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FOREWORD

It is our great pleasure to present here a new issue 
of CIHE Perspectives, a series of studies focusing 

on aspects of research and analysis undertaken and 
coordinated by the Boston College Center for Inter-
national Higher Education (CIHE). This tenth issue 
in the series is the result of a cooperation between 
World Education Services (WES), with headquarters 
in New York, and CIHE, and is based on the WES-CI-
HE Summer 2018 Institute on Innovative and Inclu-
sive Internationalization in Higher Education. 

The Institute draws its inspiration from the in-
creasing importance of internationalization in high-
er education, with all of its attendant challenges and 
opportunities. A primary challenge facing interna-
tional education is its fundamental exclusiveness. 
Internationalization is becoming an increasingly 
more commercial and elitist endeavor, primarily fo-
cused on the flow of international students, schol-
ars, and programs around the world, to the benefit 
of a small and privileged subset of stakeholders. The 
inequity created by this phenomenon calls for a re-
vised, more innovative and inclusive approach to in-
ternationalization. To this end, the Summer Institute 
works to create a platform for students, scholars, 
and practitioners to discuss ways to make this hap-
pen. In particular, the Summer Institute aims to 
contribute to the development of a new generation 
of international education scholars/practitioners, 
who can bring new ideas, concepts, strategies, and 
initiatives to the forefront.

Worldwide, there are several opportunities for 
academic discourse on international higher educa-
tion, as well as conferences and professional devel-
opment programs for practitioners. But there are 
few opportunities specifically designed for students 
to present and discuss their research in a small, in-
teractive, international setting with other students, 
scholars, and practitioners. The WES-CIHE Sum-
mer Institute creates such an opportunity, through 

an agenda that combines lectures, paper presenta-
tions, and panel discussions, as well as space for in-
dividual interaction between participants.  In 2018, 
fifteen students and young professionals from over 
ten countries and five continents were invited to 
present their papers at the first Summer Institute, 
based on a review of submitted proposals. Notably, 
through the generosity of WES, each student partic-
ipant was provided with scholarship support to cov-
er the Institute’s registration fee, travel expenses, 
and/or local accommodation in Boston for the event.

The students were invited to summarize their 
papers in essays of approximately 1500 words. This 
publication is the result of their work, together with 
three essays written by participating lecturers, as 
well as two additional essays of students of the Mas-
ter’s and Certificate Programs in International 
Higher Education at Boston College. The collective 
result of their research provides meaningful insight 
into internationalization of higher education as per-
ceived and studied by the next generation.  They ad-
dress research around new directions in 
internationalization, transnational education, study 
abroad, international students, as well as interna-
tionalization and technology, and present institu-
tional, national, and regional perspectives on 
internationalization. 

The purpose of CIHE Perspectives is to serve as 
a resource for policy and research, but also to stimu-
late debate and interaction on key issues in interna-
tional and comparative higher education. From our 
perspective, questions of innovation and interna-
tionalization certainly feature among those key is-
sues, and this collection of essays, in our view, 
contributes meaningfully to the goal of advancing 
conversations in these important areas. 
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cadre of hybrid scholar-practitioners (Streitwieser & 
Ogden, 2016), there is potential for the practi-
tioner-to-scholar pathway to hamper innovation in 
this field of research. For practitioners who are con-
sidering a research project, it is not surprising that 
the most likely topics of enquiry relate to those as-
pects of international education in which they have 
professional experience (for example, study abroad 
or the international student experience). Further-
more, with growing numbers of enrollments in 
taught master’s courses in international higher edu-
cation, the field is witnessing a proliferation of mi-
nor research projects that, unsurprisingly, appear to 
focus on the lived experience of practitioners. As a 
consequence, among the cohort of new research stu-
dents in international higher education, a growing 
proportion is likely to hold a master’s qualification 
and to have undertaken some prior research related 
to their professional practice.

Too Much of a Good Thing

Despite the value of the practitioner-to-scholar path-
way for boosting enrollments in research degrees, it 
may nevertheless lead to impoverishment in the 
fields of enquiry. Prior studies have shown that in-
ternational education research is concentrated on a 
small number of countries and on a narrow range of 
topics (Proctor, 2016). For example, it is predomi-
nantly focused on the Anglophone world and cen-
ters around students and their international 
mobility.

The key task facing all new research students is to 
identify an original research topic or project, 

both of relevance to their discipline and of sufficient 
personal interest to ensure their commitment to its 
execution over an extended period of time. Naturally, 
this challenge is not reserved for students of interna-
tional higher education. However, the prior experi-
ence of many new researchers in this field (who 
undertake research on the back of practitioner expe-
rience in international education) appears to lead to 
a concentration of research on certain topics, while 
other aspects and dimensions of the international-
ization of higher education are subject to less aca-
demic scrutiny. 

At this stage in the evolution of the field, it be-
hoves us to consider how encouragement might be 
provided to a next generation of researchers to ex-
plore and investigate key gaps in internationaliza-
tion research. Prior studies that have sought to map 
the contemporary landscape of this relatively new 
field of academic study can provide insight here, as 
can a number of examples of how some of these 
identified research gaps are being effectively ad-
dressed. Thinking widely and creatively, there are 
steps that can be taken by both prospective students 
and their supervisors to promote innovative research 
in the field in substantive ways.

The Challenges of Research by the Scholar-
Practitioner

Although one of the perceived strengths in interna-
tional higher education has been the emergence of a 

Next Generation Research on Internationalization—
The Innovation Imperative  
Douglas Proctor 

Douglas Proctor is director of International Affairs at University College Dublin, Ireland. E-mail: douglas.proctor@ucd.
ie.

NEW DIRECTIONS FOR INTERNATIONALIZATION
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From a geographic perspective, keyword analysis 
from the IDP Database of Research on International 
Education (reflecting research and studies published 
between 2011 and 2013) has shown that the six most 
popular countries or regions for investigation were 
Australia, the United States, United Kingdom, Chi-
na, Europe, and Canada. Just under 10 percent of 
research over that period of time was centered on 
Africa, the Middle East, and Latin America and the 
Caribbean combined. Similarly, analysis of the 21 
most commonly used keywords reinforced that the 
principal focus of this research was on international 
students in higher and postsecondary education, 
with a secondary focus on internationalization and 
study abroad/student mobility (for domestic stu-
dents). Year-on-year trends also pointed to contin-
ued growth in the use of these particular keywords.

Bibliometric studies (Kosmützky & Krücken, 
2014; Kuzhabekova, Hendel, & Chapman, 2015) 
lend support to these findings, as does a recent 
text-mining analysis of the title and abstracts of the 
406 articles published in the Journal of Studies in In-

ternational Education (JSIE)—commonly under-
stood to be the leading journal in the field—between 
its foundation in 1997 and the first issue of 2016 
(Bedenlier, Kondakci, & Zawacki-Richter, 2018). In 
mapping four distinct phases in the development of 
research on international education, Bedenlier et al. 
(2018) identify two major strands over time—first, 
on the applied aspects of managing internationaliza-
tion at the institutional level, and second, on the per-
spectives and experiences of the actors involved. 
They also underscore the role which JSIE may have 
(albeit unwittingly) played in reinforcing Anglo-Sax-
on and Western European understandings of inter-
nationalization, noting that “research and practice 
need to self-critically question understandings and 
approaches to internationalization with regard to 
their contribution to inequality and dependency be-
tween higher education systems and consolidation 
of Western dominance” (Bedenlier et al., 2018, p. 
128).

Certain responses to the current concentration 
of international education research on the West and 
on various well-worn topics are already evident. Be-

denlier et al. (2018, p. 128) highlight the growing 
inclusion over time of contributions from Asian 
countries in JSIE. Similarly, the Routledge Interna-
tionalization in Higher Education Series features a 
2017 volume, The Globalization of Internationaliza-

tion: Emerging Voices and Perspectives (De Wit, Ga-
cel-Avila, Jones, & Jooste, 2017), specifically targeted 
at redressing the predominance of English-speaking 
and Western European paradigms in international 
education research. In the same series, The Future 

Agenda for Internationalization in Higher Education: 

Next Generation Insights into Research, Policy, and 

Practice (Proctor & Rumbley, 2018) seeks to investi-
gate those dimensions of the internationalization of 
higher education which are known to be under-re-
searched, and invites emerging researchers and an-

alysts to pose new questions.

Tangible Solutions

So, as the field gradually shifts to fill some of the 
gaps, how can we further encourage the next gener-
ation of research students to opt for innovative top-
ics of enquiry that investigate dimensions of the 
internationalization of higher education about 
which less is known? Three recommendations may 
offer ideas.

First, it is proposed that the network of higher 
education research centers around the world (see 
Rumbley et al., 2014) document and share informa-
tion about the current landscape of research on in-
ternational higher education and the 
internationalization of higher education, highlight-
ing gaps and pointing to lines of innovative enquiry. 
This work will guide not only prospective research 
students, but also research supervisors drawn from 
other disciplines, recognizing the interdisciplinary 

nature of the field.
Second, active encouragement should be pro-

vided to prospective research students to look be-
yond their practitioner experience (as relevant) in 
the search for a research topic. Given that the identi-
fication of a research question can be shaped by 
many influences, this should include advocacy by 
the existing research community, as well as clearly 
documented information about potential lines of en-
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quiry (as per the first recommendation above).
Third, a financial incentive could be established 

to encourage the selection of a research topic in an 
area of higher education internationalization that is 
known to be underresearched. This could be in the 
form of a small travel grant, set up and administered 
by a consortium of higher education research cen-
ters, and funded either by those centers or through 
external sponsorship. The existence of a travel grant 
of this nature, not to mention its active promotion, 
would shine a spotlight on the need for innovation 
in internationalization research and therefore stim-
ulate a different set of reflections among prospective 
research students. 

Recognizing the need for innovation in research 
on the internationalization of higher education, 
these three recommendations lay out a clear plan for 
how to stimulate new ideas in the field. They impact 
equally on new researchers, their supervisors, and 
the global network of higher education research cen-
ters and, if implemented, will help to drive innova-
tion into the next generation of research projects in 
this growing field. 
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When studying neoliberal and capitalistic ap-
proaches to higher education are studied 

along with the phenomenon of globalization, we can 
see higher education institutions (HEIs) becoming 
more similar to one another. This homogenizing ef-
fect was first studied among institutions with com-
parable environmental conditions; however, global 
pressures and disciplinary mechanisms, such as 
global rankings, have shifted this trend and current-
ly institutions in very different geopolitical contexts 
try to imitate normalized structures of higher educa-
tion. These mainstream normalized structures are 
not universal; they are part of a global imaginary that 
is rooted in Western, colonial, and neocolonial ideol-
ogies. Hence, adopting knowledge, models, and 
frameworks of what success should look like is prob-
lematic when these are not adapted to the institu-
tion’s (and the country’s) context, history, and 
environment.

In the case of internationalization of higher edu-
cation, these mainstream structures tend to follow 
Anglo-American models that have been described as 
“comprehensive” or “pervasive.” These models high-
light the importance of internationalization as a pro-
cess that needs to be embedded in all the substantive 
functions of HEIs. While this is important, literature 
and practice lack a focus on a common thread that is 
needed to align all the diverse international activities 
with the very essence of each institution’s mission. 
Despite the multiple rationales that institutions might 
have for taking part in international endeavors, a 
common thread to align these goals on should be 
clearly identified. When this leitmotif is also con-
sciously oriented toward a greater common good—
beyond the individual gains enablers and participants 

of internationalization programs—the international 
strategy becomes more relevant to the institutional 
mission. 

If internationalization is defined as “the inten-
tional process of integrating an international, inter-
cultural or global dimension into the purpose, 
functions and delivery of postsecondary education, in 
order to enhance the quality of education and re-
search for all students and staff, and to make a mean-
ingful contribution to society” (de Wit, Hunter, 
Howard, & Egron-Polak, 2015, p. 29), then compre-
hensive internationalization seems to have a larger 
focus on the functions and delivery than on the purpose 

and the meaningful contribution part of the definition. 
One HEI could have a very thorough strategy, com-
prised of several types of programs, inclusive of the 
various actors within the institution, but that is orient-
ed toward specific purposes like revenue generation 
or prestige. 

The Need for Purposeful 
Internationalization

Under the current global imaginary, which has 
placed the West as the center and aspiration of devel-
opment (Stein & Andreotti, 2017), internationaliza-
tion of higher education could be reinforcing former 
hegemonies and current inequalities. What seems 
to be missing from many institutions’ international-
ization strategies is the conscious alignment of an 
institution’s mission and its internationalization 
strategy, with the common thread of seeking a great-
er public good. The latter is defined here as purpose-

ful internationalization. It is crucial, then, that further 
research about higher education internationaliza-
tion, move to a poststructural and postcritical ap-

center for international higher education  |  perspectives no. 11
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proach; one that deconstructs the assumptions that 
have grounded previous research. More research is 
needed focusing on how some of the means to 
achieve internationalization have been detracting it 
from its ultimate goals and purposes. Besides the 
how, HEIs need to start asking themselves the why of 
their daily internationalization activities. At the in-
stitutional level, this shift needs to be oriented to-
ward establishing international strategies and pro-
grams that constitute a “respectful [emphasis added] 
exchange of academic and cultural knowledge and 
ideas” by using frameworks based on values, justice, 
and social responsibility for the “sustainable future 
of local and global societies” (Patel & Lynch, 2013, p. 

223). 

First Steps: “Glonacal Agency Heuristic”

One proposed framework to study purposeful inter-
nationalization strategies is an adaptation of Mar-
ginson and Rhoades’ (2002) “glonacal agency 
heuristic.” This heuristic helps reveal the influence 
that actors have at the global, national, and local lev-
els and the amount and type of agency they exercise 
on—or are subjected to—by their partners. It was 
developed to explain how the global, national, and 
local dimensions intersect and interact for both the 
organizational agencies in the internationalization 
process and the agency exercised by individuals or 
collectivities. 

All these elements are visually represented with 
three hexagons on three intersecting planes (resem-
bling the three dimensions: global, national, and lo-
cal), where the vertices represent both the exercised 
human agency and the organizational agencies 
themselves that exist at each of the three levels. All 
the vertices are connected by what could be repre-
sented as a vector, since both its magnitude (referred 
to by the authors as strength, p. 292) and direction 
(in this case a two-way direction, referred to as reci-

procity, p. 291) affect the way they interact. Each of 
the three planes have layers and conditions within 
them that represent the cultural, social, political, 
and even colonial ties and power disparities be-
tween, for example, institutions in the Global South 
and their partners abroad in the Global North.

This heuristic should be further expanded to 
address some of its shortcomings. This model—on 
neoinstitutional theory—acknowledges the individ-
ual agency of the people within the institution but it 
focuses much more on the environment and its 
forces, and on a much broader macro-level of analy-
sis; that is to say, it focuses more on structure. In 
contrast, other models inspired by “old institution-
alism” center themselves more on values and social-
ization, and are much more interested in individual 
interactions, power, and conflicts; that is to say, 
agency. By combining these two visions in an inhab-
ited institutions approach (Hallett & Ventresca, 
2006), we could study HEIs and their international-
ization strategies as places where people assign 
meaning to their actions at both a local and imme-
diate level as well as at an extra-local level. We could 
learn, through in-depth case studies, how the 
“glonacal” environment, the institutions them-
selves, and the people within them, can create an 
internationalization approach that might challenge 
the current global imaginary and the mainstream 
Anglo-American/Western construct of internation-
alization. 
 

Getting to Purposeful Internationalization: 
The Space between the Vertices 
Therefore, building upon the “glonacal” heuristic, 
special attention needs to be placed on the space 
that exists between the vertices. Since, in this mod-
el, each vertex represents an actor in the internation-
alization process, we can state that they all have 
intentions to establish an international partnership 
and that those intentions are not neutral. These in-
tentions might be openly stated or not (embedded 
in the policies, practices, procedures, mission state-
ments, strategic plans, etc.) They might also be 
present but unseen; for example, unstated self-pre-
sentation visible only through underlying messages 
in day-to-day interactions, websites, marketing ma-
terials, etc. When those intentions are confronted, 
they engage in the space that is created among 
them, a space that indigenization scholar Willie Er-
mine (2007) has defined as the ethical space of en-

gagement. He frames this space by applying ethics 
because of the natural morality embedded in the 

innovative and inclusive internationalization 
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interaction with the Other.  
Thus, by using this framework to observe the 

dynamics that occur when institutions establish 
partnerships abroad to enact their internationaliza-
tion strategies, we would be able to gain a better un-
derstanding of the extent to which institutions in a 
country from the Global South can reframe their 
internationalization strategies in ways that defy the 
mainstream Anglo-American/Western models of 
internationalization. This framework could be used 
to understand if and how “the goods” and “the pub-
lic” in the public good aspiration of internationaliza-
tion are different in the Global North and the Global 
South, and to what extent the enactment of an insti-
tution’s internationalization strategy aligns with its 
social mission of seeking a greater public good.
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and analysis” and a wider view of the “social, politi-
cal, and cultural diversity” (Olson, Evans, & Shoen-
berg, 2007, p.16) of the world in which they will live.

Gaps Abound

Among US universities studied for this project, gaps 
between international offices (IOs) and multicultur-
al centers (MCs) are more common than intersec-
tions, due to organizational factors. In fact, although 
the potential for collaboration is high, this study ex-
emplified Cortes’ (2002) assertion that IOs and MCs 
are “natural, if often unaware, partners” (p. 111) be-
cause cooperation, for the most part, does not exist.

