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The internationalization of higher education over the last two decades has trans-

formed the education sector into a globalized, interconnected knowledge-based 

society.  Higher education institutions and national governments have been com-

pelled to pay more attention to academic relations and knowledge exchange oppor-

tunities with partners in other countries, particularly in the same region.  The 

current study aims to investigate the role of higher education internationalization 

in Southeast Asian nations (ASEAN) for the development of a more harmonized 

region.  Previous research has revealed that less developed countries in the ASEAN 

region are far behind in the race to globalization and transformation of the education 

industry.  Therefore, it is crucial to explore the policies and strategies enacted by 

the ASEAN administration and determine what it lacks to achieve this goal.  An 

exploratory comparative approach has been used to identify and investigate recent 

internationalization trends in ASEAN member countries.  The internationalization 

of higher education is a compelling and logical approach to increasing harmonization 

at the intra-regional and interregional levels.
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Introduction

Internationalization of higher education is a process that recognizes the significance of 

global education and the establishment of a knowledge-based society1) in which the activ-

ities and practices of higher education, mobility, and collaboration can be easily facilitated 
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1) “Knowledge-based society” refers to a society that is well educated and therefore relies on the 

knowledge of its citizens to drive innovation, entrepreneurship, and dynamism.
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and enhanced.  It refers to the process of integrating international, intercultural, and 

global dimensions into the mission, goals, and delivery of higher education (Knight 2004).  

In the era of internationalization, countries around the globe are engaged in an effort to 

establish a systematic mechanism to address the issues of higher educational access, 

equity, participation, and quality (Dreher 2006; Chou and Ravinet 2017).  Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) member countries aim to promote academic excel-

lence, accessibility, quality, and international cooperation in higher education to achieve 

a resilient, dynamic, and sustained ASEAN community.  As Vongthep Arthakaivalvatee, 

deputy secretary-general of the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community, stated:

As we continue to encourage free movement of goods, services and people in ASEAN, it is imper-

ative to assure that the quality of our higher education is at par with agreed international and 

regional standards; and that our education systems thrive in a culture of quality and credibility. 

(ASEAN 2016)

Various studies have focused on the development of harmonization and regionalization 

in the ASEAN region, although most of them have concentrated on economic integration, 

trade facilitation and immigration policies, labor standards, and supply chain connectivity 

(Lloyd 2005; Ayudhaya 2013; Chia 2014; Jinachai and Anantachoti 2014; Menon and 

Melendez 2017).  However, regional integration through the internationalization of higher 

education is also an important element in achieving regional unification and harmonization 

(Altbach and Knight 2007; Knight 2012; Khalid 2018).  Thus, the current study aims to 

explore recent trends in the internationalization of ASEAN higher education aimed at 

harmonization among all member nations.  In addition, the study attempts a comparative 

analysis of the internationalization practices followed by ASEAN nations and suggests 

practical approaches for globalization to bring about harmony and unity in the region.

ASEAN: An Overview

ASEAN was established on August 8, 1967 by five founding members: Indonesia, Malay-

sia, the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand.  Brunei joined in 1984, Vietnam in 1995, 

Laos and Myanmar in 1997, and Cambodia in 1999.  The region, which has an area of 

around 4.5 million square kilometers, had a combined population of about 600 million in 

2011 (Keling et al. 2011).  As of 2017, ASEAN had 638.62 million people (US-ASEAN 

2017).  ASEAN is a dynamic region with great diversity among member countries in 

terms of geography, culture, official languages, literacy rates, population density, GDP 

per capita, level of socioeconomic development, information and communication technology 
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development, education policies, systems, and structures (Moussa and Kanwara 2015).

This diversity has led to a richness of culture and resources.  Despite their differ-

ences, the ASEAN countries share a common emphasis on the development of higher 

education for the development of the nation and region and to enter the global knowledge-

based economy (Ratanawijitrasin 2015).  Both the diversity and similarities impact the 

development of internationalization within and among higher education institutions 

(HEIs) in these countries and challenge educators to develop measures and collaborative 

strategies to assure quality higher education in the region, especially in its focused move-

ment from regionalization toward internationalization (Armstrong and Laksana 2016).

