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T R E N D S  I N  G L O B A L  H I G H E R 
E D U C A T I O N  A N D  T H E  F U T U R E 
O F  I N T E R N A T I O N A L I Z A T I O N

A 2020 Perspective

LAURA E. RUMBLEY, PHILIP G. ALTBACH, LIZ REISBERG, AND 
BETTY LEASK

1

Entering the 3rd decade of the 
21st century, the global higher 
education landscape presents a 

complex panorama of challenges, oppor-
tunities, and shifting realities. The evolv-
ing dynamics of how higher education 
is designed and delivered, accessed and 
experienced, perceived, leveraged, and 
measured are vitally important to a wide 
range of stakeholders in most societies 
today. In turn, internationalization—one 
of the most prominent aspects of contem-
porary higher education and one that can 
be considered both an object and an agent 
of change across the sector—is also best 
understood when considered in the con-
text of the wider set of trends and issues 
that frame higher education globally.

Current realities and likely future 
scenarios for higher education around 

the world hinge on many variables. 
No one could have predicted the 2020 
coronavirus pandemic or the conse-
quences for higher education around 
the world. Getting a handle on how 
higher education will be impacted and 
its evolution is an enormous challenge 
for senior international officers and 
other professionals with responsibilities 
for leading internationalization efforts 
and tracing their relevance and import.

PRESENT TENSE: GLOBAL HIGHER 
EDUCATION REALITIES TODAY

Characterizing global trends in higher 
education is an exceedingly difficult 
exercise. Still, it is possible to point with 
some confidence to some half dozen key 
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4  SECTION ONE. NATIONAL, REGIONAL, AND INTERNATIONAL FRAMEWORKS

Many of these phenomena are intercon-
nected, and all have played important 
roles in shaping the reality of higher 
education in many contexts around the 
world today. They will continue to do so 
and will be complicated further by new 
and evolving challenges on the horizon, 
including rapidly shifting geopolitical 
dynamics, the effects of rising nation-
alism and populism, concern for the 
global transmission of disease, and the 
increasingly serious climate crisis.

Massification

The quantitative expansion of student 
numbers has been a hallmark of higher 
education since the middle of the 20th 
century. Massification was first evi-
dent in North America in the immedi-
ate post–World War II period, then in 
Europe in the 1960s onward, followed 
by Latin America and Australasia, with 
Africa only now entering into a period 
of rapid expansion. Higher educa-
tion has thus moved from an experi-
ence available only to an elite minority 
in most countries to one available to a 
significant majority in many countries. 
In the upper-income countries, partici-
pation in higher education is generally 
above 60% of the relevant age group. In 
Japan, South Korea, Finland, and some 
other countries, the gross enrollment 
ratio is even higher, with saturation so 
high in some contexts that some insti-
tutions may not be able to achieve the 
enrollment needed to survive due to the 
simultaneous shrinking of university-
age populations (Mani & Trines, 2018). 
Middle-income countries enroll half or 
more of the age group and more than 
222 million students participate in 
higher education worldwide (UNESCO 
Institute for Statistics, 2019).

developments that have clearly shaped 
the international higher education land-
scape over the last decade and more. 
Among these are

 the massification of higher edu-
cation enrollments (Calderon, 
2018), including the dramatic 
expansion of international stu-
dent mobility around the world 
(Institute of International 
Education [IIE], 2018);

 globalization, and particularly 
the evolving global knowledge 
economy as a fundamental force 
for change (Marginson, 2007);

 concerns around access, equity, 
and persistence in higher educa-
tion (Salmi & Bassett, 2014);

 the commercialization and pri-
vatization of higher education in 
many quarters (Altbach & Levy, 
2005);

 interest in and focus on all 
aspects of the student experience 
(Howson & Weyers, 2013, see 
also chapters 15 and 16 of this 
volume), including the nature 
of teaching, learning, and assess-
ment (see chapters 8, 12, 13, 14, 
and 17 of this volume); 

 technology’s evolving role in 
teaching, collaborative research, 
and making international con-
nections in higher education 
(EDUCAUSE, 2019); and 
finally

 many new paradigms for 
structuring higher education 
that range from competency-
based degrees to microcredentials 
and many additional nascent 
structures for delivery and 
evaluation.
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Chapter 1. Trends in Global Higher Education  5

BOX 1.1. Higher Education in Africa

Damtew Teferra and Wondwosen Tamrat

Not unlike other continents (de Wit et al., 2017), Africa is characterized by a 
higher education (HE) system that has massified in the wake of decades of flawed 
discourse—externally generated and imposed—that described African HE as an 
investment with a low rate of return. The shift in recent years toward consider-
ing HE investment in Africa vital, however, is compounded by a multitude of 
challenges, including inadequate funding, shortages of qualified personnel, weak 
leadership and management, and poor infrastructure and facilities. Mass access 
has also unleashed mass numbers of graduates into anemic labor markets, creat-
ing serious social and political upheavals.

Internationalization has an important place in African higher education. 
Student mobility continues to be a major feature of the continent’s HE land-
scape, though with some shifting trends. For example, Asia—led by China 
and distantly followed by India—is becoming a major hub as a study destina-
tion for African students, rivaling traditional destinations in Europe and North 
America. Cross-border HE providers are also making inroads into Africa, 
despite the dubious nature of some commercial operators and regulatory gaps 
across the continent.

