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The workshop included a wide spectrum of stakeholders, including academics and development 
practitioners, policy makers, project funders and, in particular, international students. It was 
intended to build on the rich discussion in the public conference. That discussion emphasized 
that while the implied bipolarity of “should I stay or should I go” is an outdated, masking the 
true diversity of factors affecting the ultimate decisions made by scholarship recipients, 
scholarship programs often have not adequately adapted to this changed reality. At the same 
time, scholarship students are often placed under a variety of pressures during their studies and, 
in particular, after they receive their degrees that need to be reflected in scholarship program 
policies. As a consequence, it is more important than ever to systematically incorporate the 
perspectives of international students in the design of scholarship programs in order to ensure 
that these programs best accommodate their needs and interests. 

It began by breaking into small groups to discuss the following question from the perspective of 
international students: What would you do if you were tasked to design an international 
scholarship program today that would best address the new realities discussed in the conference? 
Several general points emerged in the presentation of each group’s conclusions and subsequent 
discussion. 

1. The Need to Focus on the Scholars’ Best Interests 

Scholarship students must be provided with sufficient support in order for them to have a 
positive and rewarding educational experience. There is currently much pressure and a lot 
expectations placed on them, and not simply from their communities and countries. Funding 
organizations are often complicit in ‘banking’ on the students’ ‘disadvantaged status’ in order to 
secure funding and reinforce the importance of their programs. This can have negative 
repercussions for students, who may feel they must reinforce their “poverty credentials.”  

This is particularly difficult as many did not necessarily realize they were economically 
disadvantaged until they arrived in their host country. In fact, they often considered themselves 
to be middle class, resulting in some confusion and self-questioning.  In awarding scholarships, 
emphasis should be placed on of merit, leadership or academic achievement—social capital 
criteria—even more than socioeconomic status. One participant noted that to do otherwise 
effectively reinforces the stereotype of the “benevolent” North assisting the “powerless” South, 
something we should be trying to counter. Given that there are many forms of vulnerability, this 
is a complex issue that must be addressed with caution. Others, for example, suggested that 
foundations are justified in targeting the bottom two economic quintiles in order to assist those 
who would otherwise not have access to such opportunities.  

Rather than abandon the criteria of economic need, scholarships might be reframed as an 
“opportunity” for meritorious, proactive students. This would imply a completely different 
mindset: rather than an issue of generosity, scholarships would acknowledge scholars’ 
demonstrated achievements and skills. This would help lessen pressures on recipients, who 
would no longer feel that they had to deny there self-identities when abroad in order to reaffirm 
their poverty status.  

2. Education as a Human Right and the Need to Create New Opportunities 
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While international programs need to consider students’ leadership potential, socioeconomic 
status, and academic achievements in making awards, participants raised the issue of social 
justice, with education being seen as a human right, regardless of a person’s social status or 
origin. This is potentially much more empowering than the conventional approach that can 
dangerously serve to reinforce international power dichotomies and the perception of charity in 
a donor/recipient relationship.  

In line with this approach, scholarships should be seen as as creating opportunities rather than 
simply helping the less advantaged. This is a label that scholars legitimately may resent, while 
they are more than willing to publicly express their appreciation for opportunity scholarships 
create.  

This raises the critical question of what the scholars would like to get out of the program, as 
opposed to what they are expected to achieve. Focusing predominantly on the latter may 
generate resentment on the part of the award recipients, which can have a negative impact their 
experience and performance. One participant stated that the early processes of intent, planning, 
and selection are well done, but that the students need to be “treated as everyone else” once they 
arrive in their host country if they are to truly excel. This is also linked with how scholarships are 
contingent upon leadership skills. Students often develop such abilities as they grow into 
themselves and find their place in society. They therefore should be granted the opportunity to 
foster such skills rather than have too many expectations placed upon them based on what they 
demonstrated in earning the scholarship in the first place. For example, funders often highlight 
the exceptional achievements of scholars who have led organizations and various initiatives as 
evidence of success. They may not realize that, far from motivating scholars, this can create 
daunting expectations for students struggling to comply with the basic demands of student life. 
Rather than focus exclusively on leadership, award programs might also recognize the values 
and the desire to contribute of applicants and award winners, expanding the notion of what 
constitutes a good leader. The achievements of award recipients can still be lauded, but this 
change in emphasis means students may have something realistic and feasible to strive for. 
Similarly, it is important to recognize the legitimacy of all the possible decisions students may 
make, given their available options and choices.  

