Geographies of internationalisation
Hanne Kirstine Adriansen

Since the 1990s, internationalisation has been an important agenda in Danish higher
education (HE), as reflected, for instance, in policies aimed at increasing student and staff
mobility (UFM, 2014). Internationalisation is regarded as a tool for enhancing the quality
of education, research, and service to society (de Wit, 2015), yet we have no clear
knowledge regarding how internationalisation affects ways of thinking about quality,
relevance, and learning within Danish HE. Thus, the aim of this project is to study how
the internationalisation of HE produces new understandings of pedagogies, students, and
knowledges - and which understandings of quality and relevance are promoted through
different internationalisation instruments. We focus on six common instruments of
internationalisation in Danish HE: outgoing student mobility, incoming student mobility,
English as a medium of instruction, international specialisation, international staff, and
internationalisation at home. With a novel analytical approach, the project uses spatial
and mobility theories to tease out implicit understandings of geographies of
internationalisation; i.e. what come to be seen as the ‘right’ ways of teaching, ‘good’
students, and ‘legitimate’ knowledge, and how these ideas travel. Inherent in the word
inter-national is a focus on geography; this begs the question how geography can improve
the quality of HE: how can the integration of a ‘non-national’ dimension or the mobility
between countries enhance the relevance and quality of education? In seeking answers to
these questions, a spatial approach is useful as it can help move beyond the binaries of
national/international, home/abroad, local/global (Larsen, 2016); it can unfold
geographical differences (Brooks et al., 2012) and stress how ideas about quality and
relevance move across countries and become hegemonic in HE policy and practice – or
fail to do so (Gulson & Symes, 2007).

Based on ethnographic fieldwork in a teacher training college, a faculty of science, and a
faculty of arts, we explore how ‘knowledges’, ‘students’, and ‘pedagogies’ are perceived
and (re)shaped in the contextualised practices of internationalisation of HE. Through its
five work packages, this multi-disciplinary project will examine the following research
questions across different HE institutions and educational programs:
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RQ 1: How do different instruments of internationalisation create global
hierachies through the promotion of certain types of knowledge, student, and
pedagogy?



RQ 2: Which notions of quality and relevance are produced through the various
instruments of internationalisation in different Danish HE institutions and
educational programs?



RQ 3: How can a spatial approach to internationalisation inform debates on the
quality and relevance of international HE?

Theoretical and analytical approach: Spatial and mobility theories in education
Internationalisation can potentially open the world of education by including a diversity
of perspectives; yet, it can also close the world through ‘Westernisation’ or ‘anglicisation’
of education and curriculum (Leask, 2015). Hence, there are inevitable geographical
dimensions to internationalisation of HE. Spatial and mobility theories highlight such
geographical dimensions (Larsen & Beech, 2014).

In the 1990s, a spatial turn emerged in the social sciences and the humanities, whereby
scholars from these fields became interested in spatial dimensions of different phenomena
(Warf & Arias, 2008). This was followed by the mobility turn (Sheller & Urry, 2006),
which added perspectives on mobility to spatial theories. A number of education
researchers have used spatial and mobility perspectives in their studies of education: from
the micro level in the classroom (Fenwick et al. 2011), to a macro level on
internationalisation (Larsen, 2016). In a parallel development, human geographers have
become increasingly interested in the field of education (Holloway & Jöns, 2012; Waters
2017). Thus, spatial studies of education are found both amongst educationalists and
geographers.
We combine a number of approaches and concepts from these fields. ‘Geographies of
science’ (Livingstone; 2010; Meusburger et al., 2010) can help us understand the
localness of scientific knowledge, which is important for understanding what relevance
means in different parts of HE. This spatial approach examines local aspects of global
knowledge and education. It does not reify the local or imply a static notion of knowledge.
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On the contrary, ‘geographies of science’ studies the world as interconnected through
flows and networks instead of binaries. While some has challenged academics to put an
end to Western/Eurocentric domination in international HE curricula (Haigh, 2002), we
use ‘geographies of science’ to question what an international HE curriculum looks like.
A central concept and method for studying this is ‘mapping the curriculum’ (Tange &
Millar, 2016).

Following the mobility turn, geographers, historians, and anthropologists have studied
‘mobility of knowledge’, especially in regard to HE (Jöns et al. 2017). We use this
approach to study how knowledge, pedagogies, and notions of what it means to be a good
student travel, for instance through and with international students and staff. The concept
‘the becoming of students’ (Simidan 2002) is used to capture specificities of what it
means to be a good student in different programs at different HE institutions and in
different countries. Furthermore, we combine this with the concept ‘the cultural
production of an academic’ (Adriansen et al. 2016) to examine what happens when
students move across settings and countries and encounter new notions of ‘how to be
good’. ‘Geographical imaginaries’ (Salazar, 2012; Thompson, 2017) is an important
concept that can capture the historical and political influences on students’ motives for
choosing a certain part of the world to travel to. This historical perspective is essential to
understand how students and staff perceive their own history, the world, and the
(educational) history of the places they travel (Koh, 2017). In continuation of mobility of
knowledge, there has been a focus on the ‘mobility of policy’ (Geddie, 2014). We use
this approach to examine how notions of quality and relevance move, based on the idea
that both concepts are discursive constructs that receive their meaning in the discursive
construction of actions linked to them (Saarinen, 2017).

