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ABSTRACT

Higher education institutions (HEIs) are participants in and creators of inter-
nationalization, which the COVID-19 pandemic significantly interrupted and 
altered. The research presented here examines ways the COVID-19 pandemic 
impacted, impacts, and will impact prior, contemporary, and future interna-
tionalization in higher education worldwide. The themes of (1) leadership and 
policy, (2) mobility and experience, and (3) learning technology guide the 
discussion and suggest provocative questions arising from a review of the chap-
ters in this volume. The authors also propose a framework for examining the 
COVID-19 pandemic’s effects on higher education internationalization, which 
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INTRODUCTION
Globalization and internationalization are phenomena that have characterized 
and shaped higher education for more than a century (Deardorff  et al., 2012), but 
few global crises have impacted higher education worldwide like the COVID-19 
pandemic. Evidence suggests that the COVID-19 pandemic is likely to continue 
influencing the internationalizing activities and trajectories of higher education 
as a global institution for years to come (Marinoni & van’t Land, 2020). By iden-
tifying the elements of higher education internationalization that persist as well 
as change both during and following this global crisis, it is possible to examine 
how the imprints of the pandemic refocused pressing issues, took root in prac-
tice, and generated short-lived solutions to pressing problems. The interruption 
and even the elimination of some institutionalized internationalization activities 
and norms reflect pandemic-induced changes, and have highlighted both existing 
as well as new inequities, opportunities, and challenges in the realm of interna-
tionalization in higher education worldwide. The pandemic not only caused the 
cessation of some international activities, but it also created new avenues and 
opportunities for higher education internationalization. These changes reflect 
the imprints that the pandemic made and continues making on higher education 
internationalization worldwide.

This volume embraces the opportunity to examine, from diverse national 
perspectives, how the pandemic impacted internationalization of higher educa-
tion. More than this though, the contributing authors dissect educational and 
programmatic responses to the pandemic to tentatively identify not only con-
temporary impacts but also prospective future imprints of the pandemic on the 
internationalization of higher education in the future. The following questions 
guide the chapters in this volume:

•	 How has internationalization in higher education (in its many forms) changed 
due to the pandemic?

•	 How will internationalization in higher education (in its many forms) change 
because of the pandemic?

•	 How, if  at all, must we redefine what internationalization in higher education 
means worldwide?

As an introduction to the volume, we first “set the scene” by looking at the 
internationalization of higher education leading up to early 2020 when the 
COVID-19 virus first began taking hold of one country after another, impacting 
many areas of public and private life, higher education included. This section sup-
plies a basic historical overview of post-secondary internationalization around 
the world. Then, we introduce the chapters that constitute the full volume by 
peeking through the pages to explore the overarching themes, diverse topics, and 
national contexts highlighted by the expert scholars and practitioners who con-
tributed to this book. More specifically, we draw out themes from the volume’s 
contributors to post “provocative questions” about the potential imprints of the 
pandemic on internationalization and higher education worldwide.



Imprints of the Pandemic on Higher Education Internationalization Worldwide	 3

We then turn to a brief  overview of some of the pandemic’s contemporary 
imprints on the internationalization of higher education, as seen through the 
work of ongoing research on the topic. The section is organized at various levels, 
that is, at the micro, meso, and macro levels of internationalization, and examines 
the intersectionality of these levels across time by also reflecting on this interna-
tionalization during pre-, peri, and post-pandemic periods. Accompanying the 
specific topic areas spotlighted in these sections are fledgling questions about the 
ways that internationalization in higher education, across the globe, may change 
in the future.

HEIs, as sites of internationalization, are partners in the globalization of cur-
riculum, research, and policies related to globally-shared goals as well as globally-
hegemonic agendas (Marginson, 2022). As such, HEIs are increasingly compelled 
to think creatively when seeking international partnerships and offering global 
programs to brand themselves as international institutions (Wu & Zha, 2018). 
For example, HEIs pursue partnerships to advance their global presence, which is 
a goal increasingly found in HEI missions, strategic plans, and marketing materi-
als. In fact, in the twenty-first century prior to the pandemic, internationalization 
of higher education was central to more than half  of HEIs’ mission statements 
(Childress, 2009; Helms et al., 2017), and those missions to internationalize have 
not changed; the operationalization of internationalization has only adjusted.

