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In this fourth issue of Higher Education in Southeast 
Asia and Beyond (HESB), we feature the theme of 
the internationalisation of higher education in the 
region, while also looking at the latest developments 
in Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam. 

Drawn from a research project led by Dr Hazri Jamil, 
Director of Institut Penyelidikan Pendidikan Tinggi 
Negara (IPPTN, or the National Higher Education 
Research Institute) at Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM), 
the articles here on Southeast Asia present a snapshot 
of the policies and initiatives of internationalisation 
through case studies of universities. 

While Malaysia was primarily a sending country 
in the past, it now has a strategic plan for taking 
in international students with the aim of becoming 
a hub for education, which also fulfils its goals in 
pursuing internationalisation-at-home, as Hazri 
Jamil, Wan Chang Da and Ooi Poh Ling write. 

In the Singaporean experience, the Ministry of 
Education has played a central role in nurturing the 
human capital required for the economy, and the 
notion of internationalisation is embedded in the 
country’s outlook and strategic economic direction, 
as Ho Yong Min writes. 

Rowell D. Madula writes about the unique 
characterisation of the Philippines as the world’s 
“budget English teacher”, while also examining the 
nationalistic pushback against internationalisation as 
part of the “neo-liberal agenda of the West” — from 
the academic faculty, no less. 

At the other end of the spectrum, the thrust in 
internationalisation efforts in Thailand has been in 
pursuing ever higher standards of English language 
among students, faculty, and even among non-academic 
university staff, as Phetcharee Rupavijetra writes. 

In Indonesia, as Sumar Hendayana, Nurul Jabah 
and Awinda write, the push for internationalisation 
has been framed as an opportunity for promoting 
Indonesian knowledge and culture beyond its borders.

Aside from the project, Graeme Atherton writes 
about the well-developed pan-regional infrastructure 
in ASEAN that is enabling greater student exchange, 
and harmonisation in approaches to the quality 
assurance across the region. Priscilla Tay sets the 
debates on internationalisation in the context of the 
vision of the ASEAN Community.

Beyond Southeast Asia, P. J. Lakavare writes on 
student mobility in India and China, while Yukiko 
Shimmi and Hiroshi Ota write on the burst of 
“super-short-term” study-abroad programmes in 
Japan, after a period when Japanese students were 
reportedly developing an “inward-looking” attitude. 

Meanwhile, Rahul Choudaha charts out the three 
waves of international student mobility over the past 
two decades, and seeks to project the future growth 
directions of internationally mobile students against the 
backdrop of a UK on the cusp of leaving the European 
Union and a US under the Trump administration. 

Back to Southeast Asia. The CLMV countries — 
Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and Vietnam — have for 
some years been touted as the emerging economies 
to watch; yet there is precious little discussion about 
their higher education landscape, so integral to meeting 
their human capital needs, in the international sphere. 
We have the benefit of Martin Hayden sharing 
about the challenges of governance, resources and 
quality that Cambodia and Laos need to overcome, 
and how they may do so. Meanwhile, Le Nguyen 
Duc Chinh outlines the progress of Vietnamese 
higher education institutions, examining how the 
more research-oriented of the public universities are 
gradually winning recognition while the private-sector 
universities are becoming increasingly marginalised 
— with the notable exceptions of the high-achieving 
RMIT Vietnam and FPT University. 

We trust that you will enjoy reading the articles 
in this issue, and we invite you to consider 
contributing to future issues, and be part of the 
conversations and debates on higher education in 
Southeast Asia and beyond. 

THE EDITOR
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NOTE ON THE 

RESEARCH 

PROJECT 

Supported by The HEAD 
Foundation, the research project 
on “Profiling the Good Practices 
of Institutional Policies and 
Initiatives for Internationalisation 
in Selected Universities in Five 
Southeast Asian Countries,” led 
by Dr Hazri Jamil, Director of 
IPPTN, was conducted over the 
course of the year 2017.

The researchers examined 
the institutional policies and 
initiatives for internationalisation 
with regard to academic 
programmes, research, 
governance and leadership. 
They also sought to 
determine the extent to which 
institutions accommodate 
internationalisation policies 
and initiatives with local 
knowledge, capital, systems, 
identities and cultures.

Two universities were chosen 
from each country for the 
study. Interview participants 
included university leaders, 
mid-level managers, academics, 
researchers and other 
relevant stakeholders.

Institutional Policies 
and Initiatives for 
Internationalisation: 
The Case of Two 
Malaysian Universities

Hazri Jamil, Wan Chang Da and
Ooi Poh Ling

Whereas Malaysia was primarily a sending country 
in the past, it has a strategic plan today for taking in 
international students with the aim of becoming a 
hub for education and innovation, as captured in the 
government’s National Higher Education Strategic 
Plan Beyond 2020 (NHESP).

The Malaysia Education Blueprint (Higher Education) 
2015–2025 (MEBHE), which can be seen as the 
continuation of the NHESP, also encapsulates the 
aspiration to establish Malaysia as an international 
education hub, one that is valued by students for 
its competitive advantage in providing value-for-
money higher education — that balances quality 
and affordability with the added value of rich 
cultural experiences.

Malaysia’s public and private universities are 
currently home to 135,502 students from 160 nations 
around the world. It has been ranked the ninth 
preferred destination for tertiary education among 
international students in UNESCO’s International 
Student Mobility Survey since 2014. Besides cultural 
diversity, Malaysia is an attractive study destination 
because of its low cost of living and affordable tuition 
fees. Annual university tuition fees in the United 
States and the United Kingdom can be more than 
US$27,000, while that in Malaysia can be as low  
as US$2,800. 
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In our study, we examined institutional policies and 
initiatives on internationalisation in our two case 
studies in Malaysia — one a public university, the 
other a private university. 

QUALITY ASSURANCE 

Programmes offered in the private university are 
validated by their foreign partnering university, 
ensuring that their programmes meet the quality 
requirements of that partner. The private university 
in question also has twinning programmes in which 
students spend part of their course abroad — generally 
one year out of a three- or four-year course. Because 
students only spend a certain period of time abroad, the 
cost of pursuing twinning programme is significantly 
less than doing the entire programme abroad. 

The academic and mobility programmes in the 
public university are substantially different. Instead 
of having foreign partners, the public university 
has pursued foreign accreditation for some of its 
programmes. For instance, the faculty of education 
of the public university is accredited by the Teacher 
Education Accreditation Council (TEAC) in the US. 
This arrangement enables students graduating with 
an education degree to work in any country around 
the world that recognises the TEAC accreditation, 
thus aiding the mobility of students upon graduation.

Apart from accreditation, the faculty of languages 
of the public university is also part of the Erasmus 
Mundus programme, a Master’s programme involving 
counterparts from Europe and the neighbouring 
countries of Thailand and Vietnam. Similarly, a sizeable 
number of graduates have gone abroad to work or 
intern in the countries of the language they majored in. 

Furthermore, the faculty of languages also has a 
policy of recruiting native speakers of the language 
they teach in the university. Hence, there are a 
significant number of international academics in its 
foreign language programmes and courses.

RESEARCH

For both universities, many Memoranda of 
Understanding (MOUs) for research collaboration 
in the universities were found to be inactive. Rather, 
both universities in our case study have attempted 
to enhance relationships with foreign institutions 
in other ways such as through joint conferences, 
generally with universities in Thailand and Indonesia. 

Networking through university alumni in different 
countries such as Iran, Indonesia, and Saudi Arabia 
has also opened access to agencies and governmental 
bodies for collaboration, particularly in terms of 
funding research, journal publications and in the 
organisation of conferences, forums and symposia.

In the private university, there was a concerted effort 
in bringing in renowned scholars, academics and 
industry leaders from around the world to its campus. 
In addition to developing the relationship with these 
prominent experts, their presence is also intended to 
enhance the international profile of the university.

STUDENT AND ACADEMIC MOBILITY

In the private university, there are limited opportunities 
for students and academics to take up formal academic 
mobility programmes. In the private university, the 
only formal student mobility programme comes 
in the form of a cultural exchange programme to 
its partner university, but this cannot be done for 
academic credits. Coupled with the significant costs 
of up to 10,000 ringgit (US$2,500), which students 
have to bear for a three-week stint in a foreign 
country, many students are understandably not 
keen to participate. There is a reciprocal agreement 
where students from the partner university can opt to 
come to Malaysia for a similar three-week cultural 
exchange programme — but this has not been 
popular, as Malaysia is apparently not considered 
a popular or exotic destination by students of the 
foreign partnering university.
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Students in the private university may nevertheless 
choose to participate in other overseas programme 
for short periods of time, in the form of exposure 
trips through international students organisations 
like the Dutch-headquartered AIESEC (formerly 
known in English as the International Association 
of Students in Economic and Commercial Sciences). 
Such opportunities are also presented to students in 
the public university. 

Internships with multi-national corporations can also 
provide some students with international experience, 
to some benefit to their future careers. For example, 
a student has the opportunity to do two-thirds of their 
internship with a Malaysian bank in Jakarta under 
the Ministry of International Trade and Industry 
(MITI)-Talentcorp Internship Programme. However, 
such programmes have not been institutionalised.

As for academics, the public university sends potential 
academics to pursue their doctorates abroad, with the 
support of the Ministry of Higher Education. This 
initiative has ensured that local academics would 
have international exposure. Even for those who did 
their doctorate in Malaysia, the public university 
has also provided opportunities for them to go for 
post-doctoral attachments in foreign universities.

In the private university, there are limited opportunities 
for mobility and international exposure for academics. 
A handful of academics may have the opportunities 
to spend two months in the foreign partner institution 
as part of the exchange but the main objective of such 
exchange is predominantly aimed at maintaining the 
partnership and to learn about the shared programmes 
between the two institutions. Apart from that, support 
from the private university for its academics to gain 
international exposure is ad hoc and limited.

GOOD PRACTICES FOR 
INTERNATIONALISATION

The most important goal of internationalisation is to 
create an ideal student experience in Malaysian culture. 

So, although English proficiency is a requirement 
for entry into Malaysian universities, the required 
standard is not set too high. International students 
are encouraged to learn the national language, 
Bahasa Malaysia, so that they can interact with 
the local community.

