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International Higher Education Facing New Political Realities: A Call to the 

Community for a Compelling Research Agenda and Advocacy Strategy 

By Herbert J. Davis 

In cooperation with David A. Ragland 

Abstract 

The international higher education community is now confronting unprecedented challenges as it 

pursues ongoing federal support for its long-established programs. The aim of this paper is to 

demonstrate the need for a more comprehensive research agenda (i.e., to support the value of 

international higher education) and suggest how to develop an effective and forward-looking ad-

vocacy strategy for pursuing such funding. This paper also highlights the role of U.S. public and 

land-grant universities in international development and international education—as well as the 

significant contributions of USAID to international higher education development.

Introduction   

On November 12, 2012, Dr. Robert Gates, 

former president of Texas A&M University, 

gave the keynote address at the 125th Annual 

Meeting of the Association of Public and 

Land-Grant Universities. The theme of his 

address was the role of U.S. public and land-

grant universities in the success of the nation; 

indeed, he stated that “the economic promi-

nence of this country, I would argue our na-

tional security and international influence, 

are due in no small measure to two visionary 

laws: the 1862 Morrill Act and the WWII GI 

Bill.” The Morrill Act has provided for the 

transfer of federal land to states for the pur-

pose of establishing institutions focused on 

agriculture and industry and dedicated to the 

common good. During his address, Dr. Gates 

emphasized that U.S. public and land-grant 

universities are underutilized in U.S. foreign 

assistance programs and could make mean-

ingful contributions to the developing 

world—at a time of declining support for 

U.S. foreign assistance programs and funding 

for the United States Agency for Interna-

tional Development (USAID). Indeed, the 

situation in 2012 is not unlike the one affect-

ing foreign assistance and international 

higher education today—in an era of eco-

nomic nationalism and an “America First” 

political environment. 

The Purpose and Structure of the Paper 

Over the past half-century, international 

higher education has contributed to U.S. 

global engagement, national security, bal-

ance of trade, and leadership roles world-

wide. Early financial support for interna-

tional higher education originated with the 

U.S. Department of State, USAID, private 

funding from the Ford Foundation, and the 

Fulbright Scholar Program. However, the in-

ternational higher education community is 

now faced with the challenge of developing 

compelling, realistic strategies in order to ob-

tain ongoing federal support—and remain 

relevant in a fiscally constrained, foreign pol-

icy ascendant political environment. There-

fore, the purpose of this paper is to demon-

strate the need for a more comprehensive re-

search agenda supporting the value of inter-

national higher education, and provide sug-

gestions to the international higher education 

community as it develops a new advocacy 

strategy for ongoing federal funding.  

The paper also recognizes the role of U.S. 
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public and land-grant universities in the de-

velopment of international higher education 

(from an international development perspec-

tive), and reviews the traditional rationales 

underpinning international higher education 

namely: the political, economic, sociocul-

tural and academic. The paper also proposes 

a more nuanced geostrategic perspective for 

the value of international higher education. 

Early Developments in International 

Higher Education and U.S. Public and 

Land-Grant Universities 

U.S. public and land-grant universities pio-

neered and excelled at international higher 

education from the perspective of interna-

tional development. For example, they have 

played a leading role in improving lives in the 

poorest countries by bringing these countries 

closer to self-sufficiency via agricultural ed-

ucation and research through enhanced farm-

ing techniques and increased food production 

leading to the eradication of poverty. During 

the 1980s and 1990s, Bangladesh and India, 

in particular, became agriculturally self-suf-

ficient with support from U.S. citizens and 

foreign assistance projects. The associated 

public and land-grant universities continue to 

contribute to world economic and social de-

velopment by providing business, education, 

engineering, and technology-related exper-

tise. Indeed, many of the leading universities 

in the developing world trace their establish-

ment and/or institutional capacity to U.S. for-

eign assistance programs. Today, many of 

these institutions—particularly in South and 

Southeast Asia—are among the most promi-

nent research institutions, in their respective 

regions of the world. 

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, U.S. public 

and land-grant institutions began organizing 

regional consortia to compete for project de-

velopment grants and contracts in order to re-

spond to complex, large-scale technical assis-

tance projects, which were funded by the 

Ford Foundation and later by USAID and the 

World Bank. These consortia initially fo-

cused on agricultural research projects that 

were designed to establish and/or strengthen 

agricultural skillsets in less developed coun-

tries through (i) supporting graduate students 

from abroad (i.e., for post-graduate study at 

member universities in the United States), 

and (ii) sending U.S. faculty abroad to sup-

port the establishment and/or strengthening 

of counterpart institutions through institu-

tional development leading to enhanced ca-

pacity. Thus, the history and successes of 

U.S. foreign assistance to the development of 

higher education, in less developed regions of 

the world, are profound. 