One of the most salient reasons for this lack of 
cooperation is the different reporting lines within 
the university to which these offices are obligated—
either to academic or globally focused divisions or 
units, on one hand, and student affairs, on the other. 
These dynamics are reflective of the siloed nature of 
academia. Reporting to different divisions results in 
a lack of communication and awareness of each oth-
er’s staff and work, difficulties to access each other’s 
budgets, and a misalignment of strategic directions. 
Indeed, the paths of staffs at these two offices may 
rarely overlap, depriving them of the opportunity to 
get to know each other as individuals and have con-
versations about needs that they can meet by joining 
resources. 

Another factor in the lack of cooperation is the 
differences in staffing patterns. MCs tend to have 
small staffs, in this study ranging from two to nine 
individuals. This makes it difficult to be creative and 
to add work that is outside of an already large scope 
of responsibilities. The comparatively larger IO 
staffs (in this study, ranging from two to 32 individ-

innovative and inclusive internationalization 

The public is calling universities in the twen-
ty-first century to prepare graduates who can 

compete and collaborate with people who are differ-
ent from themselves. Adams and Carfagna (2006) 
argue that the most important characteristic need-
ed to solve global twenty-first century problems is 
the ability to approach problems as a global citizen. 
How are universities preparing students for that? 
How are they merging the local with the global? Re-
searchers argue that working on the “intersection 
of internationalization and multicultural education 
provides creative opportunities for faculty, staff and 
administrators to prepare students to cooperate and 
compete in a multicultural and global workplace” 
(Olson, Evans & Shoenber, 2007, p. 11). The learn-
ing in this intersection helps institutions to prepare 
students to better understand contemporary issues 
such as globalization of technology, global warm-
ing, and migration patterns. It can also equip a 
more diverse group of students with international 
skills and knowledge. 

Although both fields—international education 
and multicultural education—share values, ap-
proaches, and learning outcomes, the literature 
suggests that there has been a historical divide be-
tween the two fields (Olson, Evans & Shoenberg, 
2007). Internationalization and multicultural edu-
cation contribute to students’ education, and each 
field benefits the other when they are in dialogue. 
For instance, international administrators enrich 
internationalization when they take into consider-
ation issues of race, socioeconomic class, gender, 
and religion, while multicultural education be-
comes stronger when it incorporates global per-
spectives. As a result, students benefit from an 
education that includes more “complex thinking 
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uals) are very specialized, producing the same effect 
or result. Resource inequities contribute to a sense 
of competition between the two entities. In the sam-
ple of universities for this study, international offices 
were found to be three times larger than multicultur-
al centers in terms of staffing. The difference in 
staffing between the two types of offices is large, tak-
ing into account that, in many instances, multicul-
tural centers also serve the entire campus, not just a 
specialized subset of the university community. Al-
though the literature does not speak to inequities in 
staff, it does address inequities in other resources. 

The Power of Individuals
Meanwhile, the intersections between MCs and IOs 
seem to happen when individual directors and/or 
staff members have the opportunity to interact, learn 
about each other’s work, and devise creative ways to 
bridge the gaps for their students. These collabora-
tions are generally not part of the job descriptions for 
either office, and appear to happen only because of 
the interest of the individuals involved. Sometimes, 
the impetus for collaboration comes from the stu-
dents who are either already collaborating them-
selves or who share physical spaces, be it in the 
context of clubs or services.    

Where We Should Be Headed

Hill (2007) argue that collaboration between inter-
national educators and multiculturalists can help 
them improve their practice. One of the strongest 
examples of best practice that emerged from this 
study demonstrated that departments need the flexi-
bility to develop partnerships that help leverage each 
other’s resources to produce creative solutions. The 
resulting projects become sustainable when the in-
stitution fosters entrepreneurship and facilitates in-
cubators for programs that then get absorbed by 
appropriate departments. These partnerships bene-
fit the students and contribute to the professional 
development of the staff. The study also showed that 
in order for a unit to function as an intercultural 
space, it needs to be conceptualized as such from its 
inception and the concept needs to be embedded in 
the DNA of the institution to really be effective. A 
large number of projects can be initiated as a result 

of the collaboration between IOs and MCs, which 
become apparent once the two units start working 
together. Examples here include using the expertise 
of MCs to guide conversations with international 
students about racism, or to prepare underrepre-
sented students on identity issues as they plan to 
study abroad; or using the expertise of IOs to bring a 
global perspective to discussions of power, privilege, 
and oppression in a more domestic or local context.

 IOs and MCs both contribute to global learn-
ing, but usually only from their distinctive silos. 
When they come together, the work becomes more 
creative and relevant and the students are the win-
ners. The findings show that international offices 
mostly contribute to building the skills of students in 
the area of cross-cultural learning, while multicul-
tural centers foster attitudinal development. Howev-
er, for global learning to occur, students will need to 
participate in both international and multicultural 
activities, which few students do—and those few 
who might are left to integrate the learning on their 
own. 

Evidence from this study shows that gaps and 
intersections do exist between internationalization 
and multicultural education in at least some univer-
sities, and elements of good practice also exist, 
which may be useful to other institutions. It appears 
that collaborations between IOs and MCs are few 
but possible, and when they happen, they benefit the 
practice of the staff involved, contribute to increas-
ing the intercultural skills of the students, and help 
to prepare the global citizens that the world needs in 
the twenty-first century.
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ments). The overarching research question is; What 
are the barriers, and how do these barriers impede 
the effective implementation of the “One Third 
Curriculum Policy” in TNHE programs hosted at 
local Chinese universities?

Twelve Impeding Factors

This multiple case study involves four public uni-
versities administrated by a provincial government 
in China. Qualitative content analysis of docu-
ments, student questionnaires, and semistructured 
staff interviews reveal disparate practices of TNHE 
curriculum policy implementation in local con-
texts. A total of 12 impeding factors emerge as the 
most prominent barriers to the TNHE curriculum 
policy implementation at the local Chinese univer-
sities. This article reports major findings in relation 
to one barrier, as outlined below.

Insufficient level of foreign language proficiency 
among students
According to staff interviewees, the implementa-
tion of the “One Third Curriculum Policy” was im-
peded by the students’ low level of foreign language 
proficiency. This factor was evident in the students’ 
difficulties in understanding the imported foreign 
courses taught by visiting foreign teachers, and in 
their low rates of passing international languages 
tests (e.g., TOEFL, TOPIK, and TestDaF) to pursue 
foreign degrees. Three primary causes for the stu-

According to China’s ministry of education 
(MoE), transnational higher education (TNHE) 

programs hosted in Chinese universities are re-
quired to import at least one third of their curricu-
lum from the foreign partner universities. This 
policy, known as the “One Third Curriculum Policy,” 
includes four rules: 1) the imported foreign courses 
shall account for at least one third of all courses in 
the program; 2) the imported foreign specialization 
core courses shall account for at least one third of all 
core courses in the program; 3) the number of the 
specialization core courses delivered by the teaching 
staff of the foreign partner universities shall account 
for at least one third of all courses in the program; 4) 
the academic hours of the specialization core cours-
es delivered by the teaching staff of the foreign part-
ner university shall account for at least one third of 
all academic hours in the program.

Despite the MoE’s good intentions, it is widely 
acknowledged that the policy is difficult to imple-
ment in local Chinese universities (e.g., Hou, Mont-
gomery, & McDowell, 2014). However, little evidence 
to date is available to explain systematically why this 
curriculum policy implementation has been ineffec-
tive. To investigate this problem, the study on which 
this article is based aims to ascertain multilevel fac-
tors impeding the effective implementation of the 
“One Third Curriculum Policy” in TNHE programs 
hosted at local Chinese universities (i.e., nonpresti-
gious universities administrated by local govern-
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dents’ low level of foreign language proficiency 
emerged from data analysis: low entry require-
ments of the TNHE programs; problematic foreign 
language teaching; and a lack of motivation on the 
part of students to learn foreign languages.

Three primary causes
First, due to higher costs than for domestic pro-
grams, the four universities chose to lower the en-
try requirements of their TNHE programs in order 
to enroll enough students. As a result, the programs 
admitted students with a gaokao (national higher 
education entrance examination) score lower than 
the score required for domestic programs. A lower 
gaokao score, especially in a foreign language sub-
ject, does not necessarily mean that the student is 
performing poorly. But it may indicate a starting 
point where students are less academically quali-
fied or prepared to take courses taught by foreign 
teachers. Consequently, these students would need 
additional and effective learning support from the 
beginning of their programs.  

However, learning support for students was 
found to be insufficient and ineffective at the four 
universities, because the teaching in the TNHE pro-
grams is largely problematic. For example, local 
Chinese teachers use traditional syllabi designed 
for domestic programs with a grammar–translation 
teaching approach, while foreign teachers are ad-
vised to, or prefer to use official guidelines and 
workbooks for international foreign language tests, 
which focus more on listening and speaking skills. 
These two approaches develop ostensibly different 
language skills in students and thus could be ex-
pected to complement each other. However, both 
student and staff interviewees comment that the 
two approaches are not integrated due to a lack of 
coherence and consistency in content and pedago-
gy. As a result, students are not effectively support-
ed to develop well-rounded foreign language skills. 

The third obstacle is a lack of motivation to 
learn foreign languages among the students. As 
many as 52.2 percent of the students report no in-
tention to study abroad or to obtain a foreign de-
gree. This means that more than half of the students 
in this study are not attracted by overseas study op-

portunities or a foreign degree offered by the pro-
gram. As such, a question arises: What motivates 
these students to apply for TNHE programs? The 
foremost motivation reported by students is the pro-
grams’ lower entry requirements, allowing them to 
study in a better Chinese university with a lower gao-

kao score. In other words, the students’ real inten-
tions are not to study a foreign language and acquire 
a foreign degree, but to take advantage of their fam-
ily’s wealth and the programs’ lower entry require-
ments to access better educational resources in a 
better Chinese university. 

Serious Consequences

The three factors reported above have resulted in a 
dominance, in TNHE programs at local Chinese 
universities, of students who are less qualified and 
less motivated, and who have a low level of foreign 
language proficiency. This in turn affects the effec-
tiveness of the delivery of the imported foreign 
courses in TNHE programs, as required by the “One 
Third Curriculum Policy.” These findings yield im-
portant implications for TNHE education and 
research. 

First, without a sufficient foreign language pro-
ficiency or an intention to earn a foreign degree, stu-
dents are likely to be less motivated to complete the 
foreign curricular elements of the TNHE programs. 
This may pose great challenges to both local and for-
eign teachers in motivating and engaging these stu-
dents in learning. Second, students from 
socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds, es-
pecially those from remote rural areas, are more 
likely to avoid costly TNHE programs in China. The 
dominance of socioeconomically advantaged stu-
dents may contribute to a reputation of TNHE in 
China as a “rich kids’ game,” adding insult to the 
existing injury of stratification and inequality in Chi-
nese higher education (Yeung, 2013). If no shift 
from quantity to quality is made, as Altbach and de 
Wit (2018) call for, TNHE in China may ultimately 
be “on life support” (p. 2). As a possible solution, 
practitioner and scholarly efforts are needed to ex-
plore innovative and inclusive learning supports 
that improve foreign language proficiency among 
students and transform them into highly qualified 
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and motivated TNHE learners. 
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Within the realm of crossborder education, we 
find traditional study abroad-sojourner types 

of programs, and, more recently, the delivery of an 
institution’s curriculum abroad in the form of an in-
ternational branch campus (IBC). Even though stu-
dent and faculty mobility is perhaps the most visible 
component of internationalization, there is a ten-
dency in some regions of the world to shift from 
moving people to moving programs and education 
providers (Knight, 2012). Examples of education 
providers moving abroad include the traditional 
opening of a branch campus overseas, establishing a 
center or a teaching site, and merging with a foreign 
institution to create a new independent entity, 
among others.

By implementing such transnational strategies, 
institutions hope to improve their education-related 
reputation, diversify their student and faculty popu-
lations, and generate new revenue streams (Girdzi-
jauskaite & Radzeviciene, 2014). However, such 

models still do not address the rising costs of educa-
tion and the inequality gap, as millions of young 
adults in developing countries continue to lack ac-
cess to higher education. IBCs have received ample 
criticism in the past for seeming to operate more as 
revenue seeking operations than as contributors to 
the public good. Institutions that establish an IBC 
tend to miss integrating a full internationalization 
experience in the IBC curriculum and fall short in 
terms of prioritizing the developmental needs of the 
host country (Farrugia & Lane, 2013). Furthermore, 
scholars also urge that those establishing IBCs need 
to “overcome neocolonialism” by being more 
thoughtful about the content they deliver and by 
more clearly justifying why particular content is be-
ing taught (Siltaoja, Juusola, & Kivijärvi, 2018, p. 
17).

The Micro-Campus Model

To bridge the aforementioned gap and to 
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counteract some of the criticism against IBCs, the 
University of Arizona (UA) in the United States has 
developed an innovative model for transnational ed-
ucation, which UA refers to as a micro-campus. Each 
micro-campus represents a unique partnership with 
distinctive characteristics but with a common base, 
from where both partners can start adapting, de-
pending on the local context. Overall, each mi-
cro-campus is a physical space (classrooms, offices, 
and student lounges) allocated to UA on the campus 
of a higher education institution (HEI) outside the 
United States, where participating students enroll in 
a dual-degree program. During the first half of their 
degree, students enroll as any other students stu-
dents at the partner institution, paying tuition set by 
their local institution and selecting classes for pro-
grams offered by their institution. For the second 
half of their degree, students pay a premium on the 
tuition (totaling around US$9,000 per academic 
year) and take classes in a coteaching model that 
uses curriculum from UA. Students still graduate in 
two or four years (for a master’s or bachelor’s degree, 
respectively), but with two degrees.

With this approach, and contrary to a typical 
IBC, the provider (in this case, UA) does have a phys-
ical presence abroad but without the need to build a 
brick and mortar campus. This approach is more re-
spectful of the local higher education ecosystem, by 
complementing the local academic offer instead of 
creating a more competitive and stratified market. It 
also represents cost savings for both institutions 
since the local partner can develop the curriculum 
for new programs by focusing only on the first half 
of the degree, with UA delivering its programs 
abroad at a lower cost than having to maintain a full 
campus. Also, contrary to a typical dual-degree pro-
gram, the students do not necessarily have to travel 
abroad to eventually earn degrees from both the local 
and nonlocal institutions (although they can if they 
wish). This scenario is less expensive for the stu-
dents and their families and helps the local institu-
tion to maintain its enrollment. Once the network of 
micro-campuses grows, students will be able to 
transfer to other sites, paying approximately their 
current tuition and without worrying about credits 

being transferrable or the availability of relevant 
courses.

This model offers a more equitable partnership 
when compared to other North–South partnerships: 
revenue is equally shared and curricula from both 
institutions are acknowledged and taught—and 
therefore, internationalized. The nonlocal institu-
tion (in this case, UA) offers students the opportuni-
ty of an international education and an international 
degree, without the immediate consequence of brain 
drain. There are also opportunities for capacity 
building at the local institution since UA offers local 
faculty the opportunity to enroll in advanced degrees 
in the United States with a tuition waiver. 

Early Stocktaking 

At the moment, four UA micro-campuses (at Ocean 
University in China, American University of Phnom 
Penh in Cambodia, Princess Sumaya University of 
Technology in Jordan, and Sampoerna University in 
Indonesia) are in operation and at least ten more are 
expected to be launched in the next year. With an 
interest in assessing this model and capturing the 
perceptions of those working closest with it, the 
Center for the Study of Higher Education collected 
data at the first two sites in China and Cambodia 
through a survey and interviews with students, fac-
ulty, and staff involved in the set-up process and dai-
ly operations.

While our student data reveal that a vast majori-
ty are satisfied overall with the quality of the educa-
tion they are receiving, students in China and 
Cambodia report different motivations for enrolling 
in a dual-degree program. The students in China are 
enrolling because they want to learn more about a 
specific major, whereas Cambodian students believe 
that having an American degree may lead to a better 
job. 

Faculty and staff report finding the model inno-
vative and having the agency to make a positive con-
tribution to the landscape of higher education with 
their participation in the micro-campus. When 
asked about areas for improvement, faculty and staff 
report wanting more training on the various digital 
platforms available, and that communication 
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between host and partner institutions needs to be 
continually improved to create a more sustainable 

model.

Recommendations 

The micro-campus model is still at an early stage of 
implementation; however, so far, it is a promising 
model of transnational education. We feel that it has 
the potential to become a project for capacity build-
ing in regions where specific academic programs 
need to be further developed. For that to happen, a 
good analysis of the strengths and opportunities of 
both partners needs to be conducted to guarantee 
that micro-campuses deliver on their intended pur-

pose: to create greater access to higher education.
However, even though the model contemplates 

charging tuition at local market rates, that rate could 
be more accurately defined as local “premium” mar-
ket rate, and is normally out of reach for most stu-
dents. In addition, so far, micro-campuses have been 
established mostly in partnerships with private insti-
tutions that are already enrolling an elite subgroup 
of the population. Therefore, as this model seeks to 
fulfill a promise of “establish[ing] one of the world’s 
most affordable, accessible, and expansive global 
networks for higher education” (University of Arizo-
na, 2017), micro-campuses will need to become 
places where access is granted by merit rather than 
as a result of the socioeconomic status of the stu-
dents. This would ensure that students living at the 
margins of a community also have a chance at this 
particular kind of higher education. As a land-grant 
university, UA has a “common good” mission of 
providing its community with access to higher edu-
cation and generating applied research for the ad-
vancement of the community. The micro-campus 
model represents an alternative to expand the con-
cept of community beyond the political and natural 
borders of states and nations, by bringing together 
HEIs in several countries to provide greater access 
to tertiary education. 
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China is now beyond the halfway point of “The 
Outline of China’s National Plan for Medium 

and Long-Term Education Reform and Develop-
ment (2010-2020),” which puts forward an open 
policy in the area of education. Much attention has 
been given to the changes brought about by this am-
bitious initiative. Broadly speaking, the higher edu-
cation sector’s opening up policy is considered to 
have supported the nation’s adaptation to interna-
tionalization trends and encouraged active participa-
tion in international exchanges in the areas of 
politics, economy, and culture. More specifically, the 
policy has led to an exponential increase in the num-
ber of inbound international students to China, with 
a 40 percent increase between 2010 and 2014, for 
the purpose of attending both degree and nondegree 
programs. According to the British Council (2015), 
China will continue to compete with the United 
States, the United Kingdom, and Australia as one of 
the world’s leading destinations for globally mobile 
students. Indeed, China is the only non-English 
speaking, non-Western European country among 
the world’s most popular study abroad destinations.