Students are encouraged to spend their final year or a 
semester abroad, for exposure. In this aspect, public 
institutions look for partner universities abroad that 
can match their own programmes, to benefit students. 

Quality control of the programmes offered is a 
perennial topic for private universities in Malaysia. 
To achieve quality in its programmes, the private 
university has strong links with institutions from 
abroad, which validate their programmes. The public 
university brings in native speakers and obtains 
accreditation from international bodies.  

Student exchange programmes are seen as more cost-
efficient compared to sending students abroad for 
a year. It has also been shown to be a good practice 
in improving the quality of education, given the 
exposure to an international environment. 

International exposure for students can be limited 
due to cost constraints. Particularly in the private 
university, where students were either self-financed or 
financed through student loans, there is the additional 
financial burden for students to go abroad to gain 
an overseas experience, on top of their tuition fees.

As part of a cost-saving strategy, Malaysia allows 
branch campuses of foreign universities to operate 
in the country. To date, Malaysia has nine branch 
campuses that adapt themselves to Malaysian policy 
as well as quality standards. Branch campuses are 
expected to bring not only quality education but 
to attract international students as well. Besides 
the economic factor, the diversity of students 
gives opportunity to local and foreign students to 
experience global culture.
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The private university is also looking into ways to 
change its approach pedagogically to enhance its 
programme, by adopting and adapting international 
curriculum such as reducing lecture time and increasing 
practical problem-solving time in curriculum.

There is a Programme Standardisation Committee 
consisting of academics, which ensure that local 
programmes and international programmes are 
matched properly so that in- and out-bound students 
are eligible for credit transfers between universities 
of different countries.

Enhancing internationalisation also requires the 
coordination of the academic calendar. In the case 
of the private university, which relies heavily on 
student fees as its major source of revenue, there are 
three in-takes of students in a year. As a result, the 
university’s academic calendar of three semesters is 
very condensed. Academics in the private university 
have lamented the difficulties in aligning its academic 
calendar with local and foreign universities, and 
mis-alignment can pose a challenge in facilitating 
exchanges for students and academics.  

RECOMMENDATIONS

To widen the benefits of internationalisation for students, 
strategies should focus on “internationalisation-at-
home” — a term first introduced in 2001 by Paul 
Crowther and others — where institutions would 
need to increase the proportion of international 
students and diversify the list of their countries of 
origins. Most importantly, international students 
should integrate well with local students, so that 
both student groups are able to learn and benefit 
from an experience in a Malaysian campus.

Teaching and learning exposure can be done through 
many activities: comparative international literature, 
guest lectures by speakers from local cultural groups 
or international companies, guest lecturers from the 
international partnering universities, international 

case studies and practices or, increasingly, digital 
learning and online collaborations.

Internationalisation-at-home is not an aim but a set of 
instruments and activities for developing international 
and intercultural competences among all students 
within the home country. Teaching the content in 
English does not make a programme international in 
itself. Internationalisation-at-home does not require 
the presence of international students, although 
that can be a benefit.
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POLICIES AND INITIATIVES ON 
INTERNATIONALISATION 

At NUS and NTU, and similar to the experiences 
at the national level, internationalisation does not 
flow from a specific policy, but embedded in most, 
if not all, aspects of the university.

NUS’s educational philosophy, among other things, 
is to help students become “global citizens, who 
are sensitive to diverse cultural settings, aware of 
the potential they offer, and capable of operating in 
them, while conscious of the particularity, value, 
and limits of their own perspectives” as well as 
“bearers of a resourceful and enterprising spirit, in 
public and private life.”

NTU’s undergraduate curriculum places a strong 
emphasis on global education, and identifies global 
programmes as essential towards the development of 
key graduate competences such as global citizenship 
and cross-cultural skills. 

Both NTU and NUS also encourage international 
engagements at the institutional-level through their 
respective participation in global university networks 
and alliances. For example, NTU, in 2009, led the 
formation of the Global Alliance of Technological 
Universities (GlobalTech) and the Asian Science 
and Technology Pioneering Institutes of Research 
and Education (ASPIRE) League alliances, which 
brought together leading science and technology 
universities to address global societal and sustainability 
issues. Similarly, NUS was founding member of 
many of the university alliances in which it actively 
participates — for example, the International Alliance 
of Research Universities (IARU), a consortium of 
11 top research universities around the world.

MOBILITY PROGRAMMES

The student exchange programme (SEP) in NUS 
was pioneered in 1994 and has grown in scale and 
quality over the years. In academic year 2016/2017 

Internationalisation 
in Two Singapore 
Universities: 
Mirroring the 
Growth and Needs 
of a Nation

Ho Yong Min

The Singapore Ministry of Education (MOE) has 
played a central role in nurturing and producing 
human capital required for the Singapore economy. 
In documents or websites published by the Singapore 
government on its economic or education policies, it 
has been noted that there has not been a standalone 
internationalisation policy in education because the 
notion of internationalisation is embedded in the 
country’s outlook and strategic economic direction.

Internationalisation in higher education has often 
been a direct outcome of economic recommendations. 
In 2016, for instance, the Committee on the Future 
Economy (CFE) was convened to review Singapore’s 
economic strategies as a response to global shifts and 
trends. In particular, the committee recommended 
to deepen and diversify Singapore’s international 
connections and to set up a “Global Innovation 
Alliance”. This called for Institutes of Higher Learning 
(IHLs) to “link up with overseas partners in major 
innovation hubs and in key demand markets.” 

Here, we examine case studies of internationalisation 
from two of Singapore’s largest public universities: 
the National University of Singapore (NUS) and 
Nanyang Technological University (NTU).
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of study, refine their social skills and communication 
competencies, acquire new technical skills as well as 
develop independence. The programme is currently 
offered in China and Vietnam.

NTU’s Overseas Entrepreneurship Programme 
offers entrepreneurially inclined NTU students the 
opportunity to undertake overseas internships of 
six months to a year at technology-based start-ups 
or accelerators located at seven global start-up “hot 
spots”, namely, New York, Silicon Valley, Beijing, 
Shanghai, London, Haifa, and Berlin. 

RESEARCH

NUS and NTU takes the stance that best academic and 
research staff are recruited regardless of nationality, 
and that collaboration should take place between the 
best and complementary minds wherever they may 
be located in the world. 

Another factor motivating its global orientation is 
the fact that most research in both NUS and NTU 
are externally funded. Some major public funding 
sources, like the National Research Foundation 
(NRF), promote collaborations between Singapore 
higher education institutions, such as NTU and NUS, 
with international research partners. 

THE GOVERNANCE OF 
INTERNATIONAL ACTIVITIES 

While NUS has two dedicated office looking at 
internationalisation, almost all offices have sections 
dealing with international matters. The two offices 
set up to look specifically at internationalisation 
are: Office of the Vice President (University and 
Global Relations), or OVPUGR, and the Global 
Relations Office. Both offices look at university-
wide international strategies, engagements and 
activities. Each faculty, too, has an external or 
international relations team, often led by a Vice 
Dean. On the research front, the Office of the 
Deputy President (Research and Technology) looks 

alone, there were 2,109 outbound students and 2,087 
inbound students. Students were able to choose to 
study abroad from over 300 partner universities 
in over 40 countries. 

Study Trips for Engagement and Enrichment (STEER) 
at NUS is a short-term programme of two to three 
weeks, where students of group sizes between 20 
to 40 are exposed to the diverse socio-cultural-
economic environments of new and fast-evolving 
regions through a mix of classroom-based learning 
and experiential site visits. STEER taps on a funding 
scheme provided Enterprise Singapore’s (a Singapore 
government agency) Young Talent Programme 
Market Immersion fund. Enterprise Singapore’s 
mandate is to promote international trade and to 
partner Singapore companies in going global. 

The NUS Overseas College (NOC) programme 
is a signature global entrepreneurship programme 
that has recently been identified by the Singapore 
government to form part of the Global Innovation 
Alliance, as alluded to in CFE’s report above. This 
programme is a full-time internship at a start-up 
in one of 11 dynamic entrepreneurial hubs around 
the world. Students undergo internships in start-
up companies so that they get to interact with the 
founders and get involved in roles crucial to the 
operations of the company. 

In NTU, the GEM Discoverer Language Immersion 
programmes provide opportunities for NTU students 
to hone and develop their foreign language skills 
through the experience of living in the host country 
and interacting in their native language, while also 
reading formal language courses at a partner institution.

The GEM Discoverer Work & Study programmes 
combine short study courses at reputable partner 
universities and internships with corporate partners. 
While the study courses will allow students to 
develop an in-depth appreciation of the host country, 
the internships provide opportunities for students to 
explore their career interests in their relevant fields 
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after university-wide or high-profile international 
research collaborations and also assists faculties in 
seeking external research grants.

NTU has two distinct offices overseeing and 
coordinating its internationalisation efforts and 
activities. NTU’s Office of International Affairs, 
which reports directly to the Vice-President for 
International Affairs, manages and coordinates 
university-level internationalisation strategies and 
partnerships. In addition to bilateral partnerships, 
the Office of International Affairs also oversees 
NTU’s participation in international partnerships 
and alliances. NTU’s Office of Global Education and 
Mobility, which also reports to the Vice-President for 
International Affairs, manages and develops NTU’s 
student mobility programmes with international partner 
institutions. International research engagements at 
NTU are coordinated at the university-level by the 
President’s Office, via a dedicated research office 
helmed by NTU’s Vice-President for Research. 

CONTRIBUTING TO THE ASSOCIATION 
OF SOUTH EAST ASIAN NATIONS 
(ASEAN)

Both universities are active in the ASEAN University 
Network (AUN), taking the lead in initiatives cutting 
across multiple functions of the university, to help 
build regional capacity. Some examples include 
NUS’s active involvement in the AUN-Quality 
Assurance initiative, which assesses programmes 
or institutions in ASEAN to meet the AUN-QA 
framework criteria, and the AUN Health Promotion 
Network where universities work together to create 
healthier and more health conscious campuses in 
the region, to name a few.

