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Those of us who are deeply involved in higher education, whether

as students or professors or project managers, probably don’t need

to be convinced about its transformative power. Some of us might

even be working for free, because we believe that the cause needs

no further justification. Unfortunately, both governments and

private foundations that grant funds for supporting people,

particularly through international scholarships, do require some sort

of justification and demonstration of impact.

With my colleagues at the ACU, USAID, the World Bank, the Ford

Foundation and private foundations, we have been having not one

conversation, but an ongoing dialogue about how we measure

impact. In this article I want to talk not so much about how we

measure impact, but how we define it. What are we really looking

for in terms of this transformative effect of access to higher

education? We know about it, but find it very challenging to define

precisely.

The British Council and the German Academic Exchange Service

recently published a report about the assessment of student mobility

scholarship programmes. Its major conclusion was that there are an

astonishing number of these nationally funded programmes: they

found almost 200 of them in more than half the world’s countries.

The number of outwardly mobile international students has almost

doubled in the last ten years. This indicates that governments around

the world, particularly in either emerging economies or developing

countries, feel that scholarships are a worthwhile investment and

therefore study – particularly overseas, in the United States, the UK or

other Western countries – is critical for national development.

But the other conclusion of the report was that there are massive

failures to document the impact of these expenditures, which

represents a continuing failure to maximise the returns on that

investment. This gives us an opportunity to question not only the

mechanics of programmes and evaluation – how you track alumni,

what you measure and how you determine whether it was the

The Ford Foundation’s International
Fellowships Program

Joan Dassin

Many graduates from developing countries apply their knowledge to development-related work

©
 S
h
u
tt
er
st
o
ck
 / 
Sy
ah
ei
r 
A
zi
za
n



fellowship per se that actually produced a desired result – but this

rationale for international study itself. Do mobility programmes in

fact promote national development? And what is meant by

national development?

Large-scale investment
The Ford Foundation International Fellowships Program (IFP) was

the largest single investment ever made by this – and probably by

any – private foundation. The programme operated in 22 different

countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America. The total investment in

the programme was US$340 million and, since we received all the

money up front, we were able to invest the interest earnings,

which meant that the total expenditure on this programme was

upwards of $425 million. 

This was a very large resource; on the other hand, we had an

enormous responsibility – if we were going to try something

experimental and focus a programme on people who truly did not

have other opportunities, whom we expected would make returns

to their society in a very important way, then we had to deliver. If

you couldn’t operate efficiently and also take risks with that level of

funding, you never would be able to do it. So we felt a very large

responsibility to the education profession as a whole. 

The objective was to benefit people from marginalised and excluded

communities and, as mentioned, definitions of marginalisation

(plural rather than singular) needed to be developed by people in

their own countries. But this benefit was to be achieved through

broadened access to international higher education, specifically for

mature professionals with a track record in social development.

While most of the policy discussion and policy measures around

broadening access focused on gaining entry and entry conditions,

we felt it was absolutely critical to also focus on retention and

success. We felt that it was very important to intervene at master’s

level because obtaining that first postgraduate degree was very

problematic for people. We also felt that we had to have some

PhDs because in the end universities in developing countries need

to be viable institutions, and many government jobs also require

research credentials. Some measures of our success were:

• Gender parity at global level: 50 per cent of participants in the

programme were women

• 97 per cent completion rate, in terms of people who completed

their fellowships in good standing

• 90 per cent degree attainment rate

• 82 per cent return rate (with almost everyone else still studying

or working in development internationally) 
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Meenu is an Indian woman from Rajasthan. Her

‘marginalisation’ came from the fact that she had polio as a

child and has motor disability. This category of marginalisation

– physical disability – was something that we hadn’t even

considered when we started the Ford programme, yet we

realised that in so many cases disability was not a medical

issue; it was a civil-rights issue.

The USA in this regard is quite advanced: there are some very

good programmes in disability, not only assistive technology,

but in disability rights, which are based on American

legislation. Having studied with IFP for two years at the

University of Illinois at Chicago, Meenu said that a whole new

world was opened up to her, a world of accessibility. She said

she realised that she had been a mediocre student her whole

life because she’d spent all of her effort getting around. 