We combine the above-mentioned macro perspective with a micro perspective in which
we study social interaction in the classroom and other educational spaces. Every situation
of social interaction (e.g. participation in a certain educational space) can be said to have
both a macro- and a micro context (the historical, cultural and political contexts and the
context of the given social interaction). By combining interactional analysis with context
analysis (Blommaert & Dong, 2010), it is possible to uncover how greater structures are
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manifested in interaction, and thus understand how contextual factors of participation
(and communicative factors) lead to evaluation of what are considered valid contributions
in terms of privileged knowledge and student/teacher behaviour, as well as where certain
discourses and languages are legitimate and hegemonic. Thereby, we can study how
internationalisation affects the everyday life of students and staff in HE.
State of the art: ‘a spatial approach to internationalisation of HE’ and our
contribution
As a field of research, internationalisation of HE has generated a large number of
publications e.g. about its rationale (Altbach, 2010; de Wit, 1999; Teichler, 2004) and its
future (Altbach & de Wit, 2018; Knight, 2014). There are also numerous reports targeting
practitioners and policymakers (de Wit, 1999; Kehm 2011; Knight & de Wit, 1999).
Philip Altbach, Hans de Wit, and Jane Knight are amongst the most prominent and wellcited scholars in the field. However, none of them apply spatial approaches to their studies
of HE internationalisation.

Research of HE internationalisation that have used spatial and mobility approaches include studies of staff and student mobility focusing on their motives for going abroad
(Brooks & Waters, 2011; Findlay et al., 2006; Gonzalez et al., 2011; Jöns, 2011) including
imaginative geographies (Kölbel, 2018); global university rankings (Jöns & Hoyler,
2013); curriculum practices (Tange & Millar, 2016); universities’ practices for attracting
international students (Mosneaga & Agergaard, 2012); mobility, place and affect in
transnational teacher education (Anderson et al., 2018), and our own study of
international research collaboration with particular focus on African and Danish
universities (Adriansen, Madsen & Jensen, 2016). In a Scandinavian context, a number
of studies are important despite not employing a spatial approach. These include studies
of paradoxical discourses of transnational student mobility, linguistic diversity, and crosscultural exchange (Fabricius et al., 2017); the link between English language and
rank/quality (Hultgren, 2014); epistemological knowledge encounters among international students in Denmark (Wadsholt, 2014); Eastern European students accumulating
Western educational capital (Wilken & Dahlberg, 2017); and opportunities and challenges of multilingual and multicultural learning spaces (Lauridsen, 2016).
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We build on these studies to apply a spatial approach to deliver a more nuanced and theoretically informed study of practices and discourses of internationalisation and their potentially uneven geographies. We add to existing studies of language practices in a Scandinavian context by not seeing English as interesting in itself (as the language of teaching
in international HE), but as a catalyst (Torres-Olave, 2012) making visible issues such as
language policies, language ideologies, and pedagogical practices that may otherwise be
taken for granted. Moreover, the proposed research is novel in its study and comparison
of six different instruments of internationalisation, not seen in other research projects. In
addition, the inclusion of three different types of HE institution offering different
educational programs is unique and allows comparison of instruments across disciplines.
This broad perspective holds potential for practitioners who seek critical, research-based
information about instruments of internationalisation, including their opportunities and
pitfalls.

Project design and organisation, personnel and international collaboration
The project will be based at the Danish School of Education (DPU), Aarhus University
(AU). Associate Professor Hanne Kirstine Adriansen (HKA) is principal investigator,
Thilde Juul-Wiese (TJW) is her PhD student, both at DPU. Associate Professor Lene
Møller Madsen (LMM) and postdoctoral fellow Camilla Falk Rønne Nissen (CFRN) are
at the Department for Science Education, University of Copenhagen (UoC). Two
internationally recognised scholars are affiliated: Johanna Waters (JW), reader in
geography, University College London, UK and Taina Saarinen (TS), head of
department, Centre for Applied Language Studies, University of Jyvaskyla, Finland. As
such, it is a multi-disciplinary project with academics from human geography (23
months), linguistics (26 months), and anthropology (36 months), who all have experience
in the field of international HE.
The project is based on ethnographic fieldwork (Mills & Morton, 2013), predominantly
using qualitative methods such as participant observations (Madden, 2017), qualitative
interviews (Kvale, 1996), and document and discourse analysis (Rapley, 2008).
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