Outside the AUN, both universities have also partnered 
Temasek Foundation International (TFI) to launch the 
TFI-Leadership Enrichment and Regional Networking 
(LEaRN) Programme, which provides scholarships 
for students in selected ASEAN universities to study 
in Singapore for one semester. This programme 

effectively plugs into the gap of a lack of exchange 
programmes with ASEAN universities, through 
offering ASEAN university students a chance 
to study in Singapore for a semester, without a 
reciprocal exchange agreement which may not see 
positive responses by NUS and NTU students due 
to differences in language and academic parity.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The use of English as a working language in 
Singapore, and hence in all aspects of the university, 
has helped NUS and NTU’s curriculum be placed 
at the international playing field. 

The vision of a university has to be clearly articulated 
and effectively cascaded to all its segments. The 
vision statement is translated to each faculty, 
department and office through an interpretation of 
the university’s vision for the individual unit. Each 
faculty member and staff’s annual performance is 
then assessed based on how their specific work has 
contributed to achieving the vision of the department/
office and, by extension, the vision of the university. 

The gradual establishment of partnerships is also 
critical to ensuring international programmes and 
activities are enhanced for students, faculty members 
and researchers over time. In the specific case of 
NUS, the university took a gradual approach to build 
its range of student mobility programmes. 

Appropriate funding has to be made available for 
internationalisation activities, especially those 
involving student mobility programmes. Many 
funding sources in our case studies here are external, 
hence diversifying resources to supplement students’ 
expenses and providing more funding choices for 
students who need not compete for the same pot of 
funding. The accessibility of information for student 
mobility has been noticed as one of the success 
factors of international student mobility programmes 
in NUS and NTU. Most students interviewed said 
that they were able to easily access information from 
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the university’s emails, engagement activities (such 
as fairs or roadshows) or from peers. 

Internationalisation 
Policies in Two 
Universities in 
Thailand

Phetcharee Rupavijetra 

As reported by Thailand’s Office of Higher Education 
Commission (OHEC) in 2017, there were 16,910 
international students enrolled in the country’s 
universities. The top five countries of origin of 
foreign students in the country were China, Myanmar, 
Cambodia, Vietnam and Laos, in that order.  

Every country in the era of globalisation has 
emphasised education as key to meeting its socio-
economic development needs. By the early 1990s, the 
Thai economy was becoming increasing globalised. 
The premise was that for Thailand to be internationally 
competitive, it needed to internationalise its education 
system, to prepare young people for the increasingly 
intercultural era of globalisation.

The development of policies of internationalisation 
in higher education in Thailand started with the 
15-Year Long Range Plan on Higher Education,
from 1990 to 2004, issued by the Office of the
Higher Education Commission under the Ministry
of Education. This led to the establishment of
ASEAN European Academic University Network
(ASEA-UNINET), University Mobility in Asia

and the Pacific (UMAP) and the Thailand ASEAN 
Exchange Program, among many others.

The goal of the second 15-Year Long Range Plan on 
Higher Education of Thailand, covering the years 
2008 to 2022, is high quality for the Thai higher 
education system. Such a system is expected to lead 
to the development of graduates of quality, who are 
capable of life-long employment and adaptability. 
Knowledge and innovation — which are basic and 
critical to the country’s global competitiveness and 
meant to support the sustainable development in 
the whole of Thailand — will be major outcomes. 
The quality system will be achieved through 
mechanisms and measures of good governance, 
financing instrument, higher education standards 
and university networking. 

In recent years, Thailand’s aspiration of becoming 
a regional education hub grew in tandem with 
developments in the realm of ASEAN integration, 
particularly around 2015 with the establishment of the 
ASEAN Economic Community (AEC). This witnessed 
a growth in intra-ASEAN exchange programmes, such 
as the ASEAN International Mobility for Students 
(AIMS) Program that promotes student mobility 
through credit transfers within the ASEAN region. 

Yet, beneath the surface, a number of challenges 
and untapped opportunities remain for the 
internationalisation of higher education in Thailand. 

In this study, we feature the case of Payap University 
— the first private university set up in Thailand 
outside of the Bangkok area, and Mahidol University 
— the public university in Bangkok that has been 
for years ranked the top university in the country. 

PAYAP UNIVERSITY

Payap University’s long connection with the Thai 
Christian Foundation (TCF) and the United States 
has been a factor for many from the West who come 
to study or teach at the university. 
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Payap University established the Office of 
Internationalization for the purpose of enhancing 
international and multicultural understanding, 
communication, and coordination. This office also 
handles student exchange programmes for both 
inbound and outbound students, including the 
coordination of memoranda of understanding with 
other academic institutions. 

Payap University has been offering an international 
programme on International Business since 2001, 
and this has been the main draw for students from 
South Korea, China, Japan, Germany, and the 
US to study at the university. While there are 11 
higher education institutions in Chiang Mai city, 
only Payap University offers such a programme in 
northern Thailand, to date. 

As a private university, Payap University is able to 
charge higher tuition fees than its public counterparts, 
and this positions the university well in hiring qualified 
lecturers from abroad. The university is still under 
some degree of supervision from the OHEC, and 
its standards are deemed to be as high as in state 
universities in Thailand.    

The internationalised atmosphere at Payap University 
puts it in a different league from other universities 
in Chiang Mai province, mainly due to the many 
foreigners working and studying at the university, 
which in turn provides many short courses such as for 
the TESOL Certificate, Linguistics Certificate Courses, 
Thai Language, Culture and Ethics Training, Southeast 
Asian Studies, and Foundation Studies Program. 

Payap University offers the Study Abroad Program, 
for which the tuition fees are cheaper than for the 
students to go abroad by themselves. One semester 
spent in the US under the programme costs only 
about 160,000 to 200,000 baht (US$4,800 to 6,000), 
compared to upwards of US$20,000 if the student 
were to be enrolled directly in a US university.   

MAHIDOL UNIVERSITY 

Mahidol University provides scholarships for visiting 
professors and scholar to work on its campus. This 
offers opportunities for Thai professors, researcher, 
faculty members and students to conduct academic 
discussions, research and publish papers in cooperation 
with international scholars. 

The university also provides scholarships for visiting 
research students, in order to provide opportunities 
for visiting international students from ASEAN and 
Northeast Asia, and to enhance the international 
atmosphere of the university. 

Students have to write their dissertations in English. 
This effectively means that Thai students applying to 
enter Mahidol University must not only be among the 
most outstanding of their cohorts, but that they must 
also already be proficient in English. The university 
requires students to demonstrate a certain level of 
English proficiency by obtaining at least a prescribed 
minimum score in TOEFL, the standardised test for 
English, before they graduate. Moreover, there is 
now also a requirement for academic and support 
staff of the university to take such standardised 
tests for English — including IELTS — and obtain 
certain prescribed scores.

The university encourages academic staff to publish 
in international academic journals listed in databases 
like SCOPUS and ISI. They offer monetary incentives 
that increase with the impact factor of the journal 
in which their academics are published, and these 
schemes differ from faculty to faculty.

Additionally, the university encourages postgraduate 
students to publish in such international academic 
journals. For this, they stand to win awards: 30,000 
baht (US$900) for doctoral students, and 20,000 
baht (US$600) for master’s students. 



HESB | JULY 2018 | ISSUE #04

PAGE 12

RECOMMENDATIONS 

To ensure the success of internationalisation 
policies for higher education in Thailand, the 
OHEC should provide budgetary support budget 
and aid Thai universities in networking with their 
overseas counterparts. 

To address the need to improve the foreign language 
skills of Thai students, particularly in English, the 
Thai government, higher education institutions and the 
private sector should collaborate closely on policies 
and plans for internationalisation. Additionally, Thai 
universities should provide for students to study 
English in every semester of their course. 

The 
Internationalisation 
of Higher Education 
in Indonesia:  
Two Case Studies

Sumar Hendayana, 
Nurul Jabah and Awinda

In 2014, Indonesia’s Ministry of Education and 
Culture (MOEC) — the ministry in charge of higher 
education at the time — published Regulation  
No. 14, a key piece of regulation relating to 
international cooperation on higher education.  
The ministry has since supported universities in 
conducting collaborative international research, and  

has provided university faculty members with 
competitive research grants towards this end.  
The ministry has also encouraged universities to 
have joint-degree and double-degree programmes, 
with credit transfers. Furthermore, it has 
supported the ASEAN International Mobility for 
Students (AIMS) programme. 

To attract foreign students to study in Indonesia, 
the ministry has made it easier to obtain a study 
permit through an online application within just six 
working days, which would then enable the applicant 
to apply for a student visa. In 2016, it issued 6,967 
such study permits. The top three countries of origin 
of foreign students in Indonesia in 2017 were Timor 
Leste, Malaysia and Thailand. 

As case studies, we look at two universities in 
Bandung city — the Bandung Institute of Technology 
(ITB) and Maranatha Christian University (MCU); 
the former a public university, the latter private. 

ACADEMIC PROGRAMMES

ITB has offered international classes taught in English 
since 2017, for undergraduates and graduates from 
Indonesia and abroad — at its Schools of Pharmacy, of 
Business and Management, of Industrial Engineering, 
and of Machine and Aerospace Engineering. ITB 
students take advantage of exchange students by 
doing research  at overseas partner universities with 
advanced research facilities. 

Similarly, MCU has been offering such international 
classes for Indonesian and foreign students. MCU 
also offers its students the opportunity to undertake 
one or two semesters at an overseas university in 
Asia, the US, Europe or Australia. 

Both ITB and MCU offer summer school. MCU 
offers two courses — Traditional Clothing and 
Accessories course and Entrepreneurship course for 
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foreign students. For special programmes, MCU offers 
cultural programmes, such as Indonesian Language 
for Foreigners (BIPA), the Live-in programme, and 
the Maranatha Industrial Cultural programme. 

The BIPA programme at Maranatha Language Centre, 
housed under the Faculty of Letters, is designed for 
foreigners to study the Indonesian language and 
culture. This is a non-degree programme intended 
for adult learners who wish to develop their ability 
to communicate in Indonesian, for personal or 
professional reasons.

Participants of the Live-in programme stay at a 
village for two weeks for credits, where they will 
experience cultural diversity and help with work in 
that local community. 

