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Abstract 

International education and internationalization have gone through distinct phases throughout world 

history and have become increasingly more complex and professional at each stage. Since Ancient 

Greece times, in different periods of history, international education included diverse student mobility 

patterns concentrating in particular regions of the world; and various stakeholders were involved in 

the international education processes with diversifying motivations. Currently, international education 

has become a very multi-faceted subject that falls into the fields of study of many disciplines such as 

educational sciences, economics, sociology, business administration, political science, public 

administration and international relations. 

In this paper, firstly, conceptual background for international education and internationalization has 

been provided. Secondly, for the main purpose of the paper, the changes and the progress that 

international education has witnessed throughout history have been studied with a brief literature 

review. Findings and distinctive phases of international education are summarized within an 

informative and descriptive table. Remarks about the characteristics of the current situation and the 

prospects about the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on international education and 

internationalization have been added to the previous studies.  

Keywords 

international Education, international students, internationalization, international student mobility, 
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1. Introduction 

Although educational policy-making and teaching at the educational institutions happen at the national 

level; education, by its nature, is an international phenomenon. The international dimension of 
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education is very prevalent due to the existence of foreign nationals or refugees studying in other 

countries’ national educational schemes or the reality that families or students move to other countries 

for better educational, social and economic conditions. Nevertheless, it is obvious that the international 

dimension of education has been hastened by globalization in the contemporary world. 

Some claim higher education has always been an international affair because the cross-border exchange 

of ideas and scholars continued throughout history naturally for the academic knowledge to accumulate, 

diversify and develop without showing respect to national judicial boundaries. As knowledge is 

universal, universities remain as international entities all the time. The word “university” has a root in 

the word “universe” showing the universal and international dimension of education and academic 

research (Knight, 2006). 

In early European universities, education was served in Latin, as an international language of its times 

(Lee et al., 2006). This situation enabled both students and professors, who came from different 

countries to foreign educational institutions, communicate in the same language for scientific and 

scholarly work purposes. Education in the Latin language helped universities continued to be 

international institutions (Altbach, 2014). Although with the Reformation, the universities started to 

teach in their national languages and this has lessened the aspect and idea of internationalism at the 

universities, science always remained international with international links among the academia all 

over the world at all times (Altbach & Teichler, 2001). 

 

2. Conceptual Background 

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) (1974) defined 

international education as “the standardized national education for mutual international understanding, 

cooperation and peace”, as the first official reference to the concept made by an international 

organization. UNESCO’s this normative definition of international education was later altered by the 

“transnational” or “cross-bordering” character of education implying the educational exchanges and 

academic mobility among nations.  

François (2016) claims that there are three perspectives used to analyze international education: 

philosophical, pedagogical and comparative. Vestal and Leestma (1994) assert the term “international 

education” refers to: “a) study of the education of other peoples in other countries, b) educational 

exchanges and study abroad, c) technical assistance to educational development in other countries, d) 

international cooperation in educational development through international organizations, e) 

comparative and cross-cultural studies in a variety of subjects and disciplines, f) intercultural 

education”. Among those descriptions, items “b” and “f” are the most commonly used ones. Whereas 

“f” refers to international schools and internationalization processes, item “b” is in the heart of the 

international education activities. Most simplistically, international education refers to “the activity of 

international students moving to another country to receive foreign education”. An international 

student is an individual who travels to another country for educational purposes. International student 
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mobility, the most commonly-cited indicator for the countries’ involvement in international education, 

is defined as the movement of international students or scholars for academic or educational purposes 

between countries.  

There are other terms used interchangeably frequently, or sometimes even mistakenly, to imply the 

concept of international education, such as cross-border education, transnational education, global 

education, borderless education, offshore education and comparative education. However, those terms 

have some slightly distinctive meanings. The most common ones used for international education are 

“cross-border education” and “transnational education”. Whereas cross-border education refers to the 

movement of education or students across national jurisdictional or geographic borders (Knight, 2006), 

transnational education means the education activities, actions and practices that extend or go beyond 

national boundaries (François, 2016). While cross-border education recognizes the states’ borders, on 

the other hand, transnational education assumes the extension of educational activities beyond borders.  

