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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction 

The Higher Education Program of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD) launched the project Managing Internationalization in April 2011. This 

program aimed to explore the interwoven relationships between the internationalization 

strategies of governments and higher education institutions so as to help them face the range of 

challenges associated with internationalization (OECD, 2011). Although the internationalization 

of higher education (IHE) has gained popularity since the 1980s, the launch of this program is 

evidence that internationalization has become a worldwide phenomenon and a key feature of 

higher education institutions in today’s world.  

The understanding and practice of internationalization of higher education have developed 

from outcome-oriented international activities and strategies associated with the IHE to process-

oriented integration of international, intercultural or global dimension into the purpose, functions 

and delivery of secondary education (de Wit & Hunter, 2015), and to e-mobility during the 

recent global pandemic. The past twenty years have seen expansions of the internationalization 

of higher education even amid global crises (Garcia, 2020), because internationalization has 

reached to “the heart of the very meaning of ‘university’ and into every facet of its operation, 

from teaching and education to research and scholarship, to enterprises and innovation and to the 

culture and ethos of the institution” (Foskett, 2010, p. 37). 
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This doctoral dissertation, Internationalization of Regional Higher Education in China: A 

Critical Policy Case Study of a Transnational Double-Degree Program, aims to understand the 

IHE in the Chinese context, specifically, how the IHE in China is conceptualized in policies at 

national and institutional levels, the driving force for a Chinese regional university to engage in 

the process of the IHE, how a transnational education (TNE) program operated in one regional 

university has benefited the university and its students, and the challenges associated with the 

TNE program. 

In this introductory chapter, I begin by sketching out the research context where neoliberal 

globalization has significantly influenced higher institutions worldwide. I then elaborate on the 

research problems, the aims and objectives of the study, the research questions, an overview of 

the study methodology and theoretical framework before presenting the researcher’s positionality 

and the organization of the dissertation. 

Research Context: The Internationalization of Higher Education 

In the past three decades, global economic, cultural, and social forces have significantly 

influenced higher education all over the world. In response to these factors and forces, many 

higher education institutions have begun to engage in internationalization. Briefly stated, the 

internationalization of higher education means “the intentional process of integrating an 

international, intercultural or global dimension into the purpose, functions and delivery of post-

secondary education, in order to enhance the quality of education and research for all students 

and staff, and to make a meaningful contribution to society” (de Wit & Hunter, 2015, p. 283). 
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Under the context of neoliberal globalization, higher institutions have widely engaged in 

international strategies and initiatives to compete for talented students, world renowned scholars 

and various educational resources in order to internationalize institutions at home. At the same 

time, higher education institutions are compared through global ranking systems according to 

how international they have become (Larsen, 2016). And higher education internationalization 

policy making now crosses national borders given the involvement of international 

organizations, such as the World Bank and the OECD (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010; Tarc, 2009). 

As a result of these various forces and factors, the internationalization of higher education 

has become high on the agenda at institutional, national, regional, and international levels, and it 

has gained attention from both policy researchers and policy makers in the domain of education 

across the world (Altbach, 2002; de Wit, 2006; Egron-Polak & Hudson, 2014; Knight, 2004; 

Rizvi & Lingard, 2010; Yang, 2014). As Knight (2018), a long-standing scholar on the IHE has 

explained, internationalization has evolved “from a marginal and minor component to a global, 

strategic, and mainstream factor” in higher education (p. 2).  

Research Problems 

This is a study about the IHE in China. The Chinese government has attached increasingly 

great importance to education in the past three decades. For instance, the Outline of China’s 

National Plan for Medium and Long-term Education Reform and Development 2010-2020 

released in 2010 by the State Council stipulates that China’s national strategy is to prioritize 

education in order to turn China into a country rich in human resources. In order to realize this 
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strategic goal, China has gained a significant development in the IHE in recent years (Yang, 

2014). For example, a report released in 2015 by the China Education Association for 

International Exchange (CEAIE) showed that among all the universities and colleges in China, 

93% have formulated an internationalization development plan (CEAIE, 2015). 

Internationalization has become an indicator of what it means to become a world-class 

institution for China’s research universities (Yuan, 2011). Believing that world-class universities 

are reflections of the strength of a nation, the Chinese government has been significantly 

investing in its top universities in terms of teaching, finance, and school administration (Huang, 

2015; Liu & Metcalfe, 2015; Yang & Welch, 2012). Taking Tsinghua University, one of China’s 

top research universities, for example, its recent fast development can be attributed to its 

integration as a partner into the prestigious national programs, such as “Project 211” and “Project 

985” (Yang & Welch, 2012). Another top research university in China, Beijing University, 

received research funds from 31.9 million RMB in 1990 to 630.3 million RMB in 2005, with a 

percentage of national sources increasing from 28% in 1990 to 80% in 2005 (Hayhoe, Zha, & 

Yan, 2012).  