Several research studies recognize the importance of higher education in enhancing 

regionalization, cultural harmonization, and integration among nations (Neubauer 2012; 

Knight 2013; Lo and Wang 2014; Shields 2016).  Globalization of higher education has 

the potential to give a boost to institutions that are unable to compete with current chal-

lenges, by providing opportunities for research collaboration, attracting talent from other 

countries, and opening overseas branch campuses.  Increasing efforts have been made 

to build an ASEAN knowledge community by promoting both regionalization and integra-

tion among members.  The organization aims to promote harmonization among its mem-

bers with the aim of building a knowledge community supported by a range of supporting 

organizations, for instance, the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) and the ASEAN 

University Network (AUN).  The plans for an ASEAN Community toward the end of 2015 

demanded that institutions of higher learning take action in accomplishing the goals of 

the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community (ASCC), embedded in ASEAN Vision 2020, 

through which awareness, mutual understanding, and respect for the various cultures, 

languages, and religions could be nurtured.  The ASCC also envisions economic integra-

tion as an ultimate goal—that is, it aims to create a single market and production base to 

make ASEAN countries more dynamic and competitive (ADB 2012).

Motivation for the Study

Notwithstanding the efforts made by the ASEAN leadership to achieve harmonization 

and regionalization by promoting the internationalization of higher education within the 

ASEAN community, it is still a challenging and demanding process to gain the cooperation 

of all members.  This situation raises a number of practical questions when dealing with 

the promotion of internationalization at the regional level.  The present study is based 

on the following research questions:
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(1) What are the internationalization policies and plans implemented by ASEAN to 

bring about harmonization within the region?

(2) What are the recent trends in internationalization, and how can internationaliza-

tion lead the ASEAN community toward harmonization?

To answer these important questions, the current study critically examines and 

analyzes a range of key ASEAN internationalization policies, recent developments within 

varied academic settings, and existing plans and strategies to develop a culture of integra-

tion within the ASEAN region.  It also seeks to investigate the usefulness of internation-

alization practices as a means of enhancing harmonization among ASEAN member 

nations.

For the most part, the study provides an exciting opportunity to advance the under-

standing of harmonization within ASEAN through mutually beneficial and innovative 

internationalization practices.  The study aims to contribute to the growing area of 

research on internationalization in higher education by exploring the issues and chal-

lenges faced by developing countries to compete in the global education marketplace.  

Several important streams within the study are identified that could prove helpful for 

ASEAN leaders and policy makers, as the study emphasizes the shared visions and syn-

ergized membership of ASEAN countries with the intention to strengthen the human 

capital of member countries rather than promoting competition.

In Southeast Asia there has long been a shared aspiration to coordinate and promote 

higher education within the region.  The Southeast Asian Ministers of Education Organ-

ization (SEAMEO) was established in 1967 to promote regional cooperation in education, 

science, and culture.  Promoting student, faculty, and staff mobility has also been a key 

priority.  Enhancing student mobility was one of four key areas identified for regional 

higher education harmonization.  However, regional disparities pose significant chal-

lenges.  These include gaps in national policy and funding support; lack of infrastructure, 

facilities, and human resources; diversity in HEIs; and varying levels of research com-

petency (Dang 2015; Khalid et al. 2017).  Interregional student mobility is central to the 

post-2015 vision of ASEAN, which centers around creating a “politically cohesive, eco-

nomically integrated, socially responsible and a true rules-based, people-oriented, people-

centered ASEAN” (ASEAN 2015).  The potential benefits are significant.  As European 

economies slow down, many ASEAN and other Asian economies are on the rise.  Thailand 

has become a manufacturing hub, and Korean and Japanese companies have been quick 

to take advantage of trade and investment opportunities within the region.

Mobile students are more likely to become mobile workers, taking advantage  

of economic opportunities in the region and bringing benefits to their home nations 
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(Gribble and Tran 2016).  The heterogeneity of the ASEAN community poses challenges.  