Higher education consortia have also played 

a key role in the internationalization of U.S. 

public and land-grant universities and the de-

velopment of international higher education 

generally. International higher education 

technical assistance projects have specifi-

cally been designed (i) to support the capacity 

of ministries of higher education in long-term 

planning and development, (ii) as effective 

forms of cultural diplomacy, and (iii) to sup-

port national security through the promotion 

of an awareness of diverse political systems, 

cultures, and languages.  

Notable among the early, prominent leaders 

in the field of international higher education 

development were the (i) Midwest Universi-

ties Consortium for International Activities, 

Inc. (MUCIA), comprised of the “Big Ten” 

research universities; (ii) Southeast Consor-

tium for International Development (SE-

CID), comprised of the leading public and 

land-grant universities throughout the South-

eastern United States; and (iii) the Consor-

tium for International Development (CID), 

representing leading research universities 

that are located in the Western United States.  
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The internationalization of higher education 

(and its successful role in U.S. foreign assis-

tance policy) can thus trace its origins to these 

early development efforts by leading U.S. 

public and land-grant universities. During the 

past 50 years, international higher education 

has played a significant role in establishing 

and sustaining U.S. global leadership by con-

tributing to U.S. global engagement, the na-

tion’s national security, and more narrowly 

(but significantly) as an export/trade com-

modity. More recently, U.S. colleges and uni-

versities have focused on internationalizing 

curricula, diversifying faculty, and expand-

ing international student demographics. The 

rationales for these initiatives have included 

a need to (i) establish and/or expand the insti-

tution's "brand" and student enrollments (for 

financial reasons), (ii) achieve greater diver-

sity among student and faculty compositions 

(for sociocultural reasons), and (iii) keep up 

with benchmarked universities in an effort to 

be globally engaged and competitive. While 

international higher education efforts have 

varied greatly—by type and level of institu-

tion—they have included (i) establishing, ex-

panding, and/or strengthening study-abroad 

programs; (ii) fully integrating aspects of in-

ternational affairs (and cross-cultural dynam-

ics) into curricula, (iii) financially supporting 

faculty exchange and twinning programs 

(with partner institutions abroad), and (iv) es-

tablishing cooperative programs for joint de-

gree-granting programs and/or “greenfield” 

campuses often with financial support from 

host countries.  

The financial support from college and uni-

versity administrations to establish and/or ex-

pand the international profiles of an institu-

tion depends primarily on the objectives of 

the institutions—and their commitments to 

accomplishing these objectives. However, in 

one form or another, federal funding (i.e., via 

the U.S. Department of Education, U.S. De-

partment of State, and/or USAID) has con-

tributed significantly to these international 

higher education efforts. USAID has argua-

bly made the most significant and lasting 

contribution to international higher education 

development at the institutional level. 

Some Contributions of USAID to  

International Higher Education 

Beginning with its founding in 1961 during 

the Kennedy administration, USAID has con-

tributed to poverty elimination by supporting 

university development via partnership 

agreements with America’s leading public 

and land-grant universities in the areas of ag-

ricultural research and education namely, in 

Brazil, Ethiopia, India, Indonesia, Nigeria, 

and Peru.  In Indonesia, the Bogar Agricul-

tural University has become one of the lead-

ing providers of agricultural technology and 

expertise in Indonesia. USAID support con-

tributed to (a) the “Green Revolution” in In-

dia throughout the 1960s and 1970s (in order 

to further developments in the agricultural 

sciences) and (b) the establishment of inter-

national agriculture programs at both U.S. 

land-grant universities and counterpart uni-

versities throughout South and Southeast 

Asia. The Norman Borlaug Institute for Inter-

national Agriculture at Texas A&M Univer-

sity represents a more recent example of the 

successful utilization of USAID funding for 

agricultural education. A few years ago, the 

Borlaug institute was awarded a three-year 

cooperative agreement, with USAID, to es-

tablish partnerships between U.S. and Indo-

nesian universities.  