SETTING THE SCENE
During the long pre-pandemic era beginning in the 1970s, the internationalization 
of higher education moved from a “marginal activity to becoming a key aspect 
of the reform agenda” in HEIs worldwide (De Wit & Altbach, 2020, p. 119). 
For many governments, international higher education became part of national 
strategies for economic development, trade, and reputation, driven by factors 
including economies that were increasingly globally interconnected, a post-Cold 
War knowledge economy that was more dependent upon intellectual capabili-
ties, and the massification of higher education, especially in emerging economies 
(Robertson & Keeling, 2008).

Apart from North America, more than 90% of HEIs worldwide included 
internationalization in their mission or strategic plans (de Wit & Altbach, 2021). 
Institutions reported that “enhanced international cooperation and capac-
ity building” and “improved quality of teaching and learning” were the most 
important benefits of internationalization (Marinoni, 2019, p. 25). The leading 
risks were “international opportunities accessible only to students with financial 
resources,” “difficulty to assess/recognize the quality of courses/programs offered 
by foreign institutions,” and “excessive competition with other higher education 
institutions” (Marinoni, 2019, p. 25).

The impact of higher education internationalization was evident when the 
pandemic began in 2020 because, in practice, global mobility defined interna-
tionalization throughout the pre-pandemic and into the peri-pandemic era. For 
example, in 2019, a record 5.3 million students were studying outside of their 
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home country (IIE, 2019). This was in part due to unmet demand for higher edu-
cation in lower- and middle-income countries and the promotion of higher edu-
cation as an export industry in higher income countries (Beech, 2015; deWitt & 
Altbach, 2020). In 2019, 61% of international students were studying in just five 
countries: the United States (US), Australia, the United Kingdom (UK), China, 
and Canada. The US alone accounted for 20%, with a record 1,075,496 interna-
tional students (Project Atlas, 2019).

This emphasis on mobility also reflected other trends, such as the growth of pro-
grams that allowed the short-term credit mobility of students and faculty mobil-
ity for research. The Erasmus scheme, the largest of these programs, supported 
over 940,000 learning experiences abroad in 2019 (European Commission, 2019). 
The Institute for International Education’s Generation Study Abroad launched 
in 2014 and sought to double and diversify the number of US students studying 
abroad by the end of the decade (Ashcraft & Snodgrass, 2022). Although it did 
not meet its goal, 347,099 US students participated in short-term study abroad 
in the 2018/2019 academic year, a 25% increase from 10 years earlier (IIE, 2021). 
There was also an increase in short-term faculty mobility for research, from the 
Global South to the Global North, but also within East Asia and Southeast Asia 
(Shen & Wang, 2022).

Transnational education, or higher education programs in which the learners 
are in a country different from the one where the awarding institution is based, 
also expanded. In 2018, the top five countries to host international branch cam-
puses were China (32 branch campuses), the UAE (31), Malaysia (10), Qatar 
(12), and Singapore (11), and the top five home countries for international 
branch campuses were the UK, US, Australia, France, and Germany (JISC, 
2018).

International higher education in the decade leading up to the pandemic 
increasingly focused on “world class universities.” For example, the emergence 
of rankings, such as the Times Higher Education’s World University Rankings 
and the Shanghai Ranking’s Academic Ranking of World Universities led to a 
paradigm shift from cooperation among HEIs to competition (Musselin, 2018). 
In this era of HEI competition, a global competitive higher education market 
was (and still is) arranged around global university rankings (Marginson & Van 
der Wende, 2007). However, even prior to the pandemic, scholars were calling to 
reassess this model, encouraging HEIs to realign internationalization with social 
responsibility agendas (de Wit, 2019).

