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Executive Summary

Internationalization in higher education has traditionally been driven by 
geopolitical maneuvering and economic strategy. However, the rapid 
advancement of digital technology is emerging as a more transformative 
and enduring influence than conventional policies or funding mechanisms. 
This technological shift promises to democratize knowledge and innovation 
on an unprecedented scale, potentially creating a more dynamic, 
interconnected, and multipolar academic world—at the same time as it poses 
new challenges. This report analyzes the collective impact of the Internet, 
advanced communication technologies, and Artificial Intelligence (AI) as 
catalysts for transforming higher education and internationalization. It 
critically examines the implications for universities, particularly those in the 
Global South, addressing systemic challenges such as the multi-layered 
digital divide and data colonialism. Furthermore, it explores the 
transformative potential of emerging technologies, including 6G and 
Extended Reality, and offers a strategic framework for navigating this new 
academic era.

societaspartnership.com Page  2

https://www.societaspartnership.com


Introduction: The 
Technological Imperative in 
Global Higher Education 
Historically, the internationalization of higher education has been shaped by 
geopolitical competition and national economic strategy. These forces have 
dictated the rules of engagement, fostered leading institutions, and 
structured the global system of knowledge production and innovation. 
However, the rapid advancement and convergence of digital technologies 
are now exerting a more profound and lasting impact than any discrete policy 
or funding initiative. This technological acceleration promises to democratize 
knowledge and innovation on an unprecedented scale, but its success will 
depend on a balancing act in order to minimize its potential negative impacts. 

This shift is redefining the parameters that have traditionally governed the 
internationalization of higher education. This report examines the collective 
impact of the Internet, advanced communication technologies, and Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) as catalysts for transforming higher education and 
internationalization. It analyzes the role of each technological layer and 
outlines the critical implications, challenges, and strategic imperatives for 
universities, particularly those in the Global South, as they navigate this 
complex new landscape.
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Core Technological Drivers of 
Internationalization 
The contemporary landscape of global higher education is being 
fundamentally reshaped by three interconnected technological 
advancements: the foundational infrastructure of the internet, the immediacy 
of advanced communication technologies, and the analytical power of 
artificial intelligence.

The Internet and Global Connectivity 
The Internet functions as a decentralized "network of networks," utilizing 
standardized protocols to facilitate reliable data transmission. This 
architecture ensures resilience, allowing any compatible device to participate 
in the global exchange of digital resources. The scale of this system is 
immense. By the end of 2025, the total amount of data created, shared, and 
consumed (global datasphere) would have surpassed 200 zettabytes -enough 
storage for approximately 50 trillion high-definition movies. The annual 
internet traffic alone accounts for several zettabytes, highlighting the 
profound impact of digital information on modern society. 

 
Accompanying this data growth is a massive expansion in computational 
capacity. Global computing capabilities now enable a billion trillion 
calculations per second, facilitating the modeling of complex phenomena—
such as climate science simulations or advanced biomedical research—in 
hours rather than years. While high-performance computing remains 
concentrated within large technology corporations, and some advanced 
research hubs, the collective infrastructure facilitates unprecedented access 
to information. As of 2024-25, approximately 5.6 billion people (66-69% of 
the global population) have Internet access.
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For higher education, the Internet has revolutionized the capacity of 
universities to execute their mission across borders. It underpins international 
research networks, facilitates the rapid exchange of scholarly ideas, and 
supports digital learning platforms that rival traditional face-to-face 
instruction.

Digitalization has established a common language for information exchange, 
enabling seamless communication among billions of devices. This 
interconnectivity, facilitated by communication platforms, mobile applications, 
and collaborative tools, has fundamentally altered academic interaction. 

In higher education, these technologies enable universities to develop virtual 
analogues of traditional internationalization activities, such as Collaborative 
Online International Learning (COIL), virtual exchanges, collaborative 
research, and remote internships. While virtual modalities may not fully 
replicate the profound experiential learning of physical mobility, they fill a 
critical gap. They offer scalable options for institutions unable to send their 
entire student populations abroad—a goal that has proven logistically 
complex and financially prohibitive for most. Advanced communication 
technologies support both synchronous and asynchronous engagement, 
enhancing faculty collaboration and providing flexible, cross-border 
academic experiences.

