
Canadian Journal of Higher Education | Revue canadienne d’enseignement supérieur 50:4 (2020)

Emerging Issues in the Internationalization of  
Canadian Higher Education

Higher Education  
Internationalization at a Juncture
In Canada, as in many other jurisdictions, the ongoing 
intensification of internationalization has become tak-
en for granted, now woven into the everyday fabric of 
the higher education landscape. When planning for this 
special issue began in 2019, preceded by the Shaping 
Sustainable Futures for Internationalization in Higher 
Education (SSFIHE) conference at the University of To-
ronto, it already felt like the world of higher education 
internationalization had for some time been moving into 
new realms. In scholarly circles in this pre-Covid era, 
debates over the current status and future of internation-
alization were raging. Was the end of higher education 
internationalization nigh? Or, as others argued, was the 
future bright, but perhaps a little different from what had 
come before? (see, e.g., Altbach & de Wit, 2018; Knight 
& de Wit, 2018; Mok, 2018; Proctor & Rumbley, 2018). 

Shifts external to higher education were forcing 
open this juncture, with some governments appearing to 
turn away from international affairs. For a field that finds 
its meaning in international connections, what was hap-
pening in other nations both near and far was highly rel-
evant for Canada. As this discourse became translated 
into policies and actions, the future for higher education 
internationalization—once seemingly on an infinitely up-
wards trajectory—was called into question for perhaps 
the first time. In this context of rising nationalism, pop-
ulism, and backlash to global interconnectedness, some 
suggested that this was “Canada’s global moment” (Uni-
versities Canada, 2017). 

Yet that moment was complex. For example, while 
the so-called “Trump bump” (Yerger & Choudhary, 2019, 
p. 1200) led to huge increases in international applica-
tions to Canadian universities and colleges, those same 

institutions were also reeling from a politically motivat-
ed decision by Saudi Arabia to suddenly pull its large 
student population from Canadian campuses (Trilokekar 
et al., 2020). From a policy perspective, the end of the 
2010s saw the federal government’s International Edu-
cation Strategy (2014–2022) reach its midway evalua-
tion point in 2018 (Global Affairs Canada, 2019) as well 
as political change, with new provincial governments 
formed after elections in top international student des-
tinations Ontario and Québec. In Ontario, the right-wing 
populist Ford administration made a series of cuts to 
higher education—totalling $450m in 2019 alone—lead-
ing universities and colleges to be ever more reliant on 
international students to make up funding gaps (Paikin, 
2019; Syed, 2019). Under the Coalition Avenir Québec 
government that has been in power since 2018, immi-
gration has been reduced, which has negatively impact-
ed a provincial immigration program that was previously 
open to international students graduating from Québec’s 
universities and colleges (Shingler, 2019).The effect of 
political changes in these provinces may not have de-
creased the flow of international students, but they have 
affected how this group are perceived by universities 
and colleges and the likelihood that they can make lon-
ger-term economic and social contributions to Canada.

Taken together, developments in research, policy, 
and practice related to higher education international-
ization were demonstrating new trends, adjustments to 
existing patterns as well as emergent gaps in our un-
derstanding of internationalization both in theory and in 
practice. By positioning that moment as a turning point 
for higher education internationalization, the SSFIHE 
conference created space to take stock of the ways in 
which internationalization has developed and what it 
might look like into the future. Three themes were iden-
tified as particularly relevant to informing these conver-
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sations: quality, reciprocity, and inclusivity as they relate 
to shaping sustainable futures for internationalization in 
higher education.

A particular focus for the stocktaking at SSFIHE was 
on Canadian higher education, although with 175 del-
egates from 20 countries converging in Toronto in the 
months before borders were shut down by Covid-19, the 
conference was wide open to contrasting perspectives 
and evidence from other settings that are relevant to the 
landscape in Canada. A common theme that emerged 
during the conference related to the need to deepen our 
understanding of the implications of present internation-
alization practices for the future. As a result, the objec-
tive of this special issue is to fill this gap through articles 
that engage with under-researched aspects of interna-
tionalization and examine higher education internation-
alization through alternative lenses and viewpoints.

