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Abstract

Purpose – The aim in this paper is to extend Dorothy Smith’s conceptual understanding of work to
consider the emerging labor of ‘‘knowmads’’ within internationalization of higher education. Through

original research on everyday experiences of internationalization, the authors seek to illuminate the ways

individuals develop skills and competencies in relation to these new forms of work in order to address
the reproduction of inequities. The authors make a connection between internationalization of higher

education and knowmadic labor based on the premise that cross-border education is often pursued in

order to develop knowmadic attributes.

Design/methodology/approach – Through a critical institutional ethnography of one mid-sized

Canadian university, the paper uses survey and interview data gathered from students and faculty -

individuals who are involved in knowmadic labor connected to internationalization – to illustrate some of
the study participants’ daily experiences of internationalization coordinated by the institutional

structures of the university in times of globalization.

Findings – It is concluded that internationalization and connecting new forms of work involved in

becoming and producing knowmads not only bypass and disregard present inequities in higher
education, but work to reproduce them in new ways.

Practical implications – The paper provides insight in regards to processes and allocation of work

within internationalization, while addressing forms of social inequities that often cut across these
practices and concludes with brief comments on the implications of academic knowmadic labor in

Western higher education institutions engaged in internationalization.

Originality/value – While research has been conducted on work in international contexts, little has
addressed ‘‘the labor’’ that is involved in becoming knowmads, and that of ‘‘producing’’ knowmads. The

paper draws connections between the internationalization of higher education and knowmadic work

showing that knowmadic labor is often preceded by knowmadic educational opportunities. The
cosmopolitan vision of creating globally aware citizens, with international knowledge, skills, and

competencies that institutions espouse, are assumed to be good per se, and to lead to knowmadic

qualities and attributes required in a knowmad society. The paper questions these assumptions and the
relations of power on which they rest.
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W
e live in an era where globalization is impacting almost every aspect of human

existence. We are witnessing an unprecedented escalation of human mobility, from

one extreme of refugee populations displaced by war, natural disasters, conflict, to

transnational migration of people in search of better working and living conditions, to

travelers of business and pleasure. In higher education, academic mobility is increasing and

intensifying significantly (Altbach and Teichler, 2001), resulting in globally oriented

programming, changing methods of delivery, a growing use of technology, and

transnational research and teaching partnerships. We enter the conversation by taking up

the notion of ‘‘knowmad’’ as a new kind of sojourner in the context of the internationalizing

university.
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The term ‘‘knowmad’’, according to its originator John Moravec (2008, 2012), describes

nomadic knowledge and innovation workers who can work with almost anybody, anytime,

and anywhere. Scholars have taken up the notion of knowmads variously, with some

connecting knowmadism strongly to the virtual world, such as the role of social media, and

others viewing knowmadism as entailing transnational and transcultural work (Adler and

Adler, 2008; Al-Zobaidi, 2009; Kakihara et al., 2005; Kaplan, 2002; Makimoto and Manners,

1997; Standing, 2009). The theme that this special issue attempts to explore is the role of

education and learning organizations in developing and supporting borderless knowmads,

the emerging knowmadic society, and the converging future of learning and work.

Questioning the premises of mainstream education, Moravec (2012) argues that a

knowmadic society necessitates the transformation of currently widespread ‘‘banking’’

(Freire, 2000) paradigms and pedagogies that continue to create factory workers and

bureaucrats, towards modes that allow for open access to information and the tools for

creating socially-meaningful knowledge. Our paper addresses these issues regarding

change in higher education by examining the kinds of labor that are involved in developing

knowmads who wish to enter the world of transnational and transcultural work.

Given the widely shared perspective that the primary purpose of internationalization is the

preparation of graduates with intercultural and international literacies (Häyrinen-Alestalo and

Peltola, 2006; Knight, 2004; Leask, 2010), the focus of our discussion will be the creation and

re-creation of academic knowmads with these qualities. In other words, the

internationalization of higher education, purported to help students become global

citizens and function in the new knowledge and knomadic society, is aligned with the goals

of knowmadism. While these goals appear to be in keeping with new shifts in work and

education, we are seeing that the creation of a knowmadic society also has some

unintended consequences. Through the experiences of individuals who are involved in

knowmadic labor connected to internationalization, we will argue that internationalization of

higher education creates new forms of work in the academy, which not only bypass and

disregard inequities, but reproduces them in new ways. Furthermore, we assert that our

discussion can enhance new and emerging conceptualizations of the knowmad

phenomenon, while beginning to address the lack of research on work/labor within

processes of internationalization in higher education.