Many African countries are responding to lingering quality problems by 
establishing quality assurance agencies and subregional networks under the aegis 
of multiple HE stakeholders, both continental and international. A new and 
strengthened form of South–South partnership is creating a complex field of 
partnerships, while continental efforts are being pursued to promote regionaliza-
tion through harmonizing the African HE area.

The scarcity of funding for HE in general and research in particular has 
limited the impact of African HE on development. African countries have 
yet to dedicate 1% of their GDP to research and development, despite dec-
ades of advocacy toward this end, with implications for knowledge generation. 
Consequently, partnerships between African and foreign institutions (mainly in 
the global North) continue to influence the provision of quality education and 
serve as important vehicles for financing research projects as well as offering key 
avenues for joint publications. A number of initiatives for centers of excellence, 
spearheaded by continental, bilateral, and multilateral players, are also being pur-
sued across the continent (Teferra, 2017).

Internationalization also plays a role in the drive to build graduate educa-
tion, and particularly doctoral studies. It should be noted, however, that despite 
being pursued as a panacea to the multifaceted challenges Africa’s HE sectors 
face, internationalization continues to be questioned. As issues of relevance of 
research and curricula gain momentum, “Africanization”—and in some corners, 
“decolonization”—is being hotly debated, yet again (Tamrat & Teferra, 2018).
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6  SECTION ONE. NATIONAL, REGIONAL, AND INTERNATIONAL FRAMEWORKS

have not been able to ensure that public 
higher education keeps up with demand.

Massification has delivered signifi-
cant benefits to societies, but also intro-
duced new challenges. For example, 
societies producing higher numbers of 
tertiary graduates are known to enjoy 
higher levels of economic development, 
particularly in terms of engagement 
with the global knowledge economy. At 
the same time, massification has driven 
up the costs associated with tertiary 
education, which has created major 
dilemmas for societies that have made 
significant commitments to subsidiz-
ing this level of education in the past. 
The rapid expansion of the sector has 
also challenged countries to adequately 
staff larger numbers of institutions with 
qualified academics, to meet the needs 
of diverse new cohorts of students, and 
to ensure general standards of quality 
(Rizvi, 2018). Given that massification 
has not yet reached its zenith among 
some of the world’s largest youth pop-
ulations (notably in China, India, and 
across Africa), these immense challenges 
will continue.

Globally, growing enrollments in 
higher education have been enabled by 
a variety of factors. These include, but 
are not limited to, expanded access to 
and completion of secondary education 
fueled by the pursuit of social and eco-
nomic mobility; national prioritization 
of tertiary education access and enroll-
ment as a means to foster economic and 
social development, with policies and 
programs that have enabled increased 
participation as a means to enhance 
social equity and/or drive economic 
development; and diversification of 
higher education systems to provide 
avenues into higher education for stu-
dents with a wider range of profiles and 
aspirations.

Governments everywhere have been 
challenged to fund massification and, 
with few exceptions, have been unable 
or unwilling to adequately support it. As 
a result, students and their families pay 
an increasing percentage of the cost of 
their postsecondary education through 
higher fees, often financed by loan pro-
grams of various kinds. Massification has 
also seen the dramatic expansion of pri-
vate higher education, as governments 

BOX 1.2. Higher Education in Asia

Rui Yang

Asia’s presence in the global higher education landscape is increasingly apparent, 
with the modernization of systems progressing rapidly throughout the region. In 
most Asian countries, the dominant trend in recent decades has been massifica-
tion. Higher education enrollments have increased everywhere, even tripled in 
some nations, although rates of increase differ significantly by country. Gross 
enrollment ratios illustrate the story clearly: comparing East Asia and the Pacific 
to South Asia and Western Asia, gross enrollment ratios were 3.0% and 4.3% in 
1971, 7.4% and 5.7% in 1990, and 43.9% and 25% in 2016, respectively.
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Chapter 1. Trends in Global Higher Education  7

of dynamics affecting higher education 
around the world (de Wit et al., 2008;IIE, 
2018; OECD, 2019). Students and fam-
ilies; home and host institutions, com-
munities, and countries; and a plethora 
of national, international, nonprofit, 
and for-profit entities together form 
an increasingly complex ecosystem of 

Meanwhile, the tremendous growth 
in international student mobility—
which the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) estimates grew from involv-
ing “2 million students in 1998 to 
5.3  million in 2017” (OECD, 2019, 
p. 229)—has introduced a wide range 

A major concern has been the growing gap between dramatic enrollment 
expansion and strained public finances. Although governments have been keen 
to expand their higher education systems, they have been reluctant or unable to 
keep pace with the resources required to support this growth. The limitations of 
public investment have put pressure on universities to secure additional funds 
from other sources. Market measures are widely employed, with fees introduced 
to public higher education by the 1990s along with an array of support schemes 
such as loans and grants provided by governments.

One striking trend has been the advance of privatization in countries as dif-
ferent as China, India, and Singapore. Private institutions have emerged as key 
providers of higher education in Asia. Such developments have called attention 
to the issue of quality and the role of governments and institutions in public 
accountability. In many Asian societies, quality assurance systems operate under 
the umbrella of the ministries of education and are depending on government 
funding. Yet in many cases these agencies are not adequately prepared for their 
duties in monitoring or assuring the quality of higher education.

Another priority for most Asian countries has been to provide equal access 
and equity in higher education. While sharing similar goals, challenges, and 
focuses, countries in the region have adopted different approaches to achiev-
ing them. Significant inequalities persist within and between prosperous and 
impoverished societies. Ensuring inclusion in higher education continues to be 
an arduous challenge for many Asian higher education systems.

