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Executive Summary

The internationalisation of higher education is
an area that universities, both public and
private, can explore and engage in to improve
the quality of education and the skills and
competencies of their graduates. In this study,
we report on initiatives which respondent
universities have identified, and which they
might pursue to become more
internationalised. There is great potential for
cross-border engagements to resolve some of
the pressing issues in university
internationalisation in the ASEAN context.

In essence, it is reasonable to say that the
internationalisation of higher education in the
universities in this case study is not detached
from national development policy; rather, it is
embedded in the respective countries’ outlook
and strategic economic and development
priorities. Indeed, this has a profound impact
on how individual universities design their
policies, influencing their strategic directions
for internationalisation.

There is a common perception that
internationalisation is related to increased
expenditure and funding. Many universities
may be discouraged from pursuing initiatives
to internationalise because of the idea that
additional funding is required.

In  this study, it was found that
contextualisation is important in
internationalisation. Each university needs to
identify its strengths, limitations, and
resources. International engagements can be
contextualised into what can be offered and
what is needed. Engagements are a two-way
activity, and should therefore be of mutual
benefit.

It is also important to note that, in

internationalisation, national identity should
never be compromised. While the
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internationalisation of higher education is an
important aspect if universities are to stay
globally relevant, they should also be at the
forefront of strengthening national identity,
traditions, and cultures through the sharing of
experiences. This is important because
internationalisation is about introducing inter-
cultural competencies among students and
staff.

Introduction

The internationalisation of higher education is
commonly related to international actions or
initiatives such as international education,
international and “study abroad” programmes
(Tan, 2005, p. 2), and “processes of greater co-
operation... across state borders” (Enders,
2004, p. 367). It is manifested in higher
education institutions in different parts of the
world, which at different times pursue a variety
of goals and participate in the higher education
internationalisation process in diverse ways
(Knight, 2006; King, Marginson, & Naidoo,
2011).

The growing interest in and debate about
internationalisation in recent years have
brought new insights into the content of and
approaches to the internationalisation of
higher education. The goals of
internationalisation are continuously evolving,
ranging from educating global citizens and
building capacity for research to enhancing
institutional  prestige. New forms of
internationalisation, such as branch campuses
abroad, distance learning programmes with a
global reach, and international educational
hubs and networks, now complement
traditional initiatives such as student and staff
mobility, curriculum changes, and
international institutional linkages for teaching
and research.



The internationalisation of higher education is
a dynamic process, continuously shaped and
reshaped by the international and national
contexts in which it occurs. As these contexts
change, so do the purposes, goals, meanings,
and  strategies of internationalisation.
Irrespective of contextual differences within
and between countries, nearly all higher
education institutions worldwide are engaged
in international activities and are seeking to
engage globally, which is now seen as part of
the very definition of quality education and
research. However, the success of different
phases of higher education
internationalisation also largely depends on
the formulation and effective implementation
of sound policies by institutions. This policy
brief seeks to discuss good practices derived
from case studies in five Southeast Asian
countries.

Higher Education in Five
Southeast Asian Countries

Most of the ASEAN countries have outlined an
agenda to internationalise their higher
education systems. Malaysia is keen on
establishing itself as an international student
hub and eventually as an innovation hub. The
most prominent national plan that addresses
internationalisation is the National Higher
Education Strategic Plan (NHESP) beyond 2020.

The NHESP was formulated in part to address
the need to transform higher education to
produce globally competitive human capital,
and to establish Malaysia as an international
hub of higher educational excellence.
Internationalisation is embedded in many of
the desired outcomes in the plan, such as
becoming an education hub, the development
of research universities, research collabo-
ration, the creation of centres of excellence in
universities, education branding, visibility, and
a soft power approach to involving
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neighbouring countries in research

collaboration.

Launched by the Ministry of Education in 2015,
the Malaysia Education Blueprint 2015-2025
(Higher Education) further reiterated the
importance of achieving global prominence
through the internationalisation of higher
education. The strategies outlined in the
blueprint include improving the support
system to attract international students,
increasing the proportion of international
students especially among postgraduates, and
strengthening the promotion and marketing of
the Malaysian higher education system.