Another noteworthy example of USAID’s 

contribution to higher education develop-

ment was its initial support for the establish-

ment of the Indian Institute of Technology 

(IIT) at Kanpur. Beginning in 1961, and for a 
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period of ten years thereafter, USAID, in co-

operation with the Government of India 

(GOI), contributed financial support to the 

Kanpur Indo-American Program (KIAP), 

which was designed for cooperation with 

MIT and other leading, U.S. research univer-

sities. The success of that investment by 

USAID (i.e., in the development of the Indian 

Institutes of Technology) was followed by 

support for the development of the Indian In-

stitutes of Management (IIM). Both systems 

of higher education are now considered 

among the best in India’s higher education 

system and heralded as lasting examples of 

the success of U.S. investment in interna-

tional higher education abroad.  

In 1961, USAID, in cooperation with Har-

vard University, contributed to the establish-

ment of higher education in business studies 

throughout Central America with its early fi-

nancial support for the INCAE School of 

Business in Managua, Nicaragua. INCAE is 

today a fully accredited school of business 

and considered to be among the leading busi-

ness schools in the world. At around this 

same time, USAID also made a significant 

investment in the establishment of the Insti-

tute of Business Administration (IBA) at the 

University of Karachi in Pakistan, which is 

known as one of the first business schools 

outside of North America. Today, IBA is an 

independent university. 

A less well-known success story (i.e., in the 

area of business and management studies) is 

USAID’s contributions to the Royal Univer-

sity of Phenom Penh in Cambodia in the late 

1990s—namely, technical assistance in the 

planning and development of the Faculty of 

Business Studies. After the Khmer Rouge 

reign of terror, USAID provided financial 

support to recruit U.S. expertise to evaluate 

curricula, operations, staffing and to develop 

a strategic plan for the study of business, 

management, and law in Cambodia. Today, 

the Faculty of Business Studies is Cambo-

dia’s National University of Management, 

which is the only university in Cambodia 

with classes taught entirely in English.  

USAID support for private higher education 

abroad also has a long and storied history that 

has included financial resources for technical 

assistance to establish medical education at 

the American University of Beirut in the 

1960s and support to the American Univer-

sity in Cairo for more than 50 years. Most re-

cently, and substantially, USAID has pro-

vided the financial foundation for the estab-

lishment of the American University of Af-

ghanistan (AUAF) in Kabul. AUAF received 

its initial support from USAID beginning in 

2006 (i.e., during the George W. Bush presi-

dency); under the presidency of Barack 

Obama, it received a renewal of support 

through 2019. A key mission of the American 

University of Afghanistan is to provide ac-

cess to higher education for young Afghan 

women. 

The Recent Trend in International 

Higher Education 

The National Center for Education Statistics 

(NCES) recently indicated that the overall 

enrollment rates at U.S. higher education in-

stitutions have been steadily declining over 

the past seven years (i.e., since 2010). Indeed, 

from 2000 to 2010, college enrollment in-

creased from 15.3 million to about 21 million 

students (i.e., by nearly one-third), according 

to the center’s statistics; however, enrollment 

has declined by 0.5 percent in each subse-

quent year. This decline sharply contrasts 

with the rate of enrollment of international 

students in U.S. higher education institutions. 

For example, the number of international stu-

dents (i.e., enrolled in U.S. colleges and uni-

versities) has risen by 7 percent alone since 

2015, according to data in the 2016 Open 

Doors Report on International Educational 
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Exchange (which was released by the U.S. 

Department of State’s Bureau of Educational 

and Cultural Affairs, prior to the president’s 

recent executive order). This same report also 

noted a nearly 3 percent increase in the num-

ber of U.S. students studying abroad during 

the 2014-2015 school year. The total number 

of international students currently enrolled in 

U. S. institutions is approximately one mil-

lion. 

Several theories have been proposed to clar-

ify this contrast (i.e., between the overall de-

clining participation rates among U.S. stu-

dents in higher education and the increasing 

enrollment among international students). A 

recent suggestion is that an improving U.S. 

economy has presented opportunities for U.S. 

citizens to reengage in the labor force (vs. 

pursuing higher education); this may also ac-

count for declining graduate school applica-

tions. Important drivers of international stu-

dent enrollments likely include (i) increased 

global mobility and (ii) the reputation of U.S. 

colleges and universities, which are generally 

regarded as providing quality education pro-

grams that are ranked among the best—if not 

the best—in the world. For example, the As-

sociation to Advance Collegiate Schools of 

Business (AACSB-International) reports that 

there are some 13,000 business schools glob-

ally; however, the United States continues to 

be the primary destination for international 

students who are interested in studying busi-

ness. Furthermore, the nation’s leading 

schools of science and engineering attract 

some of the most gifted students and faculty 

worldwide; indeed, many of these students 

and faculty have contributed significantly to 

the nation’s scientific, technological, and 

commercial advances. (More current and po-

tential threats to international student enroll-

ments are discussed later in this paper). 