This opening essay, written by one member of the 
five-person-strong conference organizing committee, 
first brings together some of the key features of high-
er education internationalization as it has developed in 
Canada. The article identifies some of the emerging is-
sues for the future of internationalization which resonate 
in the Canadian context but also, as SSFIHE delegates 
found, extend well beyond Canada. These issues are 
discussed alongside an introduction to the articles in this 
collection. In so doing, the article sets out a new agenda 
for Canadian higher education internationalization re-
search, policy, and practice. Whereas the discussions 
around higher education internationalization in this col-
lection all began prior to 2020, it is no longer possible to 
do research or make policy on internationalization with-
out reference to Covid-19. In concluding, the effects of 
this global pandemic are considered as part of the new 
landscape in which we must now all contend.

The Development of Higher  
Education Internationalization in 
Canada
As a topic of scholarly research and debate, the inter-
nationalization of higher education has emerged as a 
major theme within the interdisciplinary field of higher 
education research. Early work in the 1980s and 1990s 
traced the contours of the issue, and research has grown 
since, in step with the phenomenon itself. Canada has 

produced several important scholars of internationaliza-
tion, including one of the most eminent on the topic, Jane 
Knight, who was also one of three keynote speakers at 
the SSFIHE conference. Knight’s definition of interna-
tionalization became widely accepted and used in the 
field (Knight, 2003), subsequently generating a range of 
alternatives and modifications. 

Alongside the array of concepts, multiple critiques of 
internationalization have emerged, even from those who 
have sought to promote its use in research and practice. 
In acknowledging its centrality to contemporary higher 
education, Knight nevertheless notes that the term “has 
become a catch-all phrase used to describe anything 
and everything remotely linked to the global, intercultural 
or international dimensions of higher education” (Knight, 
2014, p. 76). 

Beyond the misuse of the concept, Kumari Beck has 
cogently argued that it is in fact the substance of interna-
tionalization that is being misappropriated. In this way, 
practices of internationalization such as international 
student recruitment may reproduce “the harmful influenc-
es of globalization and colonial legacies” (Beck, 2013, p. 
55). Sharon Stein, a fellow critical scholar and convenor 
of the recently established Critical Internationalization 
Studies Network, has similarly emphasized the role that 
internationalization plays in reinforcing the dominant 
global imaginary of Western supremacy. In this imagi-
nary, in which Canada is deeply implicated, “the West 
is understood to be at the top of a global hierarchy of 
humanity with the rest of the world trailing behind” (Stein 
& de Andreotti, 2016, p. 226). For all its touted roles in 
building understanding and bridges between cultures 
and peoples, internationalization from this critical stance 
is outright exclusionary and racist—not without redemp-
tion, but in severe need of ethically grounded revision. 

This aspect of internationalization comes to light be-
cause of the valuable contributions made by scholars in 
Canada and internationally, but often stands in contrast to 
the ways that higher education internationalization is dis-
cussed and implemented as an area of policy and prac-
tice. Indeed, the divergences that can be identified when 
studying internationalization from these different per-
spectives—and the lack of conversation between them 
despite their connectedness—was one of the driving 
forces behind the SSFIHE conference’s ambition to bring 
together researchers, policy makers, and practitioners. 

In terms of policy, the internationalization of higher 
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education has gained the attention of governments in 
Canada and abroad. The Canadian federal government 
has commissioned several reports on the economic im-
pact of international students, most recently reporting 
that they contribute over $20 billion to Canada’s GDP 
and support almost 170,000 jobs (Global Affairs Canada, 
2017; Government of Canada, 2019). The first federal 
strategic plan for international education was published 
in 2014 and updated in 2019 (Global Affairs Canada, 
2014; Government of Canada, 2019). The emphasis in 
both has been on growing international student enrol-
ments and, to a lesser extent, increasing study abroad 
by Canadian students. While the economic benefits of 
international students are at the forefront of the current 
international education strategy, the longer-term aim 
to retain Canadian educated students as “ideal immi-
grants” has also become more overt in the federal policy 
discourse (Scott et al., 2015).