A good example of how scholarship programs have evolved is they view the ties between award 
recipients and their host countries. It is no longer the reality that too much connection with the 
host country is discouraged for fear students would remain. As students are returning to their 
home countries following their graduation, programs are beginning to adapt in step with these 
new realities.  

3. Managing Expectations through Mentorships, Community Building and 
Education 

In addition to relocating to a new environment, scholarship recipients also may experience 
isolation from their peers. There is often dramatic cultural shock for those from different 
backgrounds. There is also potential tension with the majority of international students who are 
not scholarship recipients. All of this can cause undue stress for the students. This can also be 
inadvertently reinforced by the choice of the term “scholars” for identifying award recipients. Do 
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they view themselves as “scholars”? What does this entail for those who are recipients from 
funding that does not bear such a prestigious title? For example, are those supported by 
organizations such as Camfed, “only” “Camfed-supported students”? 

Another reality is that award winners are often expected to be ambassadors of their countries 
and of the African continent as a whole, yet they are often are not very informed about such 
issues. Many felt award winners should be required to take courses about Africa, particularly as 
the vast majority of such students are in STEM (science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics) fields and do not have the chance to take classes in social sciences and humanities 
disciplines. One participant even recommended that the international foundations encourage 
the development of a pan-African course that participants would be required to take. 

Mentoring initiatives can play a critical role in resolving these issues. This is a way to both take 
advantage of existing leadership skills among award recipients. It can also build on them by 
encouraging them to help one another and expand their own communities. Even the tensions 
associated with being “ambassadors” can be minimized by encouraging informal discussion 
groups so that scholars can expand their knowledge, foster African pride, and build connections 
with their African peers. While informal get-togethers do take place, more are needed to combat 
the potentially devastating phenomenon of isolation. “Buddy programs”, where international 
students regularly check in with one another, may also be helpful in this regard. Mentors can be 
current students and program alumni. In fact, various participants emphasized the importance 
of utilizing the resources alumni networks can provide. 

4. Post-Graduation Realities and the Need for Support 

One problem that was reiterated throughout the conference is the difficulties international 
students encounter following after graduating. Since the programs generally address them in 
their capacity as students, such issues are not necessarily viewed as being under the funders’ 
mandates. Yet it is a challenge that deserves addressing.  

To better address this issue, more tracking studies are needed to examine the various routes 
adopted by students, disaggregating them by country, context, discipline, and so on. Otherwise, 
statistics are inaccurately viewed as generalizable, whereas the specific time period and context 
significantly impacts decisions made and options available.  

Another participant reinforced the idea that a systemic approach is needed as one program 
cannot address all the aspects of the life cycle of the students’ experience abroad. This will 
require creating greater opportunities for dialogue. Knowledge-sharing with alumni should also 
be taken advantage of to help new students navigate what is expected of them, as well as help 
them realize their true potential.  

Universities also should address the issue of graduate unemployment, which impacts the future 
success of students. If they cannot be integrated into the workforce and there is a significant 
skills mismatch, it may mean that universities are failing to sufficiently prepare successful adults.  

The MasterCard Foundation has recently adapted its policies to allow students to work. This is 
not only economically beneficial, but also it has an immeasurable impact for the students’ self-
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esteem and sense of independence. This helps scholars develop more broadly as leaders. The 
program also helps them to create networks that will continue to serve them after they graduate, 
as well as participate in the development of their home communities by making it possible to 
send funds home. It is a potentially transformative program that enables scholars to gain work 
experience, figure out their next steps and become better integrated into the society. 

5. The Need for More Research 

There needs to be better coordination and ongoing forums (perhaps through a web portal with 
online resources) among the various stakeholders involved, including scholarship recipients, 
program implementers, donors, and policymakers. 

There needs to be a conscious effort to move away from the traditional donor-recipient 
relationship in favor of one based on genuine partnerships. To further this goal, African and 
North American universities could co-produce research, jointly address knowledge gaps, and 
develop long-term research collaborations. Such a knowledge-exchange and “brain circulation” 
could lead to truly valuable outcomes. One can be inspired by the example of the Academic 
Corporation Association in Europe, where various universities have a regular exchange of 
academic information. Nor should such programs be restricted to African countries. 
Interregional exchanges and partnerships should include countries, particularly Brazil, China 
and India, which are becoming influential players in their own right.  

More research is needed contrasting the experiences of students who study in other African 
countries with those who travel to North America and Europe for university education. What 
factors determine how students decide where to go to university? What roles do universities 
donor organizations play in those decisions?  More research is also needed to accurately assess 
the impact of scholarships. In addition to more country-of-origin data, more information is 
needed about the situation from where the students are coming, the relevant regulations in 
effect, their experiences throughout the process, and what they do after graduating. Such 
research should include following up with those who “stay” and those who “go” back to their 
home countries as part of a systematic effort to understand how to maximize to the international 
experience. This research can be helpful in winning more support from funders and 
policymakers. 

