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Abstract. This article presents a case study and an analysis of
transnational higher education programs from the perspective of a multi-
directional interplay between global processes and national and
institutional interests. Using journal articles, ministry reports, websites
and documents from higher education institutions, the analysis focuses
on the national and local negotiation of the two-folded discourse in
transnational higher education. The purpose of this paper is to provide
an insight into the discourse prevalent in this field of research and shed
light on the shared interests and converging aims of the transnational
higher education partners. In this study, by applying approaches of
discourse analysis, textual data are analyzed to make visible the
assumptions on what is, can or will be understood as good and desirable
in the context of transnational higher education. Methodologically, the
study draws on the idea of the intertextuality of texts, emphasizing that
texts are constructed in relation to other texts. Accordingly, the article
shows how a case of transnational higher education between Finnish and
Vietnamese higher education institutions can be gathered as an example
of the hybrid global/local space of transnational education.
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1. Introduction

In the last few decades, globalization, in the form of worldwide markets, has been
no stranger to the field of higher education. An integrated world economy,
expanding the international labor market, increased academic mobility, as well as
the growth of information technology and the knowledge economy have all
prompted the internationalization of higher education. Simultaneously, there has
been a decrease in public funding for higher education in many countries, thus
creating a need to gather funds from alternative sources. The increasing pursuit
of market opportunities within higher education has led to the increased cross-
border delivery of higher education, which has taken many forms. These forms
vary from joint degree programs and the use of massive open online courses to
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international branch campuses and so-called education hubs. (Bannier, 2016;
Healey, 2015; Lo, 2017.)

Accordingly, to map out the extant research and situate oneself within this field
of research, a division must be made between the terms transnational higher
education and cross-border higher education. Also, both borderless education
and offshore education have been used with similar meanings. Thus, in the
literature, research on cross-border higher education is concerned with issues
relating to the provision, governance and quality assurance, while transnational
higher education addresses questions relating to cultural differences as well as
teaching and learning practices (Kosmiitzky & Putty, 2016). Despite the varying
terms used in academic literature, transnational higher education refers to the
organization of education in a manner in which students are located in a different
country from the degree-awarding institution. Therefore, instead of student
mobility, the activity is based on the mobility of programs, institutions and
teaching staff.

This study follows the definition of transnational higher education provided by
Knight (2016), in which the degree-awarding institution, referred to as the home
institution, is a Finnish public university operating under the national education
system with regulatory frameworks for quality assurance. According to the
Finnish University Act (558/2009, 9§) regarding transnational higher education,
the programs must cover at least the costs incurring from it. Accordingly,
transnational higher education is not to be delivered at the expense of the
education provided locally, but it might be able to supplement reduced state-
funding for universities and faculties. The programs of transnational higher
education in focus here have been designed and executed in cooperation with two
different Vietnamese higher education institutions, referred to in this study as the
host institutions. Following the General Agreement on Trade in Services by the
World Trade Organisation, these programs combine program and staff mobility.
The degree programs are provided to students in their home country by
combining distance learning with contact teaching, offered locally by the
awarding institution's staff.

This article addresses transnational higher education from the perspective of a
multi-directional interplay between global processes and national and
institutional interests. Following a literature review on the prominent discourse
concerning transnational higher education, the national and institutional contexts
of a particular case of transnational higher education are analyzed. Using journal
articles, ministry reports, websites and documents from national and higher
education institutions, this article elucidates how parties trading on the symbolic
capital of national higher education systems discursively negotiate and
contextualize these activities. Building on the theory that discourses construct
social practices and assign positions to social agents and vice versa (Gergen, 2009),
the article concludes with a discussion on enriching the discursive standpoint in
research concerning transnational higher education research.
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2. The two-folded discourse: Cultural exchange and Westernisation

“Many believe that modern information and communication technologies

and the movement of people, ideas and culture across national boundaries

are presenting new opportunities to promote one’s culture to other

countries and furthering chances for fusion and hybridization of culture.