What Are We Missing in ISM Research? 

Despite its rapidly changing role in the landscape of 
international higher education, China is still un-
equally represented in the extant literature. Research 
on international student mobility to date has pre-
dominantly been concerned with movements from 
East Asia to the major destination countries, partic-
ularly English-speaking nations. Such mobility is 
often associated with the pursuit of English-taught 
programs and Western modes of education (Brooks 
& Waters, 2011). In contrast, educational migration 

from countries with highly sought-after advantages 
to a newly emerging destination such as China is a 
relatively recent phenomenon. Consequently, there 
is a marked imbalance in the current literature on 
international student mobility, as this literature pri-
marily defines Asian countries as a source of interna-
tional students rather than a destination for such 
students. More importantly, Western educated in-
ternational students’ motivations for, and outcomes 
of, study abroad in China have never been thor-
oughly examined. Correspondingly, the short-term 
study experiences of non-Western students in the 
global North have often been overlooked in the liter-
ature (Prazeres, 2017). Such imbalance in the litera-
ture makes it difficult to present a clear argument 
for the relative value of international higher educa-
tion and its links with subsequent employment 
and/or mobility (Waters, 2012).

Therefore, reflection on underresearched inter-
nationally mobile youth may provide potential value 
to other contexts. In academic terms, this study pro-
vides an excellent opportunity to generate new in-
sight into relatively unorthodox, yet rising student 
population flows, which have much in common 
with migration trends in the global labor market. In 
terms of practical implications, the research may be 
beneficial for numerous stakeholders, including, 
but not limited to, institutions and policymakers 
working on international higher education and in-
ternational student mobility. Furthermore, results 
of this research not only carry implications for edu-
cational migration flows to China, but also serve as 
a mirror reflecting the broader issues of brain drain, 
brain gain, and brain circulation by suggesting a 
perspective on how international higher education
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bearevalued differently in different social contexts 

and geographical locations. 

The Research 

My doctoral research aims to offer a critical explora-
tion of narrative claims of transnational students 
from Anglophone and European countries who pur-
sue English-taught undergraduate degrees in an un-
orthodox study abroad destination. In particular, it 
highlights the ways in which transnational students 
in China make sense of their motivations, decisions 
around their study abroad destination, and (non)ed-
ucational experiences. This inquiry then explores 
three subquestions that guide the understanding of 
the overarching question:

• What are the motivating factors and consider-
ations that inform the decision to study for a de-
gree program in China? In other words, what 
factors enable international students from Euro-
pean and Anglophone countries to “eschew” ed-
ucation from their home country or other 
English speaking/European countries in favor 
of education in an unconventional destination? 

• What educational and noneducational experi-
ences do international students from European 
and Anglophone countries obtain, intentionally 
or unintentionally, by studying in China?

• What are the perceived roles of an international 
branch campus as a social space for legitimating 
and/or enabling such motivations and experi-
ences? In other words, how do transnational 
students make meaning of their institutionally 
staged space of education and interact with oth-
ers within and outside of it, and how do they ma-
terially create power relations? 

The study draws on ethnographic data collected 
at a US university’s branch campus in China. The 
data were collected through preinterview question-
naires and semi structured interviews with 33 North 
American and European transnational students. In 
particular, this study reports the specific themes par-
ticipants drew on to legitimate their educational 
choices and experiences, including the unorthodoxy 
of their study abroad destination, their engagement 

in “real” life in China, and their everyday interac-
tions with both local and expatriate people.

Key Findings and Considerations  

Overall, by placing the participants’ narrative ac-
counts within the powerful discourse of neoliberal 
globalization and the context of higher education in-
ternationalization, this study demonstrates how 
these accounts reinforce and/or undermine some 
taken-for-granted assumptions and dominant repre-
sentations of international students in the existing 
literature. This study found that although the small 
group of Western students in China who were the 
focus of the research do not adhere to the stereotype 
of “international students,” they tend to make sense 
of their motivations and experiences based on no-
tions of sameness and difference. While many stu-
dents reported that the decision to study in China 
was nonstrategic and somewhat impulsive, the anal-
ysis shows that there is a single dominant image of 
a bona fide cosmopolitan international student, 
which they try to “become.”

In addition, being white is a major theme un-
derlying the North American and European stu-
dents’ experiences in China. Although racial 
privilege is a main type of privilege identified and 
explicitly articulated by almost all participants, this 
concept is also related to a broader privilege of mo-
bility associated with Western nationality, English 
proficiency, and disposable income. Put differently, 
such privilege is not necessarily based on lighter 
skin complexion. Other nonwhite participants in 
this study, although to a different degree, seemed to 
have “acquired” whiteness through their affluence, 
association with Western culture, and through being 
enrolled at an elite US school.

Finally, observing participants’ social media 
content revealed the ways in which international 
students make sense of the physical environment of 
transnational education. In particular, the research 
documents the explicit claim itself, as well as nu-
anced account of stories, on how power relations are 
manifest and embedded in their daily interaction 
with others. 
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Compared to their counterparts at four-year insti-
tutions, US community college students partic-

ipate in study abroad at much lower rates. Recent 
reports indicate that students enrolled in the two-
year community college sector comprise only around 
2 percent of students studying abroad, while they 
make up approximately 30 percent of total enroll-
ments in US higher education (Institute of Interna-
tional Education, 2017; National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2016). Although the number of communi-
ty college students studying abroad has increased 
over time, this sector faces significant financial and 
administrative barriers to building and maintaining 
education abroad programs (Zhang, 2011). Interna-
tional opportunities through community colleges 
are particularly important for students whose post-
secondary education experiences are limited to these 
institutions. Despite the growing importance of in-
teractions with the world beyond US borders, study 
abroad remains marginalized at many two-year insti-
tutions. Raby (2008) suggests that community col-
leges that do not include study abroad in educational 
offerings risk inadequately preparing students for 

the global economy, where international literacy rep-
resents a necessary skill. 

This study examines the role that institutional 
context plays in community college students’ access 
and choice to participate in study abroad programs, 
a topic that to date has not been examined extensive-
ly in the literature. The purpose of this study was to 
explore the relationships between institution-level 
indicators, such as an institution’s student-to-faculty 
ratio and demographic composition, and the per-
centage of students studying abroad. In brief, this 
study’s analysis accounts specifically for several in-
stitutional characteristics that may be more relevant 
at two-year institutions, including the percentage of 
students aged 25 or older and the percentage of part-
time students in attendance. More extensive details 
concerning the study’s data and analysis can be 
found in a forthcoming publication (Whatley, 2018), 
and the reader is referred there for additional infor-
mation. This study’s results have important implica-
tions for institutional decision-makers at community 
colleges who aim to increase students’ participation 
in experiences abroad. These implications are the 
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similarly sized decrease.

Implications for Community College 
Professionals

The findings of this study have implications for 
community college administrators and other profes-
sionals who work to establish and maintain study 
abroad programming at these institutions. The find-
ing that an increase in non-US resident students at 
an institution positively relate to study abroad is like-
ly indicative of an institution’s internationalization 
efforts more broadly. That is, institutions that ex-
pand their focus to bring in more international stu-
dents may also, whether purposefully or not, direct 
their US students toward study abroad opportuni-
ties. Significant findings, associating certain race/
ethnicity compositions and geographic locations 
with differences in the likelihood of an institution 
reporting that students study abroad, suggest a cer-
tain stratification in study abroad opportunity. Re-
sults regarding race/ethnicity may indicate that 
community colleges play an outsized role in provid-
ing access to international education among Asian 
American students, while this is not the case for 
black students. Changes in the organizational and 
bureaucratic structures of community colleges are 
likely necessary to provide education abroad oppor-
tunity to students attending institutions enrolling 
larger proportions of black students. Concerning 
geographic location, results indicate that students 
attending schools in urban areas likely benefit from 
increased access to study abroad opportunities. In 
order to foster increased levels of study abroad 
among institutions located in less urban environ-
ments, namely towns or rural areas, direct commu-
nication with local employers and other entities in 
the community concerning their international skill 
needs could prove useful. As such, faculty and staff 
at these institutions could develop education abroad 
programs that at the same time help the institution 
advance its mission to serve the local community.

The negative relationships between the percent-
age of students studying abroad and both the per-
centage of students attending part-time and the 
student-to-faculty ratio in the second stage of this 

focus here.

Research Findings

This study’s primary findings derive from a hurdle 
regression model, which predicted study abroad par-
ticipation in two stages. The first stage focused on 
the likelihood of an institution reporting that stu-
dents studied abroad, while the second stage exam-
ined the percentage of students studying abroad. 
This second stage accounted statistically for the con-
siderable number of community colleges reporting 
no student participation in study abroad. Analysis 
relied on data from the Institute of International Ed-
ucation’s (2017) Open Doors report for study abroad 
participation information and data from the Inte-
grated Postsecondary Education Data System for in-
stitutional characteristics (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2016).

In the hurdle model’s first stage, significant pre-
dictors of students studying abroad were the per-
centage of the student body comprised of non-US 
residents, the percentages of both black and Asian 
students in the student body, and location in a town 
or rural area rather than an urban area. The average 
effect of a percent increase in the nonresident stu-
dent population was an approximate 2 percent in-
crease in the likelihood of students studying abroad. 
A percent increase in the black student population 
was associated with an approximate 0.3 percent de-
crease in the likelihood of study abroad participa-
tion, while a percent increase in the proportion of 
Asian students was associated with an approximate 
0.4 percent increase in this likelihood. Compared to 
community colleges located in urban areas, those in 
both towns and rural areas were approximately 18 
percent and 8 percent, respectively, less likely to re-
port that their students participated in study abroad. 
In the hurdle model’s second stage, both the per-
centage of the student body comprised of part-time 
students and the student-to-faculty ratio were signif-
icant predictors of the percentage of students study-
ing abroad. A 1 percent increase in part-time 
enrollment was associated with a decrease of ap-
proximately 0.2 of a percentage point in study 
abroad participation, while a one-unit increase in 
the student-to-faculty ratio was associated with a 
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study’s statistical model also suggest a context 
wherein certain groups of students are better able to 
access international education opportunities. This 
first finding indicates that institutional deci-
sion-makers may need to reinvigorate efforts to de-
sign flexible study abroad programs aimed at 
students with more rigid schedules. The latter find-
ing suggests a situation wherein students attending 
institutions that are able to direct more resources 
toward hiring additional faculty and lowering the 
student-to-faculty ratio are at an advantage com-
pared to students attending other institutions. In 
this case, and in the absence of additional financial 
resources necessary to lower the student-to-faculty 
ratio, administrators might modify faculty training 
and professional development materials to include 
attention to students’ international engagement 
over the course of their studies. Such attention to 
international aspects of students’ academic careers 
may be especially relevant among underrepresented 
student groups, who may rely on faculty for infor-
mation about international education more than 
their more advantaged counterparts.

While these salient findings are important for 
community college faculty and administrators alike, 
several of the nonsignificant findings of this study 
are just as interesting and important. For example, 
gender composition was not a significant predictor 
of study abroad participation. Similarly, the percent-
age of the student body receiving Pell funding, a 
variable often used as a proxy for socioeconomic sta-
tus, was not a significant predictor of study abroad. 
Such results suggest that community colleges may 
be a place where opportunities to participate in in-
ternational education are more readily available to 
students belonging to some underrepresented 
groups. Although future research is needed to cor-
roborate these results, they are promising in that 
they point to the community college as a potential 
site for the democratization of international educa-
tion opportunity at US institutions of higher 
education.

center for international higher education  |  perspectives no. 11
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with practitioners at selected higher education insti-
tutions, the study: 1) examined how much and what 
sort of online resources have actually being offered 
at higher education institutions to promote LGBTQ 
students’ participation in programs abroad; 2) sum-
marized the current practices of service and support 
for LGBTQ students’ participation in international 
programs and discussed the effectiveness of these 
efforts; and 3) observed the experience of study 
abroad practitioners and identified challenges and 
opportunities in their practice.

The desk research (conducted in 2018) revealed 
that 16 institutions, among 105 accredited Massa-
chusetts universities and colleges, offer some sort of 
study abroad resources specifically targeting LGBTQ 
students. The 16 institutions that include study 
abroad resources for LGBTQ students on their web-
sites consist of three public institutions and 13 not-
for-profit private institutions. The predominant 
representation of private institutions is representa-
tive of the higher education landscape in Massachu-
setts, where approximately 70 percent of the 
institutions are private. Two institutions among the 
13 not-for-profit private institutions have religious 
affiliations, specifically Roman Catholicism. These 
institutions are all four-year universities and col-
leges, and no community colleges are represented 

among the 16 institutions.

Online Resources

“Diversity,” “identity,” and “inclusion” are the three 
key terms commonly used in the headings and sub-

Student mobility is one of the major discussion 
topics in the field of internationalization of high-

er education (Perez-Encinas & Rodrigues-Pomeda, 
2018). The number of study abroad students from 
the United States has been increasing since 1990 
and has reached approximately 325,000 in 2015–
2016, a 3.8 percent increase from the previous year 
(Institute of International Education, 2017). Al-
though a large majority of US students still do not 
study abroad, studying abroad has become a com-
mon educational experience at American colleges 
and universities. Many universities work to develop 
policy, curriculum, programs abroad, and services to 
educate their students to become global citizens or 
marketable professionals in a globalized workforce. 
Universities are required to ensure that their inter-
national programs are available and accessible to the 
full population of students. However, there are still 
underserved populations of students in internation-
al education, including ethnic and racial minority 
students, students from low socioeconomic back-
grounds, students who do not claim traditional gen-
der identities, and students with particular physical 
and learning disabilities.

This study aims to contribute practice-based 
knowledge to the scholarship of inclusion of lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender and queer or questioning 
(LGBTQ) students in international education by ex-
amining current practices and practitioners’ experi-
ence and their perspectives on inclusion of LGBTQ 
population in study abroad at US higher education 
institutions. Through desk research and interviews 
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and peer advising, LGBTQ-inclusive information 
sessions and predeparture orientations, and break-
out sessions for LGBTQ students. This indicates 
that there are roughly two ways to approach LGBTQ 
students at these institutions: standardizing gener-
al LGBTQ-inclusive event planning and program-
ing, and marketing or reaching out specifically to 
the LGBTQ population. 

Among the institutions included in the inter-
view portion of this study, covering LGBTQ-related 
information and topics in their programming (gen-
eral information sessions, predeparture orienta-
tion, study abroad fair, etc.) is a common practice 
for ensuring a standard approach to create an 
LGBTQ-inclusive environment in study abroad. 
However, a few study abroad advisors mentioned 
that students who come from the majority culture 
might not be aware of how their identity might be 
impacted abroad and observed how majority identi-
ty students have somehow disengaged with the 
identity-related topics (e.g. LGBTQ-related topics) 
discussed in their predeparture orientations.

Facilitating and Inhibiting Factors

The findings of the study identify certain factors 
and conditions that may affect current practice or 
its progress. These factors include the following re-
sources: 1) the study abroad office has at least one 
professional (e.g., a study abroad advisor) who is 
willing to take a leading role in improving service 
for LGBTQ students; 2) the institution has an 
LGBTQ resource center or an LGBTQ student orga-
nization on campus; 3) the study abroad office has a 
connection to the campus LGBTQ center or LGBTQ 
student organization; 4) the campus climate is wel-
coming enough for LGBTQ students to attend 
LGBTQ targeted programming (e.g., information 
sessions, predeparture orientations), to speak about 
identity-related topics in a one-on-one advising ses-
sions, and for study abroad advisors to address the 
topic at information sessions or orientation.

One positive aspect of the findings was that 
half of the practitioners who were interviewed in 
this study were the ones who started developing 
study abroad online resources for LGBTQ students 
on their website. This suggests that practitioners 
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headings on these study abroad websites. The ma-
jority of the study abroad websites use “diversity” in 
a combination with “identity” and “inclusion.” A 
few websites use “culture” with “identity”—such as 
“identity and cultural resources” and “cultural and 
social identity resources.” Resources for LGBTQ stu-
dents are presented under these headings, along 
with resources addressing students with disabilities, 
students with multicultural identities, students of 
color, matters of religion and spirituality abroad, 
women studying abroad, men studying abroad, first 
generation students, student athletes, economically 
disadvantaged students, nontraditional students, 
heritage-seeking studying abroad students, students 
following special diets, etc.

The contents of the resources for LGBTQ stu-
dents studying abroad vary in quantity and scope 
among the 16 institutions. These contents fall under 
six categories: 1) introductory paragraph(s); 2) event 
and support systems at the institution; 3) program 
and location selection; 4) life abroad; 5) returning 
home; and 6) additional resources or links to exter-
nal websites. For LGBTQ students studying abroad, 
the 16 institutions offer at least one category of con-
tent from each of these six categories.