We will first use selected literature to articulate a theoretical position on the notion of the

knowmad, and consider how these works connect with the internationalization of higher

education. We will refer particularly to matters of inequity. Our framework is informed by

Dorothy Smith’s notions of labor, a feminist perspective which provides a broader

understanding of the activities that constitute work. We situate these theoretical discussions

of the knowmad in the context of internationalization of higher education using preliminary

data from a study on experiences of internationalization in a Canadian university. We

conclude with brief comments on the implications of academic knowmadic labor in western

higher education institutions engaged in internationalization.

Knowmads, work, and the internationalizing university

Globalization, commonly recognized as a complex phenomenon involving advances in

technology, communication, media and social media connectivity, is often viewed as having

a positive impact on our lives. Yet, many sound analyses of economic globalization lay bare

a grim picture: mass consumption, environmental degradation, the drive for profit, the

business of development, food scarcity, and financial crises are all connected to the

exacerbation of inequities (Unterhalter and Carpentier, 2010). In this paper, we will explore

select intersections of globalization, higher education, and the internationalization of higher

education to illustrate inequities in the labor activities of knowmads in academia.

There is widespread acceptance that economic globalization has resulted in the

commodification or marketization of higher education (Marginson, 2004; Unterhalter and

Carpentier, 2010). As Stier (2004) argues, an instrumental ideology has created a strong

connection between education and economic growth, where the economic prowess of a

country is consolidated through a labor force that is positioned to be competitive because of
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high education levels, intercultural skills, and flexibility to function in a complex global

environment. Accordingly, higher education has become a commodity, positioning



organize everyday experiences. Social inquiry focusing on these experiences considers the

‘‘[. . .] world known immediately and directed in the bodily mode’’ (Smith, 1987, p. 81). The

bodily existence of an individual involved in becoming a knowmad or producing knowmads

becomes the focus of our research, as these individuals move into new settings that

reorganize their activity. In these settings, what constitutes work is coordinated through text

and institutional structures, forming text-mediated relations that position individuals

unequally. Positive rhetoric surrounding internationalization results in higher-education

institutions developing international programs and practices often overlooking inequitable

impacts such as disproportionate time and efforts expended by participants in such

activities with limited institutional support. In this framework, work is understood as the way in

which individuals conduct their everyday lives, expertly managing and coordinating their

activity in relation to institutionalized internationalization. As a critical perspective, our

understanding focuses on how work is enforced and governed by institutional constraints in

academia. Thus, knowmadic labor is researched not simply for what it constitutes, but for

how it is shaped and produced by institutions.

Within internationalization, activity is often assumed to provide intercultural literacy either by

interactions with culturally different others, the curriculum, or by learning in a foreign place.

As individuals and groups move between and interact with a range of communities, they

must learn strategies to mediate between cultures (Honna, 2005; Pegrum, 2008; Phipps and



Survey responses from other faculties are in early stages of analysis, but reflect similar



Although these experiences stand the students in good stead, laying the foundations for

knowmadic skills and literacies later on, there is little or no acknowledgment or even

understanding among the students that these hardships are part of the process of acquiring

the skills and qualities needed to function as knowmads in the future.

Unsupported labor

As evidenced in student data, the labor of acquiring international and intercultural

knowledge is not eased by institutional support and is pursued by students as an individual

endeavor. Both the quantitative and qualitative data we collected show that there is a lack of

support at the institutional level for students engaged in international activities. For example,

data from our surveys show only 8 percent of faculty and 16 percent of students felt that

international students received adequate support in their faculty. What is more, ‘‘[c]reating

an adequate learning environment and providing sufficient support services for international

students’’ was ranked as the biggest challenge and issue for integrating an international

dimension at the departmental level. Lack of support for international students not only

restricts their successful transition and development, but also adds extra work during their

sojourn in foreign universities. This extra work to be done by individuals exemplifies how

institutional structures are somewhat impermeable to the development of knowmadic

qualities among students new to the North American academy.

The following interview excerpt illustrates these issues. Sharalyn, an international graduate

student in Psychology, shared her experience of applying for employment insurance (EI)

benefits while working part-time for a local school district. After spending quite some time

seeking assistance from different sectors in the institution and searching online, Sharalyn

ended up withdrawing her application for the EI benefits feeling disappointed: ‘‘They never

explain anything, I’m not asking for equal treatment with local people, but I just want to get

my money paid for my EI. But there’s no support for international students. [The university]

website has nothing on how to apply for it or whether it’s qualified.’’ This example reflects the

inequities experienced by these students in accessing resources readily available to

domestic students in similar circumstances.