 

The Rationales Underpinning  

International Higher Education 

For the purposes of this paper, international 

higher education represents the totality of in-

stitutional activity involved in the develop-

ment and/or pursuit of higher education inter-

nationally. In today’s global environment, the 

need for individuals who are culturally expe-

rienced, competent, and able to compete in-

ternationally has become essential. Global 

competency has been defined as “having an 

open mind while actively seeking to under-

stand cultural norms and expectations of oth-

ers, leveraging this gained knowledge to in-

teract, communicate and work effectively 

outside one’s environment (Hunter, 2004).” 

Furthermore, de Wit, in his 2009 book enti-

tled Internationalization of Higher Education 

in the United States of America and Europe, 

identified four rationales (i.e., academic, po-

litical, economic, and sociocultural) support-

ing international higher education.  

The Academic Rationale 

The search for knowledge, on a global scale, 

has been the pursuit of man throughout rec-

orded history (e.g., the concept of the “itiner-

ant scholar” is prevalent in the history of an-

cient civilizations) (Bridges and Bartlett, 

2008; Altbach, 2006). While elements of ex-

panded political influence and economic gain 

have factored into the objectives of these in-

tellectual pursuits, the search for learning has 

been the primary motivation over time. These 

pursuits were especially prevalent during the 

Middle Ages and regionally in the Middle 

East. 

Several modern considerations, related to an 

academic rationale for international higher 

education, have been outlined by The Amer-

ican Council on Education (2015), including:  
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• Expanding higher education capacity. 
In countries wherein the demand for 

higher education exceeds the seats avail-

able (or quality is a concern), study-

abroad scholarships may be implemented 

as a way to extend the reach of the exist-

ing higher education system to a larger 

proportion of the population.  

• Improving higher education quality. 
Policies and programs often promote the 

quality of higher education domestically 

(e.g., the development of faculty capac-

ity, expertise, and identification of best 

practices from peers abroad) via a focus 

on scholar mobility, research collabora-

tions, and incentivizing multifaceted in-

stitution-level partnerships. 

• Enhancing prestige and rankings. In 

some cases, internationalization policies 

are correlated with initiatives to create 

“world-class” universities that are raising 

the visibility and stature of a national 

higher education system globally—and 

improving the status of a country’s insti-

tutions (in global rankings).  

• Creating and advancing knowledge. 

Collaboration may be driven by a broader 

goal of creating and advancing 

knowledge (i.e., a key function of the 

higher education enterprise) along with 

higher education capacity development, 

internationalization policies, and pro-

grams targeting scholar mobility and re-

search.  

The Political Rationale 

As the United States ascended to world dom-

inance during the twentieth century—partic-

ularly following World War II—so too did 

presidential policies and congressional legis-

lation, including legislation designed to exert 

political influence and U.S. democratic ide-

als. One significant aim of these policies and 

legislation was to prevent the recurrence of 

tyranny and world conflicts. One of the most 

effective means of exerting political influ-

ence was—and continues to be—provisions 

of financial support for the development and 

delivery of international higher education 

programs. These programs include the Ful-

bright Scholar Program (which is the oldest 

and most prominent), the Eisenhower Fel-

lowship Program, which seeks to identify 

young international leaders committed to 

making the world more peaceful and prosper-

ous, and USAID’s Democracy Fellows Pro-

gram focused on good governance and hu-

man rights around the world.  

A key objective, in support of this goal (ex-

erting political influence and U.S. democratic 

ideals), was the establishment of strong and 

mutually beneficial international relation-

ships—at both the individual and institutional 

levels. Nye (2004) characterizes these efforts 

as the exertion of “soft power”—specifically, 

the “power of ideas and culture [are lever-

aged] to influence the friendship, disposition, 

and action of others.” The Fulbright Scholar 

Program is arguably the most effective 

demonstration of these “soft power” efforts. 

The “soft power” approach rests primarily 

upon a strategy of “co-opting” policy posi-

tions and decisions among nation states and 

global entities vs. “coercing” or “inducing” 

outcomes, based on approaches that leverage 

military superiority and/or economic power. 

The United States, despite its relative military 

and economic capacities, therefore, has in-

vested in policy strategies and programs that 

promote peace, human rights, and mutual un-

derstanding.  

