to focus specifically on adolescent girls. In particular, 
there is the increasing realization that the secondary school experience is very influential for 
defining one’s future. There are so many heartbreaking stories of Uganda girls dropping out 
of primary school and being married off so families can benefit from a dowry to survive, with 
many having to go into the sex trade. This is a huge loss of potential for the future labor force.  
 
With adversity, however, there is opportunity. “We must engage in transformative 
development and use collective leverage to make an impact.” Addressing the needs of 
adolescent girls is a critical way of dealing with so many issues of development; from child 
marriage and education, to neonatal health and job opportunities. “We must seek to empower 
these communities, and let them be the agents of their own change.”  
 

Discussion 
 
One participant commended the panelists for their respective work in making educational 
opportunities more possible for girls internationally, yet asked about cultural values that may 
limit their actual impact. Mr. Murthy agreed that this can be challenging. Indeed, severe 
stigmatization and sexual violence can result when educating girls is not viewed positively. A 
balance must be found for providing girls with opportunities while not transgressing or 
undermining cultural beliefs. The only way to achieve this is through sustained efforts to 
involve community leaders. Only in this way can culturally-legitimated, meaningful systemic 
change be achieved.  
  
Ms. Dickson agreed that there is a need for a power-sharing approach, in which communities 
become partners in the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of programs. If 
not done, well-intentioned projects will simply not succeed. The question is how to evaluate 
the need, interpret the information, and react to it in order to bring about meaningful change.  

 
More focus must be placed on growth with equity and pro-poor policies in order to make a 
true impact. Mr. Murthy felt that that is the only way to achieve truly transformative 
development. One problem with the MDGs was that they were not particularly equity-focused; 
something the SDGs address directly. The proposed multidimensional definition of 
“vulnerability” is one way this is being proposed. Mr. Murthy also emphasized that investing 
in people is the key to sustained change. If there is no focus on early childhood development 
and supporting girls in their formative years, their physical and cognitive abilities may be 
stunted, with an irreversible loss to potential productivity. Ms.  Dickson added that there is a 
need to bridge research with practice on the ground. Policymakers must work with 
practitioners and communities in order to create meaningful, sustained change.  
 
A representative from the World Bank asked that if the main goal is to have sustained and 
equitable growth, where are funds best allocated? Given that resources are limited, one must 
make strategic choices. Are they better spent in higher education or in primary education? 
The panelists agreed that both sides of the spectrum are needed in order to achieve sustained 
socioeconomic improvement.  Education, as well as a focus on health, lead to much deeper 
change, and should be the priority for investing for the future.  
 
Ms. Diajhate made another insightful comment, stating that “we must go from education as a 
policy issue to a human rights one. Only then will we stop objectifying children and really see 
what poverty looks like.” She reminded the audience that programs tend to focus on orphans, 



20 
	  

but that those who have parents afflicted with HIV/AIDS are also suffering, even though are 
not eligible for assistance. Ms. Dickson added that “these are real lives that are being 
impacted,” and we must keep the larger issues of accountability in mind.  
 
Finally, there is a dire need for a coordinated approach for achieving the SDGs. Ms. Diajhate 
noted that this includes acknowledging when mistakes are made, recognizing that it is 
invaluable to understand them: “We cannot just dump the money and expect improvement. 
We must evaluate and monitor in order to learn where we are going wrong, involve the 
community, and improve in order to have meaningful change.”  