This position rests on the assumption that such flow of culture across

borders is not new at all; only the speed has been accelerated. Others,

however, contend that these same forces are eroding national cultural

identities and that instead of creating new forms of cultures through

hybridization - the forces are acting to homogenize cultures (in most

cases, meaning westernization). Given that education has traditionally

been seen as a vehicle of acculturation, these arquments are played out in

terms of curriculum content, the language of instruction (English,

increasingly) and the teaching/learning process of exported/imported

programs. Both perspectives have strengths to their arquments” (Knight

2006, p. 56).
In this excerpt, from Higher Education Crossing Borders: A Guide to the
Implications of the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) for Cross-
border Education, Knight (2006) summarises the two main views addressed in the
scientific discussion relating to transnational higher education. Even though this
guide was written more than a decade ago, based on a literary review of
transnational higher education research, this binary appears to be continuous
(also Wilkins & Juusola, 2018). Chou et al. (2016) have highlighted that the
literature on the globalization of higher education is divided: It is depicted either
as an opportunity or a crisis. While crossing national borders might present more
opportunities and cultural exchanges in the field of higher education,
transnational higher education can also be depicted as a form of “modern-day
colonialism” (Wilkins & Juusola, 2018) that contains market-based claims of
knowledge, where students become customers who shop for degrees in global
higher education markets.

Thus, highlighting the global context in which both home and host institutions
operate, it is clear that the legitimization of their international activity is based on
the needs of universities to respond to the requirements of today's societies: to
provide global competencies for their students and prepare them for globalized
working environments (Haigh, 2014). Moreover, transnational higher education
can be characterized as offering solutions for highly populated countries, where
the demand for higher education cannot be met solely by local institutions
(Bannier, 2016). Simultaneously, there are adequate concerns that while
developing countries aim to develop their higher education system, to effectively
join the global game, home institutions are more interested in the profitability and
less in the strategic advancement of a hosting nation's higher education system
(Altbach & Knight, 2007; Healey, 2012; Healey & Michael, 2015). Mindful of the
trade-based nature of this activity; this perception implies that these objectives
and agendas are mutually exclusive.

Accordingly, despite the Guidelines for Quality Provision in Cross-border Higher
Education issued by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development, and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) in 2005, there is an ongoing discussion in the scientific
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literature related to the quality assurance of programs of transnational higher
education (Kosmiitzky & Putty, 2016). The quality discussion stems from the
critical intercultural perspective of the Westernisation of developing countries'
higher education. Concretely, the prevailing issue in many studies has been
related to the global standardization versus local adaption of the curriculum in
transnational higher education programs (Shams & Huisman, 2012). For example,
international branch campuses have been criticized for transferring curricula to
culturally different locations in which they have been designed for and taught by
teachers, who have not participated in their development (Lane, 2011; Lemke-
Westcott & Johnson, 2013).

To this end, and according to Djerasimovic (2014), research concerning
transnational higher education has adopted a rather imperialistic premise. The
critique is targeted at the determinist view of transnational higher education,
where Western views are forced on developing countries. Thus, the mediation of
Western views and pedagogics without any negotiations or re-contextualization
can be seen as underrating the agency and cultural capital of the host country, its
institutions and students. Additionally, Stella (2006) has highlighted that instead
of looking for curriculum similarity in transnational higher education programs,
the focus should be on curriculum comparability. Moreover, Waterval et al. (2017)
have discussed the apparent lack of discussion on the definition of curriculum
equivalence and who determines it. Consequently, Sidhu and Christie (2015, 302)
suggest that transnational higher education takes place in hybrid global/local
space as it is “shaped by specific, situated dynamics of global, national and local
interests”. This analytical concept enables an understanding of global and local
processes as being simultaneous and influential in a multi-directional way.