RESEARCH

The Ministry of Research, Technology, and Higher 
Education — the ministry currently overseeing 
higher education — encourages faculty members 
of Indonesian universities to conduct international 
collaborative research with overseas partner 
universities by providing competitive research grants. 

In addition to the nationally competitive research 
grants, ITB has provided research funding of 30 billion 
rupiah (US$2 million) in support of international 
collaborative research. ITB researchers can receive 
additional incentives if they are able to publish 
the results of their research in a Scopus-indexed 
international journal. ITB also provides grants for 
the organisation of international conferences. 

ITB’s policy of international collaborative research 
has motivated ITB student especially graduate 
students to conduct research at overseas partner 
universities. ITB students receive information 
of overseas research collaborative through their 
advisors who have networks with overseas partner 
universities. The output of such overseas research 
collaboration is joint publication between ITB and 
overseas partner university. 

As a private university, MCU does not, comparatively, 
have as much funding to support international 
collaborative research. However, faculty members can 
get research funding from the Ministry of Research, 
Technology, and Higher Education. Alternatively, 
faculty members collaborate with professors of the 
overseas universities from which they graduated.    

STRATEGIES AND APPROACHES 

MCU’s strategy and approach in accommodating 
macro and micro policies of internationalisation 
emphasise cultural exchange, as witnessed through 
its Traditional Clothing and Accessories course 
and Entrepreneurship course for foreign students. 
Additionally, when MCU’s vice rector asked his 
Chinese students why they chose to study in Indonesia 
and at MCU, they generally cited the opportunity 
to learn Indonesian language and culture. 

On the other hand, ITB’s strategy and approach 
in internationalisation are concerned more with 
engineering and technology issues. For example, 
ITB runs a summer school in West Sumatra in 
collaboration with Kyoto University, on geosphere 
studies. The selection of West Sumatra as the venue 
of the summer school is because the equatorial line 
passes through it, as well as the presence of a research 
centre that is equipped with a large weather radar.      

GOOD PRACTICES OF 
INTERNATIONALISATION

 The design of summer schools has involved not 
only university students from different nations, but 
also the industry, which plays an important role in 
providing contextual problems for students to solve.
  
Programmes relating to internationalisation also 
help hone the students’ soft skills. Through an 
overseas living experience, they have learnt to 
communicate with others, often by learning the local 
language. They would also learn to communicate 
effectively to share ideas. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

Internationalisation is a must for higher education, 
in order to train young citizens to live in the global 
society. Higher education institutions should keep 
an open mind and take the initiative to develop their 
policies of internationalisation.

Universities should build networks with other overseas 
universities, which start with the relationships that 
faculty members forge with their supervisors from 
overseas universities.

Even though there must be an emphasis on 
internationalisation, Indonesia should nevertheless 
maintain its cultural heritage and national identity. 
Internationalisation is an opportunity for promoting 
local knowledge throughout the world. 

Institutional Policies 
and Initiatives for 
Internationalisation 
in Two Universities 
in the Philippines

Rowell D. Madula

A growing number of overseas students are attracted 
by the Philippines’ relatively low tuition fee levels, 
low cost of living and — for students from Southeast 
Asia — geographical proximity. The country has also 
been a popular destination for students who want 
to study English, and is sometimes characterised as 
the home of the world’s “budget English teacher”.  

According to the Commission on Higher Education’s 
(CHED) Memorandum Order #55 entitled “Policy 
Framework and Strategies on the Internationalization 
of Philippine Higher Education”, the primary goal 
of the internationalisation agenda is to improve the 
quality of education that would translate into the 
development of a competitive human resource capital 
that can adapt to shifting demands in the regional 
and global environment, to support and sustain the 
country’s economic growth. 

In this article, we look at one public university, 
regarded as one of the most prestigious in the country, 
and one private university, which is one of the biggest 
and oldest private universities in the country. 

ARTICULATING POLICIES OF 
INTERNATIONALISATION 

The vision and mission statement of the private 
university articulates its aspiration to produce 
graduates that are globally competitive and to 
promote values oriented towards national and 
global development. In its five-year strategic 
plan, the private university has included its 
pursuit to be more active in internationalising. 

In the experience of the public university, however, 
it has not easy to institutionalise internationalisation 
policies, because of resistance from some academics. 
The university is known to as one of the bastions 
of nationalism and activism in the country, so there 
are academics who are very cautious about how the 
university defines internationalisation — especially 
since there is a common notion that internationalisation 
would be oriented towards foreign institutions, 
Western education and a neo-liberal agenda. 

To resolve some of these concerns, effort was made 
to distinguish the internationalisation of higher 
education from the concept of Global Education. 
“Global education can be understood in two ways,” 
one university leader had said. “It may refer to the 
Global Education landscape or it may also refer to 
the economic aspect of education where foreign 
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students are considered part of market forces. The 
internationalisation of higher education is a response 
to Global Education but focuses principally in 
academic growth of universities and institutions 
rather than on its economic aspect of growth.”

RESEARCH

Major universities in the Philippines, such as the 
two case studies here, are increasingly giving more 
weight to research publications indexed by ISI and 
SCOPUS journals. The private university offers 
40,000 pesos (US$800), while the public university 
offers 55,000 pesos (US$1,100) to academics who 
publish in such journals. 

Both universities also encourage academics and 
students to attend and participate in international 
conferences, trainings and workshops, with some 
financial subsidies offered. In the public university, 
there is a research dissemination grant — just one of 
many grants that are part of the university’s faculty 
development programme. 

Both universities also pursue research collaborations 
with foreign institutions. 

FACULTY MOBILITY

The Faculty Exchange Program of the private 
university aims to provide opportunities to faculty 
members to share their expertise and conduct 
collaborative research with faculty members of 
a partner university, whether locally or abroad. 
Meanwhile, the Staff Exchange Program provides 
opportunities for staff members of the host and 
home universities to share their best practices. 
This programme will include observation of the 
partner university’s day-to-day activities in the 
areas of governance and management and the use 
of learning resources. This also involves formal 
and informal dialogue with the stakeholders of the 
partner university.  

In the public university, there is an institutionalised 
faculty modernisation programme, where the 
university shoulders the expenses of faculty members 
who pursue graduate studies abroad. They  pay for 
accommodation and allowances. The university also 
supports non-tenured faculty members, giving them 
the opportunity to take study leave or research leave. 

It is also now easier for the university to invite 
visiting professors, artists and researchers to 
conduct and facilitate workshops, lectures, training, 
research and performances, because of the lecture 
series programme of international experts that the 
university has institutionalised. 

STUDENT MOBILITY

Some of the private university’s student off-campus 
engagements include short-term mobility programmes 
abroad, such as cultural immersion programmes, 
leadership camps, conferences and competitions. 
The international student apprenticeship programme, 
managed by the university’s colleges, is another form 
of a student mobility initiative. The university observes 
CHED requirements and guideline on internships 
abroad. Longer-term mobility programmes are 
actualised through memoranda of understanding with 
its academic partners. For instance, the university 
organises on-site education fairs with New Zealand's 
accredited partners to encourage students to study 
abroad for their master's degree.

The public university faces a limitation on the 
number of foreign students that it can accept, since 
it is a state university whose mandate is to provide 
education to underprivileged, marginalised but 
deserving Filipino students. 

FILIPINO LANGUAGE AND CULTURE

Foreign students in the country are encouraged to 
learn the Filipino language. In the public university, 
the department that teaches the Filipino language 
and literature is raising the issue of requiring foreign 
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students to take six units of Filipino language courses 
before they can enrol in other subjects. 

The international linkages office has also prepared 
a Philippine studies module for foreigners; for two 
weeks they will study the Filipino language, and the 
Philippine history and culture. This also includes a 
cultural immersion programme involving trips to 
historical sites, museums and local communities. 

One of the institutionalised and strong linkages of 
the public university is with a Japanese university, 
which has had an academic programme on Philippine 
studies since the 1980s. The programme offers courses 
on the Filipino language, literature, culture and 
society. It is a tangible example of the impact of the 
internationalisation efforts of a Philippine university.  

VOLUNTEERISM AND 
INTERNATIONALISATION 
EXPERIENCE

Not all students in the universities are given the chance 
to take part in an outbound internationalisation activity. 
However, there are other ways and venues for which 
students can experience internationalisation. In the 
private university’s Institute of Tourism, students are 
encouraged to volunteer in international activities. 
These include the APEC Summit and the ASEAN 
meetings that are hosted by the different government 
agencies in the country — such as the Office of 
the President, the National Youth Commission, 
the Department of Tourism, and the Department of 
Foreign Affairs. These agencies would usually need 
volunteers who are equipped with skills in hospitality 
management and foreign relations. 

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AS 
INTERNATIONALISATION

For a developing country like the Philippines, 
policies and initiatives implemented are always 
evaluated for its social impact. Universities, 
especially public universities, would always look 
at how internationalisation initiatives can benefit 

the Filipino communities at home and abroad. 
One of the mid-level managers identified  the 
social relevance of the marine laboratories 
and marine science institutes being managed 
by the university, which attract many foreign 
partner institutions. These laboratories and 
institutes are situated in the different parts of the 
country, in which foreign scientists are trained 
by Filipino scientists to conduct research that 
is beneficial to the community.  

RECOMMENDATIONS

The common notion is that internationalisation is 
contingent on the availability of sufficient funding. 
Many universities would be discouraged to take 
initiatives to internationalise because of costs. 
But what is important for internationalisation 
is contextualisation. The university needs to 
identify its strength and its resources, no matter 
how limited they may be. 

As a reaction to the country’s long history of 
being colonised, the Philippine educational 
institutions have found themselves a role in 
shaping national identity, and in preserving 
its traditions and cultures, its language and its 
identity. With internationalisation, the Filipino 
national identity does not have to be compromised 
on, as some academics have feared.
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The Shape of  
Global Higher 
Education: 
Understanding the 
ASEAN Region

Graeme Atherton

Recent geopolitical changes have created new 
challenges for international higher education (IHE). 
The rise of nationalist governments in different parts 
of the world, in particular the West, which may be 
less accommodating to migration, pushes higher 
education to justify the benefits of internationalisation 
where they were once self-evident. However, in 
the ASEAN region the support for IHE remains 
strong, and a distinctive ASEAN-centric approach 
to IHE may be emerging. 