In the contemporary world, the concept of international education implies the educational exchange and 

mobility activities between at least two nation-states in a formal setting. International education is 

regulated by laws and often organized in the context of bilateral diplomatic and international relations 

of two countries. Educational exchanges occur within the context of immigration laws of the receiving 

countries and agreements between the countries. This feature of international education resembles the 

notion of “cross-border education”. However, after the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, the 

“transnational” character of education is considered to be more prevalent as distance and online 

programs became more common.  

Some scholars claim there is a notable two-way relationship between globalization and the 

international dimension of higher education. Elements of globalization such as the concept of a 

knowledge society, the presence of information and communication technologies, increasing 

market-based economies, trade liberalization and new governance structures have an impact on higher 

education in general (Knight, 2006). Moreover, globalization and trends related to globalization such as 

diversification, expansion and privatization had a profound effect on the international role of academic 

institutions (Altbach & Teichler, 2001). Hence, Knight (2006) claims that education is both the agent 

and response to globalization. Education is a response and a reactor to the fact that higher education 

needs to prepare students for living in a more connected, global and interdependent world. At the same 

time, education is an agent and a catalyst for globalization due to the trend of marketing higher 

education as a product to sell for profit through international student recruitment abroad and 

commercial delivery of education (Knight, 2006).  

The total and dynamic effect of globalization on international education can be summarized as 

“internationalization”. Instead of using the term “globalization of education”, scholars prefer to use the 

term “internationalization of education” (Knight, 1999). Where globalization is evaluated as a general 

phenomenon that has an impact on economic and academic trends; internationalization involves the 

policies and practices implemented by academic systems and institutions (Altbach & Knight, 2007). 
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Moreover, internationalization, as a process, is more steerable by governments than globalization (van 

der Wende, 2007). Internationalization also differs from globalization in the sense that the latter 

predicts that borders and national systems will eventually blur or even disappear; however, 

internationalization presumes the persistence of national systems of higher education and a 

cross-border character of student or program mobility (Teichler, 2004). 

Knight (2014) defines the concept of internationalization as “the process of integrating an international, 

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

education”. It is a very careful, non-normative and neutral definition of the concept. “Purpose” refers 

to role, mission or objectives in a national education system or an institution; “function” refers to 

primary elements or tasks such as teaching, research and service to society through the education 

system, or in educational institutions; “delivery” refers to the offering of education courses and 

programs either domestically or in other countries.  

According to Mok (2007), there are three types of internationalization in higher education. Firstly, the 

“internationalist” vein somewhat glorifies the old and archaic version of pure and genuine 

internationalization. Secondly, “translocalist”s support the nationalistic view of the concept by 

prioritizing national educational systems over the ones abroad. In the third place, “globalist”s subscribe 

to the idea that national education should encourage intercultural understanding and cooperation 

between international institutions. British universities typically, for centuries, represent an 

internationalist model as they are well-established and research-intensive institutions in an 

English-speaking and very multicultural environment. However, international universities in Hong 

Kong may represent a translocalist ideology, as they are more teaching-focused and have been 

established with nation-building concerns at the forefront. Finally, International Baccalaureate (IB) 

programs can be considered examples of a globalist approach (Chan & Dimmock, 2008). 

 

3. Different Phases of International Education and Internationalization in World History 

International education has passed different phases in world history, and in every stage, it became more 

sophisticated and professionalized. When looked at chronologically, initially, archaic 

internationalization has occurred in Ancient Greece with “itinerant teachers”. The knowledge was 

carried to other city-states by the traveling teacher philosophers. Gürüz (2011) informs Pythagoras has 

arguably been the first wandering international scholar in the world and the Sophists are the first group 

of international academic mobility in around the 4th and 5th centuries BC. During the same period, 

“Shihs” in China were traveling to teach warring rulers. Athens, Alexandria and Pergamum were the 

intellectual centers at their times and attracted many international scholars from the Hellenic and 

Roman world. Greek and later Latin were the common languages in teaching. 

