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About this series
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different research disciplines and their application to this research topic
with the aim of encouraging more interdisciplinary thinking.
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Introduction

This short piece seeks to introduce and advocate for deeper engagement
between higher education and migration studies. The intersection between migration
studies and research with international students, in particular, seems self-evident.
International students, by most definitions, cross national borders as part of their
educational journey and necessarily engage with the migration infrastructures of home,
host, and intermediary countries. Having said that, if you are reading this you are likely
to be keenly aware of the tensions and inconsistencies that exist in the treatment of
international students within regulatory and legal frameworks, higher education
institutions and society at large, to say nothing of international students’ reciprocal
influence on each. Efforts are ongoing to tease out these tensions within higher
education studies, sometimes supported by the adoption of influential ideas from
migration studies, but there is untapped potential here. Scholars in both fields may
benefit from drawing on the full breadth of theoretical and methodological tools that
each offer when seeking to understand international student mobility and migration, but
also in expanding our understanding of universities’ diverse roles within international
migration.

A brief overview of
migration studies

Migration is a fundamental feature of human existence which has increasingly
been studied by scholars from a range of disciplinary backgrounds since the turn of the
20" century. Migration studies began to coalesce as a distinct field post-WW?2 before
accelerating in the late 20" and early 215t centuries (Scholten, 2022). This was partly
motivated by a recognition that dedicated study and the creation of bespoke theoretical
resources would be required to advance our understanding of human migration. Indeed,
in 1993, Massey and colleagues noted the lack of a “single coherent theory” that had
been offered to help understand the “complex, multifaceted nature” of migration flows
(Massey et al., 1993). They argued that existing theories of migration sought only to
understand the factors that would either catalyse or perpetuate migration flows, at the
expense of concerted efforts to develop more inclusive theories that could be applied
across entire migration journeys. The search for such inclusive theories continues to be
a driver of the field today.



The Age of Migration (De Haas et al., 2020) explains that this situation reflects the
different disciplinary priorities of scholars within the “plural field” of migration studies
(Scholten, 2022). The authors distinguish between broad “functionalist” and “historical-
structural” approaches as distinct paradigms, each borrowing implicit ontological
assumptions about human agency and its role in migration flows from the (broadly
defined) parent disciplines of economics and sociology, respectively. | recommend
reading The Age of Migration for a more detailed explanation but, in the simplest of
terms, scholars drawing on the functionalist tradition typically apply the laws of
neoclassical economics and human capital theory to explain global migration flows, and
have advanced several influential models such as push-pull theory. Conversely, the
historical-structural paradigm is built on a foundation of neo-Marxist theory that
foregrounds structural inequalities and persistent power imbalances as key
determinants of migration. Both approaches have enduring appeal but struggle to
explain real-world migration flows (De Haas et al., 2020).

Bakewell (2010) argues that the limits of these theories is located in their extreme
understandings of structure-agency relations. On the one hand, functionalism is
criticised for a “striking absence of agency and power” and emphasis on individualism
(Bakewell et al., 2012, p. 420). On the other hand, the historical-structural approach
emphasises structural factors to the extent that it scholars overlook the importance of
migrant agency (De Haas et al., 2020). In recognition of this polarization, Bakewell
foregrounds the rich middle ground of “subjectivist” or “integrative” approaches that are
sensitive to the powerful influence of structure-agency interactions in both the
trajectories of individual migrants and the global landscape of migration flows and
policymaking. Today, as migration studies is consolidated as a field with dedicated
degree programs, departments, and international organizations, this integrative
approach has become increasingly influential (Scholten, 2022).

The above summary is brief and incomplete, but | hope that it gives a glimpse of
the theoretical and methodological diversity within the field of migration studies, and
that you may have spotted some synergies with your own work. The list of
recommended texts below will provide an entry point for scholars with a range of
interests and methodological strengths, and | particularly recommend Peter Scholten’s
(2022) edited volume, which is open access and has several chapters dedicated to the
diversity of ontology and methodology in migration studies.



How migration and higher education
studies can inform each other

With a view to foregrounding the synergies between migration and higher education
studies, and particularly the study of international students, | will now introduce just a
couple of the existing issues that | perceive in both fields that demonstrate the potential of
greater integration to the benefit of all.

On the one hand, the study of international students by higher education scholars
continues to be held back by a lack of theoretical clarity and rigour regarding their
migration status and interactions with migration infrastructures. For instance, it is still
common to see articles in higher education journals that conflate student mobility and
migration, contributing to ongoing confusion regarding their definition in policy/public
debate. Other scholars entirely skirt the issue international students’ migration status, or
casually refer to them as de facto migrants. Both approaches undermine attempts to
holistically understand international students’ practices and journeys in international
education. Luckily, there is an easy fix. Migration studies offers a wealth of existing
definitions and distinctions that allow us to more accurately reflect the full breadth of
international students’ experiences and practices, including their interactions with various
communities of societal actors and migration infrastructures. Efforts to become more alert
to these distinctions will allow higher education scholars individually and as a field to
develop more conceptual and theoretical clarity and consistency regarding international
students.

On the other hand, migration studies may also benefit from greater attention to
higher education research. Interestingly, a number of large-scale studies and systematic
reviews of intermediary organizations in migration flows entirely fail to mention schools
and universities, despite the quantitative and qualitative significance of international
student flows, faculty mobility, and their accompanying dependents. This is a curious blind
spot. To demonstrate, both where | was born (the UK) and where | live (Japan),
international students are consistently among the largest groups of inbound migrants, but
it is sometimes forgotten that all these students rely on their host university to gain and
retain their residence status, and that universities also function as the primary medium
through which international students interact and intersect with other communities. These
interactions make universities more than just an extension of state power — they are a
fundamental feature of international students’ practices, and a critical enabler of their
agency. Higher education scholars, and particularly those reading this website, are acutely
aware of these intermediary roles and could be the catalyst of powerful new collaborations
to address this and other blind spots within migration studies.




Concluding remarks

It is my hope that this brief introduction to the field of migration studies offers a
glimpse into the untapped potential of the integration of higher education and migration
studies. Both are interdisciplinary fields that, when applied to research (with)
international students, offer untapped potential in seeking to understand the processes
and outcomes of student mobility, and to develop an inclusive theory of student
migration. Of course, this introduction is partial and inexhaustive, and | would
encourage readers to explore the resources below.
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Organizations

International Migration Research Network (IMISCOE): https://www.imiscoe.org/

Related: Migration Research Hub: https://migrationresearch.com/

Network of Migration Research on Africa (NOMRA): https://nomra.wordpress.com/

Metropolis International: https://metropolis-international.org/

Journals

International Migration: https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/14682435

International Migration Review: https://journals.sagepub.com/home/mrx

Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies: https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/cjms20/current

Journal of Studies in International Education: https://journals.sagepub.com/home/jsi

Journal of International Migration and Integration: https://link.springer.com/journal/12134

Population, Space and Place: hitps://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/15448452

Migration Studies: https://academic.oup.com/migration

Comparative Migration Studies: https://comparativemigrationstudies.springeropen.com/
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