
25

N
U

M
B

E
R

 110
_S

p
R

iN
g

 2
0

2
2

iNTERNATiONAL HigHER EDUCATiON | INTERNATIONALIZATION

Internationalization and 
Decolonization in UK Higher 
Education: Are We There Yet?
Omolabake Fakunle, Chisomo Kalinga, and Vicky Lewis

D iscourses around internationalization are largely centered on student mobility and 
mainly economically oriented. Scholarly engagement is thus mostly framed around 

marketized narratives and ensuing criticism of the neoliberalist turn of internation-
al higher education. At the national level, international education organizations from 
Western countries are missing opportunities to move away from the “westernized, large-
ly Anglo-Saxon, and predominantly English-speaking paradigm” (see de Wit and Jones, 
“A Missed Opportunity and Limited Vision for Internationalization,” in IHE # 109). At the 
university level, recent research in the US context suggests that internationalization 
policies may be disconnected from the racialized lived experiences of students, faculty, 
and administrators. Resonating with recent scholarship in internationalization studies, 
our article examines racialization and decoloniality in relation to internationalization.

Problematizing the Current World Order
The unresolved and persisting problematic legacy of colonization on the current world 
order, including in academia, have been brought to the forefront on a global scale by the 
#Black Lives Matter movement and the Rhodes Must Fall protests. This has reenergized 
calls for decolonization in universities that acknowledge the hegemonic positioning of 
Western epistemologies, and consequent loss and marginalization of bodies of knowl-
edge. In this sense, it is argued that decolonization is “an on-going process of becom-
ing, unlearning, and relearning regarding who we are.” We consider that this process of 
unlearning and relearning forms a basis for dialectic scholarly engagement that recog-
nizes historical and current power dynamics in attempts to “decolonize the university.”

In this piece, we examine interpretations and contestations around internationali-
zation and decolonization in UK universities, in strategy and policy, teaching practice, 
and research collaborations. We put forward suggestions about what needs to happen 
for these two processes to work hand-in-hand, and about the complexities involved.

Reframing Our Institutional Strategies
Using the United Kingdom as a case study, we can trace how universities’ international 
strategies have evolved over time and more recently are often described as “global en-
gagement strategies.” On the surface, these are outward facing. They are about building 
long-term relationships and making a positive global contribution. But how different 
are they really? With whom are these “engagement” strategies actually engaging? And 
do the relationships that are envisaged still place the UK institution in the driving seat?

Headline findings from a research study exploring the current and future role of glob-
al engagement in UK university strategies indicate that, while rhetoric has become more 
values-led, measures selected to evaluate success have changed little. Most relate to 
institutional profile, reach, or income. Western, Anglocentric conceptualizations of in-
ternationalization are rarely challenged. Decolonization is barely mentioned. 

Embracing the International Classroom
The recent and renewed interest in decolonization within UK higher education seeks to 
understand what decolonizing research and the curriculum actually looks like. Academics 
and students alike have challenged the reluctance to “decolonize the academy” through 
tactical interventions such as “Why is my curriculum white?” and to criticize why cours-
es (and the staff who teach them) are lacking representation from nonwhite scholars. 

Abstract
Different interpretations and 
contestations related to inter-
nationalization and decoloni-
zation in universities result in a 
contradictory picture. Even where 
Western institutions ostensibly 
embrace the drive for decoloni-
zation, their Anglocentric, colo-
nial interpretations of interna-
tionalization are often at odds 
with this effort—in the areas of 
strategy and policy, as well as 
teaching practice and research. 
Changes in approach are needed 
in order for these two processes 
to work hand-in-hand within a 
complex conceptual and oper-
ating context. 

Western, Anglocentric conceptu-
alizations of internationalization 
are rarely challenged.