When that was taken care of for her, she could really excel –

and she did. Meenu is now the head of disability policy and

human resources at an IT company in Bangalore called Mphasis,

which is majority owned by Hewlett-Packard. It is a US$1 billion

company. It became the number seven IT company in India, so

she has an enormous platform now and, under her watch,

some 400 people with disabilities have been hired.

Inclusive employment: Meenu’s story

‘I always wanted to make Korogocho a place I could call home.

Growing up, every time you tell someone you’re from

Korogocho [a slum outside Nairobi], they get a little concerned

because they feel something is not going right here. [Not like]

someone from Runda or Muthaiga would be happy to say: “I

come from Muthaiga.”

‘Every time there was a flash about Korogocho in news it was

always about negative things, and a lot of negativity was used

to define Korogocho.

‘After going to university, when most of my colleagues and

comrades went to auditing firms – others went to corporates –

I told myself I have a responsibility because, like I told you, I

was born and brought up and have been a beneficiary of the

goodness of people. I’ve been supported by people

throughout.

‘I told myself: “I’ve got to do something; I can go to an

auditing firm, I can get a good job, put on a tie every day, but

that would just be for me. Perhaps there’s a way I can go back

to Korogocho and make a difference for other young people.”

And I went back to Korogocho after graduating from university

and we founded different organisations there. If you’ve ever

heard of Miss Korogocho, it supports a girls’ education and

empowerment programme, which was also to portray the

beauty of the people of Korogocho so they could see

themselves – this greatness, this beauty within us. We founded

the first community ghetto radio, Koch FM, to empower our

people, and after that it sparked a lot of other youth groups

and organisations. 

‘Young people started organising themselves to do something

for their community because they felt we have ability, we have

power; we might be in a very poor neighbourhood, but there’s

something that we can do. Chinua Achebe, one of the great

African writers, says in one of his memorable quotes that if

you don’t like someone’s story, write your own. But I think I

can flip that to say if you don’t like the way people are telling

your story, tell it yourself. Write your own story.’

– Raphael Obonyo, UN-HABITAT Youth Advisory Board
member and IFP fellow

Urban change: Raphael Obonyo’s story



When we started this programme we were interested in

finding indigenous people, particularly in Latin America, who

could serve as selection panellists, so that people would be

judged by others who looked like them and who had the same

experience. You could count the number of them on one

hand. Ten years on we have supported advanced education for

hundreds of indigenous graduates in the region, along with

thousands of other former fellows from indigenous or minority

ethnic groups elsewhere in the world. This is a massive shift

and really breaks open a lot of space for people to work in

many of the kinds of ways that I’ve been describing.

Dr Kennedy de Souza, for example, is from Acre, which is in the

western part of the Amazon. Kennedy didn’t go to school until

he was ten years old because he didn’t speak Portuguese, which

is very rare in Brazil. Kennedy comes from a part of the Amazon

that for the last 20 years has had large land reserves set aside to

preserve the local rainforest. This was a big victory of social

movements in the region. And it’s, therefore, an amazing

natural laboratory to work out the right balance between

conservation – saving the rainforest – and economic activity that

actually enables local people to have decent livelihoods.

Kennedy’s dissertation (from the University of Indiana) was on

what they call ‘non-timber forest products’, meaning Brazil nuts,

rubber, fruits and medicinal herbs – all kinds of things that people

can harvest and sell to increase their livelihoods. He tells me that

he has now worked for 20 years in this area. He has even more

expertise because he went all the way through a doctorate,

precisely on these questions of conservation and development.

And he says that he has worked with more than 9,000 families in

this region to help them earn higher incomes. He has also started

a ‘Universidade da Floresta’, or University of the Forest, to pass on

his expertise to the next generation of local indigenous students. 

Meanwhile, in Mexico the Ford Foundation’s International

Fellowships Program worked exclusively with indigenous students.

They were speakers of indigenous languages and they came from

largely rural areas of the country. Our programme was the first

postgraduate or graduate-level programme for indigenous

students in the history of Mexico. So it was much more visible

than it otherwise would have been. I can’t stress enough to you –

and I saw this in so many places – the wide-ranging benefits. Even

if you have only 200 or 300 students in a country like Mexico, the

prejudice that runs so deep against indigenous people means that

you don’t expect to see them in prestigious national institutions,

and certainly not in highly competitive graduate programmes in

international institutions. Their presence and success has an

enormous impact on other students.