Accordingly, this study presents a higher education partnership between Finnish
and Vietnamese higher education institutions as an example of a hybrid
global/local space of transnational higher education (ibid.). The Finnish and
Vietnamese national and institutional contexts are analyzed in light of prevalent
discourse on transnational higher education. Particular attention is paid on the
local negotiation of transnational higher education discourse emphasising both
opportunities for cultural exchange as well as concerns about Westernisation.
Thus, a view is adopted that transnational higher education is nationally and
institutionally negotiated and re-contextualized rather than merely being
imposed. Consequently, the purpose of this study is to highlight the possible
shared interests and converging aims among transnational higher education
partners.

3. Method and data

Drawing on the theory of social constructivism (Berger & Luckmann, 1984), this
study relies on the understanding that while describing social reality, language is
simultaneously re-constructing it. Accordingly, as power works through
language, discourses constitute social structures and practices and assign
positions to social agents. Thus, while indicating the ideal ways of being and
acting, discourses concurrently legitimatize the desired state of affairs (Wodak &
Meyer, 2001). In this study, by applying approaches of discourse analysis, the
textual data are analyzed to make visible the assumptions on what is, can or will
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be understood as good and desirable in the context of transnational higher
education. Methodologically, the study draws on the idea of the intertextuality of
texts, emphasizing that texts are constructed in relation to other texts (Fairclough,
2003). Thus, taking a broad view on intertextuality, the present assumptions are
analyzed from a certain perspective: “What is said in a text is said against the
background of what is unsaid, but taken as given” (ibid, 40) to extract the discourses
deployed in the data.

Transnational higher education programs organized and delivered by a Finnish
public university and Vietnamese higher education institutions, and their national
and institutional contexts, form the case study for this article. The analysis relating
to transnational higher education discourse in Vietnam is based on eight scientific
articles and five websites relating to the internationalization of Vietnamese higher
education. Thus, it is noteworthy that the secondary data, both from national and
institutional levels, are produced in the context of the internationalization needs
and requirements of both Finnish and Vietnamese higher education.

The analysis weighs on the Finnish data. The data gathered from Finland consist
of five ministry-level reports and twelve institutional-level documents, including
the university strategy and action plan to implement the strategy. Also, the policy
guidelines for international degree programs, including transnational higher
education programs set by the university's teaching council, are included in the
data. The faculty-level data consist of project documents written by transnational
higher education partners for various programs of international development-
cooperation for higher education, funded by the Finnish Ministry of Foreign
Affairs. The faculty-level data also consist of education service-agreements signed
between the partners. In addition to the division of costs and conditions of sale
for educational services, the service agreements include co-produced curricula
that combine courses from both institutions, teaching schedules, explanations of
teaching procedures and regulations for the evaluation of studies. Memos from
meetings with the partnering institutions and the home faculty's transnational
higher education strategy are included in the data.

4. Results

Vietnamese higher education: Internationalization with traditional values

The discourse on the internationalization of higher education is not unfamiliar in
the developing countries of the Asia-Pacific region (Mok, 2018), such as Vietnam.
After the Chinese, French and Soviet influences on Vietnamese higher education,
there has been a growing interest in establishing transnational higher education
collaborations in the last few decades, especially with the United States, Australia
and some European countries. Historically, the educational system in Vietnam
has been based on the government's centralized planning, particularly the
Vietnamese Ministry of Education and Training (MOET). Despite being strongly
controlled by MOET, it has undergone decentralization reforms to enhance the
effectiveness and autonomy of its institutions. One element of these
decentralization reforms has been the internationalization of higher education
(Trines, 2017; Economica Vietnam, 2018, WENR, 2014; 2017).

According to the research on the internationalization of Vietnamese higher
education (Nha & Tu, 2015; Nguyen et al., 2015; Tuyet, 2014), it is perceived to

©2020 The author and IILTER.ORG. All rights reserved.



310

offer solutions to various challenges, including narrowing the gap between
Vietnam and other countries concerning science, technology and equipping
students to perform better in international and multicultural working
environments (also Economica Vietnam, 2018). Thus, there is a need to fill the
shortage of skilled workers in the country, and stop the brain drain to other
countries. Additionally, there is a need to develop more research-oriented
universities and increase the quality of teaching, the number of qualified teaching
staff as well as staff and student mobility in higher education (Trines, 2017).

