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Background of the Issue

The path for international students starts with navigating a system that is both dehumanizing and racist. This unfriendly climate is further replicated on campuses because of the points-based immigration system, which requires universities to serve as sponsors. Practices related to visa monitoring, lack of access to public funds, restrictions on working hours, fewer internship, scholarship, and job opportunities, staff in higher education lacking knowledge of the immigration system, and discriminatory cultural practices like racism are some of the elements that create a hostile work environment. The most impacted are international students who identify with any of the marginalized liberation groups, have caregiving responsibilities, or are from the Global South (as they experience discrimination because of their passport).  
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These students play a significant role in the UK’s higher education system, contributing both culturally and economically as they contribute their own ideas, experiences, and cultures that enrich our classrooms, improving the learning environment for everyone. However, they confront challenges such as increased tuition, limited financial aid, cultural and linguistic hurdles, and stringent immigration restrictions. In an effort to promote fairness and oppose laws and practices that discriminate against international students, students and student unions have been passing policies at NUS conferences since 2022. 

· International students make up roughly 20% of the student population at UK universities. As of 2021, there were approximately 605,000 international students studying in the UK, representing a substantial portion of the student body across the country's universities. (Higher Education Statistics Agency, 2023) 

· According to a survey released by The Higher Education Policy Institute (HEPI), foreign students made a net income contribution of £37.4 billion to the UK economy during the fiscal year 2021–2022. (HEPI, 2023)

·  Despite this, the UK government has been enforcing harsher policies against them over the past year. From 2020 to 2023, the number of EU students enrolling in full-time undergraduate programs decreased by 67%, reaching a record low not seen since 1994. (Bolton, 2024)
· According to research conducted by Student Minds, a UK charity that supports mental health among students, respondents who were overseas students were far more likely to be worried about issues pertaining to relationships, community, and belonging than those who were UK citizens. (Frampton et al, 2022) Budget cuts in higher education have forced schools to concentrate more on the foreign student market, yet the existing immigration laws have encouraged students to pursue their education elsewhere. 

Colleges and universities keep making changes to less important departments like student experience, welfare, and EDI. As a result, the most recent changes to government policy have made the already poor situation and dismal future for the international students we represent enrolled on our campuses much worse. We must band together to pressure the government to stop its bias and systemic discrimination against international students to guarantee fairness, caring, and accessibility for all in higher education. 


The Problems to Be Addressed


1. Financial Barriers: International students often face significant financial challenges in the UK. They pay substantially higher tuition fees than domestic students and have limited access to scholarships and financial aid. (Higher Education Statistics Agency, 2023) This can result in financial strain, as many students must rely on personal or family savings, which can be further complicated by fluctuating exchange rates.

2. Academic Support: International students frequently encounter academic challenges due to language barriers and unfamiliar teaching styles. Adapting to a new academic culture can be particularly demanding, as students must adjust to different expectations and assessment methods. This can impact their academic performance and engagement in class.

3. Mental Health Services: International students are at an increased risk of experiencing mental health issues such as anxiety and depression due to cultural adjustments, homesickness, and financial stress (University of Edinburgh, 2023). They often face stigma around mental health and may be unaware of available support services or perceive them as lacking cultural sensitivity. The University of Edinburgh's report highlights the need for culturally competent mental health services tailored to international students' needs.

4. Employment Opportunities: International students face hurdles in securing employment both during and after their studies. Strict visa and work restrictions limit their ability to work part-time or pursue career-related opportunities post-graduation. (Brindle and Sumption, 2024) 
Additionally, many students encounter discrimination in hiring practices and lack professional networks within the UK, further hindering their employment prospects. (Green and Henseke, 2016)

5. Cultural Barriers: Adjusting to a new culture can be challenging for international students. They may struggle with cultural differences, affecting their ability to integrate socially and academically. This cultural isolation can contribute to feelings of loneliness and hinder their overall well-being. (Frampton et al, 2022)

Addressing these issues requires comprehensive policies and practices that support international students throughout their time in the UK. This includes providing access to financial aid and scholarships, tailored academic support, culturally competent mental health services, and opportunities for part-time work and post-graduation employment.


Potential Solutions with Pros and Cons 

Some potential solutions to alleviate the issues faced by international students are: 

1. [bookmark: OLE_LINK4][bookmark: OLE_LINK5]Financial Aid and Scholarships and Tuition Fee Reduction: Providing more scholarships and bursaries or reducing tuition fees could ease the financial burden on international students. 
· Pros- This approach can alleviate financial stress for international students, allowing them to focus on their studies and overall well-being. Offering more scholarships and grants can attract a diverse pool of international students and enhance the international reputation of UK institutions.
·    Cons: Providing more financial aid may strain university budgets, especially if funding is not increased. Additionally, the application process for scholarships can be competitive and complex, potentially limiting access for students in need.