A number of Asian governments have launched ambitious plans to create 
world-class universities. By selecting a few leading universities for privileges and 
additional resources, these institutions are expected to promote the competitive-
ness of their nations in the world. Such a state-led approach has served selected 
systems effectively, most evidently in China with Projects 211 and 985.

Asia’s international engagement in higher education has stimulated local 
policies, innovation, and reforms. Yet, despite its time-honored higher learning 
traditions, internationalizing has led to a significant degree of isomorphism, imi-
tating Western models and largely incorporating the European university tradi-
tion. Although central to the internationalization of higher education, the desired 
integration of indigenous Asian with Western ideas has not yet been achieved.
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8  SECTION ONE. NATIONAL, REGIONAL, AND INTERNATIONAL FRAMEWORKS

in more detail in chapters 12, 13, and 
14 of this volume.

Access, Equity, and Persistence

Massification is just one part of a more 
complex story. Despite the growth of 
many higher education systems, the 
ability to access quality higher education 
is decidedly uneven within and across 
societies. Indeed,

a litany of barriers to entry into 
higher education exists around 
in the world, including socio-
economic status, the quality of 
the education pipeline, belong-
ing to a marginalized population 
(including ethnic, religious, or 
language minorities; disabled stu-
dents; and rural students), gender, 
and systems that have experienced 
broad expansion without bridg-
ing interventions. (Bassett, 2019, 
pp. 29–30)

Even as access challenges are addressed, 
moving students successfully through 
the educational pipeline is not assured. 
Indeed, “burgeoning access to oppor-
tunities in higher education across 
most of the world over the past several 
decades has not translated into higher 
completion rates. Moreover, attrition 
rates are pronounced among under-
served and marginalized student popu-
lations” (Baldwin & Ward, 2019, p. 3). 
These tendencies affect developed and 
developing economy countries alike 
(Basset, 2019).

The costs of limited access, sys-
temic inequity, and poor persistence or 
completion rates by students are high, 
both for individuals and for the pub-
lic at large. The failure of societies to 

stakeholders connected to the interna-
tional student phenomenon. Yet, for 
the most part, international mobility 
remains a privilege of a small elite. In 
2017, just 5.3 million students were 
internationally mobile (OECD, 2019), 
representing a mere 2.4% of the esti-
mated global tertiary education student 
population in the same year (UNESCO 
Institute for Statistics, 2019).

The implications of these devel-
opments are multiple and profound. 
For example, increasing cultural and 
linguistic diversity in classrooms 
affects matters of teaching and learn-
ing (including language of instruction) 
in many institutions, and may be per-
ceived as enriching but also burden-
some. New or expanded sources of 
income from student tuition and fees 
have been welcomed by some host 
countries and institutions, but these 
have also introduced significant profit 
motives in some contexts. The dynam-
ics of international student mobil-
ity will continue to present evolving 
 challenges and opportunities in the 
coming years.

It remains to be seen whether inter-
national mobility will resume once the 
COVID-19 pandemic has been rel-
egated to history—or whether the value 
placed on mobility will return to its pre-
pandemic levels, be diminished, or be 
replaced in part by an increased focus on 
virtual mobility (see chapter 14 of this 
volume), exchange, and internationali-
zation of the curriculum (Leask, 2020). 
Also, when and if mobility returns in 
some form, there is the question of 
whether patterns of mobility will be 
significantly altered in some way. These 
and other matters related to internation-
alization of the curriculum are discussed 
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Chapter 1. Trends in Global Higher Education  9

which research-intensive universities 
jockey for global stature and prestige 
(Yudkevich et al., 2016). With a world 
of opportunities to choose from and a 
variety of incentives to entice them, 
talented students, researchers, and aca-
demics circulate internationally and 
on highly competitive terms. By way 
of these dynamics and others, there is 
clear evidence that globalization has 
introduced a range of new priorities 
and considerations for higher education 
institutions around the world. In many 
ways, these are exciting developments 
that place universities, in particular, 
at the cutting edge of new knowledge 
development and global engagement. At 
the same time, the pressures of globali-
zation have pushed many institutions 
to pursue agendas that place insuf-
ficient emphasis on local priorities or 
interests, overemphasize research in lieu 
of student learning and development, 
and underserve those students and aca-
demics whose profiles are considered 
minimally aligned with an agenda of 
global competitiveness. Globalization’s 
opportunities and benefits are unequally 
distributed across the global higher edu-
cation landscape, with resource-rich 
institutions and systems disproportion-
ately advantaged.

Commercialization and 
Privatization

The growth of private higher educa-
tion has been dramatic in the last sev-
eral decades. Today, the private sector 
“represents the fastest growing part of 
postsecondary education” (Altbach & 
Reisberg, 2018, p. 65), with more than 
one third of students around the world 
now in the private sector and even 

support all of their members in reach-
ing their full potential undermines 
national development efforts, social 
well-being, and economic performance. 
It can limit individual opportunities to 
fully develop intellectual, creative, and 
professional talents and complicate the 
ability to achieve financial stability, all 
of which can have detrimental impacts 
on families and communities. These are 
particularly vital matters in a fast-mov-
ing and competitive global context.