Internationalisation of higher education in
Singapore is often a direct outcome of
economic considerations. To understand the
role of internationalisation in Singapore,
Daquila (2012) explains four factors shaping
the concept of internationalisation since
independence. First, Singapore's multiracial
society consists of people from diverse
cultures and languages. Second, an outward-
oriented policy has been adopted since
independence to encourage global flows in
business. Third, there has been a constant
reshaping of the education system to be more
innovative and relevant to the world. Finally,
Singapore’s policy on bilingualism is an
important component of the country's
internationalisation policy.

In essence, it is reasonable to say that there is
no standalone internationalisation policy in
Singapore's higher education landscape,
because the notion of internationalisation is
embedded in the country’s outlook and
strategic economic direction. This has become
even more apparent over the last two
decades, as the Singapore government has
implemented pragmatic and dynamic policies
(including in the area of higher education),
which weave internationalisation seamlessly
into the context of creating a competitive
global environment in Singapore.



In 2016, the Commission on Higher Education
in the Philippines issued Memorandum Order
No. 55, entitled “Policy Framework and
Strategies on the Internationalisation of
Philippine Higher Education.” The commission
is the governing body covering both public and
private higher education institutions as well as
degree-granting programmes in all tertiary
education institutions in the Philippines. It is
responsible for formulating and implementing
plans, policies, and programmes for the
development and improvement of the
Philippines’ higher education system.

The internationalisation of higher education is
defined by the commission as the process of
integrating international, intercultural, and
global dimensions into the goals, functions
(teaching, learning, research, and service), and
delivery of higher education. It involves a
process of interchange in higher education
between nations, with partnerships between
nations, national systems of higher education,
and institutions of higher education. It is the
expansion of higher learning within and
beyond national borders and centres of
scholarly studies (Commission on Higher
Education, 2016, p. 3). It argues that
internationalisation has increasingly become a
key feature of higher education in the global
era, with rapid changes in information and
communications technology, freer flows of
students and workers within and across
regional economies, and the necessity of
international linkages in generating productive
knowledge, innovation, and technology
(Commission on Higher Education, 2016, p. 1).

The internationalisation of higher education in
Thailand started in 1990, with the inception of
its 15-Year Long Range Plan on Higher
Education, which  stretched to 2004
(Kanjananiyot, 2018). The Office of the Higher
Education Commission under the Ministry of
Education saw this as the pioneer policy in
pushing forward internationalisation in higher
education. The key emphasis was
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internationalisation and regionalisation. There
were many attempts to develop processes that
would be suitable for Thai higher education
institutions. Meetings took place among
experts from within and outside the Asian
region. This practice led to many programmes
and a lot of support. For example, bilateral
relations between Thailand and Austria
facilitated the setup of the ASEAN European
Academic University Network (ASEA-UNINET),
and now the network comprises more than 80
universities from 18 different countries. Within
the region, Thailand has also contributed
actively to internationalisation efforts within
ASEAN as a member of the ASEAN University
Network (AUN). The internationalisation of
higher education in Thailand continues in its
second 15-Year Long Range Plan on Higher
Education, which covers the period from 2008
to 2022.

Indonesia has 4,504 institutions offering
access to higher education to a population of
more than 266 million, according to
Worldometers at the time of writing. The
Ministry of Research, Technology, and Higher
Education manages 122 public universities and
3,136 private universities, while the other 1,246
higher education institutions are managed by
the Ministry of Religious Affairs and other
ministries (Ristekdikti, n.d.). In 2014, the
Ministry of Education and Culture issued
Decree No. 14, regarding international
cooperation in higher education. The ministry
has supported universities in conducting
international research collaboration, and the
government has provided faculty members of
universities with competitive research grants
for international research collaboration. In
response to globalisation in education, the
ministry has encouraged universities to offer
joint degrees, double degrees, transfer/credit
earning, joint publications, and joint seminars.
It has also supported the ASEAN International
Mobility for Students programmes.



Policy Recommendations

Since many universities in ASEAN aspire to and
are actively involved in internationalisation,
there are clear lessons and ideas that this
study can share with policymakers at the
institutional level.

Top to root

1. The vision of the university has to be
clearly articulated and effectively
cascaded to all segments of the
university. A concise vision is an effective
guidepost to direct university faculty and
staff towards a common goal.