While there is reported interest in learning from educational standards,
curriculum management, and delivery and the teaching practices of developed
countries (Tuyet, 2014), it is also recognized that Vietnamese higher education
institutions often lack resources and infrastructure, and are inexperienced with
the various human, financial and administrative aspects relating to
internationalization (Nguyen et al., 2015). Moreover, power relations between
developing and developed countries and the quality aspects relating to
transnational higher education programs delivered in Vietnam are acknowledged
and discussed. Furthermore, Western views of pedagogy are often gathered in
opposition to the prevailing Confucian culture in Vietnam, emphasizing the
teacher as the primary source of knowledge and exams as measures of that
knowledge (Pham & Saltmarsh, 2013; Phan et al., 2016; Tran, 2013; Trung &
Swierczek, 2009).

Accordingly, in addition to MOET overseeing and approving the transnational
higher education programs in Vietnam, there is a recognized concern that Western
methods of teaching, organising and managing education might not correspond
sufficiently with local context and culture. According to the mission of a
Vietnamese university that is part of this case study, they aim to “provide the best
higher education and research environment with the highest standards of professionalism
to our students, ensuring that our graduates will be fully capable of competing and
adapting to the global economy”. At the same time, there is an emphasis on “taking
pride and promoting the institution’s traditional values” (University of Economics
HCMC, 2020)

Consequently, for Vietnamese higher education to operate as an equal agent in
the global higher education market, the conviction that transnational higher
education programs should be provided in conjunction with foreign partners, in
a manner ensuring the preservation of local perspectives and values, is noticeable
from many different sources. Consequently, the Vietnam International Education
Cooperation Department in MOET (2018) uses the term “joint training programs”
when referring to transnational higher education programs.

It follows that while trying to attract more foreign-education providers to
Vietnam, the Communist Party also seeks to maintain control over foreign
institutions. Given the size of the Vietnamese higher education system,
transnational higher education still constitutes just a small fraction of all the
higher education activity in the country (McNamara & Knight, 2015; Vietnam
International Education Cooperation Department, 2018). Thus, based on the brief
outlook on the internationalization of Vietnamese higher education, the national
discourse appears somewhat similar to two-folded discourse on transnational
higher education. Vietnamese higher education institutions are depicted as
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engines for implementing changes and improving society, while at the same time
there is a national requirement to preserve local views and traditional values
against the possible impacts of extensive Westernisation.

Finnish higher education: Expanding the nation’s education brand

Since 2010, the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture has adopted an
ambitious stance in promoting Finnish education to become part of the global
service economy. In the ministry’s reports, the term “education export” is used
when referring to transnational higher education. The education export strategy
(2010, further clarified in 2013) is built on the belief that the Finnish education
system is one of the best in the world due to Finland’s high-ranking PISA
(Programme for International Student Assessment) results. In 2016, the ministry
published the Roadmap for Finnish Education Export for 2016-2019 (Ministry of
Education and Culture 2016, 18), stating more cautiously that exporting education
is a challenge that requires “new thinking” to turn Finnish education into a
commodity that meets international demand. Thus, while implying that the
Finnish educational outlook needs to be renewed, it also announces that future
education exports will be viewed as “a normal activity” in Finnish higher
education, indicating its current exceptionality.

The ministry's strategy has been criticized by Finnish scholars for being too vague
(Schatz, 2016; Schatz et al., 2017) and for promoting export activities that are too
foreign for higher education institutions (Cai et al., 2013). Simpson (2018) has
criticized the deployment of high-quality education and equality-branding as a
form of discursive construction that can be understood as ethnocentric because it
fosters “othering” between nations. Thus, this kind of nation-branding can be
perceived as being based on an over-simplistic image of education that ignores
diversities and creates a hierarchy of nations (Schatz et al., 2017). Relating to
aspects of quality and ethics, Finnish education exports are presented as being
based on “sustainable development and mutual ethics” (Ministry of Education and
Culture 2016, 2). Guidelines have been established by the Finnish Higher
Education Evaluation Council to ensure quality control of Finnish transnational
higher education programs (https://karvi.fi/en/higher-education/). These
guidelines are based on the recommendations for cross-border higher education
compiled by UNESCO and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development. Nevertheless, it remains unspecified by the ministry as to what is
understood by sustainable development and mutual ethics in the context of
Finnish transnational higher education.