Globalization

The interconnectedness of individuals 
and societies—most prominently evi-
denced through the dynamics of global 
trade, technology-enabled communica-
tions, and a dominant language (i.e., 
English) for business, academic, and 
scientific engagement worldwide—is 
a definitive characteristic of our times. 
Globalization’s effects are profound and 
pervasive, and higher education has not 
been immune to its influences (King et 
al., 2013). Whereas the tertiary educa-
tion enterprise was traditionally defined 
by, and principally concerned with, the 
local and national context, higher edu-
cation systems and institutions are today 
considered frontline actors in the global 
knowledge economy. First and fore-
most, the research activities of universi-
ties drive innovation in fundamentally 
influential ways (see chapter 18 of this 
volume). Meanwhile, the educational 
activities of a wide range of higher edu-
cation institutions cultivate new talent 
that supports ongoing innovation and 
produces new consumers of state-of-
the-art products and services.

Globalization has also fostered the 
global university rankings “game,” in 
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10  SECTION ONE. NATIONAL, REGIONAL, AND INTERNATIONAL FRAMEWORKS

understanding of commercialization in 
higher education today. The injection 
of the profit motivation into the higher 
education enterprise around the world 
brings with it the possibility for new 
emphases on innovation, efficiency, and 
market responsiveness. In many coun-
tries, public higher education has been 
increasingly privatized in the sense that 
even public universities are responsible 
for a larger proportion of their operating 
expenses—with funds generated largely 
through tuition charges to students, 
creating serious problems of affordabil-
ity. This public sector privatization also 
makes it more difficult for academic 
institutions to serve the broader public 
good. At the same time, privatization 
enhances the potential for fraud, cor-
ruption, and financially motivated self-
interest to taint the sector.

TEACHING AND LEARNING

The changes described here have sig-
nificant implications for what and how 
universities teach. The tradition of 
focusing primarily on professional and 
scholarly content is problematic given 
the technological changes and the rapid 
rate at which new knowledge is being 
created. Preparing students only for 
specific jobs and professions is point-
less in a volatile labor market where 
new opportunities are appearing at the 
same time that many traditional pro-
fessions are disappearing. Hence, there 
has been increased focus globally on the 
development of programs that balance 
delivery of essential professional knowl-
edge and skills with the development of 
soft skills and graduate attributes such 
as creative thinking, problem-solving, 

higher rates of private sector enrollment 
in evidence in Asia (42%) and Latin 
America (48.8%) (Levy, 2018).

Even in countries where higher 
education has been the sole prerogative 
of the government historically, private 
initiatives have taken root as a result 
of rising demand and limited or falter-
ing public funding. The global private 
higher education sector is characterized 
by immense diversity, but mass access 
institutions absorbing demand that 
cannot be accommodated by the pub-
lic sector are common. Private sector 
institutions often offer programs that 
cater to specific, labor market–oriented 
outcomes, although there is also “a 
small but powerful non-profit private 
higher education sector composed of 
established, often religiously-affiliated, 
institutions and some new universi-
ties funded by philanthropic indi-
viduals and foundations” (Altbach & 
Reisberg, 2018, p. 66). Additionally, 
innovation is often more easily under-
taken in the private sector as it tends 
to be less encumbered by politics and 
bureaucracy.

In this context of rapid growth, 
quality concerns abound. The growing 
prevalence of for-profit institutions and 
the increased tendency in many coun-
tries for the public sector to “privatize” 
by finding new sources of support in 
the face of decreases in public funding 
have contributed to difficulties. These 
developments challenge long-standing 
notions of higher education and research 
as a public good. The fact that several 
multinational companies, whose stock 
is sometimes publicly traded on various 
stock exchanges, now own and operate 
a number of international university 
“chains,” represents a sea change in our 
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Chapter 1. Trends in Global Higher Education  11

cooperative education is used to describe 
an experience-based learning model in 
which periods of academic study and 
periods of full-time employment related 
to students’ academic majors and inter-
ests are integrated.

These shifts have been informed 
by a body of international research on 
learning and teaching in higher educa-
tion that has provided scientific evi-
dence to support quality improvement 
and innovation in course design and 
pedagogy. Although not a universal 
phenomenon, there has been a trend 
toward national governments investing 
in research into teaching and learning 
for the last 20 years. For example, in the 
United Kingdom in the 1st decade of 
the millennium, the Higher Education 
Funding Council for England (HEFCE) 
invested millions of pounds into 74 the-
matic centers of excellence in learning 
and teaching, including some focused 
specifically on matters related to interna-
tionalization. They also funded learning 
and teaching subject network centers, 
with a disciplinary focus in areas such 
as assessment for learning (University of 
Northumbria) and enterprise and entre-
preneurship (Leeds Beckett University). 
Similarly, since 2004, the Australian gov-
ernment has invested millions of dollars 
in teaching and learning research grants 
and fellowships, including a number 
specifically focused on the international 
student experience, internationalization 
of the curriculum, study abroad and 
exchange, and students as partners in 
internationalization.

This trend continues today. For 
example, the Hong Kong SAR University 
Grants Committee (UGC) accords 
high priority to internationalization, 
teaching, and learning, and currently 

collaboration, and communication (see 
chapter 12 of this volume). Perhaps 
related to this, approaches to teaching 
and learning emphasizing project-based 
and other forms of applied learning are 
increasingly evident worldwide (Altbach 
et al., 2018).