Advanced Communication Technologies 

Artificial Intelligence: Global Equity and 
Institutional Challenges
The rapid integration of Artificial Intelligence (AI) is creating significant, 
evidence-based challenges for the internationalization of higher education. 
These hurdles range from exacerbating global inequalities and navigating 
complex regulatory landscapes to addressing institutional preparedness and 
rethinking cross-cultural pedagogy. 
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A primary challenge is the potential for AI to widen the global digital divide. 
Institutions in the Global South often lack the sophisticated infrastructure 
required for AI-driven education, risking their position as mere consumers of 
technology developed in the Global North. This dynamic raises concerns 
about "algorithmic colonialism," where Western-centric AI frameworks 
dominate global educational practices. Compounding this issue is a 
widespread lack of institutional readiness. Many universities have responded 
to AI in a fragmented, reactive manner, focusing on issues like plagiarism 
rather than developing comprehensive strategies. This has led to a 
significant AI skills gap among both faculty and students, who feel 
unprepared for an AI-integrated world.    

Furthermore, AI needs a fundamental re-evaluation of curriculum 
internationalization and pedagogy. There is a pressing need to embed AI 
literacy into curricula globally, yet doing so uncritically risks imposing 
Western-centric models that are culturally and linguistically biased. 
Educators face the critical task of developing culturally responsive AI 
frameworks and striking a balance between the efficiency of automated tools 
and the essential need to promote and protect the diversity of knowledge. 

Beyond these immediate institutional challenges, AI poses profound 
questions for the future of global society and, consequently, the role of 
higher education. Drawing on the warnings of AI pioneers like Geoffrey 
Hinton, there are significant concerns that advanced, autonomous systems 
could eventually operate outside human control. The scalability of digital 
intelligence, combined with a lack of robust global governance, creates an 
uncertain future where the fundamental mission of universities the creation 
and dissemination of knowledge could be redefined or compromised.  

Navigating these risks is now a critical responsibility for the global academic 
community. Universities must leverage their unique position to become 
central hubs for interdisciplinary AI safety research and the development of 
ethical governance frameworks. In the context of internationalization, this 
underscores the necessity of proactive, cross-border collaboration. It is 
essential that international academic networks actively ensure that AI 
development aligns with diverse human values and global educational 
priorities, rather than purely commercial or nationalistic interests.
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Challenges and Implications 
for the Global South 
While all universities face challenges regarding technological dependence, 
institutions in the Global South encounter specific, often magnified, 
barriers in their pursuit of equitable internationalization and digital 
autonomy.

The Multi-Layered Digital Divide
The most significant barrier in the short terms remains the pervasive digital 
divide. This challenge extends beyond mere access to connectivity or devices. 
Scholars identify a "third digital divide," which concerns the inequality in 
tangible outcomes derived from technology use. Many universities in the 
Global South struggle with unreliable internet infrastructure, inconsistent 
power supply, and inadequate equipment, fundamentally constraining their 
participation in digital activities. 

Beyond infrastructure, a critical skills gap persists. Evidence suggests that 
without adequate digital literacy and pedagogical training, digital access is 
often used for consumption rather than productive, developmental tasks. 
UNESCO data highlights a persistent lack of defined digital skills curricula 
and insufficient teacher training programs, exacerbating this problem. 
Consequently, the digital divide magnifies existing offline inequalities; socio-
economically disadvantaged institutions are less prepared for digital 
transformation, impacting student performance and graduation rates.
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This is a systemic, not merely technical, problem. The ambitious goal of 
using technology as an equalizer is rendered ineffective if the foundational 
conditions for access and productive use are absent. While technology is 
often presented as a cost-effective alternative for individuals, the collective 
cost of institutional digital transformation is immense, raising critical 
questions about funding equity and long-term sustainability.

Data Colonialism, Technological Lock-in, 
and Asymmetric Power 
A profound structural challenge facing Global South universities is "data 
colonialism." This concept posits that dominant, primarily Global North-based 
technology companies replicate historical colonial dynamics by appropriating 
user data as a "free" resource for their economic benefit. This dynamic poses 
a significant threat to institutional sovereignty. The reliance on proprietary, 
centralized platforms (e.g., Google, Microsoft) leads to "technological lock-
in," diminishing data autonomy and infrastructural control, particularly for less 
affluent nations. 