2. The aims of international networking
should be clear to all the university's
faculty members. The university should
promote the idea of internationalisation,
which should be seen as advocating
quality  education and academic
excellence. The university must try to
institutionalise personal global links into
academic engagements. The university's
internationalisation agenda needs to be
reiterated in the general policy of the
university, in order to produce cutting-
edge research and thus contribute to
knowledge production across the world.

3. It is essential that all levels of the
university  staff and  community
understand the process and objectives
of internationalisation. Policy
implement-ation only becomes effective
when the institution’s community
understands the role it plays.
Internationalisation need not be the
central activity; it may be a peripheral
activity that runs parallel to the main
agenda of the institution. Top
management must lead initiatives to
develop the internationalisation
statement and disseminate it effectively
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to the university community, so as to
encourage  conscious  efforts in
incorporating internationalisation within
all activities. It has to ensure that policy is
communicated effectively to all levels of
the community. With the right
motivation and drivers, a strong
commitment from top management will
influence the entire institutional
community to embrace
internationalisation.

The establishment of proper governance
and standards of good practice is
important to ensure smooth
implementation at the operational level
as well as in supportive systems.
Effective  implementation of good
practice prevents negative experiences
that could affect the institution’s
reputation via word of mouth among
international students.

Internationalisation requires rigorous
actions, such as creating awareness of
the importance of internationalisation
among students, staff, and the
community; committing to integrating an
international  dimension into the
teaching, learning, research, and service
functions of a university; developing a
comprehensive internationalisation plan
or strategy; and implementing different
aspects of that strategy in creating a
supportive culture.

It is also imperative that the institution
has a clear definition of what
internationalisation is in terms of its own
perspective and context. Every sector in
the academic community must be able to
contribute to the discourse of
internationalisation. It will also help if
there is a central office, or at least a key
person, to oversee the international-
isation efforts and engagements of the
university. A structural  enabling



mechanism should be put in place to
accommodate such a position or office.

Internationalisation should be
embedded in the desired national and
institutional policy outcomes for higher
education, and in strategic planning
areas such as  research and
development, education branding,
visibility, quality assurance, and soft
power approaches.

Regional engagement

ASEAN as a regional bloc has a lot of
opportunities to support  and
strengthen internationalisation efforts.
Cross-border education in ASEAN can
be developed specifically to establish
programmes that meet specific needs
and goals in the member countries.
With the strength of emerging
economies in Asia, universities in this
region are also growing stronger.
Instead of focusing only on the West for
quality education, ASEAN countries can
tap into their own available resources,
increase collaboration, reduce brain
drain, manage talent efficiently, and
build capacity, especially among skilled
workers in the knowledge economy.

More collaboration among institutions
in the same region will strengthen
regional networks as well as build
research capacity in the region. Existing
bodies such as the ASEAN Directorate,
the ASEAN University Network, and the
Southeast Asian Ministers of Education
Organization can be used as important
platforms to enhance regional
engagement among ASEAN universities.

to internationalise because of the idea
that additional funding is required.
Some universities in ASEAN have
adequate natural resources and
outstanding researchers to make up for
their lack of financial resources. In this
study, we found that contextualisation
is important for effective
internationalisation. Universities need
to identify their strengths, limitations,
and resources.

Internationalisation engagements are
always two-way; both parties should be
able to offer something, and in return
both parties should gain and benefit
from the engagements. For example,
universities in the Philippines have
established research collaboration with
a Malaysian university wherein there is
an exchange of faculty researchers, with
the Filipino universities contributing
resources or raw materials in that
country. Indeed, research on mangrove
materials—which would have faced
restrictions in most other countries—
was possible in the Philippines because
of their abundance. Through such
collaborations, the universities were
also able to foster a more personal and
long-standing  relationship  beyond
academic engagements.

In addition, universities should consider
opening area studies programmes
focusing on the ASEAN region. This
would be an opportunity for more
active exchange of faculty members,
students, and even research prospects
among scholars in the region.

The global and the local

It is important that, in the vast realm of

2. There is a common perception that diversity and the process  of
internationalisation involves greater diversification, regional and national
expenditure. Many universities may be identities  are  protected.  Hence,
discouraged from developing initiatives programmes that stress local and
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traditional culture, along with compulsory
national language courses, should be
enhanced. There is a need for peer-to-
peer  programmes  that  provide
opportunities for local students to share
their knowledge and introduce foreign
students to their new environment.