Peer relations are important when international students need help with academic work and

emotional support in times of difficulty (Kim, 2012). However, our study evidences that

international students struggle to build relationships with domestic students (also see

Montgomery, 2010; Trahar, 2011). To do so, some students have to move beyond their

‘‘comfort zones’’ and reduce their connections with people from the same national or ethnic

backgrounds. For instance, Am, an international doctoral student from Indonesia, chose to

pay higher rent to live with domestic students in order to create opportunities to gain

intercultural communication skills. Further, Jenny, a first-year student from Korea, worked

hard to build connections with domestic students, even at the expense of losing Korean

friends: ‘‘I tried several times (to approach local students) [. . .] it was not easy [. . .] I do not

think they want to try it. It is too hard to get a friend [. . .] So like in my case I live by myself here

[. . .] (as a result) sometimes I feel a little lonely [. . .] But I try not to make some Korean friends

here.’’ These stories illustrate the embodied experience of students who are attempting to

move beyond nationally-based support groups and friendships in the interest of gaining

intercultural literacies and developing meaningful knowmadic relationships with peers.

Further, respondents to our student survey identified a lack of support for some Canadian

study abroad students such as inadequate debriefing after the experience, lack of funding

and scholarships for study abroad, and generally a disconnect with putting new found

intercultural or international understanding into practice. This leads us to question how such

obstacles constrain students seeking to gain knowmadic attributes through individual skill

development.

The intercultural work of knowmads

International students are constantly engaged in the invisible work of adapting to different

educational and social cultures. Laohu, a Chinese undergraduate business student, told us

how the failure he experienced would help him achieve his personal goals: ‘‘I want to push
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myself [. . .] Chinese people always (are) afraid of failing, but here I learn that failure always

[. . .] pushes you to be an ideal person. Maybe get a lot of fail but eventually will get there.’’

Similarly, Emrah, a linguistics PhD candidate from Turkey, explained how he had to adapt

culturally and academically to teaching as a sessional instructor:

In order to be a good instructor here, you need to start thinking like Canadian people [. . .] It’s quite

challenging [. . .] It’s like a baby learning from scratch [. . .] So do what [students]think, and know

they expect you to teach them [. . .] and how they approach the material, handle the material with



internationalization (e.g. Knight, 2004), are aimed to produce interculturally and

internationally competent individuals – i.e. individuals possessing valued transcultural

literacy and knowmadic qualities. The data exemplifies what faculty labor entails and how it

is shaped by the institution. For example, the majority of faculty members in one faculty who

responded to our survey (58 percent), did not believe that their faculty provided support to

instructors on how to use the experience and knowledge of international students or returned

Canadian exchange students in their classrooms. The other 42 percent did not know. Such

figures shed light on inequities in the facilitation of global knowledge exchange as the

transcultural resources of students developing knowmadic qualities who are physically

present in university classrooms are ignored. Further, as indicated in the survey comments of

one ‘‘outside of Canada’’ student, those implementing internationalization projects may have

little institutional support, particularly from their department:

The [University] International Office provides many of the listed supports for field schools. But, the

[department] does not provide such supports as a matter of course. It’s the responsibility of the

[instructor] in [a teacher preparation program offering practicum at an international site] to do

most of those things (i.e. the [instructor] doesn’t have much support for themselves, while they’re

trying to provide support to the students).



Acknowledge international work in faculty members’ workloads. Do something to show that these



competencies and in the process reproduce relations of inequality. Through

internationalization student mobility is facilitated, international programs are formed, and

knomadic qualities are developed; yet, doing so without fully considering the inequalities

intrinsic to these activities overlooks important misgivings to viewing knowmadism solely in

positive terms.

We contend that our research addresses how seemingly new practices around the

internationalization of higher education linked to the production of knowmads are formed

within institutional constraints guided by economic, monolingual and monocultural

imperatives. This study thus enhances new and emerging conceptualizations of the

‘‘knowmad’’ phenomenon. More specifically, this discussion implicates academic

knowmadic labor and questions the ideals of a knowmad society. As Moravec (2012)

maintains, while students in an emergent knowmad society should learn, work, share and

play in almost any configuration, there is little evidence in our study to support the claim that

educational structures are moving in that direction. As we show in this paper, addressing
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