Project 211, initiated by the Ministry of Education (MOE) in 1995, was purposefully 

designed to manage 100 high-level universities for the 21st century that are responsible for 

enhancing research capability and socio-economic development. Currently, there are 116 

institutions approved as members of the Project 211 (MOE, 2011). Project 985 is another 

national project that allocates funding to the selected universities to build research centres, 

improve facilities, hold international conferences, attract world-renowned faculty, and help 
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Chinese faculty attend conferences abroad. The title derives from the time of the announcement 

of the project, May 1998, namely the fifth month of the year of 1998. Nine top research 

universities were selected as members at its early stage, including Beijing University and 

Tsinghua University. In 2011, the total members were up to 39, ending up with no new members 

to be accepted in the group (MOE, 2011).  

By 2017, China’s higher education institutions totalled 2914, among which Project 985 and 

211 universities accounted for 5% of the total (MOE, 2017). According to the MOE, 72% of the 

total governmental investment was distributed to the two groups of elite universities during the 

five years from 2009 to 2013. One of China’s highly strategic policies is to help top elite 

universities speed up to become world-class universities through internationalization (Mohrman 

& Wang, 2010; Hayhoe, Zha, & Yan, 2012; Yang, 2014). Through this strategy, the Chinese 

government hopes that China’s world-class universities could become internationally 

competitive and mark China’s achievements in higher education (Song, 2018).  

As most internationalization initiatives have focused on national elite, not regional, 

universities, this has had a negative impact on regional universities. Statistics shows that the gap 

of expenditure per student between national elite universities and regional universities increased 

from 3,708 Yuan RMB in 1998 to 8,196 Yuan RMB in 2006 (Fang, 2012). This dissertation, 

which focuses on internationalization at a regional university in China, focuses on this problem 

and shows the ways in which internationalization has and can be taken up at a smaller, regional 

university. 
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Furthermore, among all the internationalization strategies, establishing TNE programs is an 

important one, and the focus of this study. The United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization (UNESCO)/OECD (2005) defines a TNE program as “higher education 

that takes place in situations where the teacher, student, programme, institution/provider or 

course materials cross national jurisdictional borders” (p. 9). TNE programs can present in 

various models – student and staff mobility, curriculum mobility, program mobility, and 

institutional mobility (Knight & McNamara, 2017). In the context of China, TNE programs refer 

to the collaborative programs between Chinese institutions and their international partners which 

are designed to deliver education service to Chinese students within the territory of China (MOE, 

2013).  

Since ‘importing excellent foreign educational resources’ has been considered as a means to 

enhance the quality of China’s higher education, carrying out transnational education programs 

has become high on the agenda of China’s higher education institutions. By the end of 2017, 

there were totally 65 transnational institutions and 930 individual transnational education 

programs, however, only 181 of them were assumed by the Project 985 and the Project 211 

universities, leaving 82% of the transnational institutions and programs carried out by regional 

universities (MOE, 2017). It is clear that China’s regional universities play a major role in the 

expansion of higher education, but the limited budget has imposed restrictions on their teaching 

and research improvement (Fang, 2012). 

Current literature shows that studies of China’s higher education internationalization mainly 

concentrates on top research universities (Mohrman & Wang, 2008; Song, 2018; Xie & Yang, 
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2015; Yu, 2010), and studies of China’s regional universities regarding how the 

internationalization of higher education is conceptualized in policies at regional universities and 

their driving forces of internationalization remain rare. This study examines a transnational 

education program jointly operated by a Chinese regional university and a university in New 

Zealand. I refer to this joint program as the Sino-New Zealand Double-Degree (SNZDD) 

program. In order to protect the privacy of both universities, I use pseudonyms - Regional 

University (RU) and New Zealand University (NZU) for each. The SNZDD program is an 

undergraduate level program in which RU’s students in the Metallic Material Engineering 

(MME) program study on the RU campus for the first three years and on the NZU campus for 

the fourth year. The students will be conferred two bachelor’s degrees from both the universities 

when they successfully complete all the academic requirements. 

Through examining the SNZDD program, this study attempts to provide a critical policy 

analysis of why and how RU has engaged in internationalization and who are excluded during 

the process of policy making and implementation. 

Purpose of the Study 

This study aims to elucidate what internationalization of higher education means from the 

perspectives of RU’s administrators and staff and what are the driving forces for RU to 

internationalize its education. Using critical policy analysis, this study also illuminates how 

internationalization policies were implemented at RU through examining the SNZDD program, 

and how this program has benefited the university and the students associated with it. This study 
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further questions whose voices are missing in the process of internationalization policy-making 

at RU. By exploring the above issues, this study seeks to achieve the following overall 

objectives: 

1. To understand what higher education internationalization means within the context of a 

Chinese regional university. 

2. To develop a better understanding of the ideologies that drive internationalization in this 

regional university. 

Research Questions 

This study is guided by the following research questions: 

1. How is the internationalization of higher education in China conceptualized in the 

policies at national and institutional levels?  