Support Systems and Programming

Among the 16 institutions, eight study abroad advi-
sors from eight universities agreed to participate in 
interviews. The data collected from these partici-
pants indicate that, besides online resources for 
LGBTQ students, these institutions have imple-
mented various support systems and services in 
their advertising, advising, and programming for 
LGBTQ students, yet the trajectory and progress of 
practice at each institution varies. Some institutions 
have been working on enhancing diversity and in-
clusion in study abroad for more than a decade and 
have built quite comprehensive strategies. Other in-
stitutions have started within the last few years with 
small steps and ideas for future improvements. 

The interviewed advisors described multiple 
ways in which they plan and program events for 
LGBTQ students, including LGBTQ returnee panels 
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are instrumental in starting the conversation within 
the context of their own institutions to develop ad-
vising, marketing, services, and support for this po-
tentially underserved and overlooked population in 
the context of study abroad.

Recommendations

Based on the findings and discussion, this study 
concludes with the following recommendations to 
further improve the services and environment 
around LGBTQ students’ participation in study 
abroad programs at their home and host 
institutions:   

• Create an accessible and inclusive study abroad 
website for all students as an advising tool or a 
platform to which study abroad advisors can di-
rect students at home institutions.

• Use technology for LGBTQ-targeted events and 
orientation sessions so that interested students 
can attend remotely and without risk of reveal-
ing their identity at home institutions.

• International student advisors at the host insti-
tutions should be mindful of the possible chal-
lenges and needs of international LGBTQ 
students on campus.

Finally, further research on the experience of 
LGBTQ students abroad should be undertaken to 
identify the challenges and opportunities that they 
encounter in specific destination countries and how 
they establish their identity at the study abroad loca-
tion. Specific field-based research would be more 
beneficial than research in the broader context of 
“abroad.” This would build new knowledge for prac-
titioners at both sending and receiving institutions 
to better educate LGBTQ students for their safety 
and emotional wellbeing, to help them achieve their 
goals through study abroad, or even to explore the 
possibility of designing travel abroad programs to 
support identity development among students.

References
Adriana Perez-Encinas, & Jesus Rodriguez-Pomeda. (2018). 

International students’ perceptions of their needs when 
going abroad: Services on demand. Journal of Studies in 
International Education, 22(1), pp. 20–36. 
doi:10.1177/1028315317724556

Institute of International Education (IIE). (2017).Fast Facts. 
Retrieved from https://www.iie.org/Research-and-In-
sights/Open-Doors/Fact-Sheets-and-Infographics/
Fast-Facts

innovative and inclusive internationalization 



24 center for international higher education  |  perspectives no. 11

Swimming against the Tide: Strategies for Combating 
Declining International Enrollment at US Higher 
Education Institutions
Cindy Le and Paul Schulmann

Cindy Le is a research associate at World Education Services (WES), where she conducts research on internation-
al higher education trends and student mobility. E-mail: cle@wes.org. Paul Schulmann is associate director of 
research at World Education Services in New York. Email: pschulma@wes.org. 

Our research sought to answer three main ques-
tions: How has the US political climate affected in-
ternational student mobility among respondents? 
How are admissions officers planning to cope with 
declining international enrollment? What interna-
tional enrollment management strategies are most 
effective?

Key Insights

What we learned from the survey confirmed, in part, 
what others have reported:

• More than half of the WES survey respondents 
saw a decrease in international student applica-
tions from the 2016–2017 to the 2017–2018 ap-
plication cycle at their institution.

• Half of the respondents saw a decrease in the 
total number of enrolled international students 
from the 2016–2017 to the 2017–2018 applica-
tion cycle.

• Forty-five percent of institutions anticipate a de-
crease in international enrollment for the up-
coming 2018–2019 academic year.

• Intensive English programs, in particular, saw 
large declines, with 72 percent of institutions 
experiencing a decrease in applications.

• All regions except the Northeast saw a greater 
decrease in international student applications 
and enrollment than an increase.

The 2016 election of US President Donald Trump 
changed the global recruitment landscape for 

higher education institutions (HEIs), nowhere more 
than in the nation that elected him. In the nearly two 
years since, multiple studies have documented de-
clines in international student enrollments at US 
institutions. Following several years of growth, new 
international student enrollment declined by 3.3 per-
cent for the 2016–2017 academic year, according to 
the Institute of International Education (IIE, 2017). 
IIE reported that the decline, in the fall of 2017, 
reached an estimated 6.9 percent and reflected re-
duced or plateaued enrollment numbers across al-
most all academic levels (Baer, 2017).

At the same time, media and entities that track 
developments in higher education have reported in-
creased enrollments in other countries, especially 
those where costs are lower, quality and access are 
on the rise, and the social and political environments 
are more welcoming. To understand better how 
these shifts are affecting enrollments, applications, 
and international recruiting at US institutions, the 
research team at World Education Service (WES) 
surveyed more than 270 higher education profes-
sionals in January and February 2018. Our goals 
were to gain evidence-based insights into changes in 
enrollment patterns as they play out in real time and 
to develop a set of practical recommendations to 
help institutions across the United States weather 
the ongoing storm.

INTERNATIONAL STUDENT TRENDS AND REALITIES
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prone to large fluctuations, and the last year has 
seen a softening of enrollment numbers among 
Chinese and Indian students. These drops are sig-
nificant, given that China and India have been reli-
able top senders by substantial margins for several 
years. Diversifying the international enrollment fun-
nel is probably always wise; at this juncture, it is 
imperative.

Emphasize a welcoming environment
The national #YouAreWelcomeHere campaign is 
one way that multiple institutions have banded to-
gether to demonstrate solidarity and show support 
for international students. Eighty-six percent of sur-
vey respondents found the campaign effective in 
helping to reassure international students that the 
political climate on campus remains distinct from 
the nation’s as reflected in the media.

Provide support and resources
Prearrival support can help international students 
navigate the visa process, help parents manage safe-
ty concerns, and highlight available support services 
in the surrounding community as well as on cam-
pus. Also critical is ensuring that international stu-
dents on campus have easy access to up-to-date 
information about immigration and visa policies.

Engage in virtual and social media outreach
Our research suggests that HEIs are forgoing more 
traditional recruitment methods such as overseas 
travel in favor of newer and less expensive approach-
es, such as social media. Virtual and social media 
outreach can be used to develop relationships with 
students, inform them of developments in immigra-
tion and visa policy that may affect their student sta-
tus, and more.

Engage the alumni network for recruitment
Alumni can be instrumental in attracting prospec-
tive international students. For their upcoming ap-
plication cycle, 66 percent of our respondents said 
they planned to engage more with recent interna-
tional alumni.

•  Applications from China decreased the most (54 
percent), followed by the Middle East and North 
Africa (50 percent), and India (47 percent).

• Most respondents (71 percent) told us that the 
political environment is a cause of their interna-
tional recruitment challenges. Many noted oth-
er factors at play, including rising tuition costs, 
increased competition from institutions around 
the globe, and more.

For all the negative news, we were also surprised 
and heartened by some of our findings. For exam-
ple, more than a quarter (28 percent) of respondents 
reported a year-over-year increase in international 
applications between 2016–2017 and 2017–2018. 
Notably, the proportion of respondents (51 percent) 
who reported being optimistic about international 
enrollments in 2018–2019 was slightly greater than 
the proportion who reported being pessimistic (49 
percent).

Our research also helped us understand what 
many institutions are doing to soften the impact of 
declines in international student enrollments and to 
plan for the future of international admissions and 
recruitment. Broadly speaking, US HEIs are seeking 
to adapt their enrollment management strategies, as 
well as provide a welcoming environment for inter-
national students. They are also continuing to focus 
on the long-term and the positive, both in messag-
ing directed at potential enrollees and applicants, 
and in planning future recruitment strategies. 

Recommendations

Despite the daunting international student recruit-
ment landscape, there are still multiple strategies 
US HEIs can employ. Broadly speaking, these ap-
proaches involve adapting international enrollment 
management strategies, providing a welcoming en-
vironment for international students, and commu-
nicating positive messaging. Building on our 
research findings, we recommend that institutions 
take the following steps:

Diversify recruitment targets
International enrollments from any one country are 
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Address students’ financial concerns
Nearly half of our respondents (45 percent) cited the 
rising cost of tuition as a challenge to recruiting in-
ternational students. Although providing scholar-
ships or lowering tuition may not always be possible, 
institutions can provide advice to help international 
students understand, manage, and mitigate some of 
the financial costs of their education.

Develop and maintain partnerships that can 
either provide alternative routes to recruitment or 
facilitate entry
Community colleges can create a cost-effective pipe-
line of international students who, after graduating, 
seek a four-year degree (Loo, 2016). Secondary 
schools, which host over 80,000 international stu-
dents (Farrugia, 2017), can provide a venue for back-
yard recruiting.

Relationships with staff at foreign embassies, 
ministries, and government education agencies can 
help ensure a high institutional profile among po-
tential recruits. To ensure ready access to help with 
I-20 forms and other visa issues, cultivating rela-
tionships with staff at the US Department of Home-
land Security’s Student and Exchange Visitor 
Program (SEVP) can be useful.

Conclusion

With the vast majority of HEIs citing the current po-
litical environment in the United States as a key in-
fluence in international student enrollment declines, 
institutions are feeling acute and damaging effects: 
The majority of HEIs failed to meet their interna-
tional enrollment goals, and applications from the 
top-sending source countries have declined. Over a 
third of institutions are pessimistic about their fu-
ture international enrollment.

However, many more remain optimistic and are 
prepared to alter their recruitment strategies to con-
tinue attracting international students. In light of 
the current political climate, colleges and universi-
ties should not only work to assure international stu-
dents that they are welcome and provide them with 
adequate resources, they should also avoid becom-

ing overly reliant on any one country as source coun-
try. If HEIs are able to provide a welcoming 
environment for international students and widen 
their recruitment efforts, they will be able to build a 
solid foundation and community for international 

students—regardless of future paradigm shifts.
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ing sources of financial stress and to examine how 
financial stress shapes the experiences and inten-
tions to stay of international students. To answer 
these questions, this study employed a qualitative 
phenomenological approach to investigate the 
sources of financial stress and to understand how 
this stress influences undergraduate international 
students’ intentions to stay as a lived experience of 
their college life. 

Sources of Financial Stress 

Financial burdens stem from rising costs of tuition, 
surcharges, and hidden extra costs upon arrival. 
These make international students feel vulnerable, 
insecure, and exploited. These costs include mainly 
out-of-state tuition, fees, mandatory health insur-
ance, and living expenses. At most public universi-
ties in the United States, international students pay 
out-of-state tuition rates because they are catego-
rized as nonresident aliens. As they are not able to 
gain in-state residency, the cost disparity grows big-
ger compared with their American counterparts.  

Lack of financial knowledge is problematic, as is 
their ineligibility for financial aid, scholarships, and/
or internship opportunities. Their lack of familiarity 
with university billing systems and the US banking 
system also causes financial stress. Restricted job 
prospects due to their legal status as international 
students limit them from a range of professional ex-
perience. This, in turn, limits their opportunities for 
finding jobs after graduation, which makes them 
stress about whether the costs of investing in a col-
lege education in the United States will truly pay off. 

In response to the internationalization of higher 
education and a globalizing economy, higher edu-

cation institutions in the United States have been 
increasing their efforts to recruit more international 
students. A robust international student presence 
on campus brings not only economic benefits but 
also cultural richness and diversity, which is crucial 
for the institutions to meet their goal of enhancing 
global engagement and competitiveness. However, 
the question arises of how much attention is being 
paid to understand challenges and barriers faced by 
international students. Much literature suggests 
that international students experience more adjust-
ment problems than US students, as a result of dif-
ferences in language, cultural values, and social 
norms (Sherry, Thomas, & Chui, 2010); however, 
little is known about how international students per-
sist beyond initial adjustment and how they cope 
with stressors. 

International Students and Universities: 
Different Perceptions

According to a 2014 research project conducted by 
the National Association of Foreign Student Advi-
sors (NAFSA: Association of International Educa-
tors), the top three reasons for dissatisfaction 
reported by international undergraduate students 
relate exclusively to financial aspects: access to jobs 
or internships (37 percent), affordability (36 per-
cent), and availability of scholarships (34 percent). 
This research supports the important role that finan-
cial stress plays in students’ dissatisfaction, and thus 
is worthy of attention. In this respect, the purpose of 
this study is to address a gap in the literature regard-

innovative and inclusive internationalization 

Undergraduate International Student Experience: 
Coping with Financial Stress
Sho Eun Won

Dr. Sho Eun Won is a postdoctoral fellow at the Asian Affairs Center, University of Missouri-Columbia, US. 
E-mail: wonsho@missouri.edu. 



28

According to Open Doors 2016 data from the In-
stitute of International Education (IIE), 81.2 percent 
of undergraduate international students rely primar-
ily on personal or family funds to pay for their col-
lege education. Therefore, the presumed notion that 
international students are financially well off is prev-
alent on college campuses. However, these students 
are not immune from financial problems. Not being 
able to pay the total amount of tuition fee due to cur-
rency fluctuation can cause enormous financial 
stress. Furthermore, the international students in 
this study felt intensively obligated not to waste any 
funds and to meet family expectations, given the sac-
rifices made at home on their behalf. Fear of failing 
also play an important role in motivating them to do 
well and complete their education. Interviewees not-
ed, “It will be a total shame for my family if I go back 
without my degree.”

International Student Retention 

How do international students persist after experi-
encing such barriers and stress? What is their cop-
ing mechanism to keep moving forward to 
graduation? Self-efficacy, known to increase goal 
performance and confidence, is particularly import-
ant among college students (DeWitz & Walsh, 
2002). International students tend to show high 
self-efficacy, prioritizing their studies in order to 
reach their educational goals. In this study, self-effi-
cacy for academic performance was the most im-
portant component of persistence despite of all the 
barriers faced. Self-efficacy associated with social 
integration tended not to correlate close to students’ 
decisions to persist at their institutions. However, 
their self-perception as international students nega-
tively influenced their ability to perform to full ca-
pacity because they showed high levels of concern, 
anxiety, and frustration. They felt that their capabili-
ties were likely to be underestimated. 

Some aspects of one’s financial situation, in-
cluding the economic situation in one’s home coun-
try, fluctuating currency conversion rates, and the 
financial circumstances of one’s family, are external 
and uncontrollable. This causes self-imposed stress 
because students attempt to exercise great control 
over their particular financial behavior, trying to 

learn how to adapt to external controls. Coping strat-
egies are rather passive practices in terms of not re-
sponding aggressively to their stress. For example, 
behavioral reactions include crying and talking to 
friends and family members back home. Interna-
tional students in this study tended to show more 
avoidance behaviors than engagement behaviors, 

attempting to avert or ignore the stressors.

What Can Be Done? 

To ease the financial burden that international stu-
dents and their families inevitably face, institutions 
must seek to allocate more financial aid in the form 
of scholarships—not merely partial fee waivers—or 
by granting in-state tuition rates to high-performing 

international students.
Much literature highlights that social support 

provides a powerful resource to help college stu-
dents cope. Many international students tend to seek 
support from friends, families back home, and cona-
tionals on campus. Inadequate socialization, in par-
ticular insufficient interaction with faculty, academic 
advisors, staff, and local friends, can jeopardize the 
international students’ sense of belonging and their 
intention to persist. 

The international students in this study consid-
ered themselves “invisible” within institutional poli-
cies and practices. Their perceptions of the 
institution were influenced by their own identity and 
experiences associated with how they saw them-
selves within the campus environment. All the 
members of the university community must ac-
knowledge the challenges and limitations that inter-
national students face and, accordingly, create 
services to ensure that needs are met. Instead of let-
ting international students struggle with financial 
problems on their own, relevant personnel in higher 
education (e.g., university policy makers, faculty, 
and staff) should understand the fundamental char-
acteristics of their concerns and difficulties and then 

help them persist and excel. 
Ultimately, this study highlights the necessity of 

reevaluating the limits and restrictions that interna-
tional students deal with every day in college life. US 
higher education institutions should ease their fi-
nancial burden by genuinely acknowledging these 
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issues and taking concrete actions to assist the 
students.
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ly, this article focuses on the topic of family illness/
loss, which can pose a prolonged impact on interna-
tional students’ well-being across time and place.

A chronic/terminal illness or the death of a fam-
ily member can profoundly change the student’s ex-
perience of international education. “Transnational 
grief” is one of the understudied risks in sustaining 
international education, perhaps due to the difficul-
ties in quantifying the number of affected students 
and the negative implications it may cast on recruit-
ment initiatives. Nevertheless, it would be signifi-
cant for host institutions to prepare support systems 
or intervention measures if they aspire to integrate 
international students into their community.

Why and How Grief Matters 

While there is a lack of research on grief among in-
ternational students, previous research has identi-
fied the following impacts of bereavement on college 
students in the United States (Battle et al., 2013):

• Impact on academic performance: Grieving stu-
dents tend to suffer from a deterioration in their 
ability to concentrate. This can cause difficulties 
for students to manage rigorous academic 
workloads.  

• Impact on social well-being: Bereaved students ex-
perience a sense of isolation, as they tend to be-

The number of international students in the 
United States has been growing over the years, 

reaching over 1.07 million in 2016–2017; compared 
to ten years ago, this shows an increase of 85 percent 
(IIE, 2017). There has been much focus on strategies 
for international student recruitment among col-
leges and universities that are aiming to diversify 
their campus environment and secure new financial 
resources. However, what is equally important for 
host institutions is to understand the unique needs 
of these students, in order to create and develop ser-
vices that enable them to thrive in their new learning 
environment.