It is also important that national identity
never be compromised. With a long
history of being colonised in some of the
ASEAN  countries, higher education
institutions should be at the forefront in
strengthening and promoting their
country's national identity, in presenting
its traditions, cultures, and languages.

Internationalisation  should be an
opportunity to show the world the
richness of the identity, culture, language,
traditions, and even social realities of
one’s country. Engagements with foreign
universities and  institutions = must
contribute to the understanding and
acceptance of cultural diversity.

Universities should employ the idea of
global citizens in their internationalisation
agenda. This is to develop students who
are sensitive to diverse cultural settings,
aware of their potential, capable of
operating in them, and conscious of the
particularity, values, and limits of their
own perspectives. Global citizens are
bearers of a resourceful and enterprising
spirit in both public and private life.

Internationalisation at home

Home-based internationalisation initia-
tives that involve local institutions provide
global exposure and experience while
being cost-efficient. This does not
necessarily require the presence of
international students, or instruction in an
international language such as English.
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Teaching and learning exposure can be
achieved through a variety of activities:
comparative  international literature,
guest lectures by speakers from local
cultural  groups or international
companies, guest lecturers  from
international partner universities,
international case studies and practice,
or, increasingly, online learning and
collaboration.  Internationalisation  at
home can also be achieved through
collaborative research, utilising research
facilities  or  infrastructure  across
countries and continents, joint curriculum
development and teaching, and the
imaginative use of virtual opportunities
for interaction in delivering courses.

For example, in Malaysia, one of the
internationalisation initiatives considers
the pedagogy for internationalisation.
This approach involves the teaching and
learning of virtual technology use to
enable real-time participation of lecturers
based at foreign universities. Using virtual
technology, guest speakers can deliver
lectures to and interact with students
overseas.

Universities should put more emphasis
on internationalising academic
programmes and curricula to provide
more overseas exposure at home.
Universities can enhance  student
knowledge and exposure in global,
international, and regional contexts, by
offering electives, majors, or minors in
areas such as Chinese Studies, Indian
Studies, and Southeast Asian Studies.
Academic programmes at home with a
strong inherent focus on both Asian and
global perspectives will provide more
opportunities for students to acquire
more international knowledge and
perspectives.



Home-based internationalisation initi-
atives should be strengthened in lieu of
any lack of funding from the university, as
private universities have been doing.
Engagements with local institutions that
deal with internationalisation projects
and programmes can provide
internationalisation exposure and
experience to the university. This could
also provide opportunities for students to
access internationalisation experiences.

Funding

Internationalisation activities incur costs.
However, institutions can take advantage
of the benefits of inter-nationalisation to
attract private external funders. In order
to get funding, institutions can build
strong collaborations with international
researchers. Universities with many
external funding sources are able to
utilise more diverse resources to
supplement student expenses and
scholarships, and to provide more
funding choices for students who then
need not compete for the same pot of
funds. Although some funding comes
from national budgets, most institutions
have to look for external sources to
generate income as well as ensure the
sustainability of internationalisation
activities.

Financial aid from both the university
and external sources needs to be made
more widely available in order to
enhance student involvement with
internationalisation activities and
provide more opportunities for students
who lack financial support. This study
found that the availability of various
funding sources for students increased
their participation in mobility
programmes in many universities.
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Appropriate funding must be made
available for internationalisation
activities. This study found that having
diverse funding sources was an effective
strategy to remunerate students’
expenses and provide more funding
choices for additional students who need
not compete for the same pot of funds.
More specifically, in the case of
Singapore, government funding
agencies, such as the National Research
Foundation, have been able to
generously fund research projects. This
has, in turn, attracted good-quality
international researchers to work with
the National University of Singapore and
the Nanyang Technological University.

Strong support (especially financial) from
both the government and external
sources for students aspiring to study
abroad is crucial in ensuring a successful
internationalisation agenda. This has
been a key factor in the success of
internationalisation in some universities
in this study.

Universities should also tap into
government institutions with their
networks and resources. Exposure to
international engagements may be
sourced through activities and events
organised and financed by the
government. Students, faculty,
administration, and staff can take partin
the planning of such engagements,
which  will also provide a good
experience of direct involvement in
internationalisation.

Partnerships

Universities should work towards a
gradual establishment of partnerships to
ensure international programmes and
activities are built up sustainably for
students, faculty = members, and



researchers. Universities should take a
gradual approach to building up their
range of student mobility programmes.
The main focus should be on building up
a decent-sized student exchange
programme with partners who would be
willing to engage in such an
arrangement.