There was a pretty emotional moment when we had the

Mexican Secretary of Education and the higher-education

agency sit down with the Ford Foundation in Mexico City and

thank us for the IFP model. That doesn’t happen too often in

terms of the ‘giant to the north’, so we were really very pleased

– less so for the credit that we could take and more obviously

for the students that will benefit from this. Their recognition also

had a practical effect: the Mexican government is supporting a

continuation of the IFP programme.

IFP and indigenous peoples



So the programme was really looking at social inclusion and

development in two ways: one, by broadening access1 to higher

education, which in itself is a social-justice outcome; and two,

through what we hoped would be a multiplier effect when these

people returned home. The level of funding enabled us to

support more than 4,000 fellows in 22 countries around the

globe. 

South–South connections
What was also unique about the programme was that people were

not required to study in the United States. This is a great advantage

of not being funded by a government, when you are typically

required to study in the country that is the source of the funds

because those funds come from taxpayers who would like to see

some benefit to local institutions. Because we were privately

funded, this hurdle (and any associated language bias) did not

apply.

So, at the end of the day we placed our students in universities in

about 50 different countries around the world, including their

home countries, because for a Brazilian indigenous person to come

from the Amazon to study in São Paulo was almost as long a

journey as to go to Miami. We were very sensitive to global

geography. 

Perhaps most importantly, we could not possibly have managed

this entire programme from New York and so what we did was

work with several dozen organisations – local organisations – that

in effect became the sub-grantees for the programme. We

regranted a portion of the Ford Foundation funds for these

organisations around the world and they in turn worked with local

organisations. 

In this way we were investing in local capacity for scholarship

management, which is now more common than it was when we

started this programme. Support for local organisations also

increased our policy influence on national programmes.2

Conclusion
We need a broader and deeper conversation about the objectives

and outcomes of international scholarship programmes, whether

they are government funded or funded by private organisations (as

was our case), particularly from the perspective of developing

countries. 

What we mean by success in international education is not so

much the traditional arc – people get their fellowship, it’s well

administered, they enjoy their study experience, they go home,

and they earn more and have a higher position. That’s all

wonderful, but if you really want to have the kind of social

impact that I believe, and many believe, is absolutely

fundamental for social progress in the world, then I think you

have to look more deeply into the kinds of transformational

processes that you see these kinds of students engaged in – both

before they leave for their studies and when they return home.

In the case of the Ford programme, there’s solid evidence that

nine out of ten former fellows have remained engaged in

development-related work, and are applying their knowledge to

build resilience and improve conditions among poor and

vulnerable populations.

Endnotes

1 Brazil’s Science Without Borders Program, for example, aims to
support over 100,000 scholarships for students in science,
technology, engineering and maths to study up to one year
abroad as part of degrees earned at home. Yet, for a country
with very advanced affirmative-action legislation it is surprising
that affirmative action – at least until very recently – was not
part of the programme. More generally, Afro-descendant
people are very underrepresented in Brazilian higher
education, with enrolment rates at about a third of those for
white Brazilians.

2 In Chile, for example, a local organisation, Fundación Equitas,
was started to implement IFP and now plays an important role
in the country’s higher education policy. A new training
programme for disadvantaged students, recently announced by
President Bachelet as one of the major innovations of her
second term, draws on Equitas’ innovative preparatory training
programme for IFP fellows. The idea is to give students who
had a deficient education at public schools support and
training that will help them to enter and succeed in
competitive higher education institutions. Similarly, Peru’s ‘Beca
18’ programme, which is aimed at ‘Closing the Gaps in Higher
Education’, awarded more than 8,000 undergraduate
scholarships in 2012 and 2013. This is one of the major social-
policy programmes of the current government in Peru. The
idea is to create educational opportunities for young people
from disadvantaged, particularly rural and indigenous, areas.
The whole design for this programme was adapted from the
IFP model via the programme’s local partner organisation, the
Institute for Peruvian Studies. It is therefore an example of IFP’s
wider spin-offs.
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