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Abstract 
 

The importance of internationalisation in present European Higher Education is vastly 
increasing and the issue takes up a significant place in the agendas of educational 
policy makers and higher education institutions. One of the main objectives of 
internationalisation or international education is the development of intercultural 
competence or of sensitivity. From the concept of ‘Virtual Mobility’, the set of ICT 
supported activities that realize or facilitate international, collaborative experiences in a 
context of teaching and/or learning, we will elaborate on the opportunities on the use of 
ICT in relation to internationalisation of higher education and the development of 
intercultural competences. 
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1. Introduction 
 
The importance of internationalisation in present European Higher Education is vastly 
increasing and the issue takes up a significant place in the agendas of educational policy 
makers and higher education institutions. It is a conscious action, mostly in response to the 
challenges brought about by globalisation (Pierson, 2010, 6 & Wächter, 2008, 10).  In 
response to this and under impulse of European and national policymaking schemes, higher 
education institutions in Europe have therefore embraced study abroad programmes such as 
Erasmus, Erasmus Mundus or Leonard as a method of preparing their students to be 
culturally sensitive and globally aware. Many higher education institutions have also 
extended such programmes by organising (aspects of) ‘internationalisation at home’, 
whereby universities integrate elements of international learning into their curricula 
(Crowther, 2000). One of the main objectives of internationalisation or international education 
is the development of intercultural competence or of sensitivity (Otten, 2000). 
 
Yet while the process of globalization, which is also deeply characterised (and enhanced) by 
great advances in information and communication technologies (ICT), gave a boost to the 
introduction of educational technology in recent years, the use of ICT in relation to 
internationalisation of education remains quite limited. The effective use of educational 
technology can greatly support mobility programmes, and in terms of ‘internationalisation at 
home’ ICT offers great opportunities to integrate the involvement of foreign student groups 
and researchers into curricula.  
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EuroPACE, a European non-profit association of higher education institutions, and AVNet, an 
educational support unit on new educational technologies of the University of Leuven, have 
been very active in exploring the potential of Virtual Mobility to contribute to the 
internationalisation of Higher Education.  
 
In this paper we will introduce our approach to the concept of virtual mobility. On the basis of 
two international examples in a blended mobility context, we will further elaborate on the 
opportunities on the use of ICT in relation to internationalisation and the development of 
intercultural competences. 
 
 

2. Internationalisation of European higher education and the development of 
intercultural competences 

 
Recent papers, statements and policymaking schemes from the European Commission 
reflect the significance of internationalisation for higher education in Europe. In the Leuven 
Communiqué, adopted on 29 April 2009 by the Ministers in charge of higher education in the 
countries in the Bologna process, international openness and mobility are mentioned as 
higher education priorities for the decade to come. This includes for European higher 
education institutions to further internationalise their activities and to engage in global 
collaboration for sustainable development. Further, the Green Paper “Promoting the Learning 
Mobility of Young People” has been published to open up the debate to stakeholders and the 
wider public. In this publication it is stated that learning mobility should become a natural 
feature of being European and an opportunity to all young people. 
 
The most-often quoted definition of internationalisation comes from the Canadian scholar 
Jane Knight. She describes internationalisation as “the process of integrating an 
international, intercultural or global dimension into the purpose, functions or delivery of post-
secondary education.” (De Wit, 2009, 6). Twenty years ago, internationalisation was, for 
most observers, almost, if not fully, identical with the mobility of students (and, to a lesser 
extent, faculty) across country borders (Wächter, 2008, 1). Probably one of the best known 
and successful examples of mobility programmes of the European Commission is Erasmus. 
In the year 2009, a total of 2 million students had participated in the Erasmus programme 
since its launch in 1987.1 The Leuven Communiqué stipulates that “in 2020, at least 20 % of 
those graduating in the European Higher Education Area should have had a study or training 
period abroad”. However, despite the success of Erasmus, still no more than 10 % of 
students go abroad during their study. 
 
Another way to give students an international experience is to organise activities within the 
university or higher education institution. These activities are mainly referred to as 
internationalisation at home. So it is much more curriculum-oriented: preparing your students 
to be active in a much more globalised world. Activities under this at home dimension are: 
curriculum and programmes, teaching and learning processes, extracurricular activities, 
liaison with local cultural/ethnic groups, and research and scholarly activities (De Wit, 2009, 
ibid).  
 
