
                                               Girona, April 2016 
 
 
 
 

 
 I t  is  never just  mobi l i ty :  The ro le of  Erasmus in  the 

Internat ional izat ion of  H igher Educat ion 
 

Carlvalho, Joaquim 
Universidade de Coimbra, Coimbra (Portugal) 

vr.joaquim.carvalho@uc.pt 
 
Abstract  
 
The importance of the Erasmus programme is demonstrated by numbers:  over 3 million students from 33 
countries that benefitted from mobility grants in the first 25 years of the programme (1987-2013). Its success 
in the development of a new mindset among the young generations is one the most consensual aspects of 
the European project. Less visible is the institutional impact of Erasmus in shaping the internationalization 
of Higher Education in Europe and in the world. Ensuring the quality of study mobility requires the 
development of specialized academic services and sharing of basic academic concepts and a broader 
strategic framework. The Alisios Erasmus Mundus project demonstrated how mobility cannot be an aim in 
itself and the importance of the wider context in the development of meaningful personal experiences and 
institutional internationalization strategies. 
 
Object ives 
 

• Show that ensuring quality and impact in large scale mobility programmes requires more than 
funding for grants: quality assurance tools such as those develop within the Erasmus Programme 
are fondamental. 

 
• Demonstrate that mobility related tools as shared credit systems, recognition procedures, trigger, 

when properly applied, deep changes in academic environment. 
 

• Analyze how the European experience became a global reference in Higher Education but the 
combined effect of mobility and additional measures and initiatives in the scope of the Erasmus 
programme. 

 
Development 
 

• Many Higher Education Institutions in Europe developed specialized services to handle mobility of 
students under the Erasmus Programme. This led over time to what are today the omnipresent 
International Relations Units that manage not only mobility but a wide range of activities related to 
internationalization. Erasmus led to institutional internationalization. 

 
• Key concepts of Erasmus mobility, like the ECTS credit system, learning agreements and course 

information packages, aimed at comparability and transparence, induced a deeper change towards 
student centred education, outcome based description of educational aims and standardized 
course descriptions across Europe. Learning Agreements as tools for ensuring recognition of 
periods of study abroad promoted, slowly but significantly, a culture of “recognition” in Europe that 
is quite unique in the diversity and flexibility that it encompasses.   
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• Erasmus encouraged this wider impact by providing funding for institutional development, 

encouraging the emergence of networks and projects aimed at shared learning outcomes and 
curricular reference points and awarding various types of incentives and labels to good institutional 
practice. 

 
• Erasmus is also successful because of the strong link to shared political goals in Europe, namely the 

free circulation of people, goods and services, that imply a high level of tuning of educational 
structures. So there is a strong connection between Erasmus and the political Bologna process of 
convergence in Higher Education. 

 
• The wide range impact of Erasmus is better understood when we see large scale mobility flows 

without the associated institutional and conceptual development, as happens in other regions of 
the world. 

 
Conclusions and prospect ive 
 
Erasmus impact in the international of higher education in Europe is much wider than the fantastic personal 
and educational experience it has provided to million of students. It provided institutional development and 
the broad shared of concept and tools that allowed the European Higher Education Area to become a 
reality, looked up as an example to follow by many regions of the World. 
 
Quest ions and/or considerat ions for d iscussion 
 
If the Erasmus experience is fundamental how to deal with the fact that in spite of all the funding only a 
minority of students will do a mobility period? 
 
Is the importance of Erasmus more at a personal level or has a educational added value? 
 
Are the universities really implementing the Erasmus derived concepts such as student centred learning, 
outcome based aims, or is it still a work in progress? 
 
  