The member countries range from Singapore, one of the world’s most competitive econ-

omies, to Myanmar, where a quarter of the population lives below the poverty line (Yang 

2014).  Finance is a significant constraint.  Language is another key barrier.  While a 

growing number of institutions in the region offer programs for international students in 

English, the English language proficiency of students in many ASEAN member nations 

remains low; and boosting language tuition is considered a necessary strategy for encour-

aging greater mobility.  There are major regional disparities, with Singaporeans under-

taking most of their education in English and students in other ASEAN countries having 

limited exposure to English during their schooling (Yue 2013).

Student exchange plays an increasingly important role in the planning of ASEAN 

higher education.  Following the Fourth ASEAN Summit in 1992, the AUN was developed 

in 1995 in order to “strengthen the existing network of co-operation among leading 

universities in ASEAN” by “promoting co-operation and solidarity among ASEAN schol-

ars and academicians, developing academic and professional human resource(s), and 

promoting information dissemination among ASEAN academic community” (NUS 2016).  

Among its primary activities are student exchanges involving 30 universities in the region 

(AUN 2018).  SEAMEO RIHED (SEAMEO Regional Centre for Higher Education and 

Development) and the governments of Malaysia, Indonesia, and Thailand have also 

expanded another student mobility program named M-I-T, launched in 2009, into the 

ASEAN International Mobility for Students (AIMS) Programme (SEAMEO RIHED 

2018).  The Ministry of Education of each country offers financial support to its own 

students for AIMS (KMUTT 2014).

The remainder of this paper proceeds as follows: The next section discusses the 

harmonization and internationalization of higher education.  After that, a comparison of 

ASEAN countries on the basis of internationalization practices is presented by dividing 

the countries into three categories based on their number of HEIs: low, medium, and 

high.  The paper ends with a discussion, recommendations, and suggestions for future 

studies.

Harmonization through Higher Education

There is no question that the internationalization of higher education has transformed 

the higher education landscape in the last two decades.  The increasingly globalized and 

interconnected world in which we live has compelled HEIs, educational organizations, 

and national governments to pay increased attention to academic relations and opportu-
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nities with partners in other countries (Knight 2013).  Harmonization is interlinked with 

regionalization.  The regionalization of higher education was previously implemented by 

central governments through national policies.  This process started in Sweden in 1977, 

failed within the decade (Premfors 1984; Clark and Neave 1992), and then was taken up 

by Spain with the Organic Law on Higher Education of 1983 (Neave 2003).  Subsequently, 

regionalization emerged in Belgium, France, and the United Kingdom.  The regionaliza-

tion process has changed the role of nations beyond their boundaries to develop networks 

with neighboring countries.  The past decade has seen a growing East Asian dimension 

to internationalization that is visible at the institutional, national, and regional levels.  For 

instance, the number of Vietnamese students going to China and Malaysia to further their 

studies has been increasing (Welch 2010).

Some researchers argue that the trend of regionalization is already visible in the 

EU, the Caribbean, and ASEAN (Forest 1995).  However, others assert that nationalism 

acts as a counterforce and places boundaries that cannot be crossed through regionaliza-

tion (De Witt 1995).  Years ago Clark Kerr, then president of perhaps the largest regional 

HEI in the world—the multi-campus University of California—proclaimed that there 

were two laws of motion active in opposite directions: the internationalization of knowl-

edge and learning, and the nationalization of higher education (Kerr 1990).  According to 

J. N. Hawkins (2012), there are two phases of regionalism in the Asian region, which he 

terms “old” and “new.”  The old phase spanned three decades from 1950 to 1980 and 

consisted of country groupings of intra-regional interactions, peer economies, security, 

trade, and education.  Since 1980—the new phase—neoliberalism, economic liberalism, 

and market deregulation have given rise to interregional organizations such as the Asia 

Cooperation Dialogue, Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation, and ASEAN+3.  Educational 

regionalism has been developed through organizations such as SEAMEO, the Association 

of Southeast Asian Institutions of Higher Learning, and RIHED (Hawkins 2012).  These 

organizations’ core focus is on a diverse set of higher education aspects such as quality 

assurance, teaching and learning, collaborative research and development, and inbound/

outbound student mobility (Shameel 2003; Robertson 2007).