At the provincial level, some governments devel-
oped international education plans much earlier, such as 
in Alberta (2001) and Québec (2002), while others are 
more recent, such as British Columbia (2012) and On-
tario (2018). Non-governmental organizations in Cana-
da are also engaged in policy. These range from ad hoc 
groups such as the multi-sector Study Group on Global 
Education, which drew from academia, industry, and civ-
il society to develop a set of policy recommendations for 
improved international engagement by students (Study 
Group on Global Education, 2017), to advocacy bodies 
such as Universities Canada and Colleges & Institutes 
Canada, both of which have student mobility and inter-
national partnerships as core priorities. However, these 
policies struggle to go beyond the attraction of interna-
tional students (and their tuition payments), while the 
Canadian dynamic of distinct provincial and federal roles 
in education complicates efforts to set Canada apart as a 
global leader for international higher education.

As an area of practice, Canadian higher education 
institutions are deeply engaged in internationalization. 
International student enrolment has grown dramatically 
on Canadian campuses, expanding by 226% between 
2000 and 2014 and another 34% between 2014 and 2017 
(Canadian Bureau for International Education, 2018; Sá 
& Sabzalieva, 2018). Canadian institutions have devel-
oped overseas branch campuses, such as those in India, 
United Arab Emirates, United Kingdom, and Qatar. They 
are developing joint and dual degree programs with 
institutions around the world, and even licensing aca-

demic programs to partner organizations. Along with this 
growth, Canadian universities and colleges have institu-
tionalized their global engagement by creating strategic 
plans and organizational structures aimed at managing 
the complexities of internationalization. Institutions have 
developed international offices offering a host of interna-
tional related services, and often assign a senior institu-
tional administrator to the portfolio. 

Setting a New Agenda for Canadian 
Higher Education  
Internationalization 
Higher education internationalization in Canada has thus 
developed at an ever-increasing pace with a particular 
emphasis across research, policy, and practice on the role 
of international students. Other aspects of international-
ization such as international research collaborations and 
intercultural learning are also expanding but receive far 
less attention than internationalization in relation to stu-
dents. From this base, the articles in this special issue 
can be contextualized and positioned in the ways they 
enable our understanding and critiques to move forward. 
The articles all have distinct approaches and focal points 
and taken together they support the advancement of a 
new agenda for Canadian higher education international-
ization. This is achieved both in how internationalization 
is researched and in terms of the implications and possi-
bilities the studies open for policy and practice. 

Conceptually, this new agenda crosses multiple lev-
els of analysis: the international, the national/federal, 
the provincial, higher education institutions (universities 
and colleges), and the individuals within higher educa-
tion. The articles look both historically and to the present 
to inform their discussion and analysis of what may lie 
ahead for internationalization. Topics discussed in the 
articles range from international collaborations to inter-
nationalization strategies, and from the funding of inter-
national higher education to international students’ men-
tal health. While these articles are grounded in Canadian 
experiences, there are lessons to be drawn and ideas 
that can be further explored in other contexts such as An-
glo-dominant societies, federal states, and elsewhere. 

Whereas most of the articles centre Canada in their 
discussions of internationalization (even when they 
critique this very centring), Schiedeck’s contribution is 
notable for its examination of Canada from the perspec-
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tive of Brazil. Schiedeck also picks up on an emerging 
and under-studied element of internationalization in the 
Canadian context, namely how this is occurring in the 
vocational education and training (VET) sector as of-
fered by colleges (in Canada) and Federal Institutes (in 
Brazil). After providing a useful overview of the position 
of VET as part of the broader globalization of education 
and helpful contextual data on the Brazilian VET system, 
Schiedeck explores cooperation between Canada and 
Brazil at institutional level. Specifically, the article exam-
ines the A Thousand Women project that has supported 
women’s professional development, and the later emer-
gence of the Science Without Borders mobility program.