Finally, we need to understand the role and potential of diaspora communities in maximizing 
the success of scholarship programs.  How can they be more involved in assisting in the students’ 
socialization and integration into their host countries, as well as increasing their knowledge of 
their countries of origin? Can diaspora communities play a role in helping scholars after they 
graduate? 

6. International Education Programs, the Strengthening Higher Education in 
Africa, and Redefining “Success” 

Workshop participants emphasized the importance of assisting African universities to become 
competitive with their counterparts in North America and Europe. Rather as believing that the 
regions best students can only hope to gain a good university education if they study outside the 
region, African universities should be viewed as full partners in collaboration with foreign 
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universities. The knowledge-sharing offered to award recipients should be extended to African 
universities more generally so that they can contribute to achieving sustainable development in 
the region.  

This raises questions about the quality of existing exchanges programs. American universities 
send fewer than 2% of their students abroad. Can they be true “exchanges” if the flow is 
overwhelmingly one-way? More reciprocity would be an effective way of maximizing the benefits 
from the globalized marketplace of ideas and addressing asymmetries. For this to become a 
sustainable reality, it is critical that the faculty in Northern universities become more involved. 
A good example is a joint program between the University of Toronto and a university in 
Tanzania, through which students and faculty collaborate virtually on joint projects. 
Technological advances have made such possibilities almost limitless. 

It is also important to reassess how “success” is understood.  Such a reassessment needs to 
involve all stakeholders, particularly the scholars themselves. Sub-national levels of government, 
which are more in tune with local initiatives and realities, should not be excluded. Program 
goals may be too ambitious and simply out of reach for most students. Moreover, while funding 
initiatives celebrate students who have started organizations or obtained leadership positions, 
this can be quite daunting, and even discourage others with different skills-sets and ambitions. 
As an example, the number of Fulbright or Rhodes scholars who have won Nobel Prizes should 
not be the only measures of success. More realistic goals of measuring impact should be created. 
Conversely, it is important to acknowledge program shortcomings, learning from mistakes so 
that programs can be improved.  
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Recommendations 

1. Funders of international scholarships for African students should critically rethink, in line 
with their mandates, their purpose and the best means for achieving it. This should include: 

a. Incorporating the perspectives of past and current scholarship recipients through a 
constructive dialogue; 

b. Recognizing the multiple ways in which recipients may contribute to development in 
their home countries;  

c. Reflecting on the larger context of achieving development and the role that higher 
education can play in contributing to achieving it. 

2. Explore new ways to create genuine partnerships between universities in the North and 
South to ease the inevitable tensions created by resource asymmetries, including: 

a. Developing a long term shared research agenda; 
b. Contributing directly to the strengthening of African universities and research; 
c. Sending more Northern university students and professors to Africa with the goal of 

strengthening mutual understandings, shared research and learning, helping reverse 
historical imbalances in the direction of exchanges from the South to the North. 

3. For scholarship recipients studying in the North, it is important to address: 
a. The stress created by high expectations and conflicting pressures resulting from their 

designation as scholarship recipients vis-à-vis their home countries and communities, 
the funder and their role in university; 

b. Assist scholarship recipients to better integrate into their universities and host 
communities, both to ease the transition and to contribute to a better learning 
experience not only for the scholarship recipients, but the host university’s own 
students and faculty; 

c. Help build networks with alums and diaspora communities in order to expand 
resources available to scholarship recipients, including mentoring, and help in their 
integration process. 

d. Explore potential alternatives for post-scholarship support. 
4. Create new learning experiences in which scholarship recipients and the larger student body 

can learn together in broad areas such as African history and culture, the history and culture 
of the host country, leadership and so on. 

5. Support the creation various web portals for the ongoing and active exchange of knowledge 
and experiences. 

6. Areas for further research: 
a. Life stories of scholarship research to understand the challenges they faced, how they 

dealt with them, and the various ways they have put their experience to good use in 
advancing development in Africa; 

b. In particular, it is important to understand alternative ways of “giving back” to 
scholarship recipients’ home countries and communities; 

c. Ways to mediate the inevitable tension created when students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds are given prestigious awards, and the burdens this may unintentionally 
create for them because of the responsibilities associated with receiving a scholarship; 

d. How policymakers understand and measure poverty and what being “disadvantaged” 
entails, particularly from a gender perspective. 