The Economic Rationale  

The expansion of the global economy over 

the past 30 years has generated demand for a 

sophisticated and technologically astute 

workforce. This is particularly apparent in the 

U.S. information technology and higher edu-
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cation sectors wherein a multicultural work-

force has become the norm. Additionally, 

rapid advances in science, technology, engi-

neering, and math—the so-called STEM sub-

ject areas—require a country to maintain a 

strong national pool of talent if it is to remain 

competitive and viable. Indeed, the United 

States, United Kingdom, Australia, and Can-

ada have all contributed to developing a 

highly competitive, globally sourced work-

force.  

Increasing international student enrollments 

have indeed contributed to the availability 

and quality of this sophisticated labor pool. 

According to NAFSA: Association of Inter-

national Educators, international higher edu-

cation in the United States has evolved into a 

$36 billion industry, which supported nearly 

400,000 jobs nationally during the 2015-

2016 academic year. In Australia, the inter-

national higher education industry is esti-

mated at $20 billion, according to a 2016 re-

port by the Australian Department of Educa-

tion and Training. Similarly, international 

higher education in the United Kingdom has 

approached $18 billion, according to the 

2016 UK Council for International Student 

Affairs (UKCISA) Report.  

The fact that international higher education is 

now recognized as a significant trade/export 

product is remarkable from a financial per-

spective; however, as an export product, it is 

also subject to increasing sensitivities—espe-

cially political change. For example, a recent 

survey in the Chronicle of Higher Education, 

(dated March 13, 2017) entitled, “Prospective 

International Students Show New Reluctance 

to Study in the U.S.,” noted the increasing 

hesitation of international students to enroll 

in U.S. higher education programs due to the 

Trump administration’s recent policy affect-

ing entry to the United States from select 

countries. If such reluctance is the beginning 

of a trend—and a shift in global destination—

it may have significant implications for uni-

versity budgets, state and local economies, 

and longer-term national competitiveness. In-

deed, Pankaj Ghemawat and Phillip Bastian, 

in a recent article in BizEd (the professional 

publication of the AACSB) entitled “Anti-

Globalization and Higher Education,” also 

recognize this point and suggest that: 

Even where the letter of immigration law 

does not (yet) preclude student inflows, 

two major problems arise. First, because 

studying overseas, particularly for a de-

gree, involves a major commitment of 

time and resources, it is rational for pro-

spective international students to worry 

about how relevant policies might change 

in response to a general rise in xenopho-

bia and anti-immigrant sentiment and …. 

even in the absence of policy restrictions 

on students, the deterioration in the cli-

mate surrounding foreigners is likely to 

have a chilling effect on international stu-

dent exchanges. 

The Sociocultural Rationale  

Sociocultural rationale is seen as a way to 

recognize and respect cultural differences. 

This involves simultaneously recognizing 

and understanding the role and place of a 

country’s culture and language vis-à-vis 

other languages and cultures. Researchers, 

such as Knight (1997) and Qiang (2003), 

view (i) sociocultural rationale as the preser-

vation and promotion of national culture and 

(ii) internationalization as a way to respect 

cultural diversity. This view places particular 

emphasis on an understanding of foreign lan-

guages and cultures, the preservation of na-

tional culture, and respect for diversity. This 

type of educational program (i.e., providing 

direct experiences with foreign countries and 

cultures) is widely supported in the literature 

and viewed as essential to reducing geopolit-

ical conflict and establishing sustainable and 
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peaceful international relations (Zolfaghari, 

Sabran, and Zolfaghari, 2009; Nye, 2004; de 

Wit, 1998; Van der Wende, 1997). In an era 

of internationalization and globalization, the 

sociocultural rationale has perhaps the 

strongest intuitive support as a rationale for 

international higher education. 

A Geostrategic Perspective  

While the geostrategic perspective is a more 

nuanced perspective that supports interna-

tional higher education and is gaining in-

creased recognition, it is still receiving insuf-

ficient attention in the research literature. 

This perspective recognizes the integration of 

sociocultural, economic and political ra-

tionale; however, it involves a pronounced 

shift towards a focus on geopolitical and eco-

nomic development (i.e., in the form of stra-

tegic alliances via institutional global en-

gagement). Peterson and Helms (in a paper, 

“Challenges and Opportunities for the Global 

Engagement of Higher Education,” initially 

presented at the Beijing Forum in November, 

2013 and later reprinted by the American 

Council on Education) indicate that: 

At the government level, motivations for 

encouraging higher education’s global 

engagement largely parallel those of in-

stitutions. Chief among these is economic 

competitiveness, which is linked to insti-

tution’s goal of preparing students for a 

globalized world. A country’s economic 

competitiveness depends on the compe-

tence of its workforce; in a globalized 

world, a competent workforce is one that 

is able to operate cross borders. 