This trend toward a focus on devel-
oping skills as well as content knowl-
edge in higher education has required 
changes in pedagogy. Lectures have been 
increasingly complemented by a range 
of learning experiences incorporating, 
for example, peer instruction, team-
based and project-based learning, and a 
combination of online and face-to-face 
learning (as exemplified in the “flipped 
classroom” model). Experiential learn-
ing through activities that integrate 
work and classroom experiences have 
added invaluable dimensions to the 
undergraduate experience for many stu-
dents across the world. Although it has 
been common for many years in some 
professions to integrate work experi-
ence into learning through, for example, 
clinical placements, internships, and 
service-learning, an increasing empha-
sis on experiential learning in a wider 
range of disciplines has seen the devel-
opment of new models that have shifted 
the focus from what is taught to what 
is learned, and from what teachers say 
to what students do. Learning through 
experience takes many different forms 
in different national, institutional, 
and disciplinary contexts and may be 
called by different names. Examples 
include international internships, 
work-integrated learning, volunteer 
experience, and apprenticeships. In the 
North American context, at universities 
such as Northeastern, Cincinnati, and 
Waterloo, but also many more, the term 
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12  SECTION ONE. NATIONAL, REGIONAL, AND INTERNATIONAL FRAMEWORKS

as an “Erasmus+ Good Practice,” the 
EQUiiP initiative furthered under-
standing around the practical aspects 
of ensuring “quality in international 
and intercultural classrooms in higher 
education” (EQUiip, 2020b, para. 2) 
by developing “an integrated, flexible 
programme of Continuing Professional 
Development modules for use during 

funds a number of research projects 
in these areas. A notable example of a 
recent European Union–funded pro-
ject is the EQUiiP Project (Educational 
Quality in Universities for Inclusive 
International Programs), which was 
funded for the period 2016–2019, 
and ran across seven European uni-
versities (EQUiiP, 2020a). Designated 

BOX 1.3. Higher Education in Europe

Ellen Hazelkorn

The social, economic, and political landscape across the European Union (EU) is 
changing. The severity of the global financial crisis of 2008 has led to knock-on 
consequences in terms of changes in people’s circumstances and attitudes. Income 
and wealth inequality, and disparities in opportunities within and between coun-
tries, remain a significant factor influencing people’s opinions about government, 
despite improvements in employment, closing of the gender gap, and increases in 
higher education participation (Eurostat, 2018).

Across Europe over the last decade, there has been a seismic shift in political 
allegiances away from the political center, giving way to a significant rise in voter 
support for the populist right. Nationalism, Euroskepticism, and anti-immigra-
tion sentiment, combined with a backlash against liberal values and internation-
alization, have become significant issues from central and southern Europe to 
Scandinavia. In the United Kingdom, Brexit—the desire to withdraw from the 
European Union—has exposed a deep divide on the basis of social class, educa-
tion, geography, and age. The incoming conservative government won an over-
whelming majority in the December 2019 UK general election but that result is 
unlikely to resolve issues over relations with the European Union. Instead, Brexit 
is likely to continue to influence the United Kingdom’s relationship with the EU 
over the next decade.

These developments are having an impact on higher education, often viewed 
as elitist and too liberal. The most pronounced example is in Hungary where the 
government has introduced restrictions on the operations of Central European 
University (CEU), which was founded by George Soros. A tax has also been 
introduced on the income of organizations supporting migrants, including uni-
versities with EU-funded programs that assist refugee students and researchers. 
As a result, CEU has moved from Budapest to Vienna. Other institutions are 
faced with similar dilemmas.
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Chapter 1. Trends in Global Higher Education  13

development for further and higher 
education is run by Oxford Brookes 
University, which offers around 200 
staff development courses each year, 
drawing on a national network of spe-
cialist consultants. Other such centers 
have been established in universities in 
many countries, including, for example, 
Australia, Canada, Denmark, Germany, 
the Hong Kong SAR, the Netherlands, 
New Zealand, Norway, Singapore, 
South Africa, Sweden, and the United 
States. Although the specific focus and 

the internationalisation of higher edu-
cation, as well as an International 
Competence Profile for Educational 
Developers” (para. 3).

Individual institutions in many 
countries have also funded their own 
research into teaching and learning, 
often housed within a department 
or center staffed for both scholarship 
of teaching and practical support for 
teaching staff. In the United Kingdom, 
one of the largest and most established 
providers of staff and educational 

Attitudes to international students are caught up in these political 
 tensions. Criticism of what is often seen as uncontrolled immigration is lead-
ing to restrictions on non-EU students. In the Netherlands, a country which 
has prided itself on being culturally open, there are deepening concerns that 
international students are leading to reductions in the number of university 
places for domestic students and the shift to English language programs is 
undermining the national language.

These developments are occurring at the same time the world economy is 
shifting eastward. Europe is also concerned with losing ground in technologi-
cal innovation and adaptation to the digital economy (European Parliament, 
2019). According to Gaub (2019), of the world’s eight largest economies today, 
four (including the United Kingdom) are European; by 2050, it is anticipated 
that only Germany will remain so. These profound changes, combined with 
the undermining of the postwar liberal multilateral order, will impact the posi-
tion of the EU as a global power and its institutional arrangements. This thus 
helps explain adoption of a “geopolitical strategy” as a means to reassert itself as 
an economic and political bloc (Leonard, 2019). Critically, the EU provides a 
framework for global economic and political engagement that is otherwise unat-
tainable for individual EU member states.