2. What has driven RU to engage in the process of the internationalization of higher 

education?  

3. How has the SNZDD program benefited RU and the students associated with the 

program?  

4. What are the challenges associated with the SNZDD program at RU? 

    To carry out this study, I used the qualitative case study approach that involved the critical 

policy perspective and Bourdieu’s concepts of field and capital as theoretical framework. The 

critical policy perspective helped analyze how the IHE in China is conceptualized and what has 
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driven RU to engage in internationalization. Bourdieu’s concepts of field and capital helped 

analyze the benefits and challenges to RU and the students associated with the SNZDD program.  

Significance of the Study 

First, in research on China’s higher education internationalization, most scholars have 

focused on the analysis of the strategic change of China’s education policies (Brandenburg & 

Zhu, 2007), or on conceptual and theoretical analysis (Yemini, 2015; Byram, 2018), but there is 

not much with empirical research of specific higher education institutions on this topic. 

Responding to Knight and de Wit’s (2018) argument that internationalization of higher education 

is “disconnected from the local context” (p. 3), this study is an attempt to fill the existing 

research gaps of the literature, scholarship and knowledge with a focus on the ideologies that 

drive internationalization (Stier, 2004), the implementation of internationalization policies and 

challenges associated to the internationalization practice in a real context. 

Second, although most of the regional universities have formulated internationalization 

development plans or have carried out internationalization initiatives, the literature review will 

show that current research about China’s higher education internationalization mainly 

concentrates on top research universities, leaving out the regional universities which account for 

95% among all Chinese universities unattended.  

Third, methodological limitations exist in double-degree program research. Most studies 

have been conducted under traditional positivist epistemology based on quantitative 

methodology, which have potentially missed in-depth understandings and limited theory 
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development (Naidoo & Hollebeek, 2016). Using a critical policy approach, this study generates 

findings and analyses which are of interest and value to both scholars and stakeholders. 

Hopefully, this study can provide experience and clues to future study in the higher education 

internationalization or provide reference for policy makers. 

Positionality 

In critical policy analysis, considering the positionality of a researcher is about “who is 

doing the policy analysis and for what purpose, and with what context” (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010, 

p. 46). I have long been living in and working with traditional Chinese communities before I 

started working for the International Office of a regional university in Northern China in 2003. 

Since then, I started to connect with international teachers, mostly from western countries, and 

get information about the universities and higher education systems of their countries. Their 

stories aroused my interests in comparisons of curriculum, teaching and learning, education 

policies, and educational outcomes between different countries.  

The early 21st century saw a great prosperity of higher education internationalization in 

China. My university was also going with the tide, seeking various collaborations with 

international partners. I was personally involved in the applications for and management of three 

transnational double-degree programs with universities of Australia, Korea, and New Zealand.  

Although I used to have chances to visit a few universities in the United States, and my deep 

involvement in the transnational education programs of my university has offered me some 

knowledge of western higher education, these could not stop my yearning for a ‘true’ higher 
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education experience in western countries. I finally selected Canada to realize my dream. Here in 

Canada, I completed my MA and then began pursuing my PhD study as an international student. 

My passions on China’s internationalization of higher education and the internationalization 

initiatives of Canada’s higher education have triggered my reflection on the policies of China’s 

internationalization of higher education from the perspective of comparative and international 

education which I am engaged in.  

I situate my doctoral dissertation Internationalization of Regional Higher Education in 

China: A Critical Policy Case Study of a Transnational Double-Degree Program within the field 

of education internationalization policy study, specifically focusing on a transnational double-

degree program between my previous university and a New Zealand university. Previously a 

coordinator of a transnational double-degree program at a Chinese university and currently an 

international doctoral student in higher education internationalization, I have identities of both 

insider and outsider. This positionality shapes why I am engaged in this study and how I look at 

and understand the research event. 

Firstly, as an insider, I share similar experiences with my interviewees, so I can understand 

their thinking and acting from their point of view to gain a better understanding of my study. On 

the other hand, I can apply my professional knowledge in higher education internationalization to 

translate their language into my own in a more accurate way (Collins, 1986). Second, since I am 

no longer a staff in the regional university, the research site, I am an outsider too. As an outsider 

is not subordinated to any groups or individuals under study, there can be a balance between the 

strengths of his/her professional training and the lived personal and cultural experiences (Collins, 
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1986). Accordingly, there can be a greater degree of objectivity in observing the research site 

and collecting data (Mullings, 1999). 

