
BY Alisa F. Cunningham

June 2009
a report by

Institute for Higher 
Education Policy

Supported by

Ford Foundation

Ac
ce

ss
 a

nd
 S

uc
ce

ss
Ac

co
un

ta
bi

lity
D

iv
er

si
ty

Fi
na

nc
e

G
lo

ba
l I

m
pa

ct

Global Policy  
Fellows Program:
Lessons Learned



The Ford Foundation is an independent, nonprofit grant-making organization. For more than half a century it has been a resource for innovative 
people and institutions worldwide, guided by its goals of strengthening democratic values, reducing poverty and injustice, promoting international 
cooperation and advancing human achievement. With headquarters in New York, the foundation has offices in Africa, the Middle East, Asia, Latin 
America, and Russia. For more information about the Ford Foundation, go to www.fordfound.org.

Ford Foundation 

320 East 43rd Street 
New York, NY 10017

212 573 5000 TELEPHONE

212 351 3677 FAcsimile

www.fordfound.org Web

The Institute for Higher Education Policy (IHEP) is an independent, nonprofit organization that is dedicated to access and success in 
postsecondary education around the world. Established in 1993, the Washington, D.C.-based organization uses unique research and innovative 
programs to inform key decision makers who shape public policy and support economic and social development. IHEP’s Web site, www.ihep.org, 
features an expansive collection of higher education information available free of charge and provides access to some of the most respected 
professionals in the fields of public policy and research.

Institute for Higher Education Policy

1320 19th Street, NW, Suite 400
Washington, DC 20036

202 861 8223 	TELEPHONE

202 861 9307 	FACSIMILE

www.ihep.org 	Web



June 2009
a report prepared by

Institute for Higher Education Policy

with support from

Ford Foundation

Global Policy  
Fellows Program:
Lessons Learned
BY Alisa F. Cunningham



2 Global Policy Fellows Program: Lessons Learned

Acknowledgments

The Institute for Higher Education Policy (IHEP) would like to thank all of the Global Policy Fellows who made the program the 
exciting venture that it was. In addition, a number of staff and others made this program possible, including IHEP President Michelle 
Asha Cooper; Vice President for Research and Programs Alisa F. Cunningham; Senior Associates Thomas D. Parker and Patti 
McGill Peterson; Managing Director of Operations Terry T. Nixon; and Research Project Manager Jennifer Ramsey. In addition, 
we would like to thank the program’s evaluator, Pat Maloney; Jamie Merisotis, president of the Lumina Foundation for Education 
(formerly president of IHEP); Tia T. Gordon; and former IHEP Research Analyst Ryan Hahn for all their advice and hard work for 
this program.
 
We would like to offer special thanks to the Ford Foundation for its financial support of the Global Policy Fellows Program. The 
views expressed in the report are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the Ford Foundation or IHEP.

02



Executive Summary	 04

Introduction	 06

Overview of the Program	 08

Highlights of the Thematic Issue Briefs	 12

Discussion of Policy Models	 14

Lessons Learned from the Global Policy Fellows 	 18

Framework for Policy Collaboration	 22

Appendices	
Appendix A: Global Fellows 2007–09	 24
Appendix B: Expert Speakers at Global Policy Fellows Program Meetings	 25
Appendix C: Global Policy Fellows Program Advisory Committee	 26

Table of Contents

3 INSTITUTE FOR HIGHER EDUCATION POLICY 03 



4 Global Policy Fellows Program: Lessons Learned

Executive Summary

Throughout the world, the demand for higher education is increasing exponentially, pushed forward by 
the realities of a global economy and accompanied by pressure to open up opportunities for prospective 
students from all backgrounds. The importance of a knowledgeable, highly skilled population has 
become clear and many countries have made great strides in increasing the numbers of students who 
attend and graduate from college. Although some of these policies have contributed to positive gains, 
gaps between traditional students and historically disadvantaged students remain in most countries.