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1478210320965066
https://www.internationalhighereducation.net/api-v1/article/!/action/getPdfOfArticle/articleID/3360/productID/29/filename/article-id-3360.pdf
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=2022010810042948
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2021/jan/14/rhodes-must-fall-oxford-colonialism-zimbabwe-simukai-chigudu
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1747016117733296
https://www.vickylewisconsulting.co.uk/time-to-move-on-from-the-internationalisation-strategy.php
https://www.vickylewisconsulting.co.uk/global-strategies-report.php
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Next, we need to reconceptualize research collaboration so that marginalized partners 
are prioritized through the centering of subaltern voices in this process. In sum, inter-
nationalization policy must explicitly dismantle the legacy of coloniality, using the cur-
rent manifestations of internationalization as a starting point in this complicated but 
necessary process. 

Building Connections During 
a Time of Global Change:
An International Snapshot 
of Virtual Exchange
Rajika Bhandari and Kyle Kastler

V irtual exchange has expanded in recent years, with more regional, national, and 
multinational initiatives being established. Yet the dynamics of the field have 

not been adequately studied, and little is known about the diversity and spread of 
programs that leverage technology to foster knowledge and cultural exchange. In-
dividual educators are often left wondering how much virtual exchange is happen-
ing beyond their campus context and if it varies from what they provide. Based on a 
2021 survey of global virtual exchange conducted by the Stevens Initiative, which aims to 
fill this gap in knowledge, this article shares key findings about the landscape of glob-
al virtual exchange, while also discussing lessons learned and implications for imple-
menting virtual exchange. 

This survey included responses from 233 virtual exchange providers who implement-
ed global programs between September 2020 and August 2021. Of these, the 177 provid-
ers who shared detailed data on their virtual exchange programs reported implement-
ing a total of 3,073 distinct programs that in turn served a total of 224,168 participants. 
A highlight of the 2021 survey, the second in a series, is its attempt to go beyond pro-
grams that involve the United States, capturing programs in other world regions and 
including South–South exchanges. 

Virtual Exchange Providers and Participants
Most virtual exchange providers were higher education institutions (56 percent), fol-
lowed by nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) that operate in more than one coun-
try (21 percent). The higher education sector is most represented in the survey, whether 
as the largest group of providers of virtual exchange programs or with postsecondary 
students being the largest participant group (66 percent of providers reported serving 
undergraduates; 29 percent reported serving graduate/postgraduate students). About 
35 percent of programs served high school students. 

  Providers increasingly reported joining virtual exchange networks around the world, 
with a majority (60 percent) indicating they were part of one or more such consorti-
ums, including the Stevens Initiative’s own network (24 percent), the SUNY COIL Global 
Network (13 percent), UNICollaboration in Europe (9 percent), and Red Latinoamericana 
COIL (6 percent). 
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Abstract
Virtual exchange has witnessed 
unprecedented growth in recent 
years, yet much remains to be 
known about types of programs 
globally; characteristics of partic-
ipants and content of programs; 
and countries engaged in these 
activities. Based on a 2021 sur-
vey of virtual exchange, this ar-
ticle presents key findings about 
the landscape of global virtual 
exchange, while sharing lessons 
learned and implications for im-
plementing virtual exchange. Fur-
ther, the variable impact of COV-
ID-19 on virtual exchange is also 
examined. 

Furthermore, OECD data shows that over 40 percent of the 6.1 million internationally 
mobile students are studying in only four host English-speaking countries: the United 
States, the United Kingdom, Canada, and Australia. This has implications for teaching 
practice and for students learning in a second language.

The convergence of diverse cultures and languages in an internationalized classroom 
can provide a space for critical and uncomfortable dialogues from different perspectives. 
This suggests that internationalization can potentially afford a space for decolonization 
in higher education. But this will involve a recognition that diversity creates an opportu-
nity for learning and teaching, for everyone. However, there persists an academic deficit 
perception of international students in internationalization discourses. This deficit nar-
rative has been described as neoimperialist. In other words, Western frames of knowing 
remain the dominant conceptualization of internationalization. This, therefore, begs the 
question: Can internationalization be decolonized in our teaching practice? 

