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The DfES International Strategy (DfES 2004), ‘Putting the
World into World Class Education’ aspires to equip people
in the UK with ‘the knowledge, skills and understanding
they need to fulfil themselves, to live in and contribute
effectively to a global society and to work in a competitive
global economy’(ibid). There is a recognition in the Strategy
that nations are increasingly interdependent and that
internationalism should be a fundamental part of education.
The Prime Minister’s Initiative, launched in June 1999 had,
five years earlier, encouraged the recruitment of
international students to study in the UK, and in launching it
the Prime Minister stressed the importance of
internationalism:  ‘Our young people also benefit. They gain
from the window on the world which contact with
international students gives them. We can teach, but we can
also learn from others’ (Prime Minister June 1999).

There are, inevitably, different conceptions and
interpretations of what we mean when we talk about
‘internationalism in education’. Yet in the last weeks since
the bombings in London, said by some to be one of the most
multi-cultural cities in the world, educationalists have been
united in the need for commitment to internationalism in
education – and to ensure that education lays the foundations
for a more integrated and understanding world if we are to
overcome and bridge the divides which we see in our diverse
and mixed society.

It is therefore essential to understand what is true
internationalism in education – and to begin to understand
the variety of forms of internationalism which exist. Then
we can either understand the value of each, or at very least
recognise and avoid what Alison Richards (2004) has called
spurious internationalism, which is not truly international –
and does not contribute to better understanding between
societies.

Approaches to understanding international education have
focused on the academic study of education (Cambridge and
Thompson 2004 ) in two forms, firstly  ‘an academic
discipline involved with making international comparisons
between education systems’ (ibid), and secondly analysis of
‘education oriented towards ‘internationalism’ and
‘international mindedness’ and the education offered by
international schools’ (ibid).

In contrast Leach (1996) identified internationalism as the
more active pursuit of  good relations between countries, and
identifies three approaches to internationalism in education; 

‘unilateral internationalism’ which refers to a country
concerned with the education of its own people when they
are away from home, ‘bilateral internationalism’ where
there is, for example, an exchange programme of students

of two countries, and ‘multilateral internationalism’
where there is funding from at least three countries for a
programme. (Leach 1969)

The key to the difference is in understanding ‘why
internationalism’. And the answer varies, depending on
whether we aim to influence the individual, the institution or
society. 

At a time when we need to work to develop better global
awareness and a heightened sense of and value for other
societies and cultures while functioning as part of a global
economy, we also have an awareness that the effects of
internationalism in education can dramatically improve the
achievements of pupils, the effectiveness of schools and the
retention and professional pride and satisfaction of education
professionals. And we can improve international
understanding and partnership as we work with our
colleagues overseas. 

The International Strategy for Education from the DfES
(ibid 2004) followed that of the Scottish Education
Executive. They are both part of a growing commitment to
and interest in encouraging internationalism to permeate
education. The DfES Strategy sets out three interrelated key
goals:

• Equipping our children, young people and adults for life
in a global society and work in a global economy,

• Engaging with our international partners to achieve
their goals and ours, 

• Maximising the contribution of our education and
training sector and university research to overseas trade
and inward investment. (DfES 2004)

In other words, educating people to live and work in a global
society, working in partnership with other countries and
recognising that education is as much part of global trade as
any other product.

There is therefore a clear agenda in the UK for
internationalism in education – and this is underpinned by
governmental policy. But even were it not, it seems that there
is a definite enthusiasm and energy in the education world
for internationalism. There is undoubtedly still a place for
the comparative academic analysis of educational trends and
data. This is valuable and important in the codification and
interpretative tools which it allows us to develop and apply,
but educational institutions have embraced internationalism
with gusto and we see that the key characteristic of all forms
of internationalism is the active involvement and
participative approach which permeates the institution. This
permeation takes four different forms.
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One key form is the exchange – of staff and students –
and/or twinning projects, where students and teachers share
views and resources. Schools and also Youth Groups
involved in such projects undertake curriculum and school
development discussions with partner institutions overseas
and exchange delegations for special projects. Testimony
from participating teachers demonstrates the enormously
beneficial effect of such programmes: 

...our child council, [was] established as the result of a
Comenius 1 project which saw our head teacher spend
two weeks at Gjerstad Skole in Norway on a teacher
exchange. She was very impressed by the child council
they had set up there, and was determined that we launch
a similar version. Our council has now been running
successfully for five years – members’ duties include
representing their year group at monthly meetings,
reporting to the governing body termly, and even sitting in
on such meetings as the interviewing of new staff (Walker
2004).

Staff development is another common form of
internationalism in education, and it has proved to be one of
the most effective in re-vitalising professionally weary staff.
Staff exchanges, study tours and investigative programmes
all provide such staff development, and teachers or lecturers
who take part in such programmes say they have been life
changing. ‘The gains, both personal and professional, from
the experience have been immeasurable, just like the effects
on the ethos of our school as a whole’ (Atkins 2004).

Developmental partnerships which contribute to
education reform are another version of internationalism in
education, and these have been particularly significant in FE
and HE. There have been the mutually transformative
partnerships supported by the DFID funded HE Links
project which ends in 2007 (to be succeeded by
Development Education Partnerships in HE) which are based
on partnerships between HE institutions in the UK and in
DFID focus overseas countries. The TIRISANO project
between FE colleges in the UK and their counterparts in
South Africa led to leadership development for the UK
partners as much as for the South African education leaders
for whom the programme was designed.

Finally, the education exchange of students through the
marketing of UK higher education overseas, and now
increasingly vice versa, has led to the recognition that
education is a currency and a trade commodity much as any
other. Students are increasingly looking world wide for their
education, and the Bologna process in Europe will transform
not only European higher education but also the wider global
context, as a common credit and qualifications system
develops. No longer will higher education be insulated and
insular – it is becoming a global activity with world-wide
currency, and this internationalism is recognised as
benefiting and enriching all students and even the most
isolated of campuses. The new emphasis on trans-national
educational opportunities is one which will further transform

the homogeneity of higher education and will open up a
range of international possibilities and opportunities. 

What is evident is that the DfES has captured all of these
forms of educational internationalism in its Strategy. What is
also evident is that there is a very strong commitment to
internationalism growing in our schools, colleges and
universities. The old understanding of internationalism was
for us to recruit students from overseas to our educational
establishments, without thinking about the need for us to
look beyond the numbers to the concept of internationalism
and the importance it holds for the education world and for
society at large, or to look at the comparisons between
education in this country and others. As we move into the
21st century we are as a society celebrating the international
and diverse character of our nation and the contact we have
with the wider world, accessed through the channels of
education. We want to equip our students and professionals
to work and live in that wider world, and to bring it into our
everyday existence as a matter of pride, energy and
excitement. This is true internationalism, and this is what the
move towards internationalism in education is committed to.
The divisions which have revealed themselves between
groups in society where terrorists express their alienation
from wider society through the desperate acts we have seen
in the last few weeks can only be healed by an inclusive,
truly international education for all our young people, where
diversity is celebrated and brought together in our society.
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