At the same time, there is often a lack of capacity to analyze 
these issues and recommend changes to existing policies or new 
programs altogether. Yet it is increasingly important to involve 
policymakers in discussions about what works well—or doesn’t 
work at all—across borders. To address these challenges, the 
Institute for Higher Education Policy (IHEP) created the Global 
Policy Fellows Program (GPFP) to improve the knowledge and 
skills of the next generation of policy analysts and leaders. 

The goal of the program is to improve individual capacity to 
conduct research and analysis, and create a global network of 
policy analysts and researchers who are motivated to address 
challenges faced by underserved populations. This report 
describes the program, highlights some of its findings, and 
provides a framework for international collaboration. It hopes 
to spur future ideas for building policy development capacity 
worldwide, with a special emphasis on higher education, where 
strong measures are needed to address continuing gaps in 
access and success.

The Global Policy Fellows Program provides a model for culti-
vating and nurturing a network of people who are interested 

in higher educational policy. The Fellows’ experiences in the 
program illustrate a number of important principles that can make 
such collaboration effective:

1. �The program should use a combination of cross-national 
and in-country activities. International collaboration is excel-
lent experience that participants can take with them, and 
participants will benefit greatly if they can apply the policy 
development and analysis activities to their own country. 

2. �Meetings should be hosted in a variety of contexts and 
should take advantage of in-country assistance. Program 
meetings should be held in various locations to reap the most 
benefits and to enable program staff to recruit experts from 
widely differing backgrounds. 

3. �The program should encourage the use of a variety of 
resources and activities to analyze and develop policy.  
A program can foster expertise in policy development in a 
variety of ways, including collaborations on policy research, 
brainstorming about policies in their own countries, and 
refining their ideas through mutual feedback.
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4. �Staff must ensure that teams of participants reflect a balance 
of backgrounds and that team leaders are supported.  
In a successful networking program, participants will meet 
and develop relationships with others who can share different 
skills and knowledge, and to generate the most impact, the 
dynamics among team members should be considered. 

5. Peer feedback is an important component of collaborative 
writing. Resources and knowledge of staff and outside experts 
are invaluable, but interaction with peers, both structured and 
informal, is equally important, as participants stand to gain the 
most from each other. 

6. �Learning by doing is effective, but regular check-ins and staff 
interventions are necessary to keep the process on track.  
Simply describing international collaboration and policy devel-
opment is not enough—the experience must be ingrained so 
it lasts after the program ends. 

7. In a program that promotes international collaboration, 
communication tools must be varied, effective, and clearly 
explained. There should be flexibility in determining the best 
alternative ways to communicate within the team and with 
program staff. 

8. Participants should have some knowledge or experience 
in policy development; these tools can be reinforced early in 
the program. Programs that target people who are in the early 
stages of their careers need to ensure that participants have 
enough knowledge to benefit fully from the activities.

9. Availability of data and other information can be both a 
challenge and a learning opportunity. Data-driven policy-
making is essential in any context, but in many cases existing 
data are not applicable to the issue at hand, or do not exist 
at all. At the same time, there is an opportunity to raise the 
consciousness of participants about the value of data and the 
need to push for more and better data collection.

The GPF program is just the beginning. There are many ways to 
help individuals, and groups of individuals, frame policy issues, 
collect data, analyze data, and present findings to government 
and other stakeholders. New programs can narrow their focus 
by region, topic, or audience; they can target policymakers or 
those who are interested in influencing them. The need for highly 
skilled experts in policy development is growing, and many coun-
tries would profit from the experience. Ultimately, as the global 
community becomes closer, the development of a new cadre 
of these experts in the field of higher education policy will have 
long-term impacts for the future. 
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Introduction

Throughout the world, the demand for higher education is increasing exponentially, pushed forward 
by the realities of a global economy and accompanied by pressure to open up opportunities for 
prospective students from all backgrounds. The importance of a knowledgeable, highly skilled 
population has become clear and many countries have made great strides in increasing the numbers 
of students who attend and graduate from college. However, as governments increase the resources 
dedicated to higher education, questions remain—how will those resources be distributed? Will the  
benefits apply to all groups in society, or will some groups continue to face barriers to college 
enrollment and attainment? These questions are critical to virtually every country across the globe.