After the introduction of Christianity in the Roman Empire, many Greek philosophers’ teachings were 

ignored for many centuries. While Europe was living in a “Dark Age”, the Muslim world discovered 

and interacted with Hellenistic intellectual heritage and oriental knowledge from the East, especially 
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from China and India. In the 8th and 9th centuries, during the rule of Abbasids, Baghdad emerged as 

the intellectual center at its time and attracted many scholars from different parts of the world. The 

Abbasid rulers, caliphs, invited many scholars out of the region regardless of their faith. Arabic was the 

common language in this informal mobility scheme which was influential until the 13th and 14th 

centuries.  

The first institutional internationalization was observed, in the medieval ages of the 13th and 14th 

centuries, with the inception of the very first universities in Europe. The universities were under the 

influence of the Church as a unifying symbol and Latin was the common language of instruction, as the 

lingua franca of those ages. Interestingly, in Medieval Europe, there had been times that foreign 

students constituted about 10 percent of all students in the whole European continent, which is 

remarkably higher than the average ratio of two percent in the 20th century. Foreign students were 

receiving “letters of safeguard” from the rulers of the host nations. It was very common for prominent 

scientists to study or teach in various disciplines in different universities in different countries 

throughout Europe.  

Starting in the late 14th and 15th centuries, regionalization and nationalization of the universities 

occurred. The states started to use their own national language, as the language of education, in their 

higher education. The rulers of the states took protective measures for not letting their nationals study 

abroad and get exposed to different ideologies in other nations. In this way, they also aimed to protect 

capital flight abroad. Study abroad in universities turned to be an aristocratic endeavor that only sons of 

aristocratic or wealthy families could afford.  

In the 16th century, with the spread of humanism in Europe, academic mobility has increased again. 

Erasmus (1466-1536), an itinerant scholar and intellectual founder of Reformation and inspirational 

figure for the name of the current European exchange framework of ERASMUS, was educated in a 

humanistic school and traveled to many countries in Western Europe for education and teaching. Desire 

to learn new languages and works of literature catalyzed educational mobility in this period.  

In the 18th century, the secularization of higher education has completed. Towards to 19th century, 

more nation-states were established and they formed their own national education model. In the 19th 

century, the utilitarian approach was intact by especially French, German and British models. The 

programs and models spread to Eastern and Southeastern Europe, the Middle East, Africa, the Far East, 

Latin America and Oceania including colonial territories. With transportation enabled people to 

discover new lands overseas by long ship travel, European education was brought to other continents 

and universities were established in colonized lands. According to Kireçci et al. (2016), the export of 

educational systems and imposition upon colonized territories in the educational field lasted from the 

18th century to World War II. For instance, higher education systems in Latin America were imported 

from the Iberian Peninsula. Former French colonies built their educational systems on the French 

model of higher education. India and other Asian, African, Caribbean and North American countries’ 

higher education models were bound to the British system.  
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During the global colonialization period, although low-key, education was used as an instrument to 

strengthen the influence on the exploitation of the people and land. Not only implementation of 

European education took place, but also the inflow of foreign students increased during European 

colonization as a part of the process. It is not surprising the major countries that have the historical 

advantage and superior level of institutionalization in international education today have long-lasting 

colonial history previously.  

During the same period in Europe, in parallel to the victories of France, the Napoleonic university 

model was imposed in many regions and got very popular. The Napoleonic model of practical 

knowledge for professions was challenged by Germany’s Humboldtian model that encourages new 

scientific knowledge and academic excellence through in-depth research in addition to teaching at 

universities. With the international recognition of the research-based Humboldtian model, primarily 

Germany along with Britain and France were the center of internationalism in higher education in the 

19th century until the First World War. The higher education system in the USA, as the leader in 

international higher education, was heavily influenced by the German system in the 19th century. 