The British Council has recently supported an in 
depth investigation into the policy frameworks that 
underpin IHE in the 10 ASEAN nations. The study, 
delivered by researchers from Sunway University 
in Kuala Lumpur and Universiti Sains Malaysia, 
builds on work the British Council has done over 
the last five years, developing an assessment tool 
that looks at the strength of IHE policies in over 40 
countries across the world. The “Shape of Global 
Higher Education: Understanding the ASEAN 
region” study points to a well-developed pan-
regional infrastructure in ASEAN that is enabling 
greater student exchange, and harmonisation in 
approaches to the quality assurance of IHE across 
the region via the work of the ASEAN Secretariat 
and the South East Asian Ministers Organization 
(SEAMEO). Much of this vital work by these pan-
regional organisations is well documented. It is 

through the activities of individual countries that 
the study identifies the innovatory work, which is at 
the centre of the ASEAN centric approach to IHE. 
The study shows how the point at which the countries 
are in their IHE journey differs greatly. It confirmed 
that Malaysia and Singapore were not only well 
advanced in their IHE work in comparison to other 
ASEAN countries but in global terms too. Both 
countries rank very highly in terms of their openness, 
access and sustainability and quality assurance 
when compared to other countries across the world. 
Thailand, Vietnam, the Philippines and Indonesia are 
also still in the earlier phases of their IHE journey. 

Vietnam and the Philippines have specific agencies 
that have within their remit the promotion of 
international collaboration in higher education. The 
National Foundation for Science and Technology 
Development (NAFOSTED) in Vietnam funds basic 
research carried out by Vietnamese universities in 
social sciences and humanities and natural sciences 
and has a strong focus on supporting international 
engagement of Vietnamese institutions and researchers, 
including hosting and participation in international 
conferences and training of researchers overseas. 
Within the Commission on Higher Education (CHED) 
in the Philippines, the International Affairs Staff 
(IAS) has an overall responsibility for co-ordinating 
and harmonising all the international dimensions 
of CHED’s work. IAS strengthens international 
co-operation by joining international and regional 
bodies and networks, negotiating and facilitating 
bilateral and multilateral agreements on academic 
collaboration and linkages for local higher education 
institutions (HEIs) with their counterparts in other 
countries as well as with international organisations.

The remaining ASEAN countries are at even earlier 
stages where the evolution of IHE is concerned; but 
amongst them evidence of commitment to IHE exists. 
Higher Education institutions in Myanmar are working 
together to support those working on international 
higher education. The Myanmar Higher Education 
Association (MHEA) is a new network bringing 
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together those from across institutions to develop and 
share practices in the international education field.

The big differences in terms of economics and culture 
that exist between the ASEAN nations apply as well 
to IHE. Given these differences it is possible to find 
an emerging ASEAN-centric approach in this area. 
Such an approach has three main features. 

First, while student mobility is important to IHE, 
it is not its defining feature in ASEAN as it is in 
many other parts of the world. While mobility is 
important in the ASEAN region it sits alongside 
academic capacity building as the core part of this 
ASEAN-centric approach the IHE. 

Second, research collaboration is a priority focus 
across the region even if the ability to support 
such collaboration is not distributed equally across 
ASEAN countries. Malaysia, Thailand, Vietnam, 
the Philippines and Singapore have dedicated 
units to further such collaborations, while in the 
other ASEAN countries, such infrastructures are 
not yet in place. It is the case in all the countries 
though, that research collaborations tend to be led 
by particular institutions that have the necessary 
capacity originating from their histories and size. 

Third, IHE occupies a central position within broader 
strategic educational frameworks in countries across 
the region. Across the region, separate, distinct IHE 
strategies are not common. Rather, strategic approaches 
to IHE are embedded within existing frameworks, 
and linked firmly to a country’s socioeconomic 
priorities. This integration of IHE into a system-wide 
approach can enable the establishment of linkages to 
other streams of work, securing IHE within broader 
strategies related to education on the one hand, and 
international relations on the other.

Finally, the study also identified opportunities for 
the ASEAN region to take a global lead in two 
particular areas of IHE work: the use of data and 
the bringing together of IHE and equitable access to 

HE. By increasing the data available on student and 
staff mobility as well as systematically documenting 
the bilateral relationships across countries, there 
is the potential to develop a “data led” model of 
IHE in the region. Stronger linkages between IHE 
and work on promoting more equitable access to 
higher education could be made. Across the world, 
including Europe and North America, these two 
agendas are viewed as mainly separate. They need 
to be viewed as complementary. Policymakers could 
reap significant political and educational dividends 
in ASEAN if, as they seek to expand IHE, they do 
so in such a way as to include students and faculty 
from all social backgrounds.
 
The full report, “Shape of Global Higher 
Education: Understanding the ASEAN Region”, 
can be found at: https://www.britishcouncil.org/
education/ihe/knowledge-centre/global-landscape/
shape-global-higher-education-volume-3

https://www.britishcouncil.org/education/ihe/knowledge-centre/global-landscape/shape-global-higher-education-volume-3
https://www.britishcouncil.org/education/ihe/knowledge-centre/global-landscape/shape-global-higher-education-volume-3
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Internationalisation 
Efforts as Part 
of the ASEAN 
Community Vision 

Priscilla Tay

Southeast Asian higher education has been massifying 
and diversifying at an unprecedented pace and scale 
in recent years, resulting in new opportunities for 
the region to re-structure and raise the quality of its 
higher education sector. One such opportunity pertains 
to internationalisation, defined by renowned higher 
education academic Jane Knight as the “process 
of integrating an international and intercultural 
dimension into the teaching, research and service 
functions of the institutions.” 

Globalisation and marketisation have resulted in new 
forms of internationalisation of higher education 
— from exchange programmes to international 
campuses of higher education institutions (HEIs)  — 
and these have been increasingly adopted by HEIs 
in the region to attract both students and faculty, as 
well as improve institutional ranking. 

Although ASEAN countries and their HEIs have 
their respective internationalisation strategies, 
the ASEAN vision to create a stronger regional 
identity has presented an added layer of a common 
regional approach towards the internationalisation of 
higher education. Under the larger goal of regional 
integration — with the formalisation of the ASEAN 
Economic Community, and the ASEAN Socio-
Cultural Community Blueprint 2025 — collective 
action has been proposed to promote “greater 
people mobility, exchange of ideas and expertise 
within and outside ASEAN”, so as to enhance 
regional dynamism. Specific initiatives within the 
education sector to enhance student and people 

mobility include: student-exchange programmes 
(for instance, the ASEAN International Mobility 
for Students Programme); scholarship provisions; 
and capacity-building platforms for HEIs — all 
of which are often promoted by intra-ASEAN 
organisations like the Southeast Asian Minister of 
Education Organisation (SEAMEO) and the ASEAN 
University Networks (AUN). Other broad regional 
initiatives include the creation of common university 
credit transfer systems; partnership agreements 
amongst member states and HEIs (for instance, the 
Mutual Recognition Frameworks); and the push for 
synchronised academic calendars.

A common ASEAN approach to higher education 
and internationalisation initiatives is possible 
due to the member states’ strong commitment to 
regional integration. Nevertheless, member states 
and HEIs should remain cognisant of the issues 
they would have to resolve before being able to 
capitalise on internationalisation opportunities. 
These include problems like pedagogy or working 
language conflicts and the issues relating to brain 
drain. Thus, the adoption of a regional perspective 
on internationalisation agendas could introduce 
additional challenges. 

In particular, as the region is diverse in socio-political, 
cultural and economic aspects, ASEAN states would 
naturally have different motivations for committing 
to common internationalisation efforts . Therefore, 
attempts to build consensus within the regional 
community on internationalisation agendas have 
to be tactfully structured. Member states should 
strive to achieve a balance between the promotion of 
internationalisation agendas and the respect for local 
culture, governance and practices. In other words, 
higher education internationalisation policies cannot 
be considered in isolation; member states must also 
keep in mind the delicate power relations and avoid 
perceptions of contradictions to national sovereignty 
— a value already enshrined in the ASEAN Charter. 

Second, the range in quality of higher education 
systems also means that some member states — often 
the ones that are behind in terms of development 
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— would be lacking the capacity to formulate or 
execute internationalisation strategies independently 
and effectively. As such, there is a need to prevent a 
situation where the economically or politically strong 
countries exercise unfair advantage in shaping any 
regional discourse and negotiations. 

In addition, the ASEAN community must work 
to ensure that “weaker” member states have the 
space to develop their own internationalisation 
rationale and strategies within their respective higher 
education systems. Their agency should be properly 
acknowledged and brought to the table when it comes 
to building consensus on the adoption of common 
internationalisation platforms. 

This cannot be overstated when external expertise is 
brought into the picture, such as organisations and 
HEIs beyond ASEAN that come in to influence and 
shape the region’s higher education sector. After all, 
existing models and accounts of internationalisation 
can often be western-centric, potentially limiting 
their generalisability to the ASEAN context. To that 
end, member states’ engagement with non-ASEAN 
stakeholders in regional internationalisation efforts 
should be careful and strategic. This prevents supply-
driven, overly commercialised initiatives by parties 
who are only interested in gaining a foothold in some 
of the relatively untapped higher education markets. 
Again, this can be avoided as long as countries have 
clear internationalisation agendas. One solution is 
to pursue internationalisation efforts that would 
grow their HEIs into active members of the global 
knowledge network, instead of passively accepting 
international perspectives into their current institutions 
or mindlessly copying other member states’ strategies.

For member states that lack the capacity to 
independently formulate their own internationalisation 
strategies, it is still possible to maintain their 
autonomy while consulting external expertise. One 
way is for countries to actively engage experts who 
are familiar with the local context. For example, 
HEIs and governments can consider tapping on the 
academic diaspora and their respective networks, 
holding consultations with them to discuss how best 

to approach regional engagement efforts, as well as 
determine the suitability of engaging specific foreign 
HEIs or governments in internationalisation initiatives.