Organization of the Dissertation 

This study consists of seven chapters. The first chapter introduces the research background 

and context, the research problems, the aims and objectives of the study, the research questions, 

an overview of the study methodology and theoretical framework, and the researcher’s 

positionality. Chapter 2 reviews the literature and scholarship of the internationalization of 

higher education in both international and Chinese contexts. Based on the review of the 

literature, chapter 2 presents the gaps in the existing research in the field of Chinese higher 

education internationalization. Chapter 3 introduces the research methods – the qualitative case 

study approach - applied in this study. Chapter 4 introduces the main theoretical framework and 

conceptual approaches which include the critical policy perspective and Bourdieu’s concept of 

field and capital. Chapter 5 presents the main findings of the study which include the findings 

respectively from reviewing policy documents, individual interviews and online survey. Based 

on the main findings, Chapter 6 presents a discussion of the research questions. Chapter 7 

concludes the dissertation with a summary, discussion of the research limitations and some 

recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

As noted in the introduction to this dissertation, the internationalization of higher education 

(IHE) has become widespread since the 1980s; however, there was not much research into this 

area in its early stage. Some early research was sporadic and unsystematic (Teichler, 1996), and 

studies with serious theory and methodology were only first conducted from the early 21st 

century (Altbach & Knight, 2007). 

    Over the past two decades, studies about the IHE have attracted researcher and policy 

maker’s attention as internationalization has developed into a key subject in higher education 

(Knight & de Wit, 2018). Many researchers have reviewed the existing literature of 

internationalization from different aspects. Khoo (2011) indicated that literature on the IHE 

demonstrates market-driven and ethically driven discourses. After reviewing publications 

between 2010 and 2015, Larsen (2015) found that the emphasis of the IHE activities during that 

period was on four themes: internationalization of the curriculum, international students’ 

experiences, student and faculty mobility, and north-south partnerships. In her later book, Larsen 

(2016) noted that higher education institutions could internationalize through program and 

provider mobilities, such as double-degree programs and branch campuses. According to Kim 

and Sondhi (2015), causes of international student mobility, international students’ future plans, 

and international student transitions have become popular research topics as well.  
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Further studies in the IHE show that more themes can be added to the above lists. The first 

theme I have explored is the conception of the IHE. As the IHE has become a worldwide 

phenomenon, the definition of internationalization has been evolving as the scope and scale of 

internationalization have expanded (Knight, 2008; Knight, 2016a). The second theme is 

rationales, namely, why internationalization has been conducted. Although the research into the 

IHE has entered a stage where “the why and what have been taken over by the how”, it is still 

important to go back to the basics and look carefully at the rationales of the IHE in the current 

global knowledge economy (de Wit, 2011, p. 246). In addition, some scholars have researched 

internationalization in a critical way, investigating benefits and challenges of internationalization 

(Stier, 2006; Abdi & Shultz, 2008; Andreotti, 2013). 

Based on the research questions of this study, this chapter reviews current literature on the 

IHE. The first section provides an overview of research on the IHE, including definitions, myths 

and misconceptions. The second section reviews research about the main rationales and 

strategies of the internationalization of higher education. One of the many ways that higher 

education institutions are internationalizing is through the development of transnational 

programs, such as double-degree programs, which is the focus of this doctoral study. Thus, the 

third section reviews research on double-degree programs, specifically within the context of 

China. This chapter concludes by discussing gaps in the existing research literature in order to 

provide a justification for this study. Through the chapter, I show how the content and literature 

are aligned with the goals and research questions of the study. 
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Definitions, Myths and Misconceptions of Internationalization 

First, I trace the evolving definitions of internationalization. In the 1980s, an activity-

oriented approach of internationalization prevailed (de Wit, 2011), and much research mostly 

concentrated on internationalization initiatives at the institutional level and on the social and 

academic experiences of international students (Sanderson, 2011). Since the 1990s, a more 

integral process-based approach has been taken as the mainstream of IHE to enhance their 

international cooperation and economic competitiveness. Around this time, Knight (1994) 

developed a definition of internationalization as a process of “integrating an international and 

intercultural dimension into the teaching, research, and service functions” (p. 7). Although this 

definition has been widely used, its weaknesses are that it has limited goals, namely it does not 

say to it in the definition in relation to the public good, and it has excluded the international 

activities at the institutional sector level and national level (Van der Wende, 1997).  

In 2003, in response to some of these criticisms, Knight expanded her definition of 

internationalization as “the process of integrating an international, intercultural, or global 

dimension into the purpose, functions or delivery of postsecondary education” (p. 2). This 

definition focuses on the internationalization of post-secondary education, and that it is a 

dynamic process of institutional change. 

While the internationalization of higher education has prospered, the driving forces vary 

from institution to institution and from nation to nation and have become more complex and 

changing as internationalization develops (Knight, 2004). Many have argued that the IHE is now 
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driven primarily by economic rationales, a topic that I explore below. In response to the 

economic, for-profit emphasis on internationalization, some scholars have focused on defining 

internationalization as “any requirements and challenges related to the globalization of societies, 

economy and labour markets” (Van der Wende, 1997, p. 8), which has led higher education from 

one that used to focusing on the public good, cooperation, human democracy and democratic 

citizenship to an intensive and extensive competition in international markets by aggressive 

marketing strategies (Turpin, Iredale, & Crinnion, 2002). De Wit (2011) argued that “increasing 

competition in higher education and the commercialization and cross-border delivery of higher 

education have challenged the value traditionally attached to cooperation, such as exchanges and 

partnerships” (p. 242). 