Several American academics have studied in Germany, returned to the USA and brought in academic 

knowledge and know-how to American universities. In addition, many German academics migrated to 

the USA for teaching and research in the universities. They catalyzed the opening of many prominent 

universities in the USA. In the late 1800s, nation-states’ interventions in international mobility in the 

rest of the world were overcome partially by the increasing interactions among scholars and 

universities through conferences, scientific organizations and publications. In 1910, 57 percent of the 

students studying in Swiss universities were foreign students.  

After World War I, Britain and France continued to receive international students in large numbers. The 

traditional internationalization continued until World War II as unplanned, unorganized and 

unstructured. Individuals, in informal settings, moved to other countries for education, or they were 

forced to refuge or exile to other countries desperately, hence, they could get education in another 

country. The student mobility was at a very low level and concentrated in the renowned European and 

American universities. Although no significant travel restrictions were imposed among countries such 

as immigration and visa regulations at that time, the lack of availability of transportation overseas was 

the most limiting issue. During this period, due to severe political turbulence and wars in Europe, many 

scholars and academics were forced to emigrate to other countries such as the USA mainly, but also to 

Canada and Australia. That resulted in the USA being the center and the leader in the higher education 

field. 

After World War II, the world entered a “development age”, in which the winning countries established 

the global liberal governance institutions. Those international organizations were promoting global 

education for developmental purposes such as improving human capital, modernization and 

technological development. International organizations such as UNESCO, Organization for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD), European Union (EU), World Bank and International 
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Monetary Fund (IMF) actively involved in restructuring the educational policies and infrastructure of 

developing countries. Besides, the countries’ national educational and cultural promotion agencies such 

as the USA’s Fulbright and Institute of International Education (IIE), UK’s British Council, Germany’s 

German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD) and France’s Campus France were promoting their 

countries’ culture and educational systems abroad worldwide and offering scholarships to attract the 

most talented brains from developing countries.  

The international community of developed countries helped the underdeveloped or developing 

countries in different ways and education was at the top of the agenda in their development aid projects. 

With the international development aspects and evolutional progress in international relations and 

diplomacy, student mobility was organized by the scholarships of donor countries and organizations, 

often, in the frameworks of bilateral arrangements. The use of international academic exchanges as 

foreign policy and diplomacy instruments has started in this period. Education for development was 

exploited to intervene in the domestic affairs of developing countries in many cases. This international 

aid period lasted until the neoliberal paradigm induced in the world society in the 1980s. Before then, 

the exchange of international students was on an individual basis and it was done in a more “genuine 

internationalization” framework.  

With the neoliberal effect, international education has become more of an economic and corporate 

subject in the 1980s. In this period, most of the national governments couldn’t respond sufficiently to 

the demographic needs of the societies, especially to the baby boomer generation. The neoliberal 

paradigm and changing demographics pushed the countries to privatize their educational system along 

with a massification process. This paved the way for increasing the trend of commercialization and 

commodification of education in the 1990s. Especially, after the collapse of the Soviet Republics, there 

were new states who were exposed to Western ways in many aspects including the educational systems 

and acceptance of English as the lingua franca in academic circles. Moreover, new states meant new 

markets for capitalist states to sell their educational products.  

By the turning of the millennium, with the inclusion of education as a tradable commodity under the 

service sectors by the World Trade Organization (WTO) in the General Agreement on Trade in Services 

(GATS) framework, cross-border education was formally recognized as a consumption abroad along 

with other educational mobilities. After this point, international education and international student 

mobility have been taken a further step and internationalization became a very important topic for all 

higher education institutions in the world. In this period, the student mobility numbers skyrocketed 

with intense internationalization efforts of higher education institutions within two main mechanisms. 