Europe also went through several regionalization phases.  In the mid-1980s to 1990s, 

two plans were adopted that focused on student mobility: the Socrates and Erasmus pro-

grams.  They engaged not only HEIs but also Europe-wide professional associations and 

technical colleges, which were considered to be essential in the regionalization process.  

By 2000 the Comenius and Grundtvig programs had further developed the above two 

programs.  Their focus is on various forms of harmonization such as mobility, faculty, 

students, policy reforms, and European university systems.  In 1998 the Bologna Process 

began, which magnified the goal of the Magna Charta for the European Higher Education 
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Area.  The core focus of the Magna Charta was on mobility, while the Bologna Process 

aimed at harmonizing other aspects of European higher education.

Harmonization and Internationalization

The increase in internationalization and globalization of higher education, particularly the 

rapid development of cross-border higher education, has underlined an urgent need to 

establish robust frameworks for quality assurance and the recognition of qualifications 

(Altbach and Knight 2007).  With the introduction of regionalism, the challenges for HEIs 

go beyond the concept of globalization (MacLeod 2001).  The main concern is how HEIs 

and the national governments of regional member countries can adjust to cope with 

regionalized education in a manner that welcomes harmonization.  The AEC faces a 

similar challenge to ASEAN HIEs.  The education systems in ASEAN countries are 

diverse; therefore, students involved in intra-regional mobility face many problems in 

terms of cultural diversity, language and communication barriers, instructional practices, 

and curriculum incompatibility (Ramburuth and McCormick 2001).

Methodology

The current study is an exploratory qualitative study with a comparative approach based 

on an analysis of the published literature, e.g., journal articles as well as organizational 

and national reports.  A comparative approach is especially valuable in academic research 

as higher education and HEIs worldwide have many common traditions and characteris-

tics (Altbach and Peterson 1999).  For a better understanding, researchers have divided 

the ASEAN nations into three groups based on their degree of demonstrated interna-

tionalization practices at the national and institutional levels: low, medium, and high.  This 

division gives a clearer perspective to assist readers’ understanding of current trends 

influencing the internationalization of higher education in ASEAN member countries.

Findings

High Group

Only Singapore is placed in the high group for the current study.  Singapore, being con-

sidered an education hub, has developed effective internationalization plans and strate-
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gies.  The government of Singapore is focused on the nation’s being a global leader in the 

educational market (Owens and Lane 2014).  It is expected that Singapore will actively 

contribute to the research clusters within ASEAN.  Already by 2012, the director of the 

Science and Technology Postgraduate Education and Research Development Office in 

Thailand could state, “Singapore is in the premier league, while we (Thailand and Malay-

sia) are first division.  They will have to cooperate with us in the spirit of ASEAN or they 

will be isolated” (Huang 2007).

Singapore’s government policies have been designed, reviewed, and implemented 

to promote a range of student attributes as well as values including intercultural engage-

ment and awareness, developing a competitive edge, and creating a sense of global 

citizen ship.  All of these are accomplished through an internationally designed curriculum 

that works to meet the country’s industrial manpower requirements and to develop 

Singapore as an international education hub (Daquila 2013).  Singapore’s universities, 

particularly the National University of Singapore, have implemented plans and activities 

to promote internationalization abroad as well as at home.

Medium Group

For countries in the medium group, internationalization discussions and policies are 

organized more around issues of student and staff mobility.  The main rationales linked 

with internationalization activities for the governments of these countries are political 

and economic.  These countries consider student and staff mobility as a way to further 

skills learning as well as trade (Lohani 2013).

