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It’s a phrase we hear everywhere these days, and
both individual words, “global” and “engagement,”
are increasingly used in their own right as buzzwords,
in university taglines, commercial slogans, planning
documents, etc.

As a linguist, my initial impulse is always to begin by trying
to define the component words making up the phrase.

Dictionaries define “global” as “of or relating to the

whole world, worldwide; complete or comprehensive;”
interestingly a business-oriented dictionary,
businessdictionary.com, defines “global” as “pertaining

to the whole world, rather than a single country or region,”
introducing a very specifically geographical sense. “Global”
has much wider scope than “international,” which it is now
tending to replace, generating a far more all-encompassing
aspect.

“Engagement” is more difficult, with the most common
meanings until recently being “a formal agreement to
get married,” “an arrangement to do something or go
somewhere at a fixed time,” or “a job as a performer.”
There are more specialized meanings in medicine,
finance, mechanics (“condition of being in gear””) and
military terminology (“hostile encounter or battle””), and
occasionally a more recent usage, “the feeling of being
involved in a particular activity” is acknowledged. What
these definitions all have in common is both a sense of
commitment and of there being two parties which interact.
So perhaps a good definition for our purpose is simply
“a committed or meaningful interaction.”

Now going back to combine “global” into the phrase,
we would have a definition for “global engagement”
something like “a committed, meaningful interaction
with the world as a whole.” Ambitious indeed!

International offices at many universities and colleges in
Canada and the US, including some of the most prestigious,
have recently been named/renamed using the phrase
“global engagement” (among many examples — UC

Global engagement: committed,
meaningful interaction with the
world as a whole.

Berkeley, Brown, U California at Irvine, Chicago, Duke,
Northwestern, Rochester, Victoria) — and several have
noticed that the name Global Engagement Office produces
an appropriate acronym (GEO). If “global engagement”
isn’t one of the key drivers of your institution’s strategic
plan, chances are that just means that your institution
hasn’t renewed its strategic plan in the last couple of years.

Despite renaming or rebranding, these offices still cover
the same familiar list of functions, plus or minus a few:
management of study abroad opportunities, management
of partner exchange programs, facilitation of international
research collaborations, dealing with visa and work

permit issues for incoming and outgoing students and
faculty, orientations for inbound students, pre-departure
briefings for outbound students, gathering and maintaining
data on international activity, and hosting international
delegations. The lists less often contain proactive activity,
such as: promoting existing international activities, seeking
potential international partnerships, leading efforts to
internationalize the curriculum, considering what it means
to teach in an international classroom, and developing
strategy around increasing internationally oriented activity.
Language and culture are almost never mentioned, as
presumably this global world operates in English and with
a version of Anglo-American culture. If there is a strategy
around “global engagement” or “international affairs,” it
must come from somewhere else in the institution, as the
global engagement offices, despite their close experience
and exposure, don’t seem to be charged with it.

There are two most commonly cited reasons to be more
globally engaged.

One reason is very instrumental — for our graduates to be
considered educated “global citizens” and/or “job-ready”
in today’s world, some level of international competence is
required. Whether our graduates work at home or abroad,
they will need to work effectively with others from very
different and diverse backgrounds. This may be made more
explicit in some fields (e.g. business) than in others, but
the need is there no matter what and where the job.

The other reason is more abstract, but perhaps more
compelling — with modern technology and transportation,
the world is indeed a smaller place. News travels faster,
people move faster and further, innovations spread more
quickly, ideas spread more quickly, disease spreads more
quickly, etc. It has become trite to point out that today’s
big problems, requiring new and innovative solutions, are
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To be prepared to live well

and responsibly in this current
and future world, education
must also include engagement,
not just fleeting exposure, to
multiple perspectives on these
inescapable global problems.

mostly global problems, transcending national, cultural,
and generational boundaries, and from which no nation
can isolate itself: climate change, melting of the polar
ice cap, extreme weather, global flows of migrants and
refugees, airborne and waterborne pollution of the
natural environment and disease propagation, terrorism
and cyberterrorism, etc. To be prepared to live well and
responsibly in this current and future world, education
must also include engagement, not just fleeting exposure,
to multiple perspectives on these inescapable global
problems.

As a nation we would like to think so — because of our
multicultural population and policies and our self-image
as a nation. But as The Economist (September 12, 2015)
points out, the data show the opposite since 1995,

when our spending on “global engagement” (defined

as defence and development aid) started a steep decline.
We now rank poorly compared with the other G7 nations,
“even with other middle-ranking countries with open
economies.”

As international educators, we perhaps have a better

idea of some of our shortcomings, and realize that there

is much work still to be done. As one measure, according
to a December 2014 Universities Canada report, only 3.1% of
university students have an international experience as part
of their undergraduate degree, unchanged for eight years,
despite almost every university including “international”

in its strategic plan. Further, student preferences for
international experiences remain narrowly confined to
English-speaking countries, France and Germany, which
can hardly be called “global engagement.” We also are
well aware that despite the report of the Chakma advisory
panel on Canada’s international education strategy (2012),
sufficient funding has not been provided to compete with
other countries (such as Australia) for marketing/branding

of Canadian education (to bring international students

to Canada) nor for Canadian students to spend sufficient
time abroad to engage with an authentic experience
(exceptions are the federal funding for the Mitacs Globalink
program, now taking Canadian students abroad as well as
bringing international students to Canada, and the recently
launched Canadian Queen Elizabeth Il Diamond Jubilee
Scholarships). But, realistically speaking, how practical

is it to expect that any significantly higher percentage of
university and college students can have an international
experience as part of their undergraduate education?

What would success in global engagement look like, and
how might we get there?

At 3.1%, we may be doing better than the US (1.4% mobility),
but not as well as the EU where Erasmus+ has set itself

an ambitious target of 20% mobility by 2020. But if
substantially increased mobility is our only definition of
success in global engagement, we are doomed to failure.
Suppose we had ten times the money, and that led to
approximately 30% mobility — which would actually be a
marvelous achievement — what are we going to do for the
other 70%? Should they not also have an education that
leads them to be globally engaged?

If substantially increased mobility

is our only definition of success in global

engagement, we are doomed to failure.

Thus the key to success has to be some form of
“internationalization at home.” Additionally, even

those students who do travel abroad often regard

that experience as an “add-on,” keeping it mentally
separate, not integrating it into their overall educational
experience. This too argues in favour of “comprehensive
internationalization” as the preferred institutional strategy,
with significant reorientation of institutional mission
toward global engagement, including in particular in
curriculum and “soft skills.”

Without this, mobility and our current tools alone will not
be enough to produce graduates who are better citizens,
knowledgeable and globally engaged, with skills and
attitudes to take them and their country farther.
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