Another way is to organise or participate in 
collaborative platforms where local stakeholders 
play a more significant role in leading discussions on 
internationalisation agendas. Here, foreign experts 
would be invited to play a more facilitative role. One 
such example would be the recent SHARE policy 
dialogue session: SHARE, a joint programme by the 
EU and ASEAN, organised a dialogue session in 2017 
on how CLMV (Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Vietnam) 
universities can best approach the internationalisation 
process. The session brought together both foreign 
experts and local stakeholders like governmental 
officers, university administrators, and students. 
From the presentations, it was evident that much 
of the discussion was still driven and anchored by 
the latter group, and the organisers also made it a 
point to recognise how internationalisation was, at 
its heart, a local issue. 

At the end of the day, the above-mentioned 
issues should not discourage common regional 
efforts in internationalisation of higher education. 
Internationalisation is still a project worth pursuing 
under the ASEAN vision of regional integration, 
allowing scholars and governments the platforms 
to understand new cultures and even reflect on their 
own. Adopting a regional approach in formulating 
higher education internationalisation strategies can 
still be beneficial to all member states regardless 
of their level of development, as long as the above 
nuances are kept in mind. As such, member states 
should continue investing in regional efforts. 
Perhaps there might be avenues in the future to also 
consider new initiatives, such as the standardisation 
of internationalisation indicators, and the creation of 
platforms and incentives for scholars and students 
alike to embark on academic research in the region. 
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The Third Wave 
of International 
Student Mobility 
and Global 
Competitiveness  
Of Asia Universities

Rahul Choudaha

The new political context is shifting the future 
growth directions of internationally mobile students. 
On the one hand, the top two leading destinations 
— the US and the UK — are facing uncertainty in 
maintaining attractiveness for international students 
due to an unwelcoming anti-immigrant rhetoric; on 
the other hand, several Asian countries are building 
open policy frameworks and aligning institutional 
strategies to attract international students. How is 
the future of student mobility likely to shift?

To understand the future trends, let us look back at 
the recent history of mobility. In my article, “Three 
Waves of International Student Mobility” published 
in Studies in Higher Education, I analyse the trends 
through the lens of three overlapping waves shaped 
by key events impacting future trends. While many 
variables influence mobility, this framework provides 
a bigger picture of how mobility has changed over 
time from the perspective of competing destinations.  

WAVE I: IMPACT OF TERRORIST 
ATTACKS (1999-2006)

Wave I of international students has its origin 
in the increasing demand for high-skilled talent 
especially in the fields related to science, technology, 
and engineering at master’s and doctoral level.  

During this wave, many institutions were motivated 
to attract international students for research and 
reputation and were willing and able to provide 
funding and scholarships to attract global talent. 

However, the terrorist attacks of 9/11 changed the 
dynamics and the tightened visa requirements, which 
made it more difficult for students to study in the US. 
Around the same time, the Bologna Process of 1999 
and the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) 
launched in 2000 started taking shape to create 
more comparable and coherent systems of higher 
education to foster student mobility within Europe. 

Also, some of the countries in Asia started building 
ambitions of attracting international students. For 
example, the number of international students in 
Japan more than doubled in four years between 
1999 and 2003 to reach nearly 110,000. Likewise, 
post-9/11 Malaysia created more opportunities for 
its domestic students to earn foreign degrees at 
home through branch campuses, and capitalised 
on attracting international students from the  
Middle East and the Arab world who were finding 
it difficult to study in the US. 

In sum, towards the end of Wave I, several European 
and Asian countries started growing international 
student enrolment at the expense of the US. 

WAVE II: IMPACT OF GLOBAL 
FINANCIAL RECESSION (2006-2013)

Wave II has its origins in the global financial crisis 
of 2007-08, which started in the US. The cascading 
effect of the crisis resulted in severe budget cuts 
in the higher education sector in many countries 
around the world. This compelled institutions to 
start thinking of alternative sources of revenue. 
One of the sources was to recruit full fee-paying 
international students. According to the OECD, 
there was a “greater interest in recruiting foreign 
students as tertiary institutions increasingly rely on 
revenues from foreign tuition fees which are often 
higher than for national students.” 
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The narrative of Wave I of “attracting global talent” 
changed to “recruiting international students” in Wave 
II. This time, neither universities nor governments 
in many destination countries had the resources to 
offer financial support to international students. 
This was also the time when interest in recruiting 
for undergraduate degrees with longer revenue 
potential started gaining traction.

The growth of China’s middle-class provided 
the much-needed enrolment momentum to many 
countries around the world with the US as the 
most significant beneficiaries. Between 2006 and 
2013, the number of international students in the 
US universities increased by 200,000. China drove 
much of the growth in global mobility, with 307,000 
additional globally mobile Chinese students in 2013 
as compared to 2006. 

In sum, Wave II was defined with the growth 
momentum of international enrolment for the US 
with China as the biggest contributors. 

WAVE III: IMPACT OF NEW POLITICAL 
ORDER (2013- )

Wave III is shaped by the uncertainties triggered by 
new political order with nationalistic overtones, which 
are intensifying global competition for international 
students. The UK’s referendum on its EU membership 
and the US presidential elections triggered anti-
immigrant rhetoric and unwelcoming policies that 
prompted many prospective international students 
to consider alternatives to study the UK and the US. 

At the same time, demographic changes and economic 
priorities are accelerating competition from English-
taught programmes in Asia and continental Europe, 
which are continuing to improve quality and offer 
better value for money.  

For example, Korea, Taiwan, and Japan are all facing 
a steep decline in college-aged students, which in 
turn can result in closure and consolidation of many 
institutions. Consequently, both government and 

university efforts are coming together to attract 
and retain international students. China has been 
investing in building world-class universities, and 
more recently India announced its ambitious goal 
of attracting international students. 

Overall, Wave III is expanding choices for international 
students and compelling universities to innovate and 
offer new modes of programmes through partnerships, 
and  transnational and online education to attract 
and retain international students. There are many 
factors that influence students’ decision-making 
process to study abroad, and one of the key factors 
for a clear majority of students is the ability get a 
return on their investments. Hence, institutions need 
to do more in terms of supporting student success.

CONCLUSION

Wave III is characterised by a trend towards increasing 
competition to attract international students, which 
would result in a slower pace of growth of international 
enrolment in the traditional destinations like the 
US and the UK. The future growth directions of 
internationally mobile students in Wave III will be 
towards emerging destinations that align government 
policies and institutional strategies to attract and 
retain them. Many Asian universities that are aiming 
to increase their appeal for international students 
and future skilled talent must pivot to a goal of not 
only attracting the best-fit international students but 
also delivering on the promise of value for money.

Rahul Choudaha's full paper was published in Studies 
in Higher Education, Volume 42, 2017, Issue 5.
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India and China:  
Two Major 
Higher Education 
Hubs in Asia

P.J. Lavakare

India and China are considered to be potential major 
hubs in Asia for international students. Both have 
large and diverse higher education systems. Students 
from both countries are keen to enter the global 
employment market. It is this challenge that demands 
the respective national education systems produce 
“global citizens” with the high-level, high-quality, 
diverse, and international educational backgrounds 
needed on the global market. International higher 
education also involves having a diverse international 
student population enrolled in local higher education 
institutions (HEI). Both countries are trying to attract 
large numbers of international students into their 
systems. This article briefly reviews the international 
education status of India and China and highlights 
some crucial parameters governing the two systems. 

HIGHER EDUCATION INFRASTRUCTURE

India has 799 universities and nearly 38,000 (mainly 
undergraduate) affiliated colleges; China has 2,880 
universities. Their respective national enrolments 
are 34.5 million and 47.9 million. Both systems 
encourage the establishment of private HEIs. China 
has made major efforts to improve more than 100 of its 
universities, and seven of them are now ranked in the 
top 200 by the Times Higher Education (THE) world 
university ranking. India has been tinkering with some 
reforms, trying to improve its top universities, but so 
far none of the Indian universities are ranked in the 
top 200 globally. In spite of the fact that English is 
the language of instruction at most Indian HEIs, they 

have not been able to attract international students 
because of their poor ranking. Chinese universities 
have gone out of their way in this regard and are 
offering programmes taught in English at some of 
their good universities. Chinese English-medium 
medical institutions are even attracting students from 
India, as Chinese authorities have ensured that these 
institutions are recognised by the Medical Council 
of India. India has not made any such major reform 
to attract international students. Further, China has 
set up the China Scholarship Council (CSC) as a 
non-profit organisation under the Chinese ministry 
of education, offering scholarships to international 
students to study in China. This council also offers 
scholarships to Chinese students for study abroad. 
The Indian agency coordinating the higher education 
sector, the University Grants Commission (UGC), 
does not have any such promotional measures to 
attract international students or to encourage Indian 
students to get international exposure. Clearly, the 
Chinese educational infrastructure is significantly 
more favourable to international education and 
international students. 

STUDENT MOBILITY IN 
INDIA AND CHINA

The mobility of both inbound and outbound 
students has become an important dimension of 
internationalisation programmes. In 2015, there 
were 181,872 Indian students studying abroad, 
while during the same period, 523,700 Chinese 
students were studying abroad. India does not restrict 
studying abroad, but, unlike China, it does not offer 
many scholarships. While India has demonstrated 
steady growth, China has shown sizable upward and 
downward variations. But the trend is clear: China is 
keen to expose its students to study abroad and has 
taken concrete steps to provide them with national 
scholarships. In India, a few elite institutions like 
the Indian Institutes of Technology (ITTs) have 
recently started some internship abroad programs 
for their engineering students, with some scholarship 
support and the help of partner institutions. In the 
long run, the well-educated Chinese workforce will 
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definitely provide tough competition to young Indian 
professionals seeking employment abroad. The 
Chinese are catching up on their English language 
skills, which for many years have been a great 
advantage for Indian students. 