International Student Support Needs at 
Home and Abroad 

Some of the widely acknowledged acculturative chal-
lenges for international students include, but are not 
limited to, language barriers, differences in academ-
ic systems, building social relationships with peers 
in the host country, and financial issues (Mori, 
2000). These are main obstacles that international 
students face in the host country. While it is import-
ant to identify and develop campus resources to sup-
port international students through challenges 
experienced after they start their new lives on cam-
pus, what is currently missing is a focus on issues 
that can happen outside the host country. Specifical-
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tial for their future, parents/guardians may tend to 
withhold bad news. Furthermore, parents/guard-
ians may be reluctant to talk openly about family ill-
ness/loss, because it could cost substantial time and 
money for students to fly back and forth between 
home and their host country. 

In order to encourage international students 
and their families to keep each other updated during 
the student’s academic experience abroad, it would 
be helpful to devise proactive measures, such as 
holding a predeparture discussion among interna-
tional students and their families, a representative 
from the host institution, and other related person-
nel regarding possible risks and ways to find sup-
port. Sharing mutual awareness among the parties 
may prevent miscommunication or delayed action 
in response to emergencies faced by international 
students. In addition, it is critical for staff and facul-
ty to prepare the necessary support system for inter-
national students and their families when a crisis 
arises.

Finally, intercultural understanding is essential 
in ensuring that support services are accessible and 
effective for international students. For instance, re-
search shows that, compared to American students, 
international students tend to underutilize counsel-
ing services on campus, mainly due to stigma and as 
a result of not having enough rapport with local 
counselors (Mori, 2000; Lin & Pendersen, 2007). 
For counseling services, recent research states that 
not only multicultural, but multinational competen-
cies are fundamental to build relations with interna-
tional students; this is because international 
students are a “minority among minorities” in the 
United States, and may grapple with issues that are 
not always similar to other minority students (Lin & 
Pendersen, 2007, p. 285–286). This perspective is 
not only applicable to counseling but also to faculty, 
student services, and other professionals who work 
with international students.

College is usually a period in life when students 
seek independence; yet interdependence is one of 
the gifts that can be offered through campus life, as 
well. If the academic community aspires for all stu-
dents to pursue their degrees without fear or guilt, a 
collaborative effort to shed some light on the silent 

 lieve that their experience is abnormal and in-
comprehensible by their peers, discouraging 
them from engaging socially with campus life.

• Impact on personal development: College students 
are typically at a stage in their development 
when they are trying to seek autonomy by de-
taching themselves from their parents/guard-
ians. When a family loss happens at this time in 
life, they can feel guilty for pursuing personal 
goals away from home. 

In the case of international students, these fac-
tors can be amplified for the following reasons. First, 
international students who are not used to Ameri-
can academic culture may face additional challenges 
in coping with academics, in terms of differences in 
language and types of assignments. Also, they may 
hesitate to reach out to their faculty to negotiate 
deadlines out of fear of negative implications on 
their academic record, or out of unwillingness to 
disclose family issues to outsiders. Second, interna-
tional students can experience a sense of alienation, 
especially when trying to recreate a social network in 
the host country. Third, because their situation dif-
fers from that of local students in terms of additional 
financial burdens and physical distance away from 
home, family illness/loss may lead them to doubt 
the feasibility of continuing their education abroad.

Supporting Grieving International 
Students

Several factors that can make prevention and inter-
vention difficult when trying to help grieving inter-
national students. One of the factors lies in the lack 
of transparency in the way family members commu-
nicate negative news to the student. Even though it 
has become more convenient, at least technically, for 
students and their families to communicate across 
borders with the advent of social networking sites 
and other tools, timely communication can be diffi-
cult without a mutual commitment to keep each oth-
er up-to-date. This matters particularly in the event 
of family issues, because parents/guardians may 
prioritize the academic success of their children 
over domestic issues back home. In order to ensure 
that their children focus on their schoolwork to ob-
tain an internationally acknowledged degree essen-
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grief of international students would make the 
learning environment more inclusive of diversity. 
Such initiatives would allow students to not bear 
their burden alone, enabling them to have an experi-
ence of international education that would resonate 
positively across their lifetime.
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The internationalization at home (IaH) move-
ment has left its mark on the internationaliza-

tion discourse: The necessity of extending access to 
an international experience beyond the mobile few is 
now widely recognized (Egron-Polak & Hudson, 
2014). Projects and programs facilitating intercul-
tural experiences domestically, and others that use 
difference and diversity as learning opportunities, 
are common around the world. Beyond that, trans-
national education (TNE) has spread globally: Insti-
tutions and programs have become “mobile” and 
extend their activities across countries. The trends of 
IaH and TNE have diversified the discourse in the 
field, which is no longer dominated exclusively by 
(physical) student mobility. Information and com-
munications technology (ICT) and digital learning 
practices have pushed online and distance education 

into the mainstream of higher education and further 
diversified the landscape of internationalization. Ex-
panding access has been one of the key rationales 
for IaH, TNE, and online distance education from 
the start (Beelen & Jones, 2015; British Council & 
DAAD, 2014; Stöter, Bullen, Zawacki-Richter, & von 
Prümmer, 2014; Zawacki-Richter, Müskens, Krause, 
Alturki, & Aldraiweesh, 2015). Moving forward, the 
potential of so-called virtual internationalization to 
widen access to an international experience to non-
traditional students and disadvantaged parts of the 
population in these three contexts becomes import-
ant to explore.

Conceptualizing Virtual 
Internationalization 
Based on Jane Knight’s definition of international-

INTERNATIONALIZATION AND THE PROMISE OF 
TECHNOLOGY
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than that of the awarding institution. TNE is partic-
ularly attractive to nontraditional students: A survey 
by the British Council and DAAD (2014) found that 
students enrolled in TNE are statistically older than 
those in “regular” higher education, and that 27 per-
cent work full-time (p. 64). Respondents considered 
TNE to be “a positive and affordable alternative to 
taking the full foreign degree programme abroad” 
(p. 36), while rating an international outlook as the 
most positive attribute of TNE. Recently, blended 
forms of delivery have prospered within branch 
campuses and in partner-supported delivery, and 
have clearly extended the possibilities of TNE: Exam-
ples include virtual online lectures in an inverted 
classroom setting, videoconferencing to connect stu-
dents with a lecturer from the home campus, or 
e-tutoring and collaborative projects to link students 
transnationally. Thus, ICT offers possibilities to 
bridge geographical distances and to supplement 
TNE on campus with an authentic international 
experience.

Transnational programs can be delivered both at 
physical locations abroad and via distance educa-
tion. While online education is not the only form of 
distance education, I focus on this mode of delivery 
for the purpose of this article. Due to the virtual na-
ture of online distance education, geographical bor-
ders lose relevance and virtual TNE offerings 
proliferate. Yet, institutional aspirations of virtual 
campuses enrolling thousands of international stu-
dents have for the most not proven realistic, because, 
in the virtual space, there are still clear barriers to 
borderless higher education —be they linguistic, 
cultural, political, or financial. Nevertheless, collabo-
rative online offerings, including joint and dual de-
grees, are flourishing. As online and distance 
degrees, like TNE, generally attract nontraditional 
students—lifelong learners especially (Stöter et al., 
2014), we can assume a potential to broaden access 
to an international experience for these groups by 
offering online education transnationally. This can 
be done via TNE, with courses specifically tailored to 
an international clientele; in traditional, domestic 
distance-degree programs, which enroll increasing 
numbers of international students; or in alternative 
credential offerings (MOOCs, MicroMasters®, etc.), 

ization (Knight, 2003, p. 2), I define virtual interna-

tionalization as follows: Virtual internationalization 
at the national, sector, and institutional levels is de-
fined as the process of introducing an international, 
intercultural, or global dimension into the delivery, 
purpose, or functions of higher education with the 

help of information and communications technology 

(ICT) (Bruhn, 2017, p. 2).
ICT-supported internationalization is thus un-

derstood as a form of internationalization in its own 
right, encompassing different levels and dimen-
sions of higher education. Hence, virtual interna-
tionalization is a broader concept than virtual 

mobility, a term that refers to curricular internation-
alization only.

Increasing Access to International 
Experience via ICT

Inequality of access to higher education is pervasive 
in developed and developing countries alike. Fur-
ther, students whose mobility is limited by their so-
cioeconomic background, a full-time job, family 
commitments, or a disability, are less likely to take 
part in an exchange program or a full degree abroad, 
and therefore have limited access to an international 
experience.

The first area of potential for virtual internation-
alization is IaH. Among the most visible approaches 
in this area are virtual mobility projects such as col-
laborative online international learning (COIL), a 
technique pioneered by the State University of New 
York (SUNY), which connects students on campus 
with peers abroad via online exchange programs. 
Virtual mobility can also be realized via formats 
such as virtual internships, virtual field trips, or in-
ternational e-service learning. Efforts to internation-
alize the curriculum with ICT can also extend to 
using relevant digital materials, including open edu-
cational resources (OER) and massive open online 
courses (MOOCs) from abroad. Beelen and Jones 
(2015) found that “indeed, technology-based solu-
tions can ensure equal access to internationalization 
opportunities for all students” (p. 64).

The second area of potential is TNE, i.e., learn-
ing undertaken by students in a different country 
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while we have seen that TNE tends to be cheaper 
than a full degree abroad, it is generally more expen-
sive than education offered by local providers, which 
diminishes the equalizing effect of TNE (British 
Council & DAAD, 2014). Third, virtual internation-
alization should not be a “consolation prize” for stu-
dents who cannot afford physical degree or credit 
mobility. 

Virtual internationalization can increase access 
to an international experience as seen in three differ-
ent dimensions: IaH, TNE, and online distance edu-
cation. The concept of virtual internationalization 
may serve as a conceptual framework to further de-
velop this potential, and to advance the internation-
alization of higher education. 
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the providers of which presumably do not care much 
where in the world their students reside.

If online distance TNE can be part of the inter-
nationalization discourse, what about domestic on-
line and distance education as an area of potential 
for IaH? Zawacki-Richter et al. (2015) have shown 
that e-learning and distance education increase ac-
cess to higher education among nontraditional stud-
ent groups. In fact, full-semester online studies at a 
foreign university for distance students have been 
discussed, for instance, in the CAMPUS NET initia-
tive. Other programs, such as Erasmus+ Virtual Ex-
change, embrace innovative initiatives directed at 
both online distance and on-campus education pro-
viders. Its funding lines allow for the development 
of virtual exchange projects, advocacy training, and 
interactive open online courses, also specifically tar-
geting nontraditional students, including refugees. 
As these students increasingly participate in domes-
tic higher education in many countries, refugees 
and nonrefugees alike can benefit from integrative 
programs that foster knowledge, skills, and intercul-
tural sensitivity for all involved. Evidently, the Eras-
mus+ label for such initiatives is deceptive to some 
extent: Contrary to the CAMPUS NET initiative, 
full-semester online studies at a foreign university 
are not among the sponsored projects. Instead, the 
program demonstrates that virtual exchange does 
not need to attempt to clone physical mobility, but 
that ICT opens up possibilities that did not exist in 
the past. This way, such programs can complement 
comprehensive internationalization in on-campus 
and distance education, as well as in nonformal 
contexts.

Limitations and Conclusion

Several factors need to be taken into consideration 
when further exploring the potential of virtual inter-
nationalization to expand access to an international 
experience in IaH, TNE, and online distance educa-
tion. These include the digital divide, which limits 
the extent to which disadvantaged parts of the popu-
lation have access to digital media, and therefore, to 
forms of virtual internationalization. Second, we 
need to make sure that digital offers are of high qual-
ity, culturally sensitive, and affordable. For instance, 
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Globalization has clearly transformed the land-
scape of higher education worldwide. Increas-

ingly, universities and colleges internationalize to 
increase their global competitiveness and better 
prepare their students for work and life in a global-
ized world. While it is commonly agreed that inter-
national experience is beneficial to the students’ 
personal and professional development, the per-
centage of mobile students remains as low as 10 
among four-year undergraduate students in the 
United States. Meanwhile, male students, students 
from racial and ethnic minorities, students from 
low socioeconomic status, and students in the fields 
of science, technology, engineering, and mathemat-
ics (STEM) are underrepresented when it comes to 
pursuing international education experiences (So-
ria & Troisi, 2014). Therefore, internationalization 
at home integrating technology is considered to be 
an accessible, affordable, and flexible alternative to 
study abroad, which may change the landscape of 
higher education internationalization. To recognize 
and promote this innovative model of international-
ization, the American Council on Education (ACE) 
granted awards and special recognition to 11 proj-
ects in 2013 and published a report featuring the 
prize winners, Bringing the World into the Classroom: 

ACE Award to Recognize the Innovative Use of Tech-

nology to Promote Internationalization (ACE, 2010).
By collecting information from online sources, 

analyzing relevant project documents, and conduct-
ing interviews of six faculty and staff members who 
participate(d) in creating and running these 
award-winning projects, this study explored the de-
velopment of collaborative online international 
learning (COIL) projects; identified the characteris-

tics of such projects among award winners in terms 
of their mission, curriculum, pedagogy, and meth-
ods of communication; and discussed the potential 
for COIL to be an alternative to study abroad.

The Development of COIL

Integrating the use of technology into the interna-
tional learning process can be traced back to the 
1990s in Europe, with the use of so-called pen pals 
and computer-supported collaborative work built 
upon connections established in studying abroad 
programs. In recent years, technology has not only 
been leveraged as a content-delivery vehicle, but 
also as a means to connect faculty and students at 
institutions of higher learning all over the world as 
partners to create globally networked learning envi-
ronments (Rubin & Guth, 2015).

To date, there is no agreed-upon term to identi-
fy these projects and practices. In Europe, such 
practices are more commonly known as virtual mo-
bility or virtual exchange (as opposed to physical 
mobility). The Center for Collaborative Online In-
ternational Learning (the COIL center) was estab-
lished at the State University of New York (SUNY) 
Purchase College in 2006. As such, the term COIL 
has become more recognizable in the context of 
North America. De Wit (2013) believes that the term 
COIL better describes this innovative approach to 
internationalization by putting more emphasis on 
the internationalization at home movement through 
“collaboration” and less on “mobility.”

COIL Project Features and Rationales

The projects explored in this study cover a wide 
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range of fields, including language study, cultural 
exchange, communication, education, global stud-
ies, business, engineering, genetics, proteomics, ge-
nomics, and more. In these projects, online 
international collaboration is integrated into courses 
in which students can enroll in the same way that 
they register for any other courses. Some of the proj-
ects have been created as international collaborative 
degrees, where students from different countries 
meet online for lectures, discussion, and projects. 
Synchronized sessions have usually been facilitated 
by videoconferencing, using platforms such as 
Skype and Zoom, while nonsynchronized elements 
have been made possible by online discussion fo-
rums, social media, and recorded videos. Although 
these projects are known by different names, each 
fits the distinctive features of a COIL project identi-
fied by de Wit (2013): it is a collaborative exercise of 
faculty and students; it makes use of online technol-
ogy and interaction; it has a potential international 
and intercultural dimension; and it is integrated into 
the learning process.

There have been various rationales for creating 
the projects. The first important goal has been to cul-
tivate students’ intercultural competence, highlight-
ed as follows by an interview participant: “We need 
to bring the world to the students, and bring the stu-
dents to the world” (Interviewee B, personal com-
munication, May 31, 2018). Skills development for 
the labor market appears to be another rationale, as 
indicated by another interviewee: “When I proposed 
the project in 2003 and 2004, there was a lot of work 
that was going on offshore, and what we felt was that 
our students were not ready for that world” (Inter-
viewee D, personal communication, June 2, 2018). 
Last, some have also fulfilled COIL’s role in expand-
ing the teaching capacity of their institution: “There 
are so many specializations in the sciences and no 
one in the university could know all … faculty from 
all over the world have to educate the next genera-
tion together” (Interviewee E, personal communica-
tion, June 13, 2018).

Can COIL Be an Alternative to Studying 
Abroad?

Although COIL and study abroad are recognized as 
being two different ways of providing exposure to a 
foreign environment, the models can complement 
one other. Cultura, run by the Massachusetts Insti-
tute of Technology and the COIL program in Kansai 
University (Japan), have proved that studying abroad 
can be an element of COIL projects, and that COIL 
projects can better prepare students for studying 
abroad. Meanwhile, COIL does provide the immo-
bile majority of students with chances to get engaged 
in international learning and it is possible for stu-
dents to learn more through the online platform 
than by travelling abroad if the class is well designed 
and delivered. A participant, for example, described 
the advantages of online discussion on cultural is-
sues: “They [the students] really are in touch with 
the foreign students, and discuss issues in depth 
that I don’t think they would necessarily discuss if 
they are abroad” (Interviewee A, personal communi-
cation, May 22, 2018).

Despite these promising prospects, however, 
there are several challenges. Apart from time differ-
ences and technology difficulties, which can compli-
cate operating a successful COIL project, a lack of 
institutional support is one major drawback for the 
development of such projects. For faculty, running a 
COIL project is time consuming, “A class like this, I 
would say, is at least 50 percent more work than the 
regular classes” (Interviewee A, personal communi-
cation, May 22, 2018). However, the institutional 
merit system lags behind in some cases. Some par-
ticipants have described their projects as “a one man 
show” (Interviewee B, personal communication, 
May 31, 2018), and pointed out that the institution 
cannot only rely on passionate pioneers to develop 
such projects. Instead, institutions need to “system-
atically bring people on board” (Interviewee C, per-
sonal communication, June 2, 2018).