Although the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) did not focus on 
higher education, there were growing expectations that colleges and universities 
had a particular responsibility to help achieve them through teaching, research, 
and service (Chankseliani et al., 2021). For example, the theme of the 2019 annual 
meeting for the International Association of Universities focused on the role of 
international higher education to shape social development, propose inclusive 
and innovative solutions to address societal challenges, and advance sustainable 
societies (Ferguson & Roofe, 2020). Also, international higher education, with 
its focus on mobility, was under scrutiny to reduce its carbon impact by reducing 
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travel (Crumley-Effinger & Torres-Olave, 2021; de Wit & Altbach, 2020; Lee & 
Ludemo, 2021).

Before COVID-19 appeared, higher education was already witnessing a back-
lash against an international agenda, which became more pronounced during the 
pandemic as shown by shifts in national discourses related to international rela-
tions and global economics. On the right, US President Donald Trump’s “America 
First” foreign policy position and the UK’s formalization of Brexit signaled a 
growing suspicion of internationalization in general during the peri-pandemic 
period (Bista et al., 2021). When the pandemic struck, publicly-funded institu-
tions struggled with narrowing previously global agendas and the international 
expectations for faculty and students (Knight, 2022). Institutions also saw a back-
lash from the left, as critics equated internationalization with Westernization as 
evidenced by the spread of Western pedagogy, English Medium Instruction, and 
the dominance of English in higher education and, specifically, academic com-
munication worldwide (Sperdutti, 2017).

Given the number of students worldwide who remain interested in attending 
higher education internationally, and the ease with which students can digitally 
research HEI options and opportunities, HEIs have continued to identify ways 
to further internationalize during the peri- and post-pandemic eras (Tilak & 
Kumar, 2022). Competition among HEIs worldwide and the desire to be “world-
renowned” and “high-ranking” remain concerns for HEIs seeking to continue 
being both domestically viable and internationally competitive (Stensaker et al., 
2019). Pre-pandemic, HEIs often used internal activities to build their public rep-
utations, such as the prestige of guest speakers brought in by academic depart-
ments and programs and the off-campus experiences they can offer to students, 
which global interaction and other exchanges of people and ideas facilitated 
through international partnerships and other internationalization activities. But 
these internal methods of building international reputation and recognition have 
had to shift during the peri- and post-pandemic periods due to restrictions in 
movement of people both within and across national boundaries as well as new 
policies limiting travel when online meetings could suffice (Calonge et al., 2021).

Gaining recognition as an internationalized or internationalizing HEI can 
provide an institution’s faculty, staff, and students with opportunities to develop 
relationships with world leaders across many private and public sectors, expe-
rience international policy directly, and influence research and policy decisions 
(de Wit & Altbach, 2021). Internationalized and internationalizing HEIs could 
extend their reach, which increases their networks and informs their curriculum. 
Relationships between international HEIs allow student, staff, and faculty experi-
ences to expand beyond the classroom or research lab into the world in tangible 
and influential ways, including providing students, staff, and faculty opportu-
nities to visit new contexts and create experiences outside of their own higher 
education community or system (de Wit & Deca, 2020). These opportunities pro-
vide a direct link between the global and the local as faculty, staff, and students 
can incorporate these experiences and messages into their teaching and learning 
activities, potentially benefiting both the individual and the HEI.
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THEMATIC AREAS, PROVOCATIVE QUESTIONS,  
AND CHAPTER CONNECTIONS

This volume is neither intended, nor can it be, a definitive interpretation of the 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the ongoing internationalization of higher 
education. Although we have enough distance from the pandemic to see some 
of the imprints, we also acknowledge that it will be many years before we can 
describe the full impact. As such, the chapters in this volume both describe the 
pandemic’s immediate effect on international higher education and raise pro-
vocative questions about the lasting impact of the pandemic. However, evidence 
suggests that within the pre-, peri-, and post-pandemic eras, HEI internationali-
zation has shifted significantly at the micro, meso, and macro levels. The authors 
and chapters in this book cover a diverse set of topics and contexts where HEI 
internationalization occurred, occurs, and will occur, but three broad themes 
emerged among the authors in this volume that span both time and level. These 
HEI internalization imprint themes are (1) leadership and policy, (2) mobility and 
experiences, and (3) learning technologies.