Higher education is a field where a public good and democracy have traditionally been 

cherished. Although current higher education mode has been criticized, many scholars still 

believe that higher education should play a role to foster justice and democracy (Rizvi & 

Lingard, 2010). In fact, building on Knight’s definition outlined above, authors de Wit and 

Hunter (2015) developed a broader concept of the IHE, which is “the intentional process of 

integrating an international, intercultural or global dimension into the purpose, functions and 

delivery of post-secondary education, in order to enhance the quality of education and research 

for all students and staff, and to make a meaningful contribution to society” (p. 283). This 

definition delivers the messages that internationalization needs to be more inclusive, with the 

goal to achieve the public good and support justice and democracy. 
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With the growth in research on the IHE, there has developed a number of myths and 

misconceptions about internationalization. Knight (2011) summed up five “myths” or 

misconceptions about internationalization. The first myth is that internationalization can be 

equated with increasing numbers of international students, and that foreign students are agents of 

internationalization. The second myth is the belief that the quality of a university is determined 

by high international levels of curriculum, faculty, students, and research. The third myth rests 

on the perception that a plurality of on-paper agreements with international partners is more 

important than implementing fewer agreements. The fourth myth is that some institutions base 

their quality on international recognition, using the number of international accreditations as an 

indicator. The fifth myth is mistaking the pursuit of international standing for the goal of 

internationalization.  

Consistent with Knight (2011), de Wit (2011) also noticed some prevalent misconceptions 

in the IHE. He concluded that some institutions equate programs in the English language with 

internationalization; for example, some students believe that any kind of studying or staying 

abroad is equivalent to internationalization; similarly, institutions equate internationally-based 

programs and having international students with internationalization; some researchers believe 

that international is inherent to the nature of universities, no guidance is needed; and finally, 

international activities are considered the goal of internationalization. 

Different understandings of the IHE can derive from different rationales for 

internationalization. As noted in the introductory chapter, I agree with de Wit, Hunter, Howard 

and Egron-Polak (2015) that higher education internationalization should be inclusive of all 
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students and staff and should aim at achieving the public good. However, rationales for the IHE 

vary from institutions to institutions and contexts to contexts when “universities are guided by 

divergent understandings of the term ‘internationalization’ as well as by diverging or even 

contradictory ideologies” (Stier, 2004, p. 83). Thus, it is important that research into the IHE be 

conducted across a wide range of universities, especially those outside the West (the focus of 

much internationalization research) in order to identify the different ways that 

internationalization has been adopted across different higher education institutions. 

Next, I review the literature on the rationales and strategies of higher education 

internationalization. Stier (2010) indicated that the ideas about internationalization include “a set 

of principles, underpinnings, goals and strategies which structure and permeate the actions and 

beliefs of educators, groups, organisations or societies”, therefore, the term ‘ideologies’ is 

broader and more complex than ‘rationales’ which refers to “educational visions, foci and goals 

and underscore educational policies” (p. 340). The main purpose of this study is to investigate 

why and how a Chinese regional university implements its internationalization policies through 

conducting an international double-degree program. For a consistency with the main purpose of 

this study, I will also review the driving forces and strategies conducted in the 

internationalization of higher education, beginning with Stier’s work.  

Stier’s Ideologies of Internationalization: Idealism, Instrumentalism and Educationalism 

Stier’s ideologies of internationalization include idealism, instrumentalism and 

educationalism. When Stier refers to ideologies of education internationalization he is talking 
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about the driving forces that transform “the spirit of internationalization” into “educational 

practice” (Stier, 2004, p. 84). According to Stier, people who hold the ideology of idealism 

believe that higher education internationalization tends to create “a more democratic, fair and 

equal world” (p. 88). In this ideology, international cooperation is considered an approach for 

progress and improvement of the human society. In contrast to the idealist assumption, 

instrumentalists take international cooperation as a way to realize the purposes of economy and 

politics, such as making profits and spreading national ideologies. In the context of globalization, 

this approach is pragmatic since higher education has been considered a commodity and a means 

to enhance the national and global position, the degree of influence and the capacity for 

competitiveness in the field of education.  

Different from the other two ideologies, educationalists focus purely on the professional or 

academic purpose of education, believing that international cooperation can provide learners 

with a set of skills or academic experiences through life-long learning. Stier (2004) believed 

when exposed to a culturally and academically different setting, a learner benefits from 

experiencing the unique culture and academic system.  

Stier (2004) noted that the three ideologies on internationalization are ‘ideal-type 

constructs” (p. 88). For example, the ideology of idealism was presumed being rooted in a ‘pre-

global’ era when there was a belief of creating and developing civilization. However, as higher 

education internationalization has become more widespread in the context of globalization, the 

motives of internationalization are becoming more complex (Knight, 2012). Although the three 
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ideologies are fundamentally different, they sometimes overlap. These overlaps can be used to 

investigate how universities carry out internationalization (Stier, 2010; Stier & Börjesson, 2010). 