This approach is evidenced in EU higher education and research funding. 
In addition to Erasmus+, which is the EU’s big mobility program, Horizon 
Europe (the successor of Horizon 2020) is an ambitious €100 billion research 
and innovation program. The European Universities Initiative (European 
Commission, n.d.), which has issued its second call, aims to form consortia that 
can maximize capacity across individual universities and member states in order 
to be/become globally competitive. The overall ambition is clear—to consoli-
date highly competitive education, research, and innovation capacity to ensure 
a promising future for Europe in the global knowledge economy (EU, 2019).
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and learning (SoTL) in higher educa-
tion is also supported internationally by 
professional associations in a number of 
countries, such as HERDSA, the Higher 
Education Research and Development 
Society of Australasia (www.herdsa.
org.au/), also with growing presence in 
the Pacific, Malaysia, and Singapore; 
ISSoTL, the International Society for the 
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning 
(https://issotl.com/about-issotl/), which 
supports the collaboration of cross-
disciplinary scholars of teaching and 
learning in different countries; and 
ICED, the International Consortium 
for Educational Development (https://
icedonline.net), which promotes edu-
cational and academic development 
in higher education worldwide. Peer-
reviewed conferences and journals 
focused on teaching and learning in 
higher education, run by these and 
other associations, have become well 
established across the world, and new 
models of professional development 
and learning for faculty are develop-
ing (Webster-Wright, 2009). The rapid 
growth of these associations and their 
journals reflects a recognition that issues 
of teaching and learning and interna-
tionalization transcend national bor-
ders, and there is much that can be 
gained from the application of SoTL 
across national boundaries.

An interesting recent development 
is the international fellowship scheme 
offered by the UK-based Higher 
Education Academy (HEA), which 
champions teaching and learning 
within the tertiary sector globally, with 
the goal of improving learning out-
comes through raising the status and 
quality of teaching in higher education. 

scope of such centers varies in different 
universities and national contexts, the 
trend toward improving the quality of 
teaching and learning in higher educa-
tion through research-informed profes-
sional development for faculty is now 
well established in many countries and 
universities. These centers provide local 
hubs for research and dissemination 
of the growing body of international 
research into teaching and learning.

There have been several drivers of 
this increased focus across the world 
on professional development for fac-
ulty delivered through university and 
national centers of excellence. In part, 
it may be a response to massification 
and globalization, both of which have 
resulted in increased cultural and lin-
guistic diversity among the student pop-
ulation. This diversity has the potential 
to challenge faculty who have no formal 
teaching qualifications and must accom-
modate the different levels of prior 
learning their students bring into the 
classroom, their widely divergent expec-
tations and goals, and the broader range 
and different kinds of talents required 
by employers (Leask & Carroll, 2013). 
It is certainly the case that national 
governments, institutions, and the 
teaching and learning community have 
responded in various ways to concerns 
around inclusion and persistence in uni-
versities in a number of countries and 
the extent to which these are connected 
in some way to the quality of the educa-
tion provided. In some instances, as dis-
cussed previously, national governments 
have funded research into teaching and 
learning and individual institutions 
have established centers for teaching 
excellence. The scholarship of teaching 
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has been a key trend over the last 1 to 2 
decades (Altbach et al., 2010)—a topic 
that is covered in greater detail in the 
virtual exchange section of chapter 14 
of this volume. However, at the time of 
writing (i.e., early 2020), the onset of 
the COVID-19 pandemic—and the 
restrictions on both travel and in- person 
gatherings that resulted around the 
world—has rocketed technology to an 
extraordinary new position of promi-
nence for higher education institutions 
and systems globally. These develop-
ments have exposed significant chal-
lenges and opportunities in relation to 
technology-enabled learning and teach-
ing, particularly when viewed through 
an internationalization lens.

In terms of challenges, long-stand-
ing matters of unequal access to learn-
ing technologies, or limited abilities to 
effectively deploy or derive benefit from 
them—due to financial barriers, lack of 
experience or expertise, infrastructural 
weaknesses or limitations, and so on—
are acutely relevant in the current con-
text. With well over a billion students 
and learners prevented by the pandemic 
from physically attending school or uni-
versity by mid-March 2020 (UNESCO, 
2020), higher education institutions 
around the world have pivoted rapidly 
to modes of online instruction, with 
varying degrees of capacity or experience 
to manage this transition effectively, or 
with clear plans for longer term provi-
sion (McMurtrie, 2020). A multitude 
of higher education and mainstream 
press articles at the time of writing have 
chronicled the concerns and difficulties 
associated with this dramatic shift to 
broad reliance on technology-mediated 
learning and teaching. What is certainly 

HEA fellowships provide professional 
recognition of individual academic 
and professional staff who demonstrate 
experience in, and knowledge of, learn-
ing and teaching; have engaged with 
relevant professional development; 
and are committed to developing as an 
educational professional. Outside the 
United Kingdom, there were, at the 
time of writing, 4,047 HEA fellows 
around the globe.

Meanwhile, the shift from assessing 
knowledge acquisition to the develop-
ment of skills, along with the diversity of 
students enrolling have resulted, in some 
changes to the evaluation and recogni-
tion of student learning (see chapter 8 of 
this volume for more on this). Written 
exams, recognized as insufficient meas-
ures of learning, are increasingly sup-
plemented by alternative approaches 
to assessment. For example, the use of 
various forms of individual learning 
portfolios to record student progress 
and continued learning within a single 
course, or for the duration of a pro-
gram of study, have developed over the 
last 20 years. Such portfolios are likely 
to develop further with the advance of 
blockchain technology, which offers 
the opportunity to record and evalu-
ate student learning more holistically 
in the future, using secure mechanisms 
for storing individual profiles online 
(Newton, 2018). In the last few years, a 
range of badges, certificates, and micro-
credentials have also been developed 
and are increasingly being adopted to 
record and recognize learning in higher 
education (Credential Engine, 2019).