Many governments have implemented policies to address 
the challenges of access to and success in higher education. 
Although some of these policies have contributed to positive 
gains, gaps between traditional students and historically disad-
vantaged students remain in most countries. The nature of these 
gaps may be different from country to country—high-income 
versus low-income, rural versus urban, racial/ethnic majority 
versus minority, male versus female, and so on—but they involve 
some of the same barriers to higher education.

At the same time, there is often a lack of capacity to analyze 
these issues and recommend changes to existing policies or 
new programs altogether. Many academic exchange programs 
and international fellowship programs exist to build networks, 
increase knowledge of other countries, or conduct research. 
Similar programs are lacking for people who are interested in 
policy development and implementation. This is certainly true 
in the field of higher education policy, despite the crucial role 
that the sector plays. Yet it is increasingly important to involve 
policymakers in discussions about what works well—or doesn’t 
work at all—across borders. 

To address these challenges, the Institute for Higher Educa-
tion Policy (IHEP) created the Global Policy Fellows Program 
(GPFP) to improve the knowledge and skills of the next gener-
ation of policy analysts and leaders. The goal of the program 
is to improve individual capacity to conduct research and 
analysis, and create a global network of policy analysts and 
researchers who are motivated to address challenges faced by  
underserved populations. 

This report describes the program, highlights some of its findings, 
and provides a framework for international collaboration. The goal 
is to encourage in the area of policy analysis and implementa-
tion. It hopes to spur future ideas for building policy development 
capacity worldwide, with a special emphasis on higher education, 
where strong measures are needed to address continuing gaps 
in access and success. 
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Overview of  
the Program

In the program’s inaugural year, the 2007–09 cohort of Fellows included two- to four-person teams 
from six countries—Brazil, Mongolia, the Netherlands, South Africa, Ukraine, and the United States 
(see Appendix A). The countries were chosen to represent the diversity of regions, economic and 
political development, and higher education systems. Fellows came from a variety of professional 
backgrounds; they were early-career policy analysts in government, nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs), and professional associations, emerging leaders at university-based research centers, and 
others in a position to influence policy. The countries differed in terms of their context for higher 
education policy (Figure 1). For example, as noted by the Fellows:

• Brazil: A developing country with market needs for new 
skills, Brazil is trying to greatly increase college enrollment; 
however, that increase may affect quality, especially in the 
private sector.

•	Mongolia: In this postcommunist agrarian economy, virtually 
all higher education institutions are located in the capital city. 

•	Netherlands: This multicultural country has historically 
distinguished between indigenous (autochtonen) and 
nonindigenous (allochtonen) students; higher education 
has experienced a substantial increase in the number of  
nonindigenous students.

• South Africa: Since the demise of apartheid, the entire educa-
tion system has focused primarily on removing barriers and 
providing access to higher education for Black students, 
disadvantaged groups, and women.

• Ukraine: Years of postcommunist reforms have led to an 
increase in the number of higher education institutions and 
the number of people who graduate from them, but employers 
have criticized the level of recent graduates’ skills, and there 
are obvious disparities in access.

• United States: Despite high and increasing enrollment, the  
country faces gaps in access and success for disadvantaged 
groups, affordability issues, and stagnation in degree completion.

Despite these contextual differences, all six countries face similar 
challenges in providing their citizens with a quality postsec-
ondary education. The Global Policy Fellow Program allowed 
individual and group exploration of these challenges while at 
the same time fostering capacity to use that knowledge to effect 
policy change.
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