Conclusion

As an emerging model, COIL projects are still in the 
phase of exploration, but this study found 
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indications of the needs and benefits of such proj-
ects, seen from the perspectives of the faculty and 
staff involved in setting them up. While bringing 
global learning into the classroom with technology 
is still not as visible as physical mobility, it has tre-
mendous potential to internationalize the curricu-
lum and better prepare students for an increasingly 
globalized world. Since COIL projects are currently 
dispersed, disconnected from one another, and oper-
ating on a relatively small scale, only a limited num-
ber of students enjoy the benefits of these projects. 
However, if adopted on a larger scale, COIL could 
offer a more inclusive approach to internationaliz-
ing higher education. The importance of providing 
financial support and technical support and of giv-
ing faculty recognition and rewards has been reiter-
ated by participants in the study. It is obvious that 
institutional support will have an essential role to 
play for COIL to move from a handful of pioneering 

projects to a more widespread and institutionalized 
practice.
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The Aurora Network is a group of nine re-
search-intensive European universities with a 

strong focus on addressing twenty-first century soci-
etal challenges. Six Aurora Universities—the Uni-
versity of Aberdeen, the University of Antwerp, the 
University of Duisberg–Essen, the University of 
East Anglia, the Free University of Amsterdam, and 
the University of Gothenburg—have teamed up to 
deliver a project on inclusive internationalization.  

The project is being led by the University of East 
Anglia and managed by the Aurora central office 
with regular reports to the leads of each university. 

In addition, support from leading North American 
experts in the field has been secured for the project. 
It is expected that although the practical changes 
may at first be largely in the Aurora Network itself, 
the project will have much wider impact through 
publication and dissemination. The most important 
aspect of impact will be on the student experience, 
where we expect to see participation gaps in interna-
tional mobility experience close.

The Global Diversity Challenge

Perhaps one of the greatest challenges facing educa-

INSTITUTIONAL EXPERIENCES WITH 
INTERNATIONALIZATION
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ing out to disadvantaged groups within the Erasmus+ 
program (the main EU program to support study 
abroad, sporting activity, and nonformal educational 
experiences for students from among the participat-
ing countries). In addition, a group of students 
worked with the European Union in 2017 to produce 
a reflection on the 30 years of the Erasmus program 
(European Union, 2017). In this Declaration, the 
students also called for the program to foster inclu-
sion, social cohesion, and diversity. It is this call that 
the Aurora Inclusive Internationalisation Project 
hopes to fulfil, as its objectives are closely aligned to 
these policy statements.

The Aurora Network Approach

The Aurora Inclusive Internationalisation Project is 
built on good practice and the existing knowledge 
base within the network in relation to inclusive in-
ternationalization, looking at the whole student ex-
perience. The project can be seen as an instance of 
action research: an interactive inquiry process that 
balances problem-solving actions implemented in a 
collaborative context with data-driven collaborative 
analysis or research to understand underlying caus-
es, thus enabling future predictions about personal 
and organizational change (Reason & Bradbury, 
2001). 

For the purposes of the toolkit for inclusive in-
ternationalization that we will develop and dissemi-
nate, the student journey is divided into five parts, 
each addressing a question that students pose when 
making the decision to study abroad: 

1. Why should I study abroad? The benefits of 
study abroad.

2. What do I need to do and know before I study 
abroad? The predeparture phase.

3. Can I afford to live and study abroad? Student 
finance issues.

4. How does studying abroad fit into my pro-
gram? Issues of course design to incorporate study 
abroad.

5. What are the long-term benefits of study 
abroad? Ensuring study abroad has an impact on 
long-term student outcomes. 

At each stage, we will draw on good practice 
within the network of universities, plus research and 

tion in the developed world is how to respond to an 
increasingly diverse student population. While a di-
verse perspective is formally welcomed in our uni-
versities and classrooms, research shows that, in 
reality, gaps in participation and achievement be-
tween different demographic groups persist 
throughout Europe, albeit manifested in different 
ways.

In higher education, one such gap is in partici-
pation in student international mobility. A UK based 
study (Hurley et al., 2016) shows that students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds are significantly less 
likely to participate in international mobility than 
students from nondisadvantaged backgrounds, with 
only 3.5 percent of disadvantaged students partici-
pating in a mobility experience against 6.4 percent 
of students from advantaged backgrounds. Mea-
sures of disadvantage vary between countries; for 
example, in some countries, it is students who are 
the first in their families to go to university, often 
called first generation students, many from migrant 
or refugee backgrounds, while in other countries 
measures of socioeconomic and geographical disad-
vantage are used.

A Varied Landscape for Action and 
Engagement

Options and opportunities for students to develop 
intercultural competence and experience, as well as 
an international dimension to their learning activi-
ties, are varied. It may be that the Aurora Inclusive 
Internationalisation Project develops practice that 
has both physical and virtual mobility aspects. Cer-
tainly, partner universities are already working in a 
number of modes, including internationalization at 
home (University of Duisburg-Essen, 2018). The 
Aurora Inclusive Internationalisation Project seeks 
to harness this existing practice and support the de-
velopment of both inclusive practice and the means 
to evaluate the impact of inclusive practice on the 
student experience.  

The European Union (EU) itself is also focused 
on developing inclusion in student mobility. In De-
cember 2014, the European Union published its 
Erasmus+ Inclusion and Diversity Strategy (Europe-
an Union, 2014), which called for a focus on reach-
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scholarship in the field, to build a picture of the prac-
tical features of an inclusive experience, the barriers 
to students from disadvantaged backgrounds, and 
ways to overcome those barriers.

Each partner university has a lead in the project, 
but working between university departments—for 
example, student support, international office, and 
teaching and learning services—will be a key feature 
of the project when the universities take it in turns 
to host “good practice seminars” in their area of ex-
pertise. In addition, students from diverse back-
grounds will be invited to work with staff at 
in-country seminars at each university, aimed at un-
derstanding and overcoming student barriers to par-
ticipation. These will then feed into a transnational 
seminar to be held toward the end of the project, 
where we will address the barriers and mitigation 
measures at a network level, ensuring consistent in-
clusive practice across the partners. A short online 
staff-training course will be developed to make sure 
that inclusive internationalization can be embedded 
in each university. 

Outputs from the project will include: 
• Academic results, specifically papers on the fea-

tures of inclusive internationalization and eval-
uation strategies.

• A better understanding of how social capital and 
positive student achievement and outcomes re-
late to international mobility.

• A web-based toolkit that includes features of in-
clusive internationalization, case studies on em-
bedding these features in institutions, and an 
evaluation strategy to understand impact.

• Supporting dissemination events at both Euro-
pean and national levels.

The project will disseminate its findings via an 
online toolkit as well as through two dissemination 
events. Both of these outputs will focus not only on 
the toolkit, describing the features of inclusive inter-
nationalization and how to embed them institution-
ally, but also on approaches to the evaluation of 
impact. On the longer term, the Aurora Network 
wants to ensure that the development of embedded 
inclusive approaches to internationalization means 
that we will see students from all backgrounds in 

our universities enjoy the challenges and benefits of 

study abroad.
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Under the influence of the massification of high-
er education and globalization, North Ameri-

can universities are operating in an increasingly 
international context. They see a growing number of 
international students, scholars, and faculty on cam-
pus, as well as increasing challenges from interna-
tional competition, as well as opportunities for 
scholarly collaboration. As the concepts of interna-
tionalization and internationalization at home (IaH) 
have moved from the fringe of institutional interest 
to its very core (Brandenburg & de Wit, 2010), col-
leges and universities in the United States have tak-
en initiatives and implemented policies to promote 
this process. Boston College (BC) is one of these in-
stitutions currently making internationalization a 
top priority in their strategic plans. As stated in its 
“strategic directions,” Boston College commits itself 
in the coming years to increasing its global presence 
and impact through partnerships, international stu-
dent outreach, and the development of programs 
and undergraduate curricula with a global content 
(Boston College, 2017). 

As significant stakeholders for students’ learn-
ing and development, student affairs professionals 
play important roles in realizing and implementing 
the internationalization agenda of their institutions. 
They serve the complex needs of international stu-
dents and help all students develop global and inter-
cultural competencies in a local learning 
environment. While many studies focus on students’ 
and faculty members’ understanding of internation-
alization, student affairs personnel, particularly 
those who do not work in international offices, have 
been largely left out of the analysis. Taking BC as a 
case, the purpose of this study has been to research 
how this particular group engages with various in-

ternational policies, programs, and activities on 
campus. 

Methodology

This research is a qualitative single case study using 
both document analysis and semi structured inter-
views to understand the sensemaking process of 
noninternationally focused professionals at the Divi-
sion of Student Affairs at BC. First, relevant docu-
ments related to BC and its Division of Student 
Affairs were studied. This consisted of BC’s history, 
mission, and its ten-year strategic plan (2017), as 
well as the student affairs division structure, poli-
cies, and specific services offered in different offices 
within the division. Second, random sampling and 
snowball sampling were used to conduct one-on-one 
interviews with nine student affairs professionals 
(six senior staff and three junior staff members) 
from six offices within the student affairs division. 
To protect confidentiality, pseudonyms were used 
for all participants’ names and their departments 
were not disclosed in the study. 

 Findings

The results of this study suggests that the conceptu-
alization of, and engagement with IaH by student 
affairs professionals is a complicated process influ-
enced by personal experience, professional identi-
ties, the personalities of managers, office and 
campus culture, institutional structures, and cur-
rent policies. To many student affairs professionals, 
internationalization and IaH are relatively new 
terms. Often, these terms are understood based on 
their personal experience traveling abroad, educa-
tional experience, or professional work and training 
experience. Second, while all professionals are aware 
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ment should develop appropriate strategies to en-
courage dialogue and foster collaboration for a more 
inclusive campus. During interviews, many junior 
staff indicated that they did not consider their work 
to be related to internationalization. Some senior 
staff felt they lacked the experience to address the 
opportunities and challenges brought about by in-
ternationalization. The university should facilitate 
conversation opportunities for student affairs staff 
members from different offices and operating at dif-
ferent levels of seniority, to discuss the meaning, op-
portunities, and challenges of internationalization, 
and how they see themselves playing a part in this 
process.  

For senior managers in the student affairs divi-
sion, it is important to make concrete and functional 
policies and plans to transform BC’s culture, which 
has traditionally been centered on domestic stu-
dents. With the development of the new global en-
gagement strategy, they should come together and 
discuss a potential agenda for international educa-
tion and how to improve support for incoming inter-
national students. Most importantly, they should 
send clear signals to junior staff members that IaH 
is desirable, beneficial, and important to their daily 
work and services for students on campus. Junior 
student affairs professionals should gain a deeper 
understanding of internationalization and be able to 
apply their knowledge in their daily work with stu-
dents. In the process of facilitating student learning 
and formation, and preparing students for an in-
creasingly complex and diverse world, it is import-
ant for all staff members to be aware of the 
international dimension of every aspect of their 
work.

Looking Ahead

In February 2018, BC held a town hall meeting to 
discuss the opportunities and challenges of interna-
tionalizing its campus. This was one of many meet-
ings held to increase students, faculty, and staff 
awareness and understanding of BC’s intention to 
engage internationally in a more forceful way. BC 
has entered a process of significant transformation. 
As key stakeholders for undergraduate students’ 
learning and development, student affairs profes-

of BC’s commitment to diversity and inclusion, only 
senior staff are familiar with the on-going work to 
develop a strategy for global engagement—which 
shows some discrepancy between junior staff and 
senior staff members. 

In addition, student affairs professionals’ level 
of sensemaking and engagement with IaH is highly 
influenced by different office cultures, the specific 
services provided by the offices, and the personali-
ties of the managers. While staff members from the 
AHANA Office (for persons of African, Hispanic, 
Asian, and Native American descent), the Office of 
Residential Life, and the Career Center have more 
interaction with international students, run interna-
tionally focused programs, and collaborate more fre-
quently with BC’s offices dedicated to international 
students and study abroad, staff members from 
three other offices have less exposure to internation-
ally related programs and multicultural training. 

Finally, BC’s strong commitment to multicul-
tural education and its centralized administrative 
structure have a strong influence on student affairs 
professionals’ understanding and involvement with 
internationalization and IaH. While campus-wide 
initiatives on diversity motivate student affairs pro-
fessionals to gain an in-depth understanding of mul-
ticultural issues, the top-down, specialized 
administrative structure hinders junior staff mem-
bers from fully comprehending or engaging with 
internationalization on campus, and makes it hard-
er for student affairs offices to collaborate with other 
departments. Overall, internationalization is not at 
the forefront of student affairs’ mission or policies, 
and the division as a whole lacks a systematic ap-
proach to internationalization or IaH.

Recommendations

Based on the findings, a number of recommenda-
tions were formulated. First, senior leadership at BC 
should make sure that the new strategic plan for 
global engagement, when approved, is clearly com-
municated to and understood by all staff members 
in the student affairs division. Internationalization 
is a transformational process, and student affairs 
staff need to familiarize themselves with this new 
institutional plan. Furthermore, senior manage-
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sionals should now make necessary changes to their 
perception of and engagement with internationaliza-
tion and, specifically, IaH. As BC’s special advisor on 
global engagement stated: “Global engagement re-
quires a cultural change, and a cultural change takes 
time as well as effort. It’s a challenging task, but an 
exciting one” (Smith, 2018). Now is the time for stu-
dent affairs professionals to take on this challenging 
and exciting task to internationalize the BC 
campus.
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its internationalization process.
According to the US National Association of 

System Heads (NASH), a multicampus system or 
university can be defined as “a group of two or more 
colleges or universities, each with substantial auton-
omy and led by a chief executive or operating officer, 
all under a single governing board which is served 
by a system chief executive officer who is not also 
the chief executive officer of any of the system insti-
tutions” (mentioned in Groenwald, 2017, p. 135). For 
the purpose of this article, the term “campus” is 
used to refer to those locations that are in charge of 
teaching, research, or community outreach within 
the UdeG network.

Forerunners of the Current System

In 1989, the then Rector of UdeG, Raúl Padil-
la-López, presented the “Institutional Development 
Plan: A vision into the future.” This plan included 
decentralization and regionalization as one of four 

The University of Guadalajara (UdeG) is the au-
tonomous and public University Network of the 

State of Jalisco. Founded in 1792, it is Mexico’s sec-
ond oldest and biggest university after the National 
Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM, 1551) in 
Mexico City. It has grown to accommodate 127,869 
undergraduate and graduate students in six themat-
ic university centers in the metropolitan area, nine 
regional university centers, and a virtual university 
system (Moreno-Arellano, 2018). This student pop-
ulation represents 45 percent of the college-age co-
hort in the state. UdeG is comprised of (peripheral) 
campuses that are established on the initiative of a 
central campus institution located in the major ur-
ban area of the city of Guadalajara, while being geo-
graphically distant from each other (Pinheiro & 
Berg, 2016). This article looks at the way UdeG at-
tempts to find the right balance between a central 
internationalization policy and administration and a 
decentralized policy and administration to further 



42 center for international higher education  |  perspectives no. 11

main axes. 
Migrating from a colleges and schools model to 

an academic department model meant a full institu-
tional reengineering. Departments corresponded to 
specific disciplines. Several departments grouped 
together made up a division. Divisions grouped to-
gether created six specific thematic campuses in the 
greater Guadalajara metropolitan area, or ZMG 
(Zona Metropolitana de Guadalajara) (Acosta, 2005). 
The regional campuses were created to provide 
higher education to Jalisco’s different regions and to 
stop migration into the ZMG. Today, all nine region-
al campuses are interdisciplinary and their academ-
ic offerings are closely linked to the needs of the 
local economy. The creation of the Virtual University 
System (SUV) allowed for expansion of the educa-
tional coverage through nonconventional modalities 
(Moreno-Arellano, 2018; Bravo-Padilla, 2015).
 Still, within the current system the central ad-
ministration is omnipresent. UdeG has a super-
structure that oversees and sanctions all academic 
and administrative operations, without having any 
direct involvement with students or human resourc-
es responsibilities—whether academic or adminis-
trative—apart for its own staff. Dynamics between 
campuses and central administration follow more a 
wheel-and-spoke network model than a community 
network model. The former is characterized by cen-
tralized decision-making where the center coordi-
nates and regulates tasks for the rest of the members 
by establishing information systems and all man-
ners of other procedures. In the latter, all entities 
share the same decision-making power (Cas-
tillón-Girón et al, 2011).  

As such, UdeG is defined as a single-state, pub-
lic, and multicampus comprehensive university net-
work, with a combination of thematic, regional, and 
virtual campuses. In addition, it also operates high 
schools. What does this mean for its 
internationalization? 

Internationalization at UdeG

UdeG’s internationalization efforts can be traced 
back to 1983, when the Department of Scientific Re-
search and Academic Improvement (Departamento 

de Investigación Científica y Superación Académica or 

DICSA) was created. According to Acosta (2005), 
DICSA’s establishment generated favorable condi-
tions for the growth of scientific research at UdeG. 
DICSA was responsible for the design and imple-
mentation of an aggressive institutional policy of 
hiring new, highly qualified research personnel, 
with postgraduate degrees obtained either in Mexico 
City or overseas.