Leadership and Policy

The first theme of HEI leadership and policy is addressed in the chapters by 
McNaughtan, Schiffecker, Castiello-Gutierrez, García, and Li (Chapter 1: “We 
will survive and thrive”: A Comparative Study of Presidential Leadership dur-
ing the Global Pandemic); Owusu‑Agyeman (Chapter 2: The COVID-19 Crises 
and the Future of Academic Leadership in Transnational Higher Education: The 
Case of Ghana); and Bennett and Wood (Chapter 3: Navigating and Nurturing a 
US-Chilean Strategic Partnership at the Southern Summit of the Americas). The 
work of McNaughtan and colleagues examines the peri-pandemic actions of col-
lege presidents at HEIs around the world. This comprehensive comparative study 
provides insights not only into the politically and socially complex presidential 
responses to the pandemic, but also highlights the many factors incorporated 
into institutional decision-making. Additionally, it provides valuable lessons for 
identifying how HEI leaders can guide their institutions through future crises in 
higher education.

As McNaughtan et al. examine institutional leadership emergency response 
during crises like COVID-19, Owusu‑Agyeman’s study questions how institu-
tional leaders can take the opportunity presented by the pandemic to seek trans-
formations of international higher education. Focusing on higher education in 
the Global South, this chapter suggests new leadership approaches that could 
enhance institutional effectiveness, teams, and digital readiness, while highlight-
ing the value of continued and deepened leadership partnerships. Bennett and 
Wood provide a case study of a university partnership that, with a solid foun-
dation of historical cooperation, was able to weather the precarity of the pan-
demic and deepen its resolve to continue working together and developing for 
new challenges. This provides a valuable example of the necessity of responsive 
adjustments and commitments to equal partnership to maintain collaborative, 
international ties during the pandemic.
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Mobility and Experiences

International mobility challenges and the experiences of students, faculty, and 
other higher education stakeholders are the focus of the second thematic section of 
this volume. Mobility and related experiences are explored in chapters by Mason, 
Martel, and Baer (Chapter 4: Student Global Mobility During Disruption: The 
Resilience and Redefinition of US International Educational Exchange During 
the COVID-19 Pandemic); Choo (Chapter 5: Wellbeing, International Students, 
and the Pandemic: A Critical Analysis of International Education Discourses 
of Wellbeing in New Zealand); Guimarães and Finardi (Chapter 6: Pandemic 
and Paradigm Shift in Internationalization: From Competition, Mobility and 
Exclusivity to Cooperation, Virtuality and Inclusion), Khan (Chapter 7: Border 
Imperialism in International Remote Learning Contexts); Leek, Rojek, and Erdei 
(Chapter 8: Evolution or Revolution? Dualities in Internationalization Through 
Student Mobility Programs as an Imprint of the Pandemic in Higher Education); 
Li, Sible, Goetz, Atig, and Bhateja (Chapter 9: VT Bound: Overcoming Barriers 
to Matriculation and Promoting Academic Success of International Students dur-
ing the Pandemic); Szyszlo and Mberi Kimpolo (Chapter 10: Internationalization 
Disrupted: Advancing STEM Training in Africa Beyond COVID-19); and Zhu, 
Gopal, and BrckaLorenz (Chapter 11: Understanding International Student 
Experiences and Career Preparation Challenges through COVID-19).

From its early roots, the movements of ideas and people have been central 
to higher education practices (Hudzik, 2015). The physical mobility of scholars 
is often a core component of international education and of institutional inter-
nationalization planning. Both short- and long-term mobility-based programs 
have traditionally provided an international education response to the “tyranny 
of place” (Micklethwait & Wooldridge, 2015, p. 15), facilitating educational and 
scholarly endeavors outside of one’s home country. Despite the importance of 
physical mobility in international education, and internationalization projects 
more specifically, mobility-based activities have only ever been accessible for a 
small portion of students in higher education (Yang, 2020).