Malaysia, on its way toward becoming a regional educational hub, has focused on 

multiple internationalization practices, particularly student mobility/exchange and 

research collaboration (Tham 2013).  Malaysia has branches of eight foreign universities, 

mainly from the UK and Australia (Sengupta 2015).  Similarly, Thailand has drawn notice-

able interest from foreign campuses.  Stamford University, originally from Singapore and 

Malaysia, and Webster University from the United States are two prominent international 

campuses in Thailand.  Thailand has integrated higher education internationalization into 

its development plans since 1990.  Internationalization was seen early on as an opportu-

nity in Thailand for economic development; however, during the economic crisis it came 

to be viewed as an external threat.  The government faced the dilemma of balancing these 

two divergent views and decided to try having it both ways (Lavankura 2013).  At the 

institutional level, both public and private universities are attempting to develop “inter-

national teaching programs,” not only to serve the range of students’ demands but also 

to earn fee income.

An increasing internationalization trend can be observed in the Philippines, Indone-
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sia, and Brunei, which are also striving to be more competent within the global education 

industry.  In the Philippines, the need for internationalization plans has been recognized 

by the Commission on Higher Education to gear up HEIs, including both state and private 

institutions, to operate at an international level (Cinches et al. 2016).  The commission’s 

mission includes improving institutional quality assurance and requiring HEIs to imple-

ment the necessary mechanisms to ensure that graduates are competent within a speed-

ily changing globalized world (Laguador et al. 2014).

Indonesia views the internationalization of higher education as a challenge, and the 

government emphasizes the need for universities to develop internationalization strate-

gies.  Internationalization was included in the National Education Strategic Plan and the 

Higher Education Long Term Strategic Plan 2003–10.  Various other programs were 

developed, including workshops/seminars on internationalization and avenues for net-

work formation such as the Global Development Learning Network and the Indonesia 

Higher Education Network (Soejatminah 2009).  However, a lack of capability at the 

institutional level has slowed down the process.  Improving the basic factors shaping 

internationalization, for instance proficiency in English and information and communica-

tion technology, may boost the progress of internationalization in Indonesian higher 

education (Marginson 2010).

Low Group

Internationalization is a hallmark of ASEAN higher education at both the global and 

regional levels (Mok and Han 2016).  For Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and Vietnam, inter-

nationalization is often perceived as improving the quality of academic staff and research 

(Council 2013; Mathuros 2013; UNESCO 2014).  As trained staff and PhD-holding profes-

sors are scarce in these countries, developing international partnerships with overseas 

universities is a significant way to bring knowledge from the outside to filter in for both 

staff and professorial ranks.  Studies by the Asian Development Bank have touched on 

the critical issue of brain drain in these countries, where low faculty salaries fail to bring 

back students who have left to pursue graduate degrees abroad.  Vietnam is expecting 

new international recognition in the global education market as five of its universities 

are listed in the 2019 QS Asia University Rankings.  Vietnam National University, Hanoi 

takes the lead among the five Vietnamese universities, claiming 139th place, while Viet-

nam National University, Ho Chi Minh City is in the 142nd position.

In ASEAN-wide meetings, paying lip service to increase the capacity of economically 

weaker countries is often part of the friendly dialogue; however, there has been little 

effort on the part of the stronger countries to share power and to form and administer a 

knowledge society (Feuer and Hornidge 2015).  Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and Vietnam 
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need more vigilant strategic engagement to play their role in ASEAN regionalization and 

harmonization.

ASEAN Efforts toward Building an ASEAN Knowledge Economy

Despite their differences, the ASEAN countries agree that internationalization will allow 

for the better development of technology and research and enhanced regionalization and 

harmonization.  ASEAN has implemented several plans, as shown in Fig. 1, to achieve 

the target of building an ASEAN knowledge community.

Internationally collaborative research will allow many countries with an inferior 

infrastructure to become more capable of innovating for production and growth.  ASEAN 

continuously puts forth efforts toward developing a more harmonious and unified ASEAN 

knowledge economy.  The efforts of the ASEAN administration toward developing higher 

education in the region are noticeable.  However, countries already rich in technology as 

well as financial resources are receiving the real benefit of such strategies.

Comparison of Higher Education Internationalization in ASEAN Countries

ASEAN member countries in general have high numbers of HEIs.  Table 1 provides the 

number of HEIs in each of them.