  

The "free" or subsidized services offered by these corporations often function 
as mechanisms for market entrenchment, fostering institutional dependency. 
Consequently, private corporations increasingly mediate the public right to 
education, influencing national policies and fragmenting accountability.  
This reliance also challenges academic freedom. The governance of data and 
the tools of knowledge production are increasingly controlled by private, 
foreign entities whose interests may not align with the academic community. 
When research data is stored on proprietary clouds and communication is 
managed by third parties, the traditional autonomy of the university is 
eroded. Institutional data becomes subject to foreign regulations and 
commercial terms of service designed for mass markets, rather than the 
unique needs of academia. This demands a re-evaluation of institutional 
policies on data ownership, open-source software, and ethical technology 
partnerships to resist this new form of colonization.
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Some initiatives aim to reduce this dependency. The Africa Quantum 
Consortium (AQC) was established to build a sovereign quantum ecosystem 
that reflects African priorities, counteracting the risk of technological 
inequality driven by investment concentration in wealthier nations. 
Furthermore, several other initiatives demonstrate pathways toward greater 
sovereignty: 

• Digital Public Infrastructures (DPIs) like the “India Stack” reduce 
dependency on private tech monopolies and foster local innovation. As of 
March 2025, UPI processed over 19.78 billion transactions valued at 
₹24.77 trillion, empowering 1.3 billion people with accessible digital 
banking and transforming financial inclusion. India Stack’s open 
architecture has sparked global interest, with initiatives like India Stack 
Global launching 15 key projects to replicate this model.  

• Open Access Publishing Platforms like SciELO and Redalyc challenge the 
dominance of commercial publishers and amplify the visibility of regional 
research. Funded by public institutions where 75% of Latin America’s 
scientific output originates, these platforms prioritize community-driven 
models to enhance journal quality and foster global accessibility. Initiatives 
like AmeliCA promote non-commercial, scholar-led publishing, 
encouraging South-South collaborations and integrating Latin American 
research into global academic conversations.  

• Indigenous AI development is driven by grassroots movements like 
Masakhane in Africa. Masakhane empowers African researchers by 
building foundational datasets and advancing ethical AI models to 
address the continent’s linguistic diversity, including over 2,000 
languages. The initiative has expanded datasets and fostered inclusive AI 
research, earning awards for its contributions to NLP.  

• Sovereign digital public goods are exemplified by the Health Information 
Systems Programme (HISP) and its open-source DHIS2 platform. DHIS2, 
used by governments, the European Union, and global health 
organizations, supports health data management through participatory 
design, local capacity building, and stakeholder engagement. Adopted in 
over 80 countries, the platform enables routine data use for health policy 
decisions, demonstrating the power of open-source solutions in 
addressing public sector needs. 
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The Next Frontier: Emerging 
Technologies and Future 
Paradigms 
If current technologies have transformed university international 
engagement, emerging technologies are expected to catalyze even more 
profound changes. Understanding these developments is a strategic priority 
for university leadership.

New Connectivity Technologies: Beyond 
the Internet 
The next generation of wireless communication, 6G, promises capabilities far 
beyond current bandwidth provision. It anticipates peak data rates of 1 terabit 
per second (Tbps)—significantly faster than 5G—and end-to-end latency in the 
sub-millisecond range. Critically, 6G is being designed as an "AI-native" 
network, with AI integrated throughout its architecture to optimize 
performance. 

This performance level will enable transformative applications, including 
holographic telepresence and sophisticated "digital twins"—real-time, highly 
detailed virtual replicas of physical entities or environments. For 
internationalization, these developments will allow students and researchers 
to collaborate in immersive, real-time virtual spaces, regardless of physical 
location, fostering deeper global scientific partnerships.
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Robotics and AI: The Rise of 
the Virtual Collaborator 
The evolution of AI in higher education is moving beyond discrete tools 
toward a paradigm of "virtual coworkers" or "indispensable colleagues." In 
administrative functions, AI assistants can manage routine inquiries and 
application processing. In student success initiatives, AI agents can monitor 
engagement data and proactively schedule interventions, allowing advisors 
to concentrate on high-value problem-solving and relationship-building. 
This "hybrid model" suggests a future where human skills like emotional 
intelligence and creativity are enhanced, not replaced, by AI’s data-driven 
efficiency. 

However, the rise of generative AI presents a profound duality. While it can 
accelerate research and provide personalized feedback, it introduces 
significant ethical concerns regarding academic integrity and the potential 
erosion of critical thinking skills. The solution is not prohibition, but 
pedagogical evolution. Institutions must foster "AI-assisted learning" 
models where students are trained to ethically use and critically evaluate AI 
outputs, treating the technology as a collaborator rather than a substitute 
for human intellect.