The most noticeable change in the internationalisation 
programs of India and China is in the area of receiving 
international students. In 2015, India attracted only 
42,420 international students, while, that same year, 
China was able to attract 397,635 international students. 
This was a result of a major national initiative, the 
establishment of the CSC, which not only helps 
to centrally recruit international students but also 
offers them scholarships based on merit. India has 
yet to set up such a centrally coordinated agency. 
The impact of this initiative is that 10 per cent of 
the globally mobile students are now studying in 
China. China has even been successful in attracting 
Indian students, with the Indian student population 
in China growing from 8,145 in 2008 to 16,694 in 
2015. Interestingly, 80 per cent of these students are 
pursuing undergraduate, English-medium medical 
degrees. In comparison, data provided by the All India 
Survey for Higher Education (AISHE) of the Indian 
ministry of human resource development reveals a 
total of only 185 Chinese students studying in India 
during 2015–2016. The majority of these students 
study commerce, management, computer science, and 
other sciences. This imbalance clearly shows that, 
within Asia, China is a more attractive education hub. 

To attract international students (and provide 
international quality education to its own students), 
China has encouraged four accredited American HEIs 
to set up a base in China. India’s policy toward foreign 
education providers wishing to establish campuses 
in India has been very restrictive. As a result, not a 
single foreign institution has been attracted to set 
up a campus on Indian soil. 

CONCLUSION

Both India and China have very large and comparable 
higher education infrastructures. In a globalised 

world, both have the potential to attract a large 
number of international students from other parts 
of the world – both developed and developing. 
China has recognized the importance of undertaking 
reforms to internationalise its higher education. As 
mentioned above, seven of its universities are now 
ranked among the top 200 worldwide, it attracts 
10 times more international students than India, 
and it is also ensuring that a significant portion of 
its own student population is exposed to education 
abroad. India has made no such efforts. As a result, 
Chinese students studying abroad outnumber Indian 
students and enter the global employment market 
with an advantage. China has opened its doors to 
quality foreign university campuses attracting foreign 
as well as local students. Unless India takes very 
aggressive measures to reform its higher education 
system, it will lose the race to China as Asia’s most 
attractive education hub. Higher education is a means 
for economic development. The ministry of human 
resource development and the ministry of commerce in 
India must join efforts to develop a new plan to ensure 
economic development through higher education.

This article was originally published in International 
Higher Education, No. 94, Summer 2018.
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“Super-Short-
Term” Study 
Abroad in Japan: 
A Dramatic  
Increase

Yukiko Shimmi and Hiroshi Ota 

Since the mid-2000s, Japanese students have 
reportedly been developing an “inward-looking” 
attitude. In recent times, there has been a dramatic 
increase of students participating in “super-short-
term” study-abroad programs, lasting from one week 
up to one month. According to the Japan Student 
Service Organization (JASSO), the number of 
Japanese students who participated in such super-
short-term programmes more than tripled between 
2009 and 2016, increasing from 16,873 to 60,145. 
This reflects a growing global trend among college 
students, especially in developed countries. This 
article discusses the background of this trend in 
Japan as well as emerging challenges.

THE JAPANESE GOVERNMENT’S NEW 
POLICIES ON STUDYING ABROAD

During the post-war period, the central focus of the 
Japanese government’s internationalisation policy 
was on attracting international students to come 
and study in Japan. However, with the decline, 
from the late 2000s, of the number of Japanese 
students studying abroad, the government (under 
the Abe administration) started prioritising the 
promotion of outbound mobility in order to foster a 
globally-minded workforce for Japanese companies. 
Until that point, studying abroad had been mainly 
considered as a private choice, and governmental 

support for Japanese students to study abroad had 
been limited. In its effort to promote study abroad, 
the government increased scholarships available for 
individual students and provided competitive funds 
for universities to develop support systems in order 
to broaden the range of study abroad options.

With respect to scholarships, in 2008, the government 
increased the budget for JASSO study-abroad 
scholarships for students enrolled at Japanese 
universities. Currently, this scholarship can be granted 
to students who participate in one of their university’s 
study abroad programs with a duration of eight days 
to one year. The number of recipients dramatically 
increased from 627 in 2008 to 22,000 in 2017. In 
addition, in 2014, the government established another 
scholarship programme called “Tobitate!” (“Leap 
for Tomorrow!”) Young Ambassador Program (A 
Public-Private Partnership Encouraging Students Study 
Abroad), with funding from both the government 
and private companies. “Tobitate” scholarships are 
intended for students who study abroad for periods 
varying from 28 days to two years. By 2017, about 
3,000 university students had studied abroad with 
“Tobitate” scholarships.

With respect to competitive funds for universities, 
since 2011, the Inter-University Exchange Project has 
provided funds for two-way exchanges between Japan 
and regions that are specified each year. Through this 
scheme, by 2017 the number of Japanese students 
who had studied abroad reached 14,712, while the 
number of international students who had studied 
in Japan reached 15,289. In addition, from 2012 to 
2016, the Go Global Japan Project provided funds to 
42 universities to develop study abroad programs for 
students to acquire competencies for the new global 
society. The aim of recipient universities was to send 
58,500 students abroad through this project. Other 
programmes—such as the Top Global University 
Program, started in 2014—also aim to stimulate 
Japanese students to study abroad.
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UNEXPECTED CONSEQUENCES AND 
CHALLENGES

Although these scholarships and grants were not 
meant for this in particular, universities specifically 
increased opportunities for super-short-term programs 
abroad, because, for a number of reasons, they appear 
to be more accessible for Japanese students. First, 
the short duration of the program prevents time 
conflicts with other activities, such as looking for jobs 
at Japanese companies, typically conducted during 
a certain period in the year; preparing for national 
qualification examinations; and participating in 
club activities. Second, super-short-term programs 
tend to require lower participation fees than longer 
programs. Third, super-short-term programs that 
focus on foreign language learning at the basic level 
are popular among Japanese students because many 
students do not have sufficient foreign language 
skills to participate in longer exchange programs, 
during which they are required to take courses at 
partner universities together with local students. 

The recent government support has been effective in 
increasing the number of students studying abroad for 
at least super-short-term programs; in comparison, 
the number of participants in longer-term programs 
has not increased as much. Moreover, although 
participating in short-term study-abroad programs 
can be a step for “inward-looking” students toward 
becoming more open to other cultures, super-short-
term study abroad programs are considered too short 
to enhance the students’ foreign language and cross-
cultural competencies, compared to longer-term 
programs. Similar observations have been made in 
the United States and other countries. 

NURTURING “OUTWARD-LOOKING” 
STUDENTS

In order to leverage the current increase in the numbers 
of super-short-term study-abroad participants, it 
is crucial to provide opportunities for students to 
continue developing their global competencies 

after returning home. As an example, encouraging 
students to participate in longer programs could 
be a possibility, but efforts are necessary to reduce 
existing obstacles, provide adequate scholarships, 
solve issues related to companies’ hiring systems, 
and develop mechanisms to allow students to easily 
transfer credits earned abroad. Opportunities for 
international exchange on home campuses should 
be increased both in curricular activities, e.g., 
with English-taught courses, and extracurricular 
activities, e.g., language exchanges, tutoring, peer-
support, and buddy systems.

In addition, in order to respond to the current scepticism 
about the effect of super-short-term study-abroad 
programs, it is important to conduct assessments to 
measure the impact of the programs as well as the 
students’ learning outcomes, and to continue improve 
the quality of these super-short-term programs. 
Collecting and assessing evidence on the value of 
the short-term study-abroad experience to develop 
global competencies is necessary to build support. 
These recently developed super-short-term programs 
are meant mainly for students with a basic level in a 
foreign language; more advanced programs, requiring 
high foreign language and cross-cultural skills 
(such as project-based learning with local students 
in a host country) can be an additional option for 
students to continue developing their competencies. 
Developing an environment for students to utilize 
and build on their experiences during super-short-
term study abroad programs will be key to making 
this new trend an opportunity to nurture future 
“outward-looking” graduates.

This article was originally published in International 
Higher Education, No. 94, Summer 2018.
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Challenges for 
Higher Education in 
Laos and Cambodia

Martin Hayden

Trying to summarise briefly the challenges for higher 
education in Laos and Cambodia presents its own 
challenges — one being the risk of superficiality, 
and the other being the risk of not acknowledging 
sufficiently the distinctiveness of each country’s 
culture, history and political circumstances. 

That said, this short article focuses on three broad 
challenges shared by the two countries in providing 
higher education services.

It is relevant by way of background to point out 
that both countries are now experiencing rapid and 
sustained economic growth, which is having many 
beneficial outcomes. However, each country remains 
quite poor by international standards, each has high 
levels of income inequality, and there is widespread 
poverty amongst rural communities. Corruption is 
also prevalent in both countries, including in the 
higher education sector. 

In both countries, significant improvements in school 
retention rates have resulted in bottlenecks in the 
access to public higher education. The response 
in both countries has been to allow private higher 
education to absorb the excess demand. In Cambodia, 
this response has resulted in the private higher 
education sector becoming larger than the public 
higher education sector. 

In 2015, the most recent year for which reliable data 
are available, Laos, with a population of over six 
million, had five public universities, eight public 
colleges and 43 private degree-granting colleges. It 

also had more than 90,000 higher education students, 
about one-third of whom attended private higher 
education institutions, though often on a part-time 
basis. Cambodia, with a population of over 15 million, 
had 109 universities and institutes, including 66 that 
were private providers. It had over 260,000 higher 
education students, a little over one-half of whom 
attended private universities and institutes.

The first challenge for higher education in both 
countries concerns the need to provide public-sector 
higher education institutions with more institutional 
autonomy. In both countries, public universities 
have the committee structures required to exercise 
institutional autonomy, but their governing boards 
and academic committees do not have the authority 
to decide anything of significance because all matters 
of any significance must be decided by a government 
ministry or another. In Laos, for example, there is 
effectively a “command and control” model in place 
whereby even modest changes to training programmes 
must ultimately be approved by the Ministry of 
Education and Sports. In Cambodia, where there 
are 15 different government instrumentalities each 
managing their own public universities and institutes, 
the situation is effectively the same. In Cambodia, 
though, nine public universities and institutes 
have been declared to be “public administration 
institutions”, which enables them to have marginally 
greater financial autonomy.