Regionalization or harmonization through mobility and collaboration of learning pro-

cesses in higher education is not an end in itself.  It is important that the awareness of a 

shared higher education area, and the linked benefits for individual universities, be com-

Fig. 1 Internationalization in ASEAN

Source: ASEAN Secretariat (2013).
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municated at all levels of the higher education system.  Quality assurance is the process 

of promoting cooperation among HEIs and assisting with educational harmonization at 

the national and international levels.  AUN is a platform involved in several AUN-QA 

programs through which joint initiatives with other organizations can be established.  

AUN-QA offers an assessment of universities and their educational offerings, and shares 

best practices relating to quality assurance.  Table 2 shows the number of AUN member 

universities and identifies the corresponding external quality assurance agencies operat-

ing in these countries.

Table 1 Number of HEIs in ASEAN Member Countries

Country No. of HEIs Year

High

Singapore 11 2016

Medium

Indonesia 4,400 2016

Malaysia 111 2016

Brunei Darussalam 5 2016

Philippines 2,299 2016

Thailand 155 2016

Low

Cambodia 121 2016

Lao PDR 211 2015

Myanmar 163 2016

Vietnam 419 2014

Sources: UNESCO (2014); KOICA Cambodia (2016).

Table 2 Internationalization of Higher Education: A Comparative View of ASEAN Nations

Country AUN Member Universities External Quality Assurance Agencies

High

Singapore 3 Higher Education Division, Ministry of Education

Medium

Indonesia 4 National Accreditation Agency for Higher Education

Malaysia 5 Malaysian Qualifications Agency

Brunei 1 Brunei Darussalam National Accreditation Council

Philippines 3 Commission on Higher Education

Thailand 5 Office for National Education Standards and Quality Assessment

Low

Cambodia 2 Accreditation Committee of Cambodia

Lao PDR 1 Department of Higher Education, Ministry of Education

Myanmar 3 Department of Higher Education, Ministry of Education, Upper 
Myanmar

Vietnam 3 General Department of Education Testing and Accreditation, 
Ministry of Education and Training

Sources: AUN (2018); SHARE (2018).
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Higher Education Internationalization Trends in ASEAN

ASEAN, being a diverse region, has numerous strengths and weaknesses that vary from 

country to country.  Based on the findings of this study, an increasing interdependence 

can be seen among ASEAN countries, particularly on policy collaboration and economic 

integration.  Regionalization might be considered as an intentional process that reveals 

a desire to move toward a more planned rather than ad hoc form of association.  Region-

alization and harmonization among nations can be enhanced by encouraging internation-

alization of activities at the intra-regional and interregional levels.  Individual ASEAN 

governments have increased public investment in the higher education industry to 

support the overall structure of ASEAN higher education and the region’s growing 

knowledge economy.  Internationalization is viewed as a substantial stimulus to 

strengthen the performance of ASEAN universities across a wide range of indicators, 

such as exchange of students/staff, research integration and collaboration, development 

of branch campuses, and internationalized curricula.  These measures also pave the way 

for enhancing integration between universities in the region, improving the overall status 

of Asian universities.

The findings of the present study are summarized in Table 3, which presents higher 

education internationalization trends in ASEAN countries.

Table 3 Higher Education Internationalization Trends in ASEAN

Country Trends

High

Singapore

Increasing public expenditure

Promoting international academic cooperation

Emphasizing cutting-edge R&D and innovation

Emphasizing international profile and partnerships

Hosting overseas branch campuses

Medium

Indonesia

Malaysia

Brunei

Philippines

Thailand

High demand from international students enrolling in Malaysian HEIs

Emphasizing education quality

Lowering public expenditure by shifting cost to students

Recruitment of international faculty/researchers

Emphasizing international research-oriented policy

Controlled/limited overseas branch campuses

Low

Cambodia

Lao PDR

Myanmar

Vietnam

Threat to education quality

Less access to equity

Lack of human resources and financial support for international activities

Limited international faculty and staff

Limited enrollment of international students

More opportunities for private HEIs
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Discussion

ASEAN: Successes and Failures

The drive toward ASEAN harmonization seems to be on track.  ASEAN member coun-

tries are motivated to move forward, and actions have been taken to support the integra-

tion of higher education.  The ASEAN community acknowledges the need to create  

a common but not standardized or identical ASEAN Higher Education Area that can 

facilitate the mobility of students and faculty and comparability of degrees within Asia.  