These cooperation projects enable a discussion of 
the array of actors involved. The Secretariat of Profes-
sional and Technological Education of the Ministry of 
Education in Brazil appears to have played a decisive 
role in driving cooperation forward as well as support-
ing institutions to implement lessons learned. Schiedeck 
also points to the role of advocacy bodies such as Col-
leges and Institutes Canada and the World Federation 
of Colleges and Polytechnics, which is headquartered 
in Ottawa, as important actors. Whereas the narrative 
of cooperation between Canada and Brazil is commonly 
framed in terms of a North-South unequal relationship, 
Schiedeck’s article aims to move beyond this by show-
ing how these forms of internationalization have enabled 
otherness to be recognized and used to motivate innova-
tion and effective collaboration.

Within Canada’s national borders, the complication 
of the country’s federal structure is addressed in McCart-
ney’s article on policy talk, that is, the statements made 
by federal parliamentarians in recorded sessions of the 
House of Commons pertaining to how they construct in-
ternational students. Remarkably, McCartney finds con-
siderable convergence in this policy talk even over a 35-
year period through the interventions made by multiple 
Members of Parliament (MPs) across the political spec-
trum. Policy talk has congregated around two themes—
the quality of Canadian higher education and the value 
of international students for Canada. These themes, Mc-
Cartney argues, are so widespread as to have become 
taken for granted. In reference to the first theme, these 
taken for granted assumptions convey a positive view of 
the high quality of Canadian higher education. Following 
from this perspective, it is assumed that international 
students are naturally attracted to Canadian institutions 

because of their quality, that these institutions could be 
selective and choose only the brightest and best inter-
national students, and that those international students 
who later return home would by implication be equipped 
to support the development of their countries. 

These imperialist and exclusionary narratives are 
mirrored in the second theme McCartney identifies, 
which puts Canada at the heart of the international edu-
cation effort. MPs discuss the value of international stu-
dents to Canada: their economic benefit, their ability to 
make Canadian campuses more cosmopolitan, and, in 
recent years, their value as immigrants to the country. 
Canada has little to learn from international students in 
this worldview. By calling out the role of politicians in 
shaping the internationalization discourse, McCartney’s 
message is powerfully conveyed through this analysis of 
parliamentary debate. If higher education international-
ization—in particular, international student recruitment—
is to be sustainable, then these assumptions have to not 
only be questioned, but fundamentally altered. There 
needs to be a shift from a unilinear arrangement advan-
tageous only to Canada to a more holistic framework in 
which knowledge and benefits are shared.

The need to frame internationalization differently is 
also integral to Buckner et al.’s review of 32 internation-
alization strategies published in English by universities 
and colleges across Canada. Their study instills impor-
tance to these “discursive artifacts” (p. 23) in the ways 
that they present an official approach to international-
ization and subsequently support resource and priority 
allocation within the institution. The authors’ content 
analysis finds very little differentiation in how interna-
tionalization is understood, regardless of institutional 
type (university or college) and geographical location. 
As other articles in this collection point to, the main 
focus is on students—both recruiting international stu-
dents and supporting the outbound mobility of domestic 
students. Another common priority was on developing 
partnerships. The only real differences seem to be some 
greater emphasis on research in universities strategies 
compared to their college counterparts, and some place-
based references to local challenges and opportunities.

Having shown the distinction between symbolic 
commitments (e.g., educating for a diverse world) and 
strategic justifications for internationalization (e.g., sup-
porting research productivity), the authors find that the 
sampled internationalization policies combine these. As 
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such, the symbolic and the strategic rationales are not 
distinct or competing but are typically brought together, 
thus imbuing “the same activities with multiple meanings 
that may resonate with diverse stakeholders” (p. 30). A 
significant finding of the study is the absence of what 
the authors classify as anti-oppressive values. Such val-
ues encompass empathy, social justice, reciprocity, and 
equity; ideals that might be expected to inform institu-
tional attempts to indigenize and decolonize Canadian 
higher education as has apparently been the mantra of 
the sector in recent years. The lack of symbolic or stra-
tegic commitments to anti-oppressive aims in these 
internationalization strategies speaks volumes, both to 
the emptiness of the many words written over the need 
to change higher education, as well as to the ongoing 
disconnect between internationalization and the broader 
functions and purpose of higher education.