Extended Reality (XR) and Immersive 
Engagement 
Extended reality (XR) (virtual reality (VR), augmented reality (AR), and mixed 
reality) offers the potential to transform research and training by creating 
immersive, location-independent environments. This technology enables 
"virtual science labs" for safe experimentation and sophisticated simulations 
for practicing complex tasks. Beyond technical training, XR can enhance 
international engagement by creating virtual social spaces and immersive 
cultural experiences. This is particularly valuable for pre-departure training, 
helping students develop cultural awareness and empathy in simulated 
settings.
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A Strategic Framework for 
Digital Internationalization 

The integration of emerging technologies supports a wide array of 
internationalization activities. Organizing these applications by their 
potential impact provides a strategic framework for implementation by 
university leaders.

Foundational and High-Impact 
Applications 
These applications leverage technology to streamline processes, enhance 
security, and build robust collaborative networks. 

• AI-Powered Global Research Networks: AI platforms analyze 
publications and expertise profiles to match researchers with ideal 
international collaborators, accelerating the formation of inter-
institutional teams. 

• Quantum-Secured Data Sharing: Utilizing quantum encryption to 
create ultra-secure, decentralized networks for sharing sensitive research 
data with international partners. 

• AI-Driven Curriculum Co-Creation: AI systems analyze global learning 
outcomes and industry needs to assist faculty from partnering 
institutions in designing culturally relevant joint degree programs. 

• Digital Mobility Wallets: Blockchain technology allows students and 
faculty to securely store and verify academic credentials and visa 
information, streamlining administrative processes for exchanges. 

• Decentralized Academic Journals: Distributed ledger technology 
creates peer-to-peer models for academic publishing, bypassing 
traditional gatekeepers and increasing the accessibility of research from 
the Global South.
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Enhancing and Equalizing Applications 
These applications focus on improving the quality, accessibility, and inclusivity of 
the international student experience. 

• Immersive Virtual Field Trips and Labs: VR/XR allows students from different 
countries to conduct experiments in shared virtual labs or take immersive tours 
of remote sites, eliminating the need for expensive physical facilities. 

• AI-Driven Cross-Cultural Communication Training: AI and XR simulations 
provide personalized training for developing intercultural competencies by 
simulating challenging social situations and providing real-time feedback. 

• Personalized International Student Support: AI chatbots and virtual 
assistants provide 24/7, multilingual support for international students, 
assisting with logistics, cultural adaptation, and academic advising. 

• Augmented Reality (AR) Language Exchange: AR applications overlay real-
time translations onto the user's view, facilitating spontaneous conversations 
between students from different linguistic backgrounds.

Advanced and Transformative Applications 
These applications represent a paradigm shift in how international higher 
education is conceived and delivered. 

• Global "Meta-University" Campus: A persistent, integrated virtual campus 
where students and faculty from different universities interact, learn, and 
collaborate in a shared metaverse environment, creating a single academic 
community without physical barriers. 

• Data Analytics for Global Equity: Big data and AI identify systemic 
disparities in access to international opportunities, informing policies that 
promote equity and inclusion across borders. 

• Real-time Global Innovation Sprints: Ultra-low latency 6G networks enable 
international teams to co-create and test prototypes in real-time using shared 
AR/VR workspaces for instantaneous collaboration. 

• Holographic Telepresence for Conferences: Advanced 6G networks enable 
real-time, high-fidelity holographic projections of speakers and participants 
at global conferences, allowing for immersive presence without the cost or 
carbon footprint of travel.
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Conclusion: Navigating a 
New Academic Era 
Technology is no longer a supplementary tool for higher education 
internationalization; it is the foundational force shaping the fabric of global 
academic engagement. The Internet and subsequent technologies have 
dismantled the geographical barriers that historically defined international 
education. However, technology is not a panacea. It introduces complex 
challenges, from the persistent, multi-layered digital divide in the Global 
South to the critical threats of data colonialism and technological lock-in, to 
the challenges posed by AI alone. 

The next generation of technologies—including AI-native 6G, quantum 
networks, and Extended Reality—holds the potential to realize a truly global 
academic community characterized by open, interconnected knowledge 
exchange. This future will require a new paradigm of human-machine 
collaboration, where AI enhances human creativity and problem-solving 
capacity, rather than supplanting significant human activities.  

To realize this potential, university leaders must proactively address the 
ethical, infrastructural, and political challenges of the digital age. This 
requires a strategic commitment to bridging the digital divide, developing 
robust frameworks for data sovereignty and ethical AI use, and fostering a 
pedagogical evolution that values human and machine intelligence as a 
symbiotic partnership. Only by navigating these complexities can higher 
education ensure that the future of internationalization is not merely more 
connected, but also more equitable, inclusive, and impactful for 
universities and scholars worldwide.
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