One of them was about the global rise of private universities and the expansion of cross-border private 

higher education in the world in a free-market framework. National private educational institutions, 

especially in the West, were looking for the recruitment of full fee-paying students overseas. Their 

international marketing efforts and outreach to other countries’ nationals made international higher 

education more available to foreign students. Those students have been mainly children of the wealthy 
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or enlarging upper middle class in the Eastern countries who could afford to pay for study abroad. 

Nonetheless, under the new competitive international education market, “diploma mills” and 

“accreditation mills” have been a cause for concern about the quality of the education in the 

universities offering international education. Some countries and international bodies such as OECD 

and UNESCO published guidelines for the stakeholders in international education activities and some 

international quality associations started to check and certify the educational institutions for quality in 

their services.  

The other mechanism to increase international student mobility was about the regional cooperative 

frameworks. The most significant example is the Bologna process in Europe. Institutionalization of 

internationalization of higher education institutions and student mobility were strongly encouraged 

within different programs in Europe, especially through ERASMUS programs. All those developments 

are accompanied by the Western countries’ well-defined and easing visa and immigration regulations 

for international students from other countries. Figure 1 shows the main countries hosting international 

students and sending them abroad in some selected years between 1968 and 2006.  

 

 

Figure 1. The Main Host and Sender Countries in Depicted Years between 1968 and 2006 

Source: Gürüz (2011). 

 

In the 2010s, there has been a new competitive and chaotic situation in regards to internationalization 

and international education in the world. At the domestic level, most of the national private educational 

institutions have gone through the financialization process as prominent businesses in their countries 

and started to affect the national governments and national educational systems by forming oligopolies 

within countries. On the other hand, especially the availability of collection and analysis of 

comparative data on internationalization and academic mobility enabled countries to compare, 

benchmark, conclude and compete with each other. The trends show that the number of international 

students has increased dramatically in the first decades of the 21st century. Whereas the number of 

international students traveled in the world for education purposes was around 250.000 students in 

1965 and 800.000 students in 1975 (de Wit, 2012); the number of international students has reached 4.5 

million in 2011 and it was anticipated that there would be 8 million international students traveling to 
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other countries to study abroad by 2025 according to the Institute of International Education (IIE, 2018). 

OECD (2018) informs that all international students make up six percent of all tertiary level 

international students in the world and it estimates that each international student spends approximately 

40.000 USD per year for education abroad and education-related expenses such as housing, traveling 

and living. In 2019, the total market volume for international education was about 200 billion USD per 

year in the world and it was expected that it would exceed 300 billion USD by 2025. Of course, this 

estimation didn’t take into account the Covid-19 pandemic that started in February 2020 and its 

negative effects on student mobility.  

At the international level, the influence of rankings changed the landscape of international education 

completely. The competition among universities and countries over international student mobility has 

been affected to a great extent. In order to attract more international students, universities, and national 

governments also, started to work hard to be ranked as the highest possible on the ranking tables. 

Rankings on the tables are perceived as proves to claim that the national educational systems and 

universities offer quality and world-class university education. As a consequence, international and 

regional rankings of universities have become very popular and influential (Knight, 2014).  

Proliferation and increasing influence of international ranking tables reinforced the higher education 

institutions and states to create policies for world-class universities which would possibly help them to 

build a reputation and be included in the higher positions of ranking lists. Many national governments 

invest heavily in their national universities and creating “educational hub” regions so that they can 

reach “world-class” status. They expect that would ultimately help them to attract more international 

students and gain more economic and political benefits.  

At the institutional and state level, some private educational institutions form oligarchic structures and 

financialized completely. Those institutions compete aggressively in the international market for more 

students and profits. Nation-states joined this global competition through those oligarchic national 

institutions with other states in a mercantilist way for political and economic advantages. International 

education has been instrumentalized in a soft power race among countries. In this soft power 

competition with others, the states carry a very translocalist approach. In this framework, the national 

higher education institutions have to be in international character by default because of the inevitable 

necessity to be connected to the world and for profit-making purposes, however, at the same time, they 

have to have strict national characters due to national constraints, regulations and political and 

diplomatic priorities imposed by national governments. However, this has caused the universities to 

become any other national institutions of the nation-states rather than being more international and 

universal (Gürüz, 2011). 