2. Reducing Cultural Barriers: Offering cultural orientation programs and intercultural training for both international students and domestic students. Expanding services such as language classes and cultural orientation programs could help international students adapt and thrive. 
·  Pros: These programs can foster understanding and integration among students from different backgrounds. For instance, cultural orientation can help international students navigate new social norms and expectations.
· Cons: Successful implementation requires collaboration between universities and student groups. Additionally, the effectiveness of programs can vary based on how they are structured, therefore it will require a significant number of resources and proper staff training.

3. Tailored Academic Support: Offering targeted academic support, such as English language tutoring and orientation programs on teaching styles and assessment methods.
· Pros: Tailored support can help international students adapt more quickly to the academic environment, improving their academic performance and integration. For example, Ryan (2011) found that students who participated in targeted academic support programs reported better outcomes.
· Cons: Implementing these programs requires resources and training for faculty and staff, which may be challenging for institutions with limited budgets.

4. Culturally Competent Mental Health Services: Providing culturally sensitive mental health services that are tailored to international students' unique needs.
· Pros: This approach can help reduce stigma and increase access to mental health support. The University of Edinburgh's report (2023) indicates that international students who received culturally competent services experienced better mental health outcomes.
· Cons: Developing culturally competent services requires training for mental health professionals and continuous evaluation to ensure effectiveness.

5. Improving Employment Opportunities- Collaborating with employers to create job opportunities for international students during and after their studies, including internships and career fairs.
· Pros: This approach can help international students gain work experience and build professional networks. Green and Henseke note in “The changing Graduate labor market: Analyzing using a new indicator of graduate jobs”, that such initiatives can improve employment outcomes for international graduates. (Green and Henseke, 2016)
· Cons: Employers may need incentives or education about the benefits of hiring international students, which can be challenging to coordinate.

Overall, implementing these solutions can help address international student inequality in the UK, but careful planning and ongoing evaluation are essential to ensure these measures are effective and sustainable.
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We urge the National Union of Students to concentrate on the following seven urgent and immediate actions, even as we work to push the government to alter the visa monitoring requirements for international students by shifting them from the official immigration system to a new system supporting student migration. My recommendation is a combination of these strategies: 

1. Tiered Tuition Fees: A tiered tuition fee system should be implemented based on the economic background of international students. This approach can help lower the financial burden on students from less affluent backgrounds, promoting diversity and equal opportunities.

2. Visa and Work Flexibility: Extend the stay of international students in the UK post-graduation to seek employment opportunities. Additionally, the length of the post-study work visa should be extended from 2 years to at least 3 to 5 years, reflecting the significant financial investment they have made in tuition fees and visa costs and allowing international graduates sufficient time to find suitable employment that matches their qualifications and training.

3.  Increasing Working Hour Limit: The limit of working hours for international students should be increased from 20 hours per week to 30 hours per week during term time. This would ensure international students can afford to sustain themselves during their studies, given the high cost of living in the UK.


4. Reversal of Dependent Visa Prohibition: The dependent Visa prohibition on international students bringing dependents with them unless studying a postgraduate research program, should be reversed (effective September 2024) This change would enable students with caring responsibilities to access higher education and support their families.

5. Lower the salary requirement threshold for skilled worker visa route, increased to a minimum of £38,700 (effective April 2024) from £26,200 per year, to ensure opportunity for employment reflecting the high tuition fees and visa financial investments throughout studies. This adjustment would ensure that international graduates have a fair chance to secure employment in line with their qualifications.

6. Inclusive Mental Health Services: Provide accessible, culturally competent mental health services for international students, considering their unique experiences and backgrounds. This includes hiring mental health professionals with diverse cultural competencies and language skills and offering counseling and support services tailored to international students' needs. 

7. Anti-Racism and Discrimination Training, Monitoring Program and Resources: Implement mandatory anti-racism training programs monthly for university staff, faculty, and students to create a more inclusive and supportive environment for international students. This training should focus on recognizing and addressing implicit biases, promoting equity, and fostering cultural awareness and sensitivity. Furthermore, Regular monitoring and evaluation for any incidences of racism and discrimination on campuses across the UK should be in place. This data would be sent to the National Union of Students (NUS) annually and used to inform policy changes and programs aimed at reducing discrimination and promoting inclusivity at a national level. Finally, clear, and accessible channels for international students to report incidents of racism and discrimination must be established. Universities should provide support to students who experience such incidents and ensure appropriate action is taken in response.


	These policy recommendations are designed to provide international students with better financial support. Additionally, they aim to create a safer and more supportive environment for international students by addressing the issues of racism and mental health challenges they face. Through anti-racism training, inclusive mental health services, and enhanced reporting mechanisms, universities can better support international students and foster an inclusive academic community.
 Improved academic and social integration, and increased flexibility in visa and work policies, will ultimately foster a more equitable and inclusive environment for international students in the UK. In conclusion, addressing international student inequality is not just an issue of fairness but one of national interest. By supporting international students, we enhance the quality of education and strengthen our society. Let’s take these steps to ensure the UK remains an inclusive and welcoming place for students from around the world. 
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