Finally, the increasingly important 
role of technology in relation to learn-
ing and teaching in higher education 
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FUTURE SHOCK: THE (UN)
PREDICTABLE ROAD AHEAD

The coming decades will be characterized 
by several key developments— political, 
social, and environmental—already in 
evidence. Higher education is, unsur-
prisingly, affected by the wave of nation-
alism and populism currently sweeping 
through political life in many countries. 
These political and societal trends have 
been created by multiple social and 
economic forces, including growing 
inequalities, seismic shifts in econo-
mies resulting from globalization and 
new technologies, immigration and the 
“refugee crisis,” and the fact that signifi-
cant segments of the population in each 
country have been left behind by rapid 
economic and technological changes. 
The 2020 coronavirus pandemic seems 
only to have exacerbated the trend. The 
implications for higher education are 
significant.

For example, the pressures of Brexit 
in the United Kingdom, policies of the 
Trump administration in the United 
States, the wave of far-right popu-
list election victories in recent years in 
countries such as Italy, Brazil, Hungary, 
Poland, and others are all specific exam-
ples of the rise of illiberal political devel-
opments and anti-intellectualism. In 
tandem, immigration and visa policies 
have become more restrictive in some 
countries, creating barriers to student 
and academic mobility. Some right-
wing governments have cut budgets 
for higher education and science and 
this will affect the health of universi-
ties. Academic freedom has come under 
fire in some countries, as well. In short, 
the current political crises playing out 

clear is that a widespread return to tradi-
tional teaching is unlikely and that more 
flexible options—in person, virtual, 
hybrid, and hyflex—will shape higher 
education in the long term.

Internationalization has faced 
 particular challenges in the face of these 
developments. For example, some advo-
cates for student mobility have fretted 
over the loss of aspects of “face-to-face” 
or “real-life” learning experiences, 
which they see as crucial for students to 
develop particular kinds of soft skills or 
intercultural sensitivities. For many in 
this camp, online learning can serve as 
a complement to, but not a replacement 
for, the learning that students experi-
ence through in-person educational 
experiences abroad.

On the opportunity side, some 
see the widespread forced leap into 
online teaching and learning as a vitally 
important moment for innovation and 
modernization in the higher education 
sector, including with respect to inter-
nationalization. For example, the uptake 
of digital learning has highlighted to a 
much wider audience the possibilities of 
learning modalities such as collaborative 
online international learning (COIL) 
and other forms of virtual exchange 
and virtual mobility. Some even go so 
far as to claim that we are now operat-
ing in a “postmobility world,” in which 
“educational technology has made huge 
advances, making better-than-classroom 
distance learning a present-day real-
ity” (White & Lee, 2020, para. 16). 
Although it is unclear exactly how tech-
nology will affect the future of teaching 
and learning, it is clear that 2020 has 
ushered in a period of active and unprec-
edented experimentation that will likely 
have a lasting impact.
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government’s Project 211 and Project 
985 academic excellence programs 
during the past several decades, with 
several billion dollars invested in build-
ing research and academic capacity in 
some 100 top universities, have yielded 
impressive results (Liu & Wang, 2011). 
Chinese universities have increased their 
presence in the international rankings, 
although none have reached the top lev-
els at the time of writing. Hong Kong, 
Singapore, and South Korea also have 
developed top universities and Japan 
remains a major academic power in the 
region. The balance of global academic 

around the world are likely to continue 
to be disruptive forces with serious con-
sequences for higher education.

It is also evident that there are 
some important changes taking place in 
the global balance of academic power. 
Although it is still the case that major 
universities and academic systems in 
North America, Europe, and Australia 
remain the primary centers of academic 
excellence as measured by the global 
rankings, the rise of Asian universities 
has been remarkable—especially the 
growth of China’s major research univer-
sities. The expenditures of the Chinese 

BOX 1.4. Higher Education in Latin America

Andrés Bernasconi

Latin American higher education has experienced a rapid expansion of enroll-
ments since the turn of the century, almost doubling in size, a rate higher than 
the world average. Much of this growth has occurred in the private sector, which 
now accounts for close to 50% of enrollments. However, access is heavily skewed 
in favor of students from high-income families. Indeed, the rate of participation 
of students from the lowest quintile of income varies from 2% to 27% across the 
countries in the region (Brunner & Miranda, 2016).

Thus, equality of opportunity remains a major challenge across the region, 
prompting to action both higher education institutions (HEIs) and governments. 
HEIs have reached out to disadvantaged communities through targeted recruit-
ment, college readiness programs, and remedial academic and other support 
strategies. Governments, in turn, have variously instituted admissions quotas 
tied to race (Brazil), expanded student loans and scholarships (Brazil, Colombia), 
or ventured into free tuition programs (Ecuador and Chile). Another strategy has 
been the expansion of the public sector. Hundreds of new public, tuition-free 
HEIs have been created in Uruguay, Bolivia, Brazil, Mexico, and Venezuela to 
accommodate burgeoning interest in higher education.