In this study, I apply Stier’s ideologies of education internationalization to analyze the 

driving forces for the regional university to carry out the SNZDD program and how has the 

university implemented its internationalization policies. Another way to consider these driving 

forces is to examine the rationales for the IHE. 

Rationales for Higher Education Internationalization 

An increasingly globalized, knowledge-intensive and multi-cultural world has sped up 

universities in their internationalization of teaching (Altbach, 1998; de Wit, 2018; Stier, 2010). 

The rationales for internationalization activities and strategies have changed over time, vary from 

institutions to institutions, and are driven by various factors. Blumenthal, Goodwin, Smith, and 

Teichler (1996) classified rationales for higher education internationalization by political, 

economic, educational, cultural, or by academic, scientific, and technological. Similarly, Knight 

(2003) categorized rationales for higher education internationalization into political, economic, 

cultural, and academic dimensions. More recently, Maringe, Foskett, and Woodfield (2013) 

extended this notion to include the economic, political, educational, sociocultural, technological, 

and pedagogical dimensions. Although Maringe et al.’s classification is clear in describing 

strategies and purposes of each dimension, there exists an overlap between educational, 

technological, and pedagogical dimensions. Knight’s (2004) framework offers overarching 

taxonomy to understand the rationales of the IHE. In the next section, I use this taxonomy to 
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categorize the rationales of the IHE into political, economic, and educational and cultural 

dimensions. 

Political Dimension 

Internationalization reflects a world order where national states control social and economic 

process beyond the borders (Huang, 2007), therefore, national governments are one of the main 

drivers of internationalization (Teichler, 2004). Under such context, the IHE is sometimes seen 

as a political objective to fulfil ideological goals, such as spreading desirable intention of 

governments (Groves, Montes, & Carvalho, 2017; Stier, 2004; Stier, 2010). As one of the key 

actors in internationalization, higher education institutions have become ‘international’ in 

response to political imperatives (Wihlborg & Robson, 2018). For instance, higher education has 

been involved in either cooperation and exchange or competition between countries (de Wit & 

Adams, 2010). 

Research on the political influences on higher education internationalization centres on two 

aspects. Some researchers have focused their research on the geopolitical influence on 

internationalization (Fischer & Green, 2018; Gong, 2010; Leask & Bridge, 2013; Li, 2004; 

Robson, 2016; Teichler, 2009; Wihlborg & Robson, 2018; Wu, 2018; Wu & Panthaki, 2017; 

Yang, 2012). The geopolitical influence on internationalization vary from country to country and 

region to region. For instance, Australia has taken the IHE as its foreign aid program from the 

1970s with zero or little tuitions charged from international students (Coates, Dobson, 

Goedegebuure, & Meek, 2014).  
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Geopolitical influences also have shaped the IHE on a regional level. The Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) has initiated regional educational collaborations among the 

ASEAN members to connect their universities to the global knowledge-based economy (Gong, 

2010; Li, 2004; Oleksiyenko & Li, 2018; Yang, 2012). In order to meet the demand of its 

internal labour market and political integration, the European Union (EU) has conducted the 

ERASMUS+ program that aims at providing the EU citizens best practices in education policy at 

the national and regional levels. (Altbach & Knight, 2007; European Commission, 2019; Ritzen 

& Marconi, 2011). These strategies serve to optimize the geopolitical interests of the nations and 

their regions (Wang, 2014; Wu, 2018). 

China has also actively engaged in the geopolitical internationalization activities. Its 

massive ‘Belt and Road Initiative’1 (BRI) strategy which coordinates policymaking in higher 

education, economy and infrastructure across Eurasia and eastern Africa reflects its ambition to 

reshape or even dominate the regional and international order (Jones & Zeng, 2019). 

Some researchers’ foci centre on soft power enhancement through culture exporting 

(Kitano, 2014; Li & Tian, 2016; Popa, 2014; Romi, 2018; Trilokekar, 2009; Wu, 2018; Yang, 

2012; Yang, 2014). The term “soft power” was first used by Joseph Nye of Harvard University 

in his 1990 book Bound to Lead: The Changing Nature of American Power, where he referred 

soft power to “intangible power resources such as culture, ideology, and institutions” (Nye, 

1990, p. 166-167). Public diplomacy, such as cultural diplomacy, is one of the critical 

 
1 The Belt and Road Initiative is a global development strategy adopted by the Chinese government in 2013 

involving infrastructure development and investments in nearly 70 countries and international organizations in Asia, 

Europe, and Africa. 
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approaches of soft power establishment (Nye, 2008). Through establishing cultural collaborative 

programs, such as attracting international students, propagating culture and ideology, and 

translating national policy into actions, higher education institutions have become an actor to 

help a nation to build its soft power (Peterson, 2014; Richmond, 2003; Wu, 2018). Below, I 

return to this topic when reviewing literature on the internationalization of Chinese higher 

education 

Economic Dimension 

The current context of globalization has seen global capital significantly invested in higher 

education worldwide, attracting the interest of multilateral organizations like the World Trade 

Organization (WTO) and the World Bank (Altbach & Knight, 2007). The involvement of 

international organizations, such as the World Bank and the OECD, has made higher education 

internationalization policy making surpass national borders (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010; Tarc, 2009). 

