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EDITORIAL

The Winter 2021 issue of Forum 
shines a spotlight on distribut-
ed leadership in international 

education. Recognising that internation-
alisation is pervasive and often framed 
as an institution-wide priority operating 
at multiple levels, the contributions in 
this issue seek to interrogate internation-
alisation actors outside the traditional 
international office. 

In undertaking this exploration, the 
purpose was not to call into question the 
important leadership and coordination 
role played by an international office, but 
to highlight other sources of international 
engagement activity, including faculty, 
staff and students, noting that different 
drivers and barriers are often at play. 

Research on internationalisation also 
points to the fact that understandings of 
internationalisation vary widely across an 
institution. Academic staff view interna-
tional engagement differently depending 
on their field or discipline, and approaches 
to internationalisation of the curriculum 
are clearly shaped along disciplinary lines. 
Similarly, different narratives around 
internationalisation exist across the profes-
sional staff community.  

Given these different drivers and mul-
tiple interpretations, it is not surprising 
that it can be hard to capture information 
and data about the more distributed forms 
of internationalisation, as they are driven 
less by formal strategy than by the individ-
ual commitment of staff and students. 

Being aware that there is no ‘one size 
fits all’ approach to internationalisation in 
higher education, this collection of articles 
explores activities that might otherwise 
remain hidden or go unacknowledged 
within an institution. In so doing, we have 
sought to understand whether the dis-
tributed nature of international education 
activity reinforces and amplifies successful 
internationalisation. 

The opening article, authored by Vicky 
Lewis, encourages us to challenge our as-

sumptions about leadership and delivery in 
international education. Based on detailed 
research into the international strategies of 
UK universities, Vicky looks beyond the 
pandemic to a future model of internation-
alisation which is distributed and empow-
ering. A tangible example of such a model 
is presented by Samuil Angelov, who 
describes the establishment of a commu-
nity of global actors among teaching staff 
to consider and respond to the needs of 
Internationalisation at Home.  

Turning to the role of students, the 
steering group of the EAIE Expert 
Community Internationalisation at Home 
proposes a true partnership between 
academic staff and students in addressing 
the internationalisation of the hidden 
curriculum. Eve Court then describes 
a wide-ranging approach to inclusive 
internationalisation, where programmes 
and initiatives in global citizenship are 
delivered by way of the University of Brit-
ish Columbia’s Global Lounge. 

I am delighted that Melanie Agnew, 
Dean of Education at Westminster Col-
lege in the USA, agreed to be interviewed 
for this issue. Having previously developed 
an organisational change model to under-
stand cultural readiness for internationali-
sation, Professor Agnew shares her current 
reflections on distributed leadership and 
points to opportunities for academic staff 
to learn about internationalisation in the 
context of their discipline. 

Keeping the role of educators front and 
centre, Marloes Ambagts-van Rooijen, 
Adinda van Gaalen, Simone Hackett and 
Suzan Kommers argue that we need to 
provide educators with the time, space and 
expertise to develop purposeful interna-
tionalisation activities for students. While 
time was not on anyone’s side in the pivot 
from physical to virtual mobility in early 
2020, Laurie Jensen, Nina Juntereal, 
Sarah Kagan and Maria White reflect on 
the changed leadership and coordination 
needs of online international programmes 

in nursing and midwifery at the University 
of Pennsylvania. Not only did the main-
streaming of online programming require 
a more integrated leadership structure, but 
it changed roles and responsibilities too. 

Looking at more long-term approaches 
to internationalisation in the curriculum, 
Juuso Loikkanen and Hanna Reinikainen 
describe an initiative to create a ‘Studies 
in Internationalisation’ module which en-
ables students to combine otherwise dispa-
rate offerings across the institution under 
a single umbrella. Focusing then on the 
connections between secondary and ter-
tiary education, Maureen Manning speaks 
about opportunities to create partnerships 
with secondary schools offering interna-
tional programmes, thereby re-framing 
institutional efforts to attract international 
students by way of local pathways. 

Closing out this issue, Tasmeera Singh 
outlines national and institutional ap-
proaches to internationalisation in South 
Africa, and points to how reshaped poli-
cies should enable international educators 
to focus on internationalisation for all. 