The consequences of the lack of institutional autonomy 
available to public-sector higher education institutions 
are widely evident in both countries. Academic 
managers are weighed down by bureaucracy, initiative 
is stifled, and there is a culture of decision-making 
avoidance for fear of reprimand from further up the 
line-management hierarchy.

In contrast, private-sector higher education institutions 
in both countries function more or less independently 
of ministerial control. These institutions are mostly 
profit-driven, and are often owned by wealthy 
individuals or families. Their governance structures 
are typically corporate, but strategic priorities for 
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these institutions are more likely to be determined 
by the owners than by their governing boards. 

The second challenge concerns the need for more 
resources. As Laos and Cambodia are relatively poor 
countries, it is inevitable that their higher education 
sectors will be constrained by the lack of resources. 
Both countries are committed to spending more on 
their education systems, but in both countries the 
first priority is to build early childhood, primary 
and secondary education. Additional funds for 
public higher education institutions are, therefore, 
more difficult to find. Infrastructure development 
in the public higher education sector often depends 
heavily on funds received through Overseas 
Development Assistance.

Government in both countries keep a tight cap 
on student tuition fees in the public sector. This 
policy is often defended on grounds of not wishing 
to make public higher education unaffordable to 
young people from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
This argument is, however, rarely supported with 
data about the socioeconomic profile of students 
attending public higher education institutions. To most 
observers, these students come disproportionately 
from better-off families that have a capacity to pay 
higher tuition fees. 

The tuition fees charged by private-sector institutions 
are typically many times higher than those charged 
by public-sector institutions. This situation frustrates 
public-sector academics because they observe that 
the training programmes being delivered by private-
sector institutions are often being taught by public-
sector academics who are “moonlighting” for the 
purposes of augmenting their incomes. Public-sector 
academics also argue that there seems to be no shortage 
of demand for the more expensive programmes 
offered by the private sector, in which case tuition fee 
levels for public-sector programmes could easily be 
increased without causing any adverse social impact, 
especially if more scholarships were provided to 
support students from disadvantaged backgrounds.

The third challenge concerns the need for better quality. 
In both countries, the qualification levels of academic 
staff members are poor by international levels. In 
Laos, for example, no more than 5 per cent of all 
academic staff members have a doctoral qualification. 
Teaching skills are also not well developed, with 
little or no professional support available to assist 
with teaching improvements. Though there is an 
expectation in both countries that academic staff 
members at public universities should engage in 
research, research productivity at these institutions is 
negligible, in part because academic staff members 
may not have the skills or the resources required 
to engage in research, and in part because many of 
them prefer to supplement their meagre salaries by 
taking on additional teaching duties.   

In both countries, system-wide quality assurance 
policies and procedures have been introduced, but 
their implementation to date has been slow and 
evidence of their impact is at this stage difficult to 
identify. Government ministries from both countries 
do, however, acknowledge openly the existence of 
quality-related problems. Of increasing concern to 
ministries in both countries is a perceived mismatch 
between the needs of the labour market and the kinds 
of training programmes being delivered by higher 
education institutions. Also of concern, though 
sporadically, are scandals that emerge involving 
private higher education providers who have become 
excessively greedy. 

In summary, the major challenges for higher 
education in Laos and Cambodia involve governance, 
resources and quality. These challenges are, of 
course, related, and to an extent embedded with 
one another. Addressing them requires strong 
political leadership. In both countries, the political 
rhetoric about the need for improvement is loud 
and persistent, but evidence of rapid progress being 
made is remarkably difficult to find.
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The State of 
Higher Education 
in Vietnam

Le Nguyen Duc Chinh

Vietnam’s higher education system, having expanded 
dramatically over the past 20 years, is now committed 
to improving quality. The task is challenging because 
the government is currently experiencing difficulty in 
adequately funding public universities and colleges, 
which form the backbone of the national higher 
education system. Progress is being made, though 
there remains a considerable variation in quality 
across the higher education system. In general, 
public universities that are more research-oriented 
are getting more public recognition for the quality 
of their achievements.  

The main vehicle for improving quality within the 
higher education system is the national quality 
assurance and accreditation framework. This 
framework — the development of which has been 
greatly influenced by the ASEAN University Network’s 
(AUN) quality assessment guidelines — requires all 
higher education institutions in Vietnam to have their 
own internal quality assurance units, and to achieve 
quality accreditation by 2020 through any one of 
four national quality accreditation centres approved 
by the Ministry of Education and Training (MOET). 
Three of these centres are attached to large 
public universities, in which case the institutions 
concerned must obtain accreditation through one 
of the other centres.

The more research-oriented universities in Vietnam 
have had a strong incentive to make a commitment 
to improving their quality. These are the public 
universities wishing to be selected by the government 
as belonging to an elite group of research universities. 

These institutions are also conscious of the need 
for them to obtain regional and eventually global 
recognition for their teaching and research. 

One of these universities is the Vietnam National 
University-Ho Chi Minh City (VNU-HCMC). 
VNU-HCMC has invested heavily over recent 
years in boosting its research profile. An important 
part of its strategy is engagement with some of the 
world’s leading research universities. The university 
is, for example, currently implementing a CDIO 
(Conceive, Design, Implement and Operate) model 
for research mobilisation that has been borrowed 
from leading international universities, including 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Stanford 
University and Nanyang Polytechnic. The university is 
also supporting an expanding number of international 
research partnerships and supervisory collaborations 
with the strongest research universities in the Asia-
Pacific region, as well as globally. This research-led 
approach to improving quality is yielding impressive 
outcomes. VNU-HCMC was recently listed among 
the top 750 universities on the QS global rankings 
of universities. Together with the VNU in Hanoi, 
VNU-HCMC is now also ranked among the top 150 
universities in Asia.   

The task of getting all higher education institutions in 
Vietnam accredited for the quality of their operations 
is, however, proceeding very slowly. By April 2018, 
only 95 out of 235 universities and academies 
had been accredited and certified to have met the 
national quality standards. There is, in other words, 
a long list of institutions that may not yet be in the 
proper state to achieve quality accreditation, and this 
includes many private-sector institutions, for which 
teaching is their only focus. A possible weakness in 
the government’s approach could be that it has been 
reluctant to clarify the repercussions of failing to 
obtain quality accreditation and certification by 2020.

There are many challenges facing the higher 
education system in Vietnam. Only three will be 
identified and discussed here.



HESB | JULY 2018 | ISSUE #04

PAGE 30

The first is that all public higher education institutions 
in Vietnam are struggling financially because of 
government budget cuts. Though the national 
economy is expanding rapidly, with GNI per capita 
almost trebling over the decade up to 2016, the level 
of public debt has also been increasing. Therefore, 
public-sector universities and colleges are being 
forced to become more financially self-reliant. 
Indeed, there are now 23 public universities that 
have agreed to be completely self-reliant financially 
in exchange for a much larger entitlement to be 
institutionally autonomous. The lack of sufficient 
public funds is adversely affecting the commitment 
of talented young PhD graduates in remaining in 
Vietnam’s higher education system — where the 
financial rewards are poor; where there is too much 
emphasis on teaching relative to research; and where 
funding arrangements for obtaining research grants 
are complicated and burdensome. UNESCO estimates 
that in 2018 there would be about 70,000 Vietnamese 
students studying abroad, mainly for research higher 
degrees. According to survey data released recently 
by a private human resource company, as many 
60% of these students would prefer not to return to 
Vietnam once their studies are completed.  

The second is that the level of academic staff 
qualifications across the higher education system 
is poor by international standards. Only 23% of all 
academic staff members in Vietnam hold a PhD 
qualification. Even this figure may convey a more 
positive impression of the situation than is warranted. 
Staff members holding PhDs are disproportionately 
employed in the larger public research-oriented 
universities, and so most universities and colleges 
across the system have relatively small proportions 
of PhD-qualified staff members. In addition, the 
current national figure is almost twice what it was 
10 years ago, which means that many, if not most, 
PhD graduates currently employed across the 
system are relatively inexperienced as researchers, 
having obtained their qualification only recently. As 
a consequence, the number of international peer-
reviewed journal articles coming from Vietnam is 
low when compared with levels for Thailand and 

Malaysia, for instance. Furthermore, much of what 
is being published comes from a very small number 
of universities and academies.

The third is that the private sector of higher education 
in Vietnam is becoming increasingly marginalised. 
Though this sector accounts for about 16% of all 
higher education students, many private-sector 
universities and colleges are struggling to achieve the 
enrolment numbers in order to remain viable. These 
institutions, which rely heavily on part-time and casual 
academic appointments to teach their programmes, 
are often publicly criticised for their poor academic 
standards. Their poor reputation is at odds with 
the high quality of academic programmes at some 
private-sector universities, such as RMIT Vietnam 
and FPT University. These high-achieving private 
universities charge very high tuition fees, enabling 
these institutions to achieve a high international 
standard of teaching and curriculum. 

Vietnam, like China, Korea, Japan and Singapore, has 
a Confucian culture in which educational attainments 
are highly valued and widely respected. It is only 
a matter of time before Vietnam joins these other 
countries in terms of having a high-quality and high-
achieving system of universities and colleges. For 
the moment, though, progress is being achieved at 
what for many is an agonisingly slow pace.
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Our Work
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• We publish newsletters, research reports, policy documents and a book 

series to disseminate knowledge and share opinions.

• We host regular public talks to create awareness and share knowledge 

with our community.

• We run capacity-building programmes to equip community and education 

leaders in Asia with practical skills to address pressing challenges.

Our People

• Our Advisors and Fellows share their extensive experience and leadership. 

They are instrumental in helping the Foundation shape its projects and 

programmes, and in building new alliances.

• Our team comprises specialists from across the region. They bring with 

them management skills, domain knowledge and execution experience 

from various sectors.

Our Partnerships
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• We work with our partners to strengthen the influence and impact of our 

activities to achieve meaningful outcomes.
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in Singapore to contribute to the sustainable development of Asia.  
As a think tank, we focus on issues around: 

We aim to influence policies and create positive social impact which 

will contribute to the sustainable development of Asia. We partner with 

like-minded global and regional experts and institutions to advance 

our common goal, and promote public awareness on issues in our 

fields of expertise.
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