In the context of neoliberal globalization, higher education internationalization has been utilized 

for economic and political purposes (Knight, 1997; Marginson, 2016). As a result, of these 

economic trends, education is now considered a commodity and is included in the General 

Agreement on Trade in Services (WTO, 2010). 

For the traditionally developed education service providers, such as the United States, the 

United Kingdom, Canada and Australia, the economic rationale is the primary rationale for 

higher education internationalization (Altbach & Knight, 2007; Fischer & Green, 2018; Murray 

& Leask, 2015; Rizvi & Lingard, 2006; Stier, 2004; Wihlborg & Robson, 2018). On one hand, 
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the IHE equips university graduates with the knowledge and skills needed for knowledge 

economies (Hammond, 2016). On the other hand, higher education institutions recruit talented 

and wealthy students (Knight, 2004; Marginson, 2006) and establish entrepreneurial and research 

capacity (Stier, 2010), so as to establish their institutional reputation (de Wit, 2011; Gibbs, 2011; 

Knight, 2008; Maringe et al., 2013).  

In the context of neoliberal globalization, higher education is viewed as a business of 

billions of dollars, as international higher education has shifted from being a public good to a 

world-wide tradable commodity for those who can afford it (Altbach, 2012; Altbach & Knight, 

2007; de Wit & Adams, 2010; Wilkins & Huisman, 2012). For some institutions, higher 

education internationalization is viewed as a means to generate revenue through the recruitment 

of high fee-paying international students, for example (Fang, 2012; Wilkins & Huisman, 2012). 

Some research-intensive institutions internationalize their education to become ‘world-class’ 

universities through attracting more research funding and international researchers and training 

labourers for the international labour markets (Blackmore, Blackwell, & Edmondson, 2016; 

Gunn & Mintrom, 2013; Ritzen & Marconi, 2011; Song, 2018; Yang, 2014; Wihlborg & 

Robson, 2018). 

 The IHE is also a field where nation-states compete for the regional or global economic 

interests (Hammond, 2016; Marginson, 2006). Countries like the United Arab Emirates (UAE) 

and Oman have connected the higher education expansions to their national development and 

regional and global positions, and other countries, such as China and Japan, have deep state 

involvement in the IHE to pursue nationalist agendas (Portnoi, et. al., 2010). Aiming at such 
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situations, some scholars argued that a more cooperative rather than competition-oriented pattern 

of internationalization could help establish the mutual understanding which is important for 

cooperation regionally and globally (Byun & Um, 2014; Hammond, 2016). 

Economic driven higher education internationalization is not a phenomenon restricted to 

countries in the global north. Countries in the Global South, such as South Africa and Brazil, are 

also active in internationalizing their higher education institutions. Although as recipients of 

most internationalization programs, developing countries internationalize their higher education 

mostly for earning income, like their developed peers (Altbach & Knight, 2007). 

The economic rationale for higher education internationalization is not only applied to 

individual countries, but also applied to entire regions. The massive European initiative called 

‘the Bologna Process’ was designed in 1999 to restructure their higher education systems within 

the 45 member countries of the European Union to enhance their competencies and 

employability for the labour force (Commission of the European Communities 2003; Stier, 

2010). Because of increased global connectivity, more mobility of students and faculty has 

created a global labour market for highly skilled workers and scientists (Allen & van der Velden, 

2011; Castells, 2000; Sanderson, 2011).  

Educational and Cultural Dimension 

de Wit and Hunter (2015) argued that the purpose of internationalization should be enhance 

the quality of higher education. Due to the increasing demand for international education, the 

past years have seen new strategies that can enhance the educational and cultural relevance of 
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higher education. These internationalization initiatives include internationalization of the 

curriculum (Garson, 2013; Hanson, 2010; Odgers & Giroux, 2009; Urban, Navarro & Borron, 

2017), international research collaboration (Eduan, 2019; Kolesnikov, Woo, Li, Shapira, & 

Youtie, 2019), faculty mobility, international branch campuses (Wilkins & Huisman, 2012), 

studying abroad and international service learning (Larsen, 2015, 2016; Miller, Kennedy, 

Cusiyupanqui, Cusiyupanqui, & Ann, 2018). While most researchers focus on international 

mobility of faculty, students or curriculum in higher education internationalization, Robson, 

Almeida and Schartner (2017) centred their attention on internationalization at home, which aims 

at offering social, intercultural and global learning experiences to the nonmobile majority of 

students and staff.  