One could argue, then, that because of the normativity and success of mobil-
ity-based programs for a small portion of the population (meeting their needs 
while not facilitating broader access), international educational and exchange 
activities prior to the pandemic had not sought more full integration or use of 
nascent and established ICT systems that can also be used to transcend bounda-
ries to pursue educational undertakings (some temporary moves to online educa-
tion are discussed in Brazelton & Buford, 2022). The pandemic may be a “critical 
juncture” with the power to create lasting imprints for the future of the interna-
tionalization higher education, especially as it relates to the normativity of edu-
cational mobility. The potential value of hard-won successes in higher education 
internationalization activities in the wake of the pandemic has been complicated 
by the varied personal, political, and physical barriers to the mobility of persons 
that have arisen since the pandemic began. As many programs and HEIs rushed 
to make changes to practices that have for many years relied on physical mobility, 
many questions have arisen.



8	 ALEXANDER W. WISEMAN ET AL.

First, how might border limitations that arose during the pandemic – such as 
those in Australia, New Zealand, and the United States (Yıldırım et al., 2021) – 
influence responses to future crises of an international nature? Is there a risk that 
border closures responding to the pandemic will provide a blueprint for travel 
bans targeting students or educators for political reasons (Wright, 2021)? One 
need not look far for examples that could lead to this possibility, such as with 
Chinese students vis-à-vis US concerns with espionage (Fischer, 2022) or with 
Russian and Belorussian learners and academics resulting from the Russian inva-
sion of Ukraine (Aliaksei, 2022; O’Malley, 2022).

Second, will these new modalities and approaches—including some examples 
contained within this volume – continue post-pandemic, or are they considered 
a second-rate or place-holding stop-gap measure until physical mobility resumes 
and returns to pre-pandemic levels? In short, will approaches, perspectives, and 
practices devised during the pandemic have staying power in prospective post-
pandemic internationalization efforts?

Third, how have internationalization changes initiated during the pandemic 
pushed back on pre-pandemic power inequities in terms of access to resources, 
mobility, and opportunities? Have innovative approaches increased the capacity 
for groups to make their voices heard and to exert influence on global policy, 
practice, scholarship, etc.? If  so, what are the prospects for the staying power for 
such changes?

These imprints described above and throughout this volume may be especially 
relevant as they relate to the physical mobility of students, researchers, and edu-
cation. There are a growing number of lessons learned resulting from the emer-
gency execution of pandemic-prompted e-learning efforts, which could benefit 
international education in future emergencies, including natural disasters (such 
as pandemics and extreme weather events) and anthropogenic hazards (such as 
war and refugee crises). “The need to plan for ambiguity is not new to education, 
nor will the COVID-19 pandemic be the last time that colleges must respond to a 
seemingly unpredictable event” (Brazelton & Buford, 2022, p. 141). Adding to the 
challenges faced by higher education practitioners around the world, research has 
shown that it can be challenging to take the lessons learned from past emergen-
cies to be prepared for those in the future (Castiello-Gutiérrez & Lizárraga, 2022)

Mason, Martel, and Baer’s chapter examines ways that international student 
mobility has shifted in the US higher education system pre-, peri-, and post-
pandemic. They present trends in international education exchange based on data 
from HEIs across the United States while also discussing the types of support 
provided to international students in the United States during COVID-19. Mason 
et al. conclude by synthesizing the effects on global student mobility that the  
pandemic initiated and continues to have.

Examining discourses about international student wellbeing, Choo’s chapter 
identifies a paradox of sorts in New Zealand’s international education wellbeing 
policies. Though such policies may focus on international students themselves, 
such national initiatives are instead more geared toward meeting the enrollment 
needs of a country ensconced in a competitive market for international student 
enrollments. Embedded in a university in Brazil, Guimarães and Finardi engage 
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