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Introduction

The National Education Strategic Plan (2016–
2021) underscores the establishment of a 
‘world-class’ 1 higher education system as 

the major transformational shift within Myanmar 
higher education. Salmi (2009) suggested that 
establishing a ‘world-class’ university requires 
meeting three elements, namely  ‘concentration 
of talent, abundant resources, and appropriate 
governance’. First, a university must attract the 
most outstanding students, faculty, and research-
ers from across the world. Second, it must possess 
abundant financial resources to operate expan-
sive and expensive programs across the world. 
Third, universities must enshrine appropriate 
governance that features best governing prac-
tices and that ensures the ideals of a university, 
such as academic freedom, intellectual curiosity, 
critical thinking, among others. To achieve such 
a world-class system as aimed in the transforma-
tional shift, internationalization of Myanmar pub-
lic universities is a must. 

This policy brief introduces the concept of inter-
nationalization as one of the most powerful tools 
to reform Myanmar public universities. First, we 
will introduce a definition of internationalization 
and its components. Second, we will explain four 
factors driving internationalization. Third, we will 
explain the current status of the internationaliza-
tion process in Myanmar. Fourth, we will identify 
the obstacles encountered during its implemen-
tation. Finally, we will recommend some key fac-
tors to consider regarding implementation of in-
ternationalization in Myanmar.

Definition of 
internationalization and 
its components
Knight (2004) defined internationalization as “the 
process of integrating an international, intercul-
tural, or global dimension into the purpose, func-
tions or delivery of post-secondary education” (p. 
11). The strategies and outcomes of internation-
alizing of a university depend on its specific ra-
tionales2  and actors. To formulate such university 

1World class status is conferred ‘on the basis of international 
recognition’ (Salmi, 2009, p. 4).
2 Rationales, here, mean political, economic, academic, and 
cultural/social factors driving internationalization (Knight, 

internationalization strategies and outcomes, the 
government needs to adopt internationalization 
policies and plans for universities that can be 
used as guidelines in the local context (Fisher & 
Green, 2018). In line with these rationales for in-
ternationalization, universities need to work on 
the strategic goals and their action plans (Knight, 
2012; Fisher & Green, 2018).

There are two forms of internationalization—‘at 
home’ internationalization and cross-border inter-
nationalization. The first form is concerned with 
providing on-campus ‘international’ experiences 
to members of an institution, while the second 
is associated with promoting ‘the movement of 
people, programs, providers, policies, knowledge, 
ideas, projects and services across national bound-
aries’ (Knight, 2012, p. 12). The activities that con-
stitute ‘at-home’ internationalization include, but 
not limited to, bringing international students to 
the campus, hosting or employing foreign facul-
ty members, 
implementing 
international 
best practices 
on the cam-
pus, and pro-
moting inter-
cultural interactions (Knight, 2010). The activities 
that contribute to cross-border internationaliza-
tion include establishing study-abroad programs, 
delivering university courses and programs in 
foreign countries or through online, and setting 
up branch campuses abroad, etc. (Knight, 2007; 
Knight, 2010).

Driving factors for 
internationalization
Knight (1997) mentioned four rationale factors—
political, economic, academic, and social/cultur-
al—that drive internationalization of universities. 
In the Myanmar higher education reform, the 
main factors are political, economic, and academ-
ic, that form the rationale for internationalization 
of Myanmar public universities.

The first factor is reflected in the political will seen 
since the civilian government took office. In a 
speech to the UK parliament in 2012, Daw Aung 
San Suu Kyi stressed the importance of education 

1997).

“In line with these rationales for 
internationalization, universities 
need to work on the strategic 
goals and their action plans 
(Knight, 2012; Fisher & Green, 
2018).”
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The current status of 
the internationalization 
process in Myanmar
Currently, there are no internationalization strate-
gies at the national level yet (Atherton et al, 2018). 
However, there have been elements of isolated 
sets of actions that could be described as contrib-
uting to internationalization of public higher edu-
cation institutions at many levels.