The relationship between discourse and policy is 
further taken up in King’s analysis of the impact of gov-
ernment policy on the rationales for internationalization 
across 16 universities in British Columbia and Ontario. 
It draws on both document analysis and interviews with 
high level administrators with an internationalization 
portfolio at each of the case study universities. Where 
Buckner et al. focus on the content that is both present 
and absent in these strategies, King turns our attention 
to the ideas and the people that make up the paradigms 
and policy rationales for internationalization strategies. 
This is taking place in a context where international-
ization is increasingly institutionalized, for instance 
becoming a permanent office of the university’s central 
functions and thereby also benefiting from access to re-
sources. The discursive institutionalist framework used 
in the paper shines a light on issues of power, both in 
the discursive content—the ways that actors use ideas 
to convince others to get on board with actions and view-
points—and the conceptualization of the policy-making 
discursive community, which King describes as the ac-
tors that are involved in the discussion and the types of 
discourse that take place.

The article finds a subtle but noticeable shift away 
from the competitiveness paradigm that has become 
well established as the dominant rationale for interna-
tionalization. In its place, ideas about social responsibili-
ty—the university’s place, purpose, and community—are 
becoming more important. This shift is more evident at 
globally and nationally oriented universities; those with 

more of a regional orientation continue to be embedded 
in a market discourse. Another important finding of the 
article is the minimal influence of either government or 
external actors to the process of formulating institutional 
internationalization policies. King puts this down to the 
decentralized, delegated and deconcentrated nature of 
university governance in Canada: that is, a combination 
of no federal remit for education, weak provincial lead-
ership, diffused organizational authority, and high levels 
of institutional autonomy. Government influence where 
it exists comes from immigration and funding policy, not 
education or internationalization. Looking ahead, King 
suggests how a national or provincial ideational policy 
space could emerge, but also sees the possibility that 
such a space may never materialize. 

One province that has taken action is the Ontario 
government, which launched the Trillium Scholarship in 
2010 to provide funding to 75 international students per 
year at Ontario’s universities and colleges. This is taken 
up in El Masri's article as an emblem of a shift in the in-
ternational student discourse in the province. Using the 
discourse coalition framework, El Masri identifies three 
key storylines that had emerged during the second half 
of the twentieth century as Canadian higher education 
gradually opened up internationally. These discourses of 
economy, risks, and gateways were advocated for by dif-
ferent coalitions—not necessarily cohesive sets of actors 
consciously working together but grouped by their align-
ment to a set of ideas represented by these discourses. 
The economy storyline, which emphasizes the financial 
gains of internationalization, is inherent in policy dis-
course around the world; less visible are the storylines of 
risks (one the one hand, protecting international students 
from fraud and on the other, protecting Canada from 
those seeking to gain illegal access through international 
student routes) and gateways (in which international edu-
cation opens access to the world and to the exchange of 
knowledge and global citizenship).

The 2010 announcement of the new Trillium schol-
arship scheme came as a surprise to many, as the pri-
mary interviews El Masri conducted demonstrate. This 
element of unexpectedness forced open the three pre-
vious storylines, shifting their (re)telling of international 
education narratives and eventually leading to coales-
cence around two new storylines. The first is supportive 
of the new financial investment, finding this symbolic of 
the importance of (literally and metaphorically) investing 
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in international students in Ontario. The second smaller 
but no less vocal storyline is the “Ontario first” narrative 
in which the province’s needs—funding domestic stu-
dents and bringing the benefits of internationalization to 
Ontario—are foremost. El Masri’s innovative use of the 
discourse coalition framework provides a fresh theoret-
ical lens that supports a more nuanced analysis of the 
multiple actors involved in internationalization, which is 
then complicated further by Canada’s federal structure. 
The concern raised by El Masri that the Ontario first dis-
course could “undermine the core values of internation-
alization” (p. 15) underlines the importance of analysing 
the confluence of politics at all levels (provincial, nation-
al, regional, global) in how higher education internation-
alization is shaped.