However, there are political and sociocultural differences that result in variations in 

 curricula, programs, instruction, and degrees.  These can be managed in ways that allow 

for the creation of communal ASEAN quality control structures, degree structures, and 

credit transfer systems.

ASEAN’s achievements are greater in the security and political areas than in edu-

cation.  With increased confidence and dissipating mutual suspicion among members 

through cooperative activities and frequent meetings, ASEAN has enriched Southeast 

Asia with impressive economic growth.  In order to create further harmonization through 

higher education, enhanced connections among ASEAN universities—via improved 

research and collaboration opportunities, and inbound/outbound mobility flows supported 

by increased prosperity—will assist in developing a mutual awareness and greater sense 

of regional harmony.

Undeniably, the regionalization programs and strategies implemented by ASEAN 

have the potential to generate considerable benefits such as knowledge sharing, inten-

sification of cross-cultural understanding, and regional unification and peace.  However, 

when looking at the situation as a whole, the data reveal a fragmented landscape of mutu-

ally exclusive and overlapping intraregional and cross-regional political and economic 

interdependencies.  These uncoordinated dynamics may cause geopolitical tension,  

as regional networks are characterized by political maneuvering and other posturing 

behaviors.  Thus, the execution of harmonization plans is not without its challenges.  

Importantly, steps are needed to increase student readiness.  Language and communica-

tion barriers must be conquered.  Adjustment problems occur with student mobility, 

particularly with respect to curriculum differences, differences in instructional practices, 

cultural diversity, and differences in language, the last of which in and of itself is a great 

barrier to cross-cultural learning.  An ASEAN-wide integrated quality assurance mecha-

nism is required; thus, the ASEAN Qualification Agency (AQA) needs to build links 

between the various national quality assurance systems.  Confidence and mutual trust 

should be developed between the different systems.
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Internationalization Matters: Making It Work

The internationalization of higher education has the potential to contribute to the develop-

ment of a harmonized ASEAN region.  The Bologna Process is a good example of this 

strategic mission; focusing on modernization of the international relationships of partner 

countries’ universities, it enhances academic mobility and correspondingly increases the 

attractiveness of higher education systems in European countries.  In the context of 

ASEAN, consistency is required in internationalization and regional development poli-

cies, based on the principles of equity and enhanced academic mobility among member 

countries.  A comprehensive international approach at the institutional, national, and 

multi-regional levels can boost harmonization among nations with diverse cultures, 

norms, and languages.  Through extensive networking, partnerships, and digital trans-

formation of HEIs (Khalid et al. 2018), ASEAN nations can come together to one higher 

education forum, which may lead toward unification and harmonization.  Universities in 

ASEAN must recognize and acknowledge that “academic Institutions are always been 

[sic] part of the international knowledge system” (Altbach and Umakoshi 2004) and in 

the transformation and digitalization age they are more interconnected to global trends.

Conclusion

The current study explores contemporary trends, challenges, and opportunities in the 

ASEAN region toward developing a culture of harmonization among all nations and deter-

mining how the internationalization of higher education can assist in this process.  The 

researchers found that internationalization practices—student/staff mobility, exchange 

programs, research collaboration, and regional scholarships—could lead to a more harmo-

nized ASEAN community.  The more developed countries—Singapore, Malaysia, Brunei, 

Thailand, Indonesia, and the Philippines—are actively developing their education systems 

to compete in the global knowledge society.  In contrast, lesser developed countries—

Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and Vietnam—are not competitive globally at this point due 

to a lack of sufficient resources for internationalization practices, language barriers, low 

funding and limited regional scholarships, and ineffective national and institutional poli-

cies to implement internationalization.  Therefore, these countries need to increase their 

collaboration and research activities within the region and mobilize the inbound/outbound 

flow of students by providing financial assistance.  It is necessary for ASEAN leadership 

to engage all nations equally to build a harmonious and unified ASEAN community.
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