Consequently, it is noticeable that the national discourse on education exports in
Finland leans heavily on the nation brand of high-quality education. Additionally,
the Finnish Ministry for Foreign Affairs promotes education exports to Vietnam
in the Cooperation between Finland and Vietnam 2016-2020 report (2017) by
relying on the PISA brand of the country. What education would be exported,
why and under what values is left for the Finnish higher education institutions to
determine: apart from financial reasons, which mention “utilizing the brand to the
fullest” (Ministry of Education and Culture 2013, 9), the reasons are not explicated
in the reports.

©2020 The author and IILTER.ORG. All rights reserved.



312

To summarise, as the term “education export” is used as the main term to refer to
transnational higher education at the ministry documents, education is presented
as a national commodity to be introduced to global education markets. The
discourse on high-quality education circulates in ministry-level documents.
Accordingly, it is suggested that by deploying Finland’s strong tradition of
education, the nation should not miss the opportunity to expand its brand of
higher education. Thus, expanding the brand discourse discloses the context in
which the nation’s higher education is positioned as having much to offer.
Moreover, as part of this discourse, Finnish higher education institutions are
portrayed as future agents operating in global markets where they should engage
with new thinking concerning higher education and welcome the thus-far
unfamiliar activity of transnational higher education as part of their “normal
activities”, while simultaneously valuing sustainable development and mutual
ethics.

Finnish university: Transnational higher education as an ambiguously
standard activity

Following the prevalent discourse on the internationalization of higher education,
the internationalization strategy for 2016-2020, set for a Finnish university
engaged in transnational higher education activities, holds distinctly positive
attributes and possibilities. Therefore, the need for internationalization is not
questioned. According to the Teaching Council Policy Guidelines (2013) of this
particular university, international degree programs, including transnational
higher education programs, are “drawn up, evaluated and developed in the same
manner as other degree programs”. Itis also stated that in addition to programs being
interdisciplinary, research-based, high-quality and long-term, they “need to be
organized in cooperation with strategic partner universities”. Moreover, and as seen in
ministry-level reports, the action plan to implement the university’s strategy
requests that the university will “offer ethically and socially sustainable transnational
education”. Despite being left unclarified, the emphasis on equivalence with local-
degree programs offered to Finnish students and the co-production of
transnational higher education programs suggests that the home institution
recognizes the possibly unequal power relations in higher education markets and
the importance of re-contextualization of curricula with the partner institution.

When analyzing the faculty-level documents, the notion of “we export what we
know” is prevalent. Accordingly, the transnational higher education programs are
offered in the faculty's research and teaching areas. Besides, there is a nation-
specific element present that is related to the good reputation of Finnish public
administration. Education is offered to public officials working in Vietnam,
drawing on the fact that the Finnish public-administration system is ranked as one
of the most efficient in the world; developing countries might find this ranking
appealing. Therefore, in addition to the faculty’s aim to take part in higher
education markets, it is stressed that the capabilities and resources of the home
institution mix well with customer requirements, thus creating a compatible
foundation for collaboration (Lonnqvist et al., 2018).

Based on the service agreements, curricula and teaching schedules, the
transnational higher education partnerships analyzed in this case study are built
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on the co-production and delivery of the curriculum. The provision of education
is divided based on the expertise of the partner institutions. Thus, by
incorporating local perspectives into Western curricula, there is a joint delivery of
a “glocal” curriculum (Ramanau, 2016) taking place. According to the
transnational higher education framework provided by Knight (2016, p. 39), this
transnational higher education partnership would be situated between a “locally
supported distance education program” and a “program with collaboration in design and
delivery of curriculum and program” as the curriculum is co-produced and co-
delivered, but the degree is awarded only by the home institution.