Reconceptualizing Research Collaboration
A 2020 Higher Education Policy Institute (HEPI) debate paper made several 
recommendations to ensure that decolonization in UK higher education focuses on in-
creasing funding for BAME (Black, Asian, and minority ethnic) scholars. The recommen-
dations included increasing research support and scholarships, addressing deficiencies 
in curricula, creating departmental roles to address decoloniality, and working toward 
rectifying misunderstandings of the terms and processes. Key research funders such as 
UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) and the Wellcome Trust have also sought to address 
issues related to decoloniality in research. For instance, the Wellcome Trust published 
a resource to inform anti-racist practice in its organization and research. 

Counterarguments point out that the scope of these reflections remains Eurocentric, 
focusing more on “self-improvement” on the part of UK funders and universities. In con-
trast, efforts led by African universities establish measures to address decolonization 
through holistic measures to improve curricula, research objectives, and international 
collaborations. Furthermore, a recent consensus statement set forth guidelines for re-
searchers to promote equitable authorship in research partnerships between low- and 
low-middle-income countries (LMIC) and high-income countries (HIC). As some Global 
South universities are dependent on Western funding to support their research programs, 
particularly in the areas of health and development, more work needs to be done to 
center the needs of southern institutions to divest from ongoing legacies of coloniality 
in higher education and promote meaningful collaboration. 

Embedding Decoloniality in Internationalization 
There is little evidence that the university internationalization agenda is explicitly in-
vested in decolonization. This answers the rhetorical question posed in our heading. It 
also prompts another question: Where do we go from here? 

Although a few universities place valuing other cultures and perspectives at the heart 
of internationalization, there is still a long way to go when it comes to opening up the 
debate on the decolonization of internationalization. Universities are at different stages 
of this complex and complicated process. Many have not even started. 

Moving forward with a decolonial internationalization agenda will require institu-
tions to truly welcome diversity of knowledge and confront the persisting hegemonic 
structures that constrain knowing through an expanded lens. Thus, all stakeholders in 
different global contexts need to challenge the rhetoric of “global engagement” that 
seemingly presents a nonpoliticized and nonracialized outlook. The voices of erstwhile 
marginalized stakeholders reaffirm the need to redress the enduring legacies of colo-
nization embedded in the structures of higher education institutions, globally. Strate-
gies for decolonialization of internationalization must be supported by tangible policy 
changes that reflect the lived experiences of students and staff. The current main mani-
festation of internationalization as affording intercultural connections offers a potential 
way to re-envision internationalization, first by embracing the international classroom as 
a site of diverse perspectives that can drive decolonization of curricula and pedagogy. 

https://www.stevensinitiative.org/resource/2021-survey-of-the-virtual-exchange-field-report/
https://www.stevensinitiative.org/
mailto:Omolabake.Fakunle%40ed.ac.uk?subject=
mailto:Chisomo.Kalinga%40ed.ac.uk?subject=
mailto:vickylewisconsulting%40gmail.com?subject=
https://www.teaching-matters-blog.ed.ac.uk/mini-series-learning-from-a-critical-incident-in-an-internationalised-classroom/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13562517.2019.1617264?journalCode=cthe20
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/HEPI_Miseducation_Debate-Paper-23_FINAL.pdf
https://www.ukri.org/news/ukri-publishes-ethnicity-analysis-of-funding-applicants-and-awardees/
https://wellcome.org/what-we-do/our-work/diversity-and-inclusion/wellcomes-anti-racist-principles-and-toolkit
https://theconversation.com/what-a-new-university-in-africa-is-doing-to-decolonise-social-sciences-77181
https://associationofanaesthetists-publications.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/anae.15597
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Next, we need to reconceptualize research collaboration so that marginalized partners 
are prioritized through the centering of subaltern voices in this process. In sum, inter-
nationalization policy must explicitly dismantle the legacy of coloniality, using the cur-
rent manifestations of internationalization as a starting point in this complicated but 
necessary process. 
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