Universities are progressively making more of an 
effort to cooperate with international universi-
ties or departments through a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU), though still subject to the 
MOU terms delineated by the Ministry of Educa-
tion and its approval (personal communication, 
2020). Most MOUs stipulate faculty exchange 
and research collaboration, which have become 
more frequent in recent years with the rise in the 
number of MOUs. However, there are a significant 
number of challenges in both faculty exchange 
and research collaboration, due to the fact that 
faculty members are not university employees, 
but civil servants. The Ministry of Education lim-
its the amount of times that a university faculty 
member can leave the country to pursue research 
fellowships abroad. The rotation system of Myan-
mar faculty and staff from one Myanmar univer-
sity to another, as a result of their nature as civil 
servants, creates many operational challenges in 
research collaboration between a given Myanmar 
university and a foreign university (Myo Kywe, 
2020) 

In terms of student mobility and exchange, the 
most discernible aspect of internationalization, 
Myanmar is insignificant compared to other ASE-
AN countries. Among ASEAN countries, Myanmar 
ranks 7th in the number of students studying 
abroad (outbound) and 9th in the number of in-
ternational students studying in Myanmar (in-
bound). According to 2017–2018 data, 771,321 
students are studying in higher education in 
Myanmar. In 2018, Myanmar dispatched 8,965 
students to study abroad and received 425 inter-
national students (SHARE EU, n.d., pp. 25–32). The 
data suggests that Myanmar needs to create more 
student exchange opportunities for the remain-
ing students and internationalize its institutions 
of higher education at home. However, limited 

in building national security and development 
and enabling young people to be aware of de-
mocracy and its impacts. Soon after, the United 
Kingdom started providing support for enhanc-
ing the quality of higher education. In April 2012, 
she won a seat in the Myanmar’s Parliament and 
again emphasized the importance of education 
(Sharma, 2012). Since then, many other countries 
such as the United States of America, Norway, Ja-
pan and New Zealand have provided support for 
higher education development in Myanmar (MO-
HINGA, 2020). 

The second factor, namely the economic factor, 
can be clearly derived from the National Education 
Strategic Plan (2016–2021). In the transformation-
al shift for higher education, it stated the goal that 
‘students have equitable access to a world-class 
education system, leading to better opportunities 
for employment and significant contributions to 
a knowledge-based economy’ (NESP, p. 25). The 
government aimed at creating employment op-
portunities for students and developing econom-
ic growth in globally competitive societies.

The enhancement of teaching and research qual-
ity in higher education institutions serves as the 
academic factor at the government-level to col-
laborate with foreign countries (Heslop, 2019; 
Ministry of Education, 2016). The common prior-
ities were to support capacity development for 
teaching staff and to establish research collabora-
tions internationally. In fact, the academic factor 
serves as the major factor at the university-level. 
Many universities in Myanmar need to collaborate 
with international partners because of inadequate 
funding and infrastructure from the government 
(Heslop, 2019, p. 132–136).

While not as prominent as the others, the cultural/
social rationale still plays an important role at the 
university-level. This international collaboration 
for student exchange at the university-level ben-
efits students, as they will be exposed to new cul-
tures, knowledge, and experiences.  Additionally, 
they will have a better chance to sharpen their for-
eign language and communication skills.
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government funding seems to be the key chal-
lenge to increase both inbound and outbound 
student mobility (Atherton et al, 2018).

In addition to cooperating with foreign higher 
education institutions, Myanmar is now working 
with some international partners. Myanmar has 
participated in many international quality assur-
ance networks such as Asia-Pacific Quality Net-
work, the ASEAN QA Network (AQAN), and the 
University Mobility in Asia and the Pacific (UMAP) 
(Atherton et al, 2018). Only nine universities from 
Myanmar have established a partnership with 
supporting organizations such as ASEAN Univer-
sities’ Network, The Asian Universities Alliance, 
SHARE Scholarship, CHINLONE, The CEU Glob-
al Teaching Fellowship Program, and School on 
The Internet. Partner universities receive capac-
ity building workshops in teaching, administra-
tion and research for their faculty and staff, and 
are provided with scholarships for students and 
fellowships for faculty. Although there are inter-
national organizations such as SEAMEO RIHED, 
JICA, the Open Society Foundation, the European 
Union, and the British Council that support uni-
versities nationwide, the number of Myanmar’s 
universities cooperating with international orga-
nizations is still strikingly low. 

Establishing an international relations office (IRO) 
within the universities is being envisioned to aid 
the internationalization process. However, due to 
the lack of the Ministry of Education’s provisions 
for the establishment of international relations 
offices, those in some universities have only ex-
isted as embryonic IROs (CHINLONE, 2018). These 
offices are organized by teaching staff under the 
direction of the University Rector. For example, 
the ICO (International Cooperation Office) was es-
tablished at the University of Yangon, and some 
teaching staff are carrying out part-time jobs for 
the ICO (University of Yangon, n.d.). In most uni-
versities, there is no such office and only one per-
son assists the rector in the case of International 
Relations (CHINLONE, 2018).