With the 1994 institutional reform, the Aca-
demic Cooperation Office (Coordinación de Coop-

eración Académica, or CCA) was established. Student 
and faculty mobility, plus joint research programs, 
were initiated. A legal unit was also included, 
charged with approving academic cooperation agree-
ments with national and international institutional 
counterparts, foreign governments, and other orga-
nizations. In December 2004, the General Universi-
ty Council passed a resolution authorizing the 
creation of a post of Vice-Provost for Cooperation 
and Internationalization (or Coordinación General de 

Cooperación e Internacionalización, CGCI). This new-
ly created office had increased visibility in the orga-
nizational chart and a higher position within the 
central administration. CGCI has since been institu-
tionalizing internationalization for the UdeG 
Network. 

Internationalization at the Campus Level  

Each UdeG campus has an administrative structure 
whereby the “coordinators” support the activities 
and duties of both the academic and administrative 
secretariats. Since the creation of the Network, all 
internationalization strategies in each Network unit 
(campuses) fall under the responsibility of the Aca-
demic Services Coordinator (Coordinador de Servicios 

Académicos, or CSA) in the academic secretariat. 
This CSA may be aided by two supporting offices—
Scholarships and Academic Exchange, which may 
be just one-person offices or one person overseeing 
both offices. Staffing depends on the size of the stu-
dent and faculty population in each particular cam-
pus. Notably, the CSA has, among other duties, the 
responsibility to coordinate capacity-building pro-
grams for the improvement of faculty, and oversees 
all services related to campus library services, self-ac-
cess language laboratories, and foreign language 
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balance will be reached once an “internationaliza-
tion coordinator” (IC) position is created at all six 
metropolitan and nine regional campuses, plus at 
the SUV. This newly created position will not be bur-
dened with the other tasks CSAs currently must at-
tend to. 

Moving forward, it will be interesting to see 
how, with the support of the professional develop-
ment initiatives currently undertaken, UdeG will 
succeed in developing a well-balanced multicampus 
internationalization policy and administration.
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programs. This also means that the CSA does not 
report to, but merely cooperates with the central ad-
ministration’s international office.

Professional Development

UdeG financed the first capacity-building seminar 
for internationalization officers in the summer of 
2017. This two-week intensive course was offered by 
the Center for International Higher Education at 
Boston College in the United States. The immersion 
course was taken by representatives from the central 
administration, including key officers internal and 
external to the international office, and one repre-
sentative from each of the 16 campuses. As a result, 
three of the 16 campuses now have a position of “in-
ternationalization coordinator” in place.

Furthermore, in the fall 2018, UdeG launched 
its inaugural cohort for a double-degree master’s 
program in international higher education in con-
junction with Boston College. Four students were 
selected among staff at its campuses. This is an op-
portunity to strengthen the internationalization hu-
man resource capacity that each campus admits 
needing, but still lacks.

Finding the Right Balance

The CSAs at the various thematic metropolitan and 
regional campuses consider it strategic and benefi-
cial to have a central administration office for inter-
nationalization (CGCI). From their perspective, 
CGCI has more leverage in negotiating federal bud-
get funding for student and faculty international 
mobility. CGCI also has expertise in negotiating ac-
ademic cooperation agreements and submitting 
proposals to third-party funders. On the other hand, 
these same CSAs perceive that the greater the dis-
tance between a campus and the ZMG, the more 
limited the interaction with the central CGCI. Some 
opportunities for students and faculty are offered on 
very short notice, or not at all. All CSAs agree that 
CGCI does not necessarily know in depth all of the 
academic needs and realities that are particular to 
each campus.

When asked directly, both central administra-
tion officers and campus CSAs admit that an ideal 
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higher education, the key goal is to double the en-
rollment of international students by 2024. It is im-
portant to mention that this initiative is one of very 
few pieces of evidence that indicate dedication to 
this ambitious goal at the national level. While the 
increase of inbound student mobility is the primary 
target of the initiative, this will have an effect on the 
overall process of internationalization in Russian 
higher education and on the culture of the institu-
tions. It will also contribute to the development of 
intercultural and professional competencies for lo-
cal students and increase their competitiveness at 
the global level.

That said, as in many developing countries, 
Russia’s vulnerability to brain drain is a real con-
cern. If there is little motivation for Russian students 
to stay in Russia after graduation, the country’s ef-
forts to increase the quality of higher education and 
its internationalization may end up delivering more 
highly qualified professionals to developed econo-
mies and deliver little benefit to Russia’s own devel-
opment. Therefore, together with the development 
of higher education institutions, it is crucial to think 
about how to motivate Russian graduates and en-
gage them in the national economy. 

Policy Responses to Brain Drain: Lost 
Opportunities

There are some successful policy responses elabo-
rated by other states facing the challenge of brain 
drain. These policies usually fall into three catego-
ries (Ziguras & Gribble, 2016). First, retention poli-

For many nation-states, education excellence and 
internationalization are at the center of atten-

tion. Russia is no exception. Numerous recent policy 
initiatives and reforms aim to improve the capacity 
of Russians institutions not only to respond to na-
tional needs, but also to make the country a strong 
competitor in the global education market. 

Along with the ongoing transformation of Rus-
sian universities, several initiatives address specific 
demands of the knowledge economy. For example, 
the widely discussed Excellence Initiative (known as 
“Project 5–100”) to bring Russian universities to the 
top of world rankings has been in place for seven 
years now. It has delivered some results. In 2018, 17 
Russian universities were included in the top 500 of 
the QS University Ranking, which is a tangible out-
come compared with 2012, when only nine univer-
sities were listed in this ranking (Ministry of the 
Education and Science, 2018). Furthermore, in 
2017, several new priority projects were launched 
(Analytical Center at the Government of Russian 
Federation, 2017). These include the “Modern Digi-
tal Educational Environment” project, designed to 
enhance the digital capacity of Russian institutions; 
the “Universities as Centers for Innovation” project, 
to improve the research and entrepreneurial capaci-
ty of the institutions and bring the focus of attention 
to the regional universities; and the “Growth of the 
export potential of the Russian education system,” 
to increase the export of Russian education. 

In May 2018, the national government pro-
claimed new national goals for the next six years. In 
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cies, which aim to decrease the push factors that 
encourage students to seek education abroad. Sin-
gapore has demonstrated success here by develop-
ing a competitive education system, which makes 
education at home more attractive to local students. 

Second, there are return policies. These seek to 
motivate students to come back home after graduat-
ing from a foreign institution. One way to do this is 
through scholarship programs including an obliga-
tion to return to one’s home country after gradua-
tion. Kazakhstan’s Bolashak program is one 
example. More importantly, a government can in-
crease the influence of the home country’s pull fac-
tors by changing the environment for returnees and 
providing additional motivations for their return—
for example, by securing jobs for them.

The third approach, which focuses on the en-
gagement of students who are determined to immi-
grate, offers various opportunities for brain 
circulation. One of the good practices in this regard 
is the Chinese “diaspora approach,” which aims to 
create connections between China and Chinese em-
igrants by involving them in research and transna-
tional cooperation, and otherwise maintaining 
bonds with them in case these emigrants would 
want to return to China in future.

Some Russian initiatives (for example, the “5–
100” program) can be viewed as retention policies, 
even though retention of talent is not the primary 
aim of these initiatives. As for the return approach, 
the main return policy instrument was Russia’s 
“Global Education” program (a scholarship program 
for students who want to study abroad); however, 
this program was terminated in 2017, and there is 
no similar initiative currently in operation. The re-
turn approach is applied only at the institutional lev-
el through mechanisms of double degree programs. 
There is only a limited number of such programs 
and most are run at top-ranked universities located 
in Moscow and St. Petersburg (Vashurina, Vershini-
na & Evdokimova, 2014). The most considerable 
gap in the Russian response to brain drain is in the 
area of engagement policies, which are entirely ab-
sent and currently excluded from the higher educa-

tion discourse in the country. 

Engagement Policies as an Answer to Many 
Challenges

Engagement policies may be applied in several ways 
in the Russian context. First, policies such as forming 
a Russian diaspora abroad can be used to connect 
Russian students outside the country with the Rus-
sian economy. Many highly qualified Russian gradu-
ates are currently working abroad in information 
technology, engineering, industry, management, and 
in research in many fields. Being a developing econo-
my, Russia cannot quickly change its fundamental 
socioeconomic reality and offer a quality of life or sal-
aries comparable to those in developed countries. 
However, Russian companies can still cooperate with 
Russian graduates abroad and engage them as ex-
perts, advisors, or academic partners, which can be all 
the more fruitful as many of these graduates are fa-
miliar with both the Russian and international con-
texts. In addition, these connections may pay off in 
the future and can be considered as additional pull 
factors if these graduates would want to come back to 
Russia. 

Second, while exploring multiple opportunities 
with respect to Russian graduates, engagement poli-
cies should become an essential element of the coun-
try’s education export strategy. Currently, immediate 
revenue is seen as a core benefit of inbound student 
mobility to Russia. Nevertheless, the establishment of 
long-term connections, including connections at the 
individual level, is also a tangible outcome of student 
mobility. For example, such relationships offer a way 
to build up stronger connections with China and oth-
er strategic partners, and thereby enhance business 
cooperation and joint research collaborations. To 
achieve this, these policies can be applied both at the 
national level (for example, by establishing centers for 
graduates abroad or online platforms, or other digital 
spaces, for interaction), and at the institutional level, 
by fostering the involvement of international students 
in the life of the Russian institutions and building 
connections with their advisors and Russian peers 
during their studies. 

In both cases, by elaborating meaningful engage-
ment policies both for international graduates in Rus-
sia and Russian graduates abroad, the country can 
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ization (Egron-Polak & Marmolejo, 2017). 
Notably, within those discussions, there is a lack 

of attention to how internationalization is fostered 
through region-building processes, namely regional-
ism. The European Union has long been examined, 
but other regions have received little or scarce atten-
tion. I seek to interrogate if and how internationaliza-
tion permeates from the global to the national levels 
through region-building projects: does regionalism 
accelerate, counterbalance, or mitigate the globaliza-
tion of internationalization? Do South American re-
gional responses to internationalization challenge 
Northern/Western hegemony? These questions open 
avenues for advancing research in internationaliza-
tion as a phenomenon that plays out in multilayered 
governance frameworks. 

The question of how regionalism shapes interna-
tionalization in the Common Market of the South 
(MERCOSUR) and impacts on national regulatory 
settings provides an excellent case study for this type 
of inquiry. MERCOSUR was created in 1991 by Ar-
gentina, Brazil, Paraguay, and Uruguay—and includ-
ed Venezuela from 2012 until it was banned in 2016. 
Since its establishment, Mercosur has developed an 
educational agenda, which is the purview of the 

Currently, internationalization of higher educa-
tion (HE) has a central role in discourses, poli-

cies, and practices of international organizations, 
governments, and HE institutions (HEIs). Even the 
media has promoted internationalization through 
the creation of international rankings. The phenome-
non has advanced a great deal since its inception in 
the late 1980s. As a result, numerous efforts are be-
ing made to include an analysis of internationaliza-
tion from nonmainstream perspectives—experiences 
from underdeveloped countries as well as studies 
that incorporate diverse epistemological and method-
ological tools (Proctor & Rumbley, 2018). Additional-
ly, there is a prevailing confusion about what 
internationalization is (or is not); mainly, it has be-
come a catch-all category (Knight, 2012). Neverthe-
less, it is correct to argue that there is a mainstream 
model of internationalization that has quickly prolif-
erated all over the world and is focused on market-ori-
ented goals (de Wit, Gacel-Ávila, Jones, & Jooste, 
2017). Some authors even argue that this is the result 
of a confusion between the phenomena of interna-
tionalization and globalization, terms that are some-
times used interchangeably; and that what should be 
discussed is the idea of globalization of international-

explore many opportunities to develop transnational 
cooperation and maximize the return on investment 
in higher education. 
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tries of HE, including diverse HE traditions and 
academic cultures, influence regional policy pro-
cesses. These factors are key elements for the con-
struction and sustainability of regional leadership. 
Thus, MERCOSUR HE regional policies are better 
understood by assessing regulatory and normative 
aspects, especially those of strong public HE sys-
tems, while explanations regarding structural asym-
metries such as amount of funding or size of the 
system are scarce and unsatisfactory. Fundamental-
ly, the concept of education as a public and social 
good and human right, as opposed to the under-
standing of education as a commodity in a knowl-
edge-based economy, divide positions regarding 
how to internationalize HE both nationally and 
regionally. 

Argentina appears to have taken on a significant 
leadership role in the context of SEM. This comes as 
a result of a) its public university system, which has 
nurtured a view of the right to HE that has permeat-
ed the regional arena; b) its negotiating capacities to 
channel regulatory differences across the group to-
ward its own national preferences and values; and c) 
its political initiative to finance programs when re-
sources are scarce or other partners fail to. These 
dynamics may be further enabled by the fact that 
Uruguay shares a similar public university tradition; 
that Paraguay benefits from technical cooperation; 
and that Brazil does not place a high priority on 
MERCOSUR in terms of internationalization poli-
cies, because of its broader foreign policy aims. In 
the case of Uruguay and Paraguay, MERCOSUR HE 
policies have been used to legitimize policy change 
at the domestic level. The result of this is the auton-
omist configuration of a revisionist type of HE inter-
nationalization prompted by MERCOSUR to 
leverage national policies and global dynamics.

Conclusions: A Revisionist 
Internationalization of HE through 
MERCOSUR

My analysis finds three features that define MER-
COSUR’s revisionist internationalization project. 
First, there is a clear differentiation from strategies 
developed by other regions, especially the European 

MERCOSUR Educational Sector, or SEM. Associat-
ed States (which include Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, 
Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela) participate in SEM 
and implement its HE regional policies. Within this 
case study, I assess regional policies from a multilev-
el outlook that includes international and national 
dynamics. I argue that MERCOSUR consolidates a 
revisionist type of internationalization that seeks to 
mitigate certain features of the mainstream model, 
by aiming at autonomist policy goals related to spe-
cific core values, ideas, and interests organized ac-
cording to the principle of the right to HE.

The Regional Policy Process

To understand the regional policy process, I con-
ducted qualitative research based on a case-study 
approach of MERCOSUR’s policies for HE between 
1991 and 2017. I analyzed regional regulations and 
national policies, as well as global internationaliza-
tion trends, while also conducting more than 30 in-
terviews of staff at the ministries of education of 
Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, and Uruguay, and 
among regional consultants and university 
members.

The analysis of the policy process and the out-
comes of MERCOSUR regional policies points to 
the fact that their overall policy orientation and main 
features are the result of how national policies, re-
gional rules, and international dynamics merge to 
build the internationalization agenda. MERCOS-
UR’s HE regionalism is guided by the need to con-
struct an autonomist project of internationalization 
that has to cope with: a) pressures to emulate the 
European model; b) a need to resolve asymmetries 
between partners; and c) the aim of guaranteeing 
the right to HE. The last element relates to the pub-
lic tradition of most HE systems and the effects of 
the Cartagena Declaration of 2008 of the Regional 
Conference of HE (CRES).

First, pressures to mimic the “European model” 
were disseminated through an interregional epis-
temic community and by means of resources pro-
vided by technical cooperation with the European 
Union (EU)—Europe’s normative power. Second, 
asymmetries between countries affects regional pol-
icy outcomes. Structural and regulatory asymme-
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Union. The main differentiating element is the fo-
cus on the right to HE, which includes the recogni-
tion that it is a duty of the State to guarantee this 
right, as well as a focus on solidarity, respect, and 
mutual understanding.

Second, solidarity is a key component. This re-
fers to the active creation of policy tools to mitigate 
asymmetries in the region and within countries. 
Such tools consist of mandatory clauses to include 
the least developed countries, as well as financial 
commitments by larger partners to resolve the issue 
of lack of resources. 

Third, MERCOSUR’s regulatory agenda is fo-
cused on traditional international cooperation activ-
ities (mobility, accreditation, interuniversity 
cooperation), while its most recent programs can be 
considered more as internationalization activities. 
Nevertheless, a large part of the current internation-
alization agenda of member states (such as interna-
tionalization at home and integral/comprehensive/
inclusive internationalization) is not covered by 
MERCOSUR.

As for the traditional HE international coopera-
tion agenda, policy outcomes show that, during 
1991–2012, MERCOSUR was not influenced by ex-
ternal pressures and could follow a gradual approach 
according to national settings, the management of 
regional asymmetries, and autonomist policy goals. 
Regarding the most recent internationalization 
agenda, although progress is limited and many is-
sues still unsolved, the regional arena since 2008 
has become a relevant forum to discuss the pros and 
cons of mainstreaming internationalization. 

Overall, the idea of a revisionist international-
ization project also suggests that certain trends are 
maintained—or, at least, not questioned. Despite 
the organizing principle of the right to HE, MER-
COSUR has not become a norm broker within inter-
national institutions, such as UNESCO. That role 
has been confined, if at all, to the Latin American 
and Caribbean policy space, which is still vague and 
lacks a single regional organization with agency 
power. 
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Knowledge and innovation are the crux of global 
empowerment today. Although arguments 

abound in relation to local versus global orientations 
and priorities, and recent policy changes in some 
countries indicate a reversal toward protectionism, 
when it comes to international students, interna-
tionalization of higher education (IoHE) is a global 
target. However, internationalization needs to be 
understood as “a process of integrating an interna-
tional, intercultural, and global dimension into the 
purpose, functions (teaching, research, service), and 
delivery of postsecondary education” (Knight, 2003), 
so that the new opportunities of a globalized world 
can best be leveraged to serve national development 
goals while effectively contributing to the realization 
of global commitments to human welfare and sus-
tainability, as outlined by the United Nations’ Sus-
tainable Development Goals for 2030. IoHE, thus, 
needs to be guided by national governments and not 
merely neoliberal economic principles, and should 
aim for sociocultural integration and not just com-
mercial and market integration. India currently fac-
es these challenges.