The authors further emphasize that: “Global 

engagement initiatives in the higher educa-

tion realm are often part of broader public di-

plomacy efforts through which governments 

exert “soft power.”  

Knight (2015) also notes that the increased 

mobility of students and scholars (i.e., both 

physically and remotely) across national 

boundaries is a primary vehicle for the pro-

motion of geopolitical alliances—and how 

continuous advances in information and com-

munication technology make virtual work a 

viable method for integrating a global work-

force. Indeed, this trend further highlights (i) 

the need for university graduates who possess 

an ability to perform at a high level within di-

verse political and cultural environments and 

are technically competent; (ii) the unprece-

dented demand experienced by graduates 

when they have the knowledge and skills nec-

essary to take on challenging, internationally 

focused assignments and leadership roles in 

politically sensitive environments; and (iii) 

an acceleration of international competition 

for the “best and brightest”—and demand for 

universities to produce high-caliber, globally 

astute graduates. Concurrently, however, a 

tendency towards nationalism (i.e., in many 

parts of the world) is accelerating at the same 

time that countries are increasingly strug-

gling with supporting sought-after, tax-

funded international higher education pro-

grams. Consequently, this may present op-

portunities for international higher education, 

strategic alliances and public-private sector 

engagements that lead to greater U.S. corpo-

rate and national competitiveness abroad.  

Beyond Traditional Rationales:          

Measuring the Value of International 

Higher Education 

While each of the four rationales underpin-

ning international higher education have been 

theoretically well-established in the literature 

and remain intuitively relevant in today’s 

globally connected world, only the economic 

rationale has been reasonably quantified. Due 

to the increasing competition for scarce re-

sources (e.g., among public colleges and uni-

versities that depend upon federal, state and 

local funding), there is a need to effectively 
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measure the value of international higher ed-

ucation more broadly in order to effectively 

argue in support of public funding.  For ex-

ample, does possession of a costly, interna-

tionally focused MBA degree, or a similar 

graduate degree, benefit both the recipient of 

the degree and society in a clearly quantifia-

ble way? Or is such a degree merely a “sig-

nal” to potential employers that a prospective 

employee possesses certain intellectual qual-

ities and cultural sensibilities?  

In other words, in today’s highly competitive 

and globally integrated world, what is the 

value proposition of a formal higher educa-

tion degree vs. a series of highly adaptable, 

short-duration certification programs? 

Would a series of internationally oriented 

Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) be 

equally effective (i.e., as a formal university 

degree)? If we agree that the completion of a 

traditional, internationally focused university 

program is inherently valuable, how do we 

measure the international component of the 

degree? For example, is there a way to “map” 

specific learning outcomes in international 

higher education programs in accordance 

with measurable, post-graduation results? 

Some of these concerns were articulated by 

NAFSA Deputy Executive Director Kevin 

Hovland, in a Times Higher Education article 

wherein he indicated that:   

In a highly competitive environment, 

what do institutions mean when they 

promise that their students will graduate 

with the skills and knowledge they need to 

become leaders in a connected, interde-

pendent, global future? How do they 

translate such lofty goals into concrete 

learning outcomes? How do they map 

those outcomes on to courses and across 

the curriculum? What is the role of co-

curricular and experiential learning in 

helping students to gain the necessary 

skills and knowledge? 

Perhaps ironically, one of the primary skills 

that international educators impart to their 

students is the ability to analyze, quantify, 

and develop strategies that are relevant to po-

litically and economically complex environ-

ments. However, based on the relative dearth 

of metrics and data in the empirical literature, 

application of this methodology (i.e., to the 

rationale for international higher education) 

has been overlooked; for example, what 

should be measured? Is it the dollar value of 

tuition paid by foreign students and the con-

tribution of these dollars to the U.S. econ-

omy? Do we capture metrics (e.g., the num-

ber of foreign students who remain in the 

U.S. following graduation and obtain jobs 

wherein they contribute to the GDP)? Do we 

measure the number of patents produced by 

foreign students who graduate from U.S. en-

gineering schools? Do we somehow measure 

the career advancement of graduates enrolled 

in international higher education programs 

vs. those who choose not to pursue such edu-

cation? The answer, of course, is that there 

are a myriad of variables upon which to 

measure these programs economically but 

few if any (i.e., other than anecdotal) to meas-

ure the sociocultural and political rationale.    