With my thanks to fellow members 
of the EAIE Publications Committee Jos 
Beelen and Lucia Brajkovic who joined 
me in reviewing submissions; I hope that 
you enjoy reading this edition of Forum. 
— DOUGLAS PROCTOR, EDITOR

PUBLICATIONS@EAIE.ORG
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helping to achieve the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals, in sup-
porting climate action and in addressing 
global social challenges such as equity and 
inclusion. The pandemic shone an even 
brighter spotlight on these issues.  

In the report UK Universities’ Global 
Engagement Strategies: Time for a re-
think?1, UK higher education institutions 
are urged to reconsider their approach 
to global engagement. It is argued that 
stakeholders well beyond the international 
office need to be involved in internation-
alisation and – taking things one step 
further – invited to challenge current 
models and assumptions. 

INVITING DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVES 

When internationalisation strategies are 
developed, it is easy to have fixed ideas 
about what should be included and to 
draw on the contributions of the same 
enthusiasts time after time. To develop a 
more innovative, sustainable and relatable 
strategy, new voices should be sought out. 

‘We cannot simply go back 
to pre-pandemic ways 
of working.’ This was a 

common refrain in a series of interviews 
conducted in the UK in February and 
March 2021 with 12 senior stakeholders 
involved in – or with an interesting view-
point on – the development of institu-
tional global engagement strategies. These 
interviews formed part of a research study 
on the current and future positioning of 
global engagement within UK university 
strategic plans. They explored what would 
be different about the next generation of 
strategies. It became clear that the notion 
of ‘no going back’ is as relevant to the 
conceptualisation, leadership and delivery 
of internationalisation as it is to any other 
aspect of higher education. 

The Anglocentric, commercially-driv-
en model of internationalisation espoused 
by many UK universities over recent dec-
ades was already looking outmoded before 
COVID-19 struck. There was growing 
focus on the role of higher education in 

fresh 
perspectives 
& inclusive 
models
Inclusive 
internationalisation 
is more than simply 
involving staff outside 
the international 
office. The time has 
come to challenge 
our preconceived 
notions about 
internationalisation 
and to reconceptualise 
the international 
office by encouraging 
and empowering 
new voices and 
perspectives.  
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We must always be conscious that, in the 
UK, our approach to internationalisation is 
conditioned by our Global North perspec-
tives. We make assumptions about what 
terms mean and are sometimes oblivious 
to other interpretations. For some, interna-
tionalisation is synonymous with west-
ernisation – with its potentially negative 
connotations. Within UK strategies and 

discourse, there has been a gradual shift in 
terminology from ‘international(isation)’ 
to ‘global engagement’. Many internation-
al offices have become ‘offices for global 
engagement’ (which sounds more inclusive 
and all-encompassing).  

To develop a more 
innovative, sustainable 
and relatable strategy, 
new voices should be 
sought out

However, one interviewee suggested that 
the term ‘global engagement’ can itself 
hide inequalities and sweep problems 
under the carpet. Changing the termi-
nology does not automatically change 
the underlying approach.  

It is essential to involve people 
from the Global South and others with 
alternative perspectives who can spot – 
and call out – problematic notions. This 
means reaching out beyond the inter-
national office to academic and profes-
sional service colleagues, staff in partner 
institutions, students and alumni. The 
most distinctive strategies are informed 
by the reflective input of those who 
actively challenge preconceptions and 
stereotypes.

RETHINKING LEADERSHIP AND DELIVERY  

Interviewees commented on the need to 
spread the global ethos throughout the 
institution and broaden ownership. This 
was contrasted to centralised approaches 
which tend to treat internationalisation 

as the responsibility of specific individu-
als and departments. 

One Pro Vice-Chancellor observed 
that successful global engagement is more 
to do with culture and behaviour than 
with written strategy. They saw their job 
as explaining how global engagement 
aligns with institutional values and 
ensuring that global thinking informs 
decisions and behaviours. 