Contextualizing IoHE

Two broad strands of IoHE include internationaliza-
tion abroad (IA) and internationalization at home 
(IaH), and both may be initiated at three levels: 
state/government, institutional, and self/individual. 
IA is understood to encompass student, staff, and 
program mobility in their various manifestations. 
IaH implies campus internationalization; interna-
tionalization of the curriculum, teaching, and learn-
ing; joint programs; and intercultural and 
international competences and learning outcomes. 

IA can thus be predominantly understood as “pre-
paring to go out,” while IaH may best be understood 
as “preparing to host.”

India’s Internationalization Profile

India has been rising on the global map of IoHE 
because of increasing interest both domestically and 
externally. India’s widely cited reasons for embrac-
ing internationalization include plugging the de-
mand–supply gap in provision and the quality gap 
in teaching and learning; closing the knowledge-cre-
ation gap in research capacity and performance; and 
equipping graduates with twenty-first century skills 
for employment. India is also trying to leverage its 
comparative advantage in South Asia and Africa in 
order to be recognized as a rising educational hub 
(Khare, 2015).

Internationally, India is often a sought-after 
source for additional revenue generation, in light of 
its college-age cohort projected to reach 400 million 
by 2030 and an ever-growing Indian middle class 
with increased wealth and aspirations to study 
abroad. India’s interest in building a strategic aca-
demic dominance, particularly in South Asia, stands 
at odds with the international community’s pre-
dominantly commercial interest in India. These di-
verging perspectives have made India skeptical and 
guarded in its approach to internationalization, al-
though in recent years it has had a more open ap-
proach toward IoHE. 

Currently, IA overshadows IaH in India. Stu-
dent mobility is the most dominant feature: India is 
one of the world’s most significant source nations, 
with 586,183 Indian students studying abroad as of 
December 2017 (Ministry of External Affairs, 2018). 
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Most outbound Indian students (85 percent) choose 
to study in the United States, the United Kingdom, 
Australia, New Zealand, or Canada. Meanwhile, few-
er foreign students study in India. In 2016–2017, 
47,575 international students were studying in In-
dia, a mere 0.67 percent of all globally mobile stu-
dents. The majority (60 percent) of international 
students in India come from neighboring South 
Asian nations (Government of India, 2018). 

Staff mobility is negligible, with little public 
funding, and limited mostly to conference or semi-
nar participation and trainings. Program mobility is 
an emerging feature. Unfortunately, there is little 
acceptance and recognition in the job market of de-
grees from international providers, particularly in 
the government and in the public sector, for lack of 
quality assurance and legal validity. Meanwhile, very 
few Indian universities have branch campuses 
abroad, most of them private institutions aiming to 
reap profits in stronger markets and seeking global 
visibility to attract foreign students to their home 
campuses. Public institutions, stifled by restrictive 
policies and lack of incentive, hardly pursue pro-
gram mobility. Exceptions to this rule include a few 
top-ranking professional institutes, such as the Indi-
an Institutes of Technology and the Indian Insti-
tutes of Management, and a few central universities 
(institutions created by a Central Act of Parliament), 
which enjoy additional benefits and a fair amount of 
financial support from the government.

India’s attention to IaH has been timid and 
skewed, in spite of some recent attempts. Thus, In-
dia’s “preparedness to host” is poor and a major im-
pediment to a balanced approach to 
internationalization.

India’s Initiatives and Strategies
Exchange and collaboration have traditionally been 
the two major modes of IoHE. In its desire to emerge 
as a regional education hub, India has markedly 
shifted its approach and become proactive at the sys-
temic level to promote inward mobility. The govern-
ment has taken several programmatic steps to turn 
India into an attractive destination. These may be 
categorized into the following broad categories:

• Student recruitment

 India aims to quadruple its foreign student 
numbers in the next five years, from 46,144 in 
2018 to 200,000 by 2023 (Government of In-
dia, 2018b). To achieve this, financial support is 
being provided through full or partial fee waiv-
ers or scholarships under the General Cultural 
Scholarship Scheme (GCSC). Additional intake 
capacity is made possible by reserving seats for 
foreign students. For example, under the newly 
announced Study in India program, an initial 
budget of USD$22 million has been earmarked 
for the next two years to provide subsidies for 
more than 8,000 students from Asia, Africa, 
and Latin America. 

• Marketing India’s image
 This work includes launching short-term pro-

grams/summer schools in order to provide op-
portunities for interaction/cultural experience 
to current and prospective international stu-
dents and to foster international goodwill under 
the “Connect to India” program funded by the 
government of India. In another multiministry 
initiative, information services on 160 institu-
tions, visas, admission processes, fee waivers, 
etc., are provided through a centralized “single 
window” approach. 

 • Quality and compatibility
 In order to gain international credibility and 

compatibility, there is a requirement for mutual 
recognition of degrees, credit transfers, stan-
dardization of qualifications framework, curric-
ular reforms, and internationally accepted 
norms of evaluation. In contrast to earlier insti-
tution-to-institution bilateral relations, India en-
tered into its first ever government-to-government 
memorandum of understanding with France in 
2018 to ensure the equivalence of academic de-
grees, in addition to 15 other agreements in the 
areas of higher education, research, innovation, 
faculty exchange, scientific cooperation, and 
jobs. India is now keen to conclude similar 
agreements with 30 countries in Africa, Asia, 
and West Asia, and with members of the Com-
monwealth of Independent States (CIS), where, 
until now, relations were only institution to 
institution. 
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A series of additional initiatives focused on 
quality assurance, assessment, and international rel-
evance have been introduced in an effort to improve 
the competitiveness of Indian higher education in-
stitutions. These include the Accreditation and As-
sessment Qualifications Framework; the National 
Institutional Ranking Framework (NIRF); the cre-
ation of Institutions of Eminence (IoE) (UGC, 2017); 
the Graded Autonomy project, making it easier to 
hire international faculty (Government of India, 
2015); setting and charging fees from foreign stu-
dents; engaging in joint supervision of PhD pro-
grams; and adopting new education techniques in a 
focused way, such as e-learning, M-learning, and 
MOOCs.

Institutional collaborations through branch 
campuses and education hubs are becoming com-
mon, as are more systematic coinnovation and co-
creation approaches, in both South–South and 
North–South arrangements. Well-defined long-term 
(often thematic) partnerships and broad-based inter-
governmental collaborations on mutually agreeable 
terms and mutually beneficial subject domains have 
emerged. The Singh–Obama knowledge initiative 
(with the United States), the United Kingdom–India 
Education and Research Initiative (UKIERI), the In-
do-German Meta Universities initiative, the India–
New Zealand Education Council, and the India–Israel 

Research Initiative are all examples of this shift. 

Conclusion

In India, outbound mobility is left to be determined 
by market forces, with greater reliance on individu-
als. In contrast, efforts to improve inbound mobility 
and IaH have become government prerogatives at 
the systemic level. To this end, several new govern-
ment initiatives are underway. But despite a politi-
cally and culturally proactive environment, effective 
and successful implementation remains a major 
challenge, pending a government policy on interna-
tionalization, a better defined national strategy, and 

a dedicated agency to advance this agenda.
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2017). As part of a political discourse that prioritizes 
indigeneity and promotes South African exception-
alism, xenophobia is a particularly important dy-
namic to understand in South African society, 
because the majority of South African citizens who 
express anti-immigrant sentiments identify foreign 
African nationals with the group least wanted in 
South Africa (Gordon, 2015).

This article is one of a small number of studies 
that focus on regional students in the Global South 
context, an analytical category that is often over-
looked in the international higher education litera-
ture. It discusses how the opportunities and 
experiences of SADC students are shaped by two 
major conflicting policy imperatives relating to 
whom postapartheid South African universities be-
long to and whom they should serve. The first policy 
imperative relates to global pressures to integrate 
within a globalized higher education market that 
promotes competition, efficiency, and effectiveness. 
The second policy imperative pertains to the nation-
al objective to cater to historically marginalized black 
South Africans’ demands for redress, racial justice, 
and educational equity, as most recently expressed 
through the 2015–2016 #RhodesMustFall and 
#FeesMustFall student protests.

Methodology

This paper is based on an ethnography of a top-rat-
ed, formerly white university (hereafter called 
“World Class University” or WCU), situated at the 
intersection of pressures and debates around inter-
nationalizing and transforming higher education. 
The objective of the research was to understand how 

Although the bulk of student mobility literature 
pays attention to global mobility, “a significant 

proportion of international education occurs across 
shared borders throughout the world” (Lee & Se-
hoole, 2015, p. 828). In the Southern African Devel-
opment Community (SADC), intraregional 
educational mobility has become far more signifi-
cant in terms of numbers than migration to Europe 
(Landau & Segatti, 2011). In fact, nearly half of all 
mobile students from SADC countries go to study in 
South Africa (Chien & Kot, 2012), making the SADC 
region the home of the bulk of South Africa’s nonna-
tional student population. 

Regional Dynamics in the SADC Region

South Africa’s history, development prospects, and 
interests remain closely bound up with those of its 
neighbors (Saunders, 2011). These ties include the 
long and complicated history of labor migration 
from the Southern African region to South African 
mines; the role of neighboring countries in support-
ing the antiapartheid struggle; and South Africa’s 
sprawling business interests in the region. There-
fore, what might be seen as a straightforward issue 
of students moving across national borders in south-
ern Africa is, in fact, fraught with moral/ethical im-
plications that are bound up in continued imperialist 
and geopolitical logics concerning borders and 
belonging.

In the postapartheid era, efforts to nurture re-
gional ties have had to contend with widespread and 
persistent anti-immigrant sentiments among ordi-
nary South African citizens, government officials, 
and public and private service providers (Misago, 

Student Mobility in the Global South: Regional 
Dimensions in Southern Africa

Upenyu S. Majee

Upenyu S. Majee is a joint PhD candidate in Educational Policy Studies and Development Studies at the Universi-

ty of Wisconsin–Madison, US. E-mail: majeeus@gmail.com.



53innovative and inclusive internationalization 

internationalization templates are universal, neu-
tral, objective, disembodied, and techno-rational. 
However, the #Rhodes/FeesMustFall student activ-
ists conceived the struggle against lack of access to 
higher education in South Africa within narrowly 
nationalistic and racialized conceptions of racial jus-
tice (top left quadrant). Understandably, they made 
claims that the South African public university 
should primarily belong to, and serve, historically 
marginalized black South Africans. Consequently, 
the possibility to come together across national bor-
ders to accommodate a regional/pan-African agenda 
(bottom left quadrant) within black South Africans’ 
racial justice struggle is overtaken by resentment of 
regional competition over access to higher educa-
tion, jobs, and residence opportunities—a  reflection 
of the ahistorical logic underpinning xenophobia in 
South Africa.

Contrary to the #Rhodes/FeesMustFall student 
activists’ singular focus on the national racial justice 
imperatives, WCU relies on the blackness of the re-
gional students to contain the tensions between in-
ternationalization and transformation. WCU admits 
significant numbers of black students from the 
SADC region and the rest of the continent, for which 
WCU can claim progress both in terms of interna-
tionalization and transformation. In other words, 
the SADC students make it possible for the universi-
ty to argue that it can be globally competitive while 
educating more black students.

The Particular Status of Inbound Regional 
Students in the Global South

In reality, inbound regional students are not fully ac-
counted for in institutional discourses, policies, and 
structures for either internationalization or transfor-
mation logics, despite being utilized to orchestrate a 
response to, and mediate the conflicts between, 
these dynamics. On the one hand, they are invisible 
in the national discourse about transforming and 
decolonizing South African universities. Based on 
the legal notion of citizenship, nonnational students 
cannot make claims to citizenship rights within 
South Africa. Thus, they are not part of the group of 
historically marginalized black South Africans tar-

the roles and missions of the country’s postapart-
heid public universities are conceptualized, contest-
ed, institutionalized, and experienced. Data 
consisted of more than 100 hours of audio-recorded 
interviews with 26 top and mid-level administrators, 
15 faculty and staff members, 30 nonnational stu-
dents, and 19 black and white South African stu-
dents; participant observations in on-campus and 
off-campus events and meetings; and a review of 
institutional documents (e.g., strategic frameworks, 
surveys, reports, and enrollment statistics). 

Findings

Based on what I heard and saw in the field, I devel-
oped a four-quadrant institutional policy landscape 
on which I mapped the divergent political optics 
that organize postapartheid South Africa’s compet-
ing higher education policy imperatives and shape 
the experiences of people differentially positioned 
within the university (Figure 1. see page 54).

I found out that the imperatives for national ra-
cial justice and international recognition (top left 
and bottom right quadrants) are extensively institu-
tionalized in the university through explicit institu-
tional structures and resources (e.g., physical offices, 
staff, and budgets) for transformation and interna-
tionalization. Institutionalization notwithstanding, 
these two imperatives are in tension with one anoth-
er. This is because the imperative to internationalize 
privileges depoliticized conceptions of merit/quality 
and policy practices based on market-oriented Euro/
American-centric best practices that exclude the ma-
jority black South African students. Owing to exclu-
sionary and elitist policies of apartheid, many black 
South Africans are saddled with weaker preuniversi-
ty educational backgrounds and often face financial 
limitations. Serving these “underprepared” and 
nontraditional students well, for instance through 
remediation programs and comprehensive, publicly 
funded financial support, works against the compe-
tition and profit-and-loss calculations underlying the 
quest for international recognition (bottom right 
quadrant).

The nationwide 2015–2016 #Rhodes/FeesMust-
Fall student protests offered great promise for inter-
rupting longstanding claims that Euro/American 
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geted by and benefitting from the South African gov-
ernment’s postapartheid equity policies. On the oth-
er hand, SADC students are not sources of 
much-needed revenue in the same way that typical 
international students are for many other destina-
tion countries. They are, in fact, subsidized by South 
African public funds, which means that there are 
severe limits to the extent to which they can claim 
consumer rights within the university.

The study of intraregional student mobility in 
the Global South context is important because mi-
gration for education, for climate change, for work 
opportunities, and for survival is increasing across 
the SADC region, on the African continent, and 
across the world. Highlighting WCU’s experience is 
an attempt to very carefully research and tell the sto-
ries of how we make sense of each other as people. It 
is intended to challenge our understanding of peo-
ple’s relationships with one another and of educa-
tion systems, and of what it means to live together in 
a way that recognizes our shared humanity and our 
connections to one another in a much deeper way. 
This includes telling the stories of migrants’ experi-
ences in ways that include ideas of Ubuntu (human-
ism) and pan-Africanism, for example, and 

questioning the ways in which South Africa is relat-
ing to neighboring countries in the region and to 
other countries, and what this means for the region’s 

shared future.
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INTERNATIONAL HIGHER EDUCA-
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International Higher Education (IHE) is the flag-
ship quarterly publication of the Center for Interna-
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features the contributions of distinguished scholars, 
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worldwide. This publication—which is translated 
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tion systems, institutions, and stakeholders around 
the world. Each edition also includes short abstracts 
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the global higher education community. http:// 
ejournals.bc.edu/ojs/index.php/ihe
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ucation has collaborated with Sense Publishers on 
this book series, which is now comprised of 35 vol- 
umes. Three volumes were published in 2016, and 
three new volumes are in preparation for 2017. As 
higher education worldwide confronts profound 
transitions—including those engendered by global- 
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Launched in 2016, the CIHE Perspectives report se-
ries presents the findings of research and analysis in 
connection with the Center. Each number in the se-
ries endeavors to provide unique insights and dis-
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ization, the advent of mass access, changing rela- 
tionships between the university and the state, and 
new technologies—this book series provides cogent 
analysis and comparative perspectives on these and 
other central issues affecting postsecondary educa- 
tion across the globe. https://www.sensepublishers. 
com/catalogs/bookseries/ 
global-perspectives-on-higher-education/

THE WORLD VIEW
“The World View”, published by InsideHigherEd. 
com, has been the blog of the Boston College Center 
for International Higher Education since 2010. The 
World View features the regular commentary and 
insights of some one dozen contributors from North
and South America, Europe, Asia, and Africa, offer- 
ing truly global perspectives by seasoned analysts. 
https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/ 
world-view”

INTERNATIONAL BRIEFS FOR HIGHER 
EDUCATION LEADERS
Developed in 2012 by ACE’s Center for Internation- 
alization and Global Engagement (CIGE) in partner- 
ship with the Boston College Center for International 
Higher Education, the International Briefs for High- 
er Education Leaders series is designed to help in- 
form strategic decisions about international 
programming and initiatives. The series is aimed at 
senior university executives who need a quick but 
incisive perspective on international issues and 
trends, with each Brief offering analysis and com- 
mentary on key countries and topics of importance 
relevant to institutional decision makers. http:// 
www.acenet.edu/news-room/Pages/Internation- 
al-Briefs-for-Higher-Education-Leaders.aspx

• 

WES-CIHE Summer Institute: Innovative and 
Inclusive Internationalization 

June 19–21, 2019

https://knowledge.wes.org/2019-WES-CI-
HE-Summer-Institute.html

The fourth WES-CIHE Summer Institute on In-
novative and Inclusive Internationalization will 
take place at Boston College on June 19–21, 2019.
This event will provide master’s students, PhD 
students, and young professionals from around 
the world with opportunities to present their re-
search and interact with experts on new develop-
ments in internationalization. A small number of 
scholarships for travel and accommodation will be 
available thanks to a grant from World Education 
Services. For further information, please contact 
ihe@bc.edu.
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