Individuals, such as Jeffrey S. Lehman, the 

vice chancellor of New York University’s 

campus in Shanghai, have described their 

study-abroad experiences as having pro-

foundly changed their worldviews. Lehman 

studied in France via a Sweet Briar College 

junior year study-abroad program and noted 

that “nothing else [he] learned in all [his] 

years of formal education would matter so 

much to [his] adult life as that moment of in-

tellectual rebirth.” Lehman further explained 

that a significant (i.e., transformative yet dif-

ficult-to-measure) element of the program 

was the opportunity to attend classes and live 

with foreign students who challenged his 

thinking and expanded his understanding. 
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Thus, a corollary objective of this paper is a 

call to the international higher education 

community to establish a more comprehen-

sive research agenda—one that would sup-

port both economic and “soft power” ra-

tionale.  

Suggestions to the International Higher 

Education Community for a Compelling 

Advocacy Strategy   

So, what is the future of international higher 

education in the United States—particularly 

as we confront accelerating international ed-

ucational competitiveness, economic nation-

alism and a more aggressive U.S. foreign pol-

icy? Will U.S. universities continue to be the 

preferred option for international students? 

Will U.S. colleges and universities—espe-

cially public institutions that are highly de-

pendent upon state and federal funding—

continue to invest in increasingly costly inter-

national programs? Will U.S. students con-

tinue to seek a higher education that empha-

sizes international learning and cultural un-

derstanding? Indeed, the international higher 

education community must now mobilize to 

develop a realistic advocacy strategy predi-

cated upon a limited national budget (i.e., for 

cultural and foreign assistance programs) into 

the foreseeable future.  

Thus, there are a myriad of complicated im-

plications and questions for U.S. universities 

as they proceed with developing and imple-

menting international higher educational pol-

icies. For example, the recently proposed but 

yet to be passed presidential budget might 

prompt the following questions: (1) How will 

international higher education remain rele-

vant in the context of potentially declining 

federal and state support? (2) What are the 

implications of declining domestic student 

enrollments and tighter budgets for interna-

tional higher education? (3) How will in-

creasing competition (from both domestic 

and foreign universities) for international stu-

dent enrollments affect instructional quality? 

(4) How will U.S. colleges and universities 

maintain a balance between national and in-

ternational student enrollments—especially 

when pushed by central administrations to in-

crease international student enrollments? (5) 

How will U.S. colleges and universities 

maintain and/or improve academic quality 

and student performance when forced to 

moderate entrance requirements (e.g., in or-

der to maintain enrollment targets and sup-

port institutional overhead, tenured faculty 

positions, and low-enrollment departments)? 

and (6) How will the international higher ed-

ucation community promote and adopt real-

istic and measurable policy goals in a highly 

restrictive funding environment?  

As federal and state funding for higher edu-

cation continues to tighten, publicly sup-

ported colleges and universities that wish to 

expand—or simply maintain international 

higher education programs and curricula—

will need to articulate and present “business-

like” plans for funding.  Any associated argu-

ment for support (i.e., based upon cost-effec-

tive plans that stress measurable, direct re-

turns on taxpayer investments) will have a 

greater chance of succeeding.  

Below are several suggestions for the inter-

national higher education community to con-

sider as it pursues a compelling advocacy 

strategy. While these suggestions may seem 

harsh to some within the community, they are 

meant to elicit a plan of action that is realistic 

and potentially successful within highly chal-

lenging political and economic environ-

ments: 

• First, the international higher educa-

tion community must recognize that 

this is “not business as usual.” The 

community faces perhaps the most diffi-
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cult time in decades; proposals for inter-

national higher education funding will be 

highly scrutinized. Consequently, the 

community must change its traditional 

approach. For example, international 

higher education advocacy groups like 

the Association for Public and Land-

Grant Universities (APLU), the Associa-

tion of International Educators (NAFSA), 

the International Education Council 

(IEC), and The Association for the Ad-

vancement of International Education 

(AAIE) must indicate how a proposal for 

federal funding (i.e., for international 

higher education programs) will “specifi-

cally” enhance national security, national 

economic performance (competitive-

ness), and U.S. workforce development. 

Also, whenever possible, these organiza-

tions will need to demonstrate how fed-

eral support (i.e., for international higher 

education programs) can strengthen geo-

strategic aspects of U.S. foreign policy; 

this is guaranteed to get the current ad-

ministration’s attention.  