Although some international education programs are market-driven, there is still 

involvement of non-profit universities in international education. Instead of making economic 

profit, these universities internationalize their institutions to enhance research and knowledge 

capacity or to promote cultural understanding, such as a branch campus established in Nigeria by 

Netherlands Business School and the African Leadership Forum, a non-profit organization as 

well as some universities established in South Africa and Kenya (Altbach & Knight, 2007). In 

this sense, Rizvi (2011) argued that it is wrong to view the IHE as a totally market-driven 

phenomenon, and it should be viewed as a combination of the traditional, more democratic 

values of education and a discourse of educational markets concerned with revenue generation.  

    With thirty years in development, internationalization has significantly influenced the higher 

education landscape worldwide and changed itself (Knight, 2012). Although current research on 
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Appendix 4: Letter of Information and Consent – Interview 

 

 
 

LETTER OF INFORMATION AND CONSENT 

Study Title：Internationalization of Regional Higher Education in China: A Policy 

Enactment Case Study of a Transnational Dual Degree Program 

 

Principal Investigator 

Dr. Marianne Larsen, Associate Professor, Faculty of Education, Western University 

 
Student Researcher 
Hailiang Zhao, Doctoral Candidate, Faculty of Education, Western University  

 

Introduction 

My name is Hailiang Zhao and I am a doctoral candidate at the Faculty of Education, Western 

University (Canada). I am currently working on a research project about the internationalization 

of regional higher education in China. I am inviting you to participate in this research.  

 

Purpose 

Following global trends, China has made significant developments in the area of higher education 

internationalization. Most research on this topic focuses on the internationalization initiatives in 

the top research universities. However, this study aims to explore why and how one Chinese 

regional university has enacted internationalization through a transnational dual-degree program 

in the context of globalization, and how this university has interpreted and enacted 

internationalization policies. It also focuses on the opportunities and challenges this regional 

university faces during the process of internationalization. 

 

Study Design 

This study is guided by a main research question “How has a Chinese regional university enacted 

the national internationalization policies?” and three sub-questions “Why is the 

internationalization of higher education important for this university?”, “How has this university 

enacted the internationalization policies through a transnational dual-degree program?”, and 

“What are the opportunities and challenges associated with the transnational dual-degree program?” 
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Procedures, Participants’ Rights and Benefits 

The study consists of an interview to understand internationalization at your university. The 

interview will be conducted via Skype. It will take between 45 - 60 minutes of your time. 

Participants must be either administrators who are responsible for the SNZDD program 

management or instructors who are teaching at least one SNZDD program course; and be able to 

speak and understand English or Mandarin.  You can choose whether to be interviewed in 

Mandarin or in English. Participation in this research is voluntary and not mandatory in any way. 

The interview can be stopped at any time if you experience any discomfort or fatigue. You may 

refuse to answer any questions or withdraw from the study at any time. If you decide to withdraw, 

any information collected prior will not be used. No new information will be collected without 

your permission. You do not waive any legal right by consenting to this study. There are no known 

or anticipated risks or discomforts associated with participating in this study. The research will 

help improve our understanding of the importance of internationalization of regional higher 

education in China, and the ways internationalization policies are interpreted and enacted. The 

research might not have a direct benefit on you personally but will provide you with an opportunity 

to reflect on the role you take in internationalization of China’s regional higher education. You 

will not receive any direct compensation for participating in this study.  

 

Confidentiality 

In order to build a rapport during the interview, I will ask your full name. However, your name 

will be replaced by a pseudonym in the study, and your name will not be shared in any reports, 

publications or presentations of the study results. I will not collect any other identifiable 

information from you. Only with your consent, unidentified quotes obtained during the interview 

may be used in the dissemination of research findings. Only representatives of Western University 

Non-Medical Research Ethics Board may require access to the study-related records to monitor 

the conduct of the research. Other people/groups/organizations outside the study team will not 

have access to the information collected. Any personal information about you in a form of a hard 

copy will be kept for 7 years in a locked cabinet at the researcher’s locked office. A list linking 

your assigned code for the research study with your name will be kept in a password-protected file, 

separate from all other files, in the hard-drive of the researcher’s laptop, which is encrypted and 

has personalized lock system. Only Hailiang Zhao has access to this laptop. All the data will be 

securely destroyed using industry-standard shredders and data-deletion software after the retention 

period of 7 years.  

 

The interview will be conducted via Skype. If you are interested in participating in this study, your 

verbal consent to participate in the study must be provided at the start of the interview. If you wish 

to participate in an interview, please email to confirm your interest and we will set a date and time 

for the Skype interview. 

 

If you have any questions regarding the study, please contact me, Hailiang Zhao, or my 

supervisor, Dr. Marianne Larsen at the contact information above. If you have any questions 
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about your rights as a research participant or the conduct of this study, you may contact The 

Office of Human Research Ethics. This office oversees the ethical conduct of research studies 

and is not part of the study team. Everything that you discuss will be kept confidential. 

 

This letter is yours to keep for future reference. 

 

Hailiang Zhao 
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