While the process of internationalization in Myan-
mar’s universities is in its infancy, the recent devel-
opment in granting university autonomy to six-
teen pilot universities in Myanmar in 2020 was a 
positive step towards internationalization. Those 
16 universities are now able to develop academic 

affairs aligned with international standards to a 
large extent. In addition to academic autonomy, 
the Department of Higher Education is currently 
working on further enhancing the autonomy in 
other areas among these pilot universities. This 
enhanced autonomy should boost their ability 
to internationalize and pose as a model for other 
Myanmar’s universities to follow.

Barriers to 
internationalization in 
Myanmar universities
In the case of Myanmar, the two features pose 
enormous and yet surmountable barriers to inter-
nationalization. 

The first obstacle for universities in Myanmar in 
carrying out internationalization is the need to in-
crease the institutional autonomy3  of universities. 
With the present state-controlled system, univer-
sities do not have the right to design their own 
strategies for internationalization. They cannot 
actively pursue to establish partnership with for-
eign universities of their own choosing; they have 
to wait for the offers being made by foreign uni-
versities. There are also ministerial restrictions on 
foreign travel and delays in procedures and regu-
lations, causing hindrances in internationalization 
activities at university-level (Kyi Shwin & Khin Khin 
Win, 2020, pp. 2–5). With increased autonomy, the 
policies and procedures for internationalization 
would be drawn and developed at the universi-
ty-level. Then, universities would formulate inter-
nationalization strategies and carry out a strategic 
engagement in international cooperation and op-
portunities.

The second equally important barrier is the lack of 
sufficient government funding in higher educa-
tion. Inadequate government funding poses bar-
riers to faculty exchange, student exchange, staff 
mobility, and research collaboration to actually 
properly execute MOUs with foreign institutions. 
Many Myanmar public universities mostly rely on 
one-sided support from foreign institutions to ex-
ecute a lot of activities stipulated in the MOUs. For 
example, the government funding, called Depart-

3 Increased institutional autonomy refers to ‘governmental 
bodies increasingly “exit” from the day-to-day management, 
allowing each university to determinate their own path’ 
(CHINLONE, 2018, p. 15).



7

Internationalization

Center for eduCation PoliCy researCh 

mental Research, annually provides 100,000 Kyats 
for each research project (Su Yin Htun, 2020). 
These funds are awarded only to faculty members 
whose research proposals are selected. Therefore, 
this has led universities to look for funding sup-
port from international partners to conduct re-
search as well as to even attend research confer-
ences and other capacity  building programs. The 
lack of funding has forced teaching staff to work 
on international relations activities on a part-time 
basis, without any salary or compensation incen-
tives (Toolkit Project, n.d.).

Other barriers for internationalization are the lack 
of language and technical skills among teachers 
and staff, the lack of supportive regulatory envi-
ronments such as credit transfer system and in-
frastructure (SHARE, 2017), and the use of differ-
ent academic calendars between Myanmar and 
foreign universities (Kyi Shwin & Khin Khin Win, 
2020).

Recommendations
1. Enhancing institutional autonomy: The first, 

and perhaps the greatest barrier to interna-
tionalization in Myanmar may be the cur-
rent lack of institutional autonomy in Myan-
mar’s universities. Increased autonomy will 
expedite the process of collaboration with 
foreign universities through MOUs and oth-
er forms of mutual agreement. Universities 
should be granted to the extent that they 
are able to form freely unilateral and mul-
tilateral partnerships with foreign universi-
ties as well as set up their own policies on 
internationalization.

2. Establishing IRO and recruiting IRO staff: 
The establishment of an IRO at some univer-
sities is a positive step toward streamlining 
the operations of internationalization. In or-
der to reinforce this process, an IRO should 
be established in each university, which is 
staffed with professionally trained officers, 
in contrast to assigning part-time work to a 
faculty at IRO whose expertise is mainly ac-
ademic.

3. Increasing student mobility: The insignifi-
cant rate of student mobility in Myanmar 
compared to other ASEAN countries under-
scores the fact that the Myanmar govern-
ment needs to invest heavily in that area. 
In addition to increased funding, students 

should be prepared with adequate foreign 
language skills including English as well 
as intercultural skills in order to succeed in 
their studies at foreign universities.
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