• A corollary (i.e., to the first suggestion) 

is that the international higher educa-

tion community must recognize that it 

is dealing with a private-sector admin-

istration. The president and his senior 

administration think like businesspeople 

because they are businesspeople; thus, it 

is essential to advocate for federal fund-

ing like businesspeople. For example, the 

community must recognize that asking 

for federal financial support (i.e., for in-

ternational programs) too generally will 

not work (e.g., by simply stating that 

“support for international higher educa-

tion is the right thing to do”). If the inter-

national higher education community is 

not able to clearly articulate how its inter-

national programs result in a “strength-

ened U.S. international presence,” the 

community will not be successful in 

funding these programs. 

• The international higher education 

community must recognize, and ac-

cept, that the new leadership at the De-

partment of Education is focused on 

primary and secondary education (vs. 

higher education and international 

higher education)—although there is 

some indication of support for tech-

nical/vocational education. Thus, inter-

est in (and financial support for) interna-

tional programs is far from a priority. 

Furthermore, federal support for interna-

tional higher education (except for the 

flagship Fulbright Scholar Program) and 

other cultural programs within the De-

partment of State will be significantly 

curtailed (or eliminated)—unless, of 

course, Congress steps in to avoid such 

results. In sum, always emphasize the ob-

vious: “economic strength, national com-

petitiveness and workforce develop-

ment.” 

• The international higher education 

community must do more to emphasize 

“metrics.” Emphasize measureable re-

sults! While the number of jobs associ-

ated with international higher education 

programs (and the macroeconomic im-

pact of international higher education 

programs nationally) will help to drive 

the debate, this is an insufficient basis for 

the development of associated strategies. 

However, this paper identifies a number 

of other significant measureable opportu-

nities. In an era of “economic national-

ism,” cost-benefit will win the day—and 

the funding. 

• The international higher education 

community must do more to educate 

the public and its political representa-

tives about the local and state economic 

benefits of its programs. For example, 
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repeatedly emphasize how programs con-

tribute financially to local and state econ-

omies and make sure that local and state 

political representatives know (and ap-

preciate) this. 

• The international higher education 

community must repeatedly stress that 

international higher education is a $36 

billion growth “industry.” Anticipate 

that the general public, especially educa-

tors and politicians, still do not view 

higher education—and particularly inter-

national higher education—as an indus-

try. Therefore, whenever possible empha-

size the bigger picture; as an industry, 

how do international higher education 

programs improve the U.S. balance of 

trade?  

• If these suggestions are difficult to ac-

cept and implement, recruit someone 

who can help make the case. Always re-

member that international higher edu-

cation has indeed helped “Make Amer-

ica Great”—and will continue to do so. 

Summary and Conclusion 

The United States has a long and proud tradi-

tion of leadership in world economic, politi-

cal, and social development and diverse fund-

ing streams (e.g., from the U.S. Department 

of State, Ford Foundation, USAID, and other 

private-sector initiatives) have played a criti-

cal role in international development. Fur-

thermore, U.S. public and land-grant univer-

sities have played key institutional roles in in-

ternational development and international 

higher education in the fields of agriculture, 

business, engineering, science, and technol-

ogy. Historically, many of the contributions 

in these areas can be traced to early interna-

tional higher education consortia (e.g., MU-

CIA, SECID, and CID).  One consortium that 

remains active is the Texas International Ed-

ucation Consortium (TIEC), which includes 

Texas A&M University. This consortium 

continues to represent Texas universities in 

many internationally related higher education 

activities and programs.  

However, today, in a complicated and chal-

lenging political environment, funding for all 

U.S. foreign assistance programs is, and will 

continue to be, severely constrained. As the 

nation faces a number of profound fiscal 

challenges (e.g., historically high national 

debt, unsustainable entitlement programs, 

and inadequate economic growth), federal 

budget support for international higher edu-

cation programs will grow increasingly con-

strained. Additionally, some might argue that 

the importance of support for international 

higher education is even more critical today 

(and in the coming decade) as the country 

faces serious, rapidly evolving, geopolitical 

crisis points. The concluding question then 

(i.e., before the international higher educa-

tion community) is: How will the community 

create a compelling research agenda and ad-

vocacy strategy in response to these chal-

lenges, and also contribute to the resolution 

of these geopolitical crisis points in an era of 

declining financial resources and “economic 

nationalism?”
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