As these articles also point to, critiques of higher 
education internationalization have commonly focused 
on the ways in which it is deployed strategically and/
or for economic gain by institutions and governments. 
Less attention has been given to the negative impact 
internationalization may have on students themselves, 
making De Moissac et al.’s contribution on mental health 
and help-seeking strategies of international students 
in Canada an important and timely new angle through 
which to study the ramifications of internationalization. 
As De Moissac et al. show in the context of North Amer-
ica, the topic of student mental health in higher educa-
tion is both better understood and better supported than 
in the past, making it an issue that is unlikely to abate. 
Instead, continued efforts to destigmatize mental health 
and students’ and institutions’ growing awareness of the 
importance of prioritizing good mental health suggest 
the further embedding of mental health research as part 
of higher education studies. 

De Moissac et al.’s study of international students at 
two Manitoban universities seeks to address gaps in our 
understanding of how international students view their 
health and well-being and the factors that come into play 
when help for mental health issues is sought. The choice 
to focus on a French language and an English language 
university enables the article to explore how the different 
populations of international students on these campuses 
deal with mental health challenges. The authors’ finding 
that the international students surveyed “exhibit stronger 
overall mental health and psychological characteristics 
than domestic students” (p. 66) is intriguing given the po-
tential challenges that the article thoughtfully discusses. 
The article’s efforts to diversify the study of internation-

al students’ mental health both linguistically and also by 
looking beyond the top three sending countries of inter-
national students to Canada (China, India, and France) 
sets the tone for future studies that bring together mental 
health, internationalization, and intersections of identity. 

Continuing discussions touched on in other articles 
of international students and their status and belonging, 
Malette and Ismailzai’s article examines in more de-
tail how exclusion plays out on the campus of a large 
public university in western Canada. The study draws 
on 150 interviews undertaken between 2006 and 2018 
with undergraduate students identifying as international 
and Asian, domestic and white, and domestic and Asian, 
to examine their on-campus engagement in social ac-
tivities. More than simply describing what they do, the 
article aims to interrogate how these groups understand 
each other, and from there to think about how bridges 
between groups could be built and sustained. Both the 
empirical and analytical elements of this study do much 
to advance and refine our understanding of the ways that 
students engage with each other and on campus and will 
be particularly relevant for support staff in higher educa-
tion institutions.

Counter to stereotypical perceptions that Asian in-
ternational students do not get involved in campus ac-
tivities, Malette and Ismailzai find a high level of par-
ticipation in on-campus ethnicity-based clubs that is 
also higher than the domestic groups surveyed. Despite 
being subject to racist critiques of their very presence 
in Canada, Asian international students demonstrated 
willingness to build relationships with others on campus 
to reduce the distance some experienced with their Ca-
nadian peers. Nevertheless, the qualitative findings also 
establish that the stereotype of self-exclusion by Asian 
international students is perpetuated by white domestic 
students. These white students express what is essen-
tially a fear of a group they do not understand and are not 
part of, retaining barriers between them and continuing 
the same form of exclusionary talk seen at the parlia-
mentary level in McCartney’s article. 

Shaping Sustainable Futures for 
Higher Education  
Internationalization
The new agenda put forward in these articles is not 
designed to be a comprehensive program for future 
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research, policy, and practice. Other key issues for the 
sustainability of internationalization, such as the impact 
of climate change on international mobility and research 
and the unresolved tensions between Indigenization and 
internationalization, await additional coverage in future 
research. Rather, the strength of this collection is in sin-
gling out areas of interest that have risen to prominence 
in recent years or are recurring issues of importance to 
higher education internationalization in Canada. Two 
factors stand out from this collection. The first relates to 
internationalization discourse and the way this is repre-
sented and analysed theoretically and methodologically. 
The second is the emphasis on one particular set of ac-
tors: international students.

As becomes apparent from the articles in this spe-
cial issue, discourse is key, both as presented by one set 
of actors (e.g., universities, MPs) and in conversation 
between actors (e.g., those involved in the policy arena). 
Our understanding of internationalization is enhanced 
by analysing how actors talk about themselves and by 
understanding the processes by which results (strate-
gies, policies, etc.) are reached. In the articles, the use 
of lenses such as discursive institutionalism, critical 
discourse analysis, and discourse coalition framework 
prove very effective in this regard. The prevalence, al-
though not exclusive use, of qualitative methods across 
the articles accentuates the roles played by various ac-
tors in internationalization and the importance of under-
standing and analysing their experiences. The choice to 
focus on discourse adds important theoretical grounding 
to studies of internationalization, for example demon-
strating direct connections between Canada’s colonial 
heritage and how this continues to shape international-
ization.