The emergence and inclusion of new countries, that invest heavily in public diplomacy channels 

including international education, in soft power competition resulted in very interesting repercussions 

in the international education sector. Currently, there has been a trend of South-South student mobility 

and regionalism with the emerging hub countries in the world; other than traditional South-North 



www.scholink.org/ojs/index.php/wjeh           World Journal of Education and Humanities           Vol. 3, No. 2, 2021 

105 
Published by SCHOLINK INC. 

mobility patterns towards Western destinations. Emerging nation-state actors in international higher 

education tend to prioritize their national interests above any other factors. Nationalistic or translocalist 

perspectives of national governments within the international education business have been significant 

for the emerging actors to compete with other nations over soft power influence. Political and 

ideological factors in global affairs have become influential in the regionalism trend in international 

student mobility.  

Competition—if not war, over soft power influence, increasingly controlling roles of national 

governments and the importance of countries’ jurisdictional borders in international higher education 

have already constituted a post-globalization situation in the world. Because the pillars of globalization 

such as interdependency, cooperation and disappearance of borders aren’t evident in this new 

competitive environment among nations. Moreover, aggressive involvement of “sharp powers” (Walker, 

2018) in international higher education suggests that education is weaponized in a global “hybrid war” 

with other countries rather than being used to enable international understanding and mutual benefits of 

the countries in a possible “knowledge diplomacy” framework (Knight, 2019). 

Before the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, mainstream cross-border international student mobility 

has been happening at an increasing pace and many international education programs and institutions 

have been moving across borders. The institutions increasingly have been offering international 

campuses to attract both the national citizens in the internationalization-at-home scheme and the 

foreign students by claiming they offer internationally recognized world-class education. At the new 

competitive structure in international education, education’s feature of being public good seems to be 

lost completely and it has been deduced to an element in the soft power race between countries. In that 

sense, national governments’ involvement and their ambitious positions in international education 

business are representing a realm of power struggle in the world system. Hence, international education 

has become a very significant subject in the Political Science and International Relations field along 

with other disciplines such as educational sciences, public administration, economics, business 

administration and sociology. The phases related to international education and internationalization in 

history can be summarized in Table 1.  

 

Table 1. Different Phases of International Education and Internationalization in the World 

Presented Chronologically  

Time Period Overarching Theme Characteristics 

5th - 1st 

Century BC 

Archaic 

internationalization  

Itinerary teachers and scholars in Ancient Greece and Rome - Athens and Alexandria 

are centers 

8th - 12th 

Century 

Islamic world 

internationalization 

Travelling scholars to the Islamic world – Baghdad is the center 

13th - 14th Medieval Latin as the lingua franca, first Christian universities established 
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Century internationalization 

15th - 17th 

Century 

Nationalization of 

universities 

Education in native languages, tolerant Christian universities,  

transition to positive and scientific education 

18th - 19th 

Century 

Colonialization period Education used for exploitation in colonies, Napoleonic model  

vs Humboldtian model in Europe 

20th Century 

- first half 

Traditional 

internationalization 

Individual, unorganized and low-level student mobility  

1945 - 1960s 

(post-WW II) 

International 

development  

education 

Education for aid and development, human capital and modernization theories, 

recolonization through education 

1970s Foreign policy-making  

(North-South) 

Intensification of developed countries’ national agencies’ works 

and scholarships overseas for the promotion of education,  

mobility from South to North 

1980s Neoliberal paradigm: 

from politics 

to economics 

Economic imperatives with massification, privatization and corporatization; 

economization of education and structural adjustment plans by international 

organizations 

1990s 

(Post-Cold 

War) 