Quality is a second major concern, even though most countries in the 
region have by now created quality assurance and accreditation agencies. Lack 

(Continued )
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power is moving toward Asia in the 21st 
century, with Latin America and Africa 
remaining far behind in terms of the 
development of top research-intensive 
universities. The traditional “power 
centers” in Europe and North America 
are increasingly challenged by invest-
ment and development elsewhere.

Meanwhile, all of these trends 
are playing out against a backdrop 
of environmental changes that fore-
shadow enormous challenges ahead 
for the health of the planet. As aver-
age global temperatures continue to 
rise, the threats to communities around 
the world in terms of food insecurity, 
coastal flooding, storm damage, forced 

migration, and other detrimental factors 
will present profound social, political, 
and environmental difficulties. Societal 
actors, including higher education 
institutions and the scientific commu-
nities that are often embedded within 
them, are already contributing energy 
and expertise to the achievement of 
the UN 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals (International Association of 
Universities, n.d.) that include “climate 
action” (Goal 16), among a variety of 
other environmentally connected objec-
tives (United Nations, n.d.). Moving 
forward in the context of the global cli-
mate crisis, the higher education sector 
may face its most profound challenge 

of appropriate funding from the state, in the case of public HEIs, or from tui-
tion fees, in the private sector, undermine quality. Poorly trained faculty across 
all types of HEI (with the exception of perhaps 50 research-oriented universities) 
is also a hindrance. Additionally, politicization, faculty unionization, pointless 
bureaucracy, and amateur leadership and management plague public universities. 
An expression of this syndrome registers in the weak presence of Latin American 
universities in global rankings.

Yet, research output has improved: although the region concentrates only 
4% of research personnel and 3.1% of spending on research and development 
(R&D), its indexed publications (per Scopus) doubled from 2007 to 2016. 
Investment in R&D is 0.67% of the region’s GDP, and 83% of it is concentrated 
in Brazil, Mexico, and Argentina.

Unlike Europe or Asia, the arm of the government is weak in Latin 
America. An exacerbated ideology of autonomy pervades among university 
leaders, faculty, students, and unions. On the other hand, governments are 
generally too clumsy, inept, or corrupt to have any success in steering complex 
systems such as higher education, and they seldom try. There are exceptions, 
though, mostly coming from the countries with relatively better governance, or 
stronger rulers. But, overall, the possibility of sound public policy in the sector 
is severely undermined by the shortcomings of the public sector bureaucracies 
(Bernasconi & Celis, 2017).

BOX 1.4. (Continued  )
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ever: to effectively lend its immense 
intellectual, innovative, and capacity-
building resources to the common 
fight for the health of the planet and its 
population. There are increasing signs 
that universities worldwide are playing 
an active role not only in research and 
teaching concerning climate change and 
the environment but also in terms of 
mitigating their own negative impacts 
on the environment.

The COVID-19 Pandemic

It is clear that as a result of COVID-
19 there will be significant effects on 
the broad trends that are seen in higher 
education around the world today—
and specifically on internationaliza-
tion. In the short and medium term, 
academe will be faced with significant 
fiscal pressures as governments cope 
with the financial fallout of the cri-
sis. Patterns of international student 
mobility will be disrupted, perhaps 
permanently, and this will affect insti-
tutions traditionally dependent on for-
eign students for income. Study abroad 
programs will be affected as students 
and their families consider the health 
implications of where to study—or if 
an international sojourn is worth the 
risk. A trend toward an increased focus 
on internationalization of the curricu-
lum at home is already emerging, par-
ticularly in Latin America.

Ideas about internationalization 
are likely to be challenged. Universities 
may use the experience gained from the 
rapid transfer to online instruction that 
resulted from the 2020 pandemic to 
expand its use and to rethink the appli-
cation of technology to all aspects of aca-
demic life. Countries and segments of 

higher education systems will, of course, 
be affected differently and unequally.

Many Possible Roads Ahead for 
Internationalization

As evidenced across the many chapters 
in this volume, internationalization 
in higher education is a multifaceted 
and evolving phenomenon. It touches 
on a wide scope of issues and can be 
defined in a multitude of ways. Most 
conceptualizations, however, hinge 
on a fundamental understanding that 
internationalization somehow implies 
connecting with new and different per-
spectives, with the aspiration that these 
connections will somehow foster some-
thing more—deeper learning, enhanced 
practice, appreciation for variety and 
nuance, and ultimately a better under-
standing of the world around us. Ideally, 
these dynamics can then help drive 
positive change in society (Brandenburg 
et al., 2019).

Although internationalization has 
been achieving greater prominence in 
education policy development across 
the globe throughout the last decade, 
the coronavirus pandemic, nationalism, 
and international tensions are potential 
setbacks. The challenges ahead are sig-
nificant. It will be necessary to rethink 
internationalization strategies that 
emphasized mobility and collaboration 
where politics has placed obstacles. This 
will perhaps focus attention on strategies 
around internationalization at home, a 
trend that was already gaining currency 
as new challenges appeared.

Indeed, high-quality, accessible 
higher education that effectively serves 
society and its many stakeholders is 
urgently needed as we look toward the 
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future. The extent to which internation-
alization can be effectively deployed in 
the service of these efforts will depend 
on the commitments and abilities of 
higher education leaders and poli-
cymakers to understand and create 
meaningful responses to the ongoing 
developments and disruptions affecting 
the higher education enterprise and the 
world around us.
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