Many international links start with
academic meetings and individual
academic partnerships. Some faculty
members who have been doing
international  work  have already
established personal connections with
academics from foreign universities.
Their universities should assist them in
institutionalising these engagements
and partnerships.

It is often believed that the greater the
number of international agreements or
network memberships a university has,
the more prestigious and attractive it is
to other institutions and students.
However, practice shows that most
institutions cannot manage or even
benefit from too many agreements.
Thus, a long list of international partners
often reflects paper-based agreements
but not productive partnerships.
Maintaining active and productive
relationships requires a major
investment of human and financial
resources from individual faculty
members, departments, and
international offices.

The use of English

English should be accepted as an
important  working  language for
internationalisation. All universities in
this case study are aware and have policy
initiatives  for  improving  English
competencies among academics and
students. In every university, some
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elements of educational instruction are
delivered in English. With the exception
of Singapore and the Philippines, where
English is already the language of
instruction, there is evidence that the
introduction of institutional policies
supporting the use of English in all
aspects of the university system has
helped universities become
internationally competitive.

In the case of Thailand, Malaysia, and
Indonesia, universities which cater for
international students provide special
programmes and courses, or use English
as the language of instruction. In the
Philippines, the use of English as the
language of instruction for all courses
(except for specific language courses in
Spanish, Japanese, or French, for
example) means that universities are
open to international students who are
proficient in English.

Consequently, the adoption of English as
the official language of the ASEAN
Economic Community is expected to
position  Filipino higher education
favourably within the region. The
Philippines has become a popular
destination for learners of English as a
second language and is sometimes
referred to as the home of the world’'s
“budget” English teacher (British Council,
2015, p. 13). This has not only allowed for
the substantial enrolment of full-time
international students in the universities,
but also assisted in creating language
equivalency for the matching of courses
for foreign students, particularly those
from English-speaking countries, in
exchange or other mobility programmes.

To solve students’ core weakness in
English skills, universities should have
clear policies and plans to implement
English as a working language for
internationalisation. Some universities in



this study have implemented a new
requirement for academic and support
staff to possess English skills. They have
also provided a programme for English
improvement for all academic and
support staff.

Utilising social media

Access to information has been
identified as a factor for the success of

international student mobility
programmes. As part of efforts to
enhance knowledge about

internationalisation, institutions can use
social media to disseminate information
about international programmes and
opportunities. Social media plays a vital
role in students’ lives. University offices
and officials should engage more with
this platform. Disseminating information
through social media about
internationalisation  activities,  their
achievements and advantages, and
sharing sessions among students about
their international experiences is a cost-
effective approach.

Some universities have already started
actively sharing information about
internationalisation opportunities for
student mobility through their social
media accounts, particularly Facebook.
Many students who have had
experiences in  internationalisation
programmes and activities abroad were
originally made aware of such
opportunities via online information
dissemination.

The academic diaspora

In developing ASEAN countries, policies
and initiatives implemented are always
evaluated through social impact. With
that in mind, universities, especially
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public universities, always look at how
internationalisation initiatives benefit
ASEAN communities at home and
abroad. For instance, a university in the
Philippines has developed an initiative to
identify the research agendas of scholars
abroad that address issues and
problems for local communities.
Universities should consider including
the academic diaspora in discussions,
discourses, and engagements for
internationalisation.

Internationalisation can be utilised to
resolve difficulties with the local
experience or to aid the understanding
of phenomena that are unique to the
country. In collaboration with the
academic diaspora overseas, the use of
resources, technology, and expertise
from foreign institutions can be
maximised, while maintaining the idea
that both parties will benefit from
international engagements. For
example, the university in the Philippines
has involved the Filipino diaspora in
discussions  and discourses  on
internationalisation.

Technology is paving the way for
internationalisation through the mobility
of ideas rather than physical mobility.
The emergence of virtual exchange
(technology-enabled, sustained, people-
to-people education programmes) and
similar platforms is enabling higher
education institutions to reach out to
academics in foreign countries without
physically moving them. Leveraging
today's technology provides the best
advantage in international networking
and conveying the accessible resources
of the academic diaspora around the
world in innovative and creative ways.
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