What is clear from the strategy documents and memos is the notion of
institutional capacity-building on both sides of the partnership. The possibility of
research cooperation is recognized and mentioned by both parties but not
emphasized. According to the transnational higher education spectrums defined
by Healey and Michael (2015), from the home institution's perspective, this
activity could be characterized as being teaching-led (in opposition to research-
led) and based on special subjects to gain regional access. Nevertheless, even
though most of the education has been provided by the degree-awarding
institution, there is a yet unspecified indication in the service agreements that as
the partnership continues, the host institutions would be interested in taking more
responsibility for the curriculum delivery.

Accordingly, it is noteworthy that the countries and higher education institutions
in this study are in different phases of internationalization concerning higher
education. While one is opening up, the other is exporting. Activities relating to
transnational higher education are quite recent, so there is still a lot to be learned
from curriculum design, management of transnational higher education
programs, student guidance and supervision in this joint venture. Moreover, the
present strategic directions at both national and institutional levels can alter
depending on changing demand, national regulations and available resources in
both countries. Despite remarks about capacity-building and knowledge-transfer,
it has not been given much precedence thus far.

As the host institutions are interested in modernizing and internationalizing their
curricula to attract students and meet the national requirements for
internationalizing Vietnamese higher education institutions, the home faculty
describes transnational higher education, in the Education export strategy of 2014,
as a way in which to potentially “widen the impact of the faculty’s activities” and
“offer staff new international teaching possibilities”. However, at the Finnish
universities, international teaching experience has not been supported or valued
when compared to international research activities and co-operation. This is
stated in the education export strategy of the Ministry of Education and Culture
(2010) as a weakness in Finnish higher education.

Consequently, from an institutional perspective, transnational higher education
programs are presented as part of the university's conventional activities, as they
follow the guidelines and regulations of national degree programs offered to
Finnish students. Nevertheless, the thus-far unestablished position and ambiguity
of transnational higher education become visible, as the terms describing
transnational higher education are used interchangeably in the university- and
faculty-level documents. Moreover, the indefinite references to ethically and
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socially sustainable transnational higher education and the emphasis on co-
operation, as a premise for partnership, highlights the Westernisation discourse
somewhat acknowledged and reflected upon at the institutional level. Thus, the
“glocal” curricula liberate home countries from the supposed Westernisation of
curricula.

5. Conclusion

The varying use of terms, ranging from “education export” to “joint training
programs” and to “transnational education” in the data indicates that there are local,
national and institutional negotiations of the term used to describe transnational
higher education. Accordingly, Finnish higher education can be depicted
concurrently as an exported national commodity as well as a form of regular
activity of local universities. Similarly, while there is a necessity for preservation
and control, Vietnamese higher education is simultaneously aiming to partake in
the global education market. To conclude, the national-level discourse on
transnational higher education in both countries draws from national traditions
and history, brands and values of higher education. Moreover, it could be
perceived that the discourse on the Westernisation of higher education with
unequal power relations is recognized, even though it is not explicitly articulated.
Consequently, the local negotiation and re-contextualization of the global trends
and discourses demonstrate how this case study can be depicted as one example
of a hybrid global/local space of transnational higher education. While guided by
national-level interests and discourse, higher education institutions
simultaneously possess power as the operating actors in this field. Consequently,
a more nuanced and multi-faceted view of imposed globalization and
Westernisation could still be called for in transnational higher education research.
As discourses display what is considered legitimate, valuable as well as unvalued,
they also assign positions for transnational higher education partners and
identifies social practices of note. Accordingly, the discussion among researchers
and policymakers should also include an institutional-level analysis of
transnational higher education case studies. This study indicates that there is
agency negotiated through and within the internationalization of higher
education discourse at the national and institutional levels on both sides of
transnational higher education partnerships. As a result of this analysis, a more
versatile and distinctive view of this activity is presented.
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