Secondly, as is evident from the depth of coverage 
in the articles, international students are pivotal to how 
internationalization is understood and operationalized. 
Whether as desired objects to fulfill institutional inter-
nationalization strategies or as agents shaping their 
on-campus experiences, the role of international stu-
dents continues to be highly significant. At the nexus of 
federal policy on immigration, provincial policy govern-
ing funding, and institutional policies, as well as being 
actors in their own right, it is perhaps unsurprising to 
see international students so high on the agenda. The 
Covid-19 pandemic, which has already had a severe 
short-term impact on higher education internationaliza-

tion, will reinforce the centrality of international students 
to studies of internationalization in the future. 

International student mobility has been very ad-
versely affected as a result of Covid-19: the previous 
concept of “internationalization at home” has come to 
take on a very literal meaning with borders closed and 
international travel grinding to a near halt (Marinoni et 
al., 2020; Xiong et al., 2020). Whereas the articles in this 
collection were written before the onset of the pandem-
ic, connections between their themes and emerging is-
sues abound. For instance, early research has found that 
“international students are facing more impediments to 
maintaining their mental health under the Covid-19 pan-
demic and beyond” (Chen et al., 2020, p. 1) than domes-
tic students. The Canadian policy framework for interna-
tionalization has also shifted as a result of Covid-19. A 
study of initial responses by higher education institutions 
and the country’s multilevel governance structures noted 
a creeping federalism in Ottawa’s actions even though 
the constitutional responsibility for higher education re-
mains with the provinces (El Masri & Sabzalieva, 2020). 
The pandemic has also changed the way that research 
is taking place across borders, leading to more cooper-
ation and more research on the emerging issues related 
to Covid-19 (Lee & Haupt, 2020). 

The effects of Covid-19 are still unfolding as this 
special issue goes to press and for now it will have to 
suffice to note the importance of continuing to interro-
gate the challenges already identified in higher educa-
tion internationalization in light of the effects of the pan-
demic, as well as to establish the gaps that emerge from 
a post-pandemic terrain that has not yet been attained.

Back in 2004, Knight asked: 

…what, in the year 2020, will be seen as the major ac-
complishments of internationalization during the past 
30 years?... What are key issues or questions that re-
quire further evaluation, research, and policy analysis 
to address and guide the long-term impact and impli-
cations of internationalization at both the institutional 
and sector levels? (Knight, 2004, pp. 29–30) 

The articles in this special issue and the SSFIHE con-
ference that preceded it are a Canadian-oriented con-
tribution towards addressing these important questions. 

An important discovery from across the articles is 
the way they highlight significant continuities and con-
vergence in Canadian higher education internationaliza-
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tion. The major accomplishments Knight asks about can 
be answered in the singular through the overwhelming 
emphasis on international students. The economic ra-
tionale for their continued recruitment and—even if to 
varying extents based on political shifts—retention has 
dominated policy and practice and been a major cause 
of critique by researchers. Although this continuity is 
also significant to the focus of several of the articles in 
this issue, the collective contribution is not limited to 
demonstrating the long-term attention paid to interna-
tional students. That in itself is an important outcome 
and the articles do successfully bring out aspects of the 
international student story that have not yet been told 
and do so by paying attention to the specificities of the 
Canadian higher education context. 

Beyond this, however, the significance of the special 
issue also lies in the way that the articles each bring a 
new way of examining and framing higher education in-
ternationalization, adding much needed theoretical and 
analytical perspectives to the field. Thus, while many of 
the key issues in higher education internationalization 
remained the same in 2020 as they were in 2004, it is 
the questions we ask about them that are changing. It 
is in the process of opening up the field to these new 
questions that the opportunities to truly shift the interna-
tionalization agenda will arise.
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