In order to address perceived 
disconnects between leadership teams 
and academics and between academics 
and practitioners, it was suggested that 
leaders need to share their internation-
alisation dilemmas more openly. By 
explaining the consequences of certain 
courses of action, they can help academ-
ic colleagues to see the bigger picture. 
One interviewee felt that academics 
themselves could work on showing the 
linkages between their areas of expertise 
and internationalisation strategy and 
practice, observing that “it needs to be 
understood that developing an interna-
tional university is everyone’s business”. 

To optimise staff engagement, most 
interviewees advocated combining 
formal and informal mechanisms. While 
effective committees and processes were 
seen as useful to marshal efforts, it was 
also deemed necessary to plug into the 
less formal ecosystem of people with 
knowledge, interest and energy. This en-
courages dispersed leadership and supports 
bottom-up initiatives. The project-based 
‘task and finish group’ approach, which en-
tails smaller sub-groups working towards 
a specific objective, was seen as facilitating 
swifter progress than formal committees. 
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One interviewee observed that join-
ing things up in a pluralistic culture 
requires you to recognise that apparently 
competing priorities (such as global 
engagement; sustainability; employabili-
ty; enterprise; and equality, diversity and 
inclusion) can be tackled in a coordi-
nated, mutually supportive manner. The 
challenge is to understand how different 
areas of work complement one another 
and to build on common objectives. 

One example is international grad-
uate employability, which requires close 
cooperation between those working in 
curriculum design, careers and employa-
bility, international student recruitment, 
alumni relations and marketing. Each 
party may come at the issue from a 
slightly different angle and bring a differ-
ent skillset to the table. However, shar-
ing the work (and costs) across different 
teams can be an ideal way to achieve 
institutional goals while simultaneously 
dismantling a silo-working culture.  

RECONCEPTUALISING INTERNATIONAL 

OFFICE OPERATIONS 

International office teams are familiar 
with people working remotely. However, 
the lockdown experience of having most 
staff distributed most of the time could 
pave the way for a new type of interna-
tional office operation: one designed so 
that physical distance is no barrier to 
effective teamwork. 

Before the spread of COVID-19, there 
were already moves in some UK uni-
versities to base a higher proportion of 
staff in the world region for which they 
were responsible, rebalancing resources 
between the home campus and in- 
country operations.  

The 2020s may see this taken to the 
next level, with internationally mature 
universities building global networks 
of strategically located regional hubs or 
centres, each with a broad remit and staff 
base. These hubs will enjoy much higher 
levels of autonomy than a traditional 
overseas office and will be responsible not 
just for student recruitment from their 
region, but for partnership development 
and stewardship, alumni relations, and 
profile-raising with government, employ-
ers and opinion-formers. 

There are several reasons to adopt 
this model. It reduces long-haul flights 
from the UK, contributing to a decrease 
in institutional carbon emissions. It 
means that business is less disrupted, 
should global pandemics or other events 
result in international travel restrictions. 
It also moves beyond what always felt 
like a colonialist model of operating, 
where UK-based staff descended on a 
country for brief periods, then returned 
home to direct operations from ‘UK 
headquarters’. The new model benefits 
the university through locally informed 
decision-making and greater agility. 

UK–based international office staff who 
are not constantly travelling could spend 
more time collaborating with colleagues 
in different parts of the institution, 
whether working with faculties on their 
internationalisation strategies or support-
ing other professional service functions 
with the international dimension of their 
work – perhaps by having staff based in 
those teams who can liaise with col-
leagues in the regional hubs. 

It would be heartening if the experience 
of the pandemic helps to move us away 
from a centralised, carbon-heavy, top-down 
internationalisation model and towards a 
more distributed, environment-conscious 
and empowering one.  

An inclusive approach to internation-
alisation means more than just involving 
staff working outside the international 
office. It means actively drawing on the 
expertise and insights of colleagues and 
other diverse stakeholders wherever in the 
world they are located – and inviting them 
to challenge preconceptions.
— VICKY LEWIS 

1. Lewis, V. (2021). UK Universities’ Global 
Engagement Strategies: Time for a rethink? https://
www.vickylewisconsulting.co.uk/gsr. This report 
draws on a review of 134 UK university strategic 
plans and 26 internationalisation strategies, along 
with in-depth interviews with 12 senior sector 
stakeholders and insights from recent conferences, 
webinars and publications.
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