Commercialization Commodification, marketization of education, new markets for international 

education, dominance of English - lingua franca 

2000s Intense 

internationalization 

i) GATS’ definition ii) global rise of private universities iii) Bologna Process iv) 

increased cross-border activity and student mobility v) immigration/visa reforms 

2010s – first 

half 

Complex competitive 

internationalization 

i) financialization, oligopolies in providers ii) influence of  

rankings iii) quality assurance iv) organized education hubs v) governments’ 

intensified involvements, mercantilism 

2010s – 

second half 

Post-globalization and  

regionalization 

i) South-South or multi-directional mobility ii) new emergent regional hubs, 

regionalization iii) translocalist perspective  

iv) soft power competition v) knowledge diplomacy or  

involvement of sharp powers  

2020s  Digitalization and 

virtual 

internationalization 

i) effect of the global pandemic ii) mandatory/popular online programs iii) 

(re)discovery of distance transnational programs 

iv) virtual internationalization  

Source: Gürüz (2011) and own elaboration. 

 

After the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic in February 2020, there have been substantial changes in 

international education operations regarding the delivery, operations and policies. With the 

digitalization of teaching, educational institutions had to offer mandatory online programs to their 

students. While the debate on the efficiency of online teaching still goes on, the institutions have to 
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continue honoring degrees although some of the departments such as engineering and medicine require 

on-the-job training and close contact with other people. On the student side, during this digital 

education period, many students feel stress disorders, digital fatigue and mood instability which may 

cause further psychological problems in their life in the future (Gultekin, 2020).  

As an interesting note, in the pre-pandemic period, online and distance transnational education 

programs have always been available for students to get a foreign degree, however, not all educational 

institutions and programs were offering those options. During the pandemic, online and distance 

education programs seem to be rediscovered. Currently, those programs are very common in all 

educational institutions and it looks like the situation will persist in the future as the institutions had to 

invest their online platforms immensely. The institutions will most likely to would like to see the return 

of their investment in digitalization by continuing to offer online programs. This situation will surely 

affect how the institutions will organize their internationalization activities. Whereas, the regular 

application of internationalization activities require person-to-person contact and develop the students’ 

intercultural competence and communication skills; with the online and distance education programs, 

this interaction has to be limited and universities will be looking for ways to engage international 

students in intercultural activities in a kind of “virtual internationalization” framework. The virtual 

internationalization concept may well be one of the areas the institutions will focus on in near future. 

 

4. Conclusion 

The history of international education and internationalization dates back to Ancient Greece times in 

BC. Since then, the concept of international education has changed significantly in many formats in 

different periods regarding its role, features, mobility patterns and directions. With time, it became 

more complex, sophisticated and professional. International education’s ever-evolving and 

multi-faceted character enabled a variety of academic disciplines to study it as a prominent subject.  

This paper provides a brief academic literature review on the history of the evolution of the concept. It 

shows how genuine and pure internationalization has started with traveling teachers in Ancient Greece 

and how it has been transformed to today’s oligarchic structures of chain educational groups and 

increasing financialization where education lost its feature of being a public good. The competition 

among nations over international education has taken to upper levels and different complex dimensions 

including the soft power race in diplomacy. At the state and system level, soft power considerations 

became the most important element in the international education and internationalization efforts of 

many countries. Internationalization policies are imposed for political reasons rather than addressing 

genuine pillars of an international university such as academic collaboration, the global diffusion of 

academic knowledge, global understanding and peace, intercultural competence and global citizenship. 

Hence, it is highly criticized that genuine internationalization processes in higher educational 

institutions have lost their original meaning and sacrificed to political and economic manipulations of 

the nation-states.  
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Especially, after the Covid-19 pandemic, it is still unsure what direction international education and 

internationalization will go and what will be the effect of politics and international affairs on the matter. 

Nonetheless, many scholars claim, regardless of world politics, what the stakeholders of international 

education need to focus on is what happens on the campuses and in the classrooms let it be physical or 

virtual, regarding the quality of instruction, learning, intercultural competence and engagement. All 

parties need to ensure the international students are having rewarding learning and cultural experiences 

during their international education programs.  
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