Giving students an intercultural dimension during their education is one of the main goals 
that guides present internationalisation strategies. Students have to deal with the 
regional/local level of growing diversity due to domestic multiculturalism. Therefore 
intercultural competences are considered to be beneficial for personal development and 
employability (Otten, 2003). As public and private organisations extend their reach into the 

                                                 
1 http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-programme/doc80_en.htm 
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international marketplace, they are presented with a variety of challenges and opportunities 
to address intercultural diversity on many levels (Friedman, 2005).  
 
Current research on intercultural competence describes it as “the ability to understand and 
respond to cultural difference in increasingly sophisticated ways” (Hammer and Bennet). 
Three main aspects can be recognised in such an ability: changes of an individual’s 
knowledge (cognition), attitudes (emotions) and skills (behaviours) in order to enable a 
positive and effective interaction with members of other cultures, both abroad and at home 
(Hofstede, 2005). It is assumed that the internationalisation of the processes and structures 
of education, which is characterised by a coming together of people with differing cultural 
orientations, thinking patterns, perceptions and emotions, will result in shaping all social 
interaction and that the teaching staff and students will have to adapt their knowledge, 
attitudes and skills to function in an intercultural context (Otten, 2000). Though, we have to 
be aware that intercultural encounters alone do not automatically increase the intercultural 
competence of students. Intercultural learning needs reflection of individual and collective 
social experiences with people from other cultures rather than the mere contact as such. This 
always has to be taken into account when organising internationalisation for intercultural 
learning (Otten, 2003). 
 
 

3. Virtual and Blended Mobility 
 
We believe that Virtual Mobility, enabled by the use of educational technologies and e-
coaching methodologies, has a great potential to contribute to the internationalisation of 
higher education. It could serve as a complement to the traditional mobility programmes in 
order to better prepare, support and follow-up physically mobile students and so contribute to 
the objective of the European Commission to increase the number of students taking part in 
the Erasmus Programme up to 3 million by 20202.On the other hand, the use of ICT for 
internationalisation could also greatly enlarge the group of students who would be exposed 
to an intercultural experience even if they do not move physically. In this part we describe 
what we mean by virtual mobility and the different types we can distinct. 
 

3.1 What is Virtual Mobility? 
 
The elearningeuropa.info web portal defines virtual mobility as follows “Virtual Mobility stands 
for the use of information and communication technologies (ICT) to obtain the same benefits 
as one would have with physical mobility but without the need to travel”.3 This definition 
emphasizes the new possibilities that are created through the use of information and 
communication technologies. Virtual mobility can indeed make it possible for students to take 
part in courses at other universities without having to leave their home university.  
 
The Being Mobile project opted for a more elaborate definition, placing more emphasis on 
intercultural aspects and pointing out the richness of the experience and the similarities with 
the Erasmus exchange programme: „Virtual Mobility is a form of learning which consists of 
virtual components through an ICT supported learning environment that includes cross-
border collaboration with people from different backgrounds and cultures working and 
studying together, having, as its main purpose, the enhancement of intercultural 
understanding and the exchange of knowledge.“ (Bijnens et al., 2006). 

                                                 
2 European Council. A strategic framework for European cooperation in education and training ("ET 2020"): 
Conclusions (May 2009). Downloaded from: http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-
policy/doc1120_en.htm  
 
3 See ‘Virtual Mobility’ at the ‘elearningeuropa.info’ portal http://www.elearningeuropa.info 
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Based on our experiences in past and recent projects, we would like to re-think certain 
elements of the previously quoted definitions. We think of Virtual Mobility as “the set of ICT 
supported activities that realize or facilitate international, collaborative experiences in 
a context of teaching and/or learning”. 
 
We will now look briefly into the different key concepts of this working definition: 
 
ICT supported activities:   

The activities are enabled through the use of educational technologies. The activities 
can be either fully virtual (realizing) or blended (facilitating). In case of the latter, when 
aspects of virtual and physical mobility are being combined, in order to maximise the 
advantages of both, it is also defined as blended mobility. 
 
ICT for virtual mobility can include video and web conferencing, (discussion) forum, 
VLE, chat, blogs, Wikis, document sharing tools, negotiation tools, ... 
 

Context of teaching and/or learning 
Virtual Mobility is about teaching and learning (pedagogical) and all the activities that 
support it, e.g. administrative, organisational, logistical issues.  

 
International:  

Virtual Mobility is specifically about cross-border activities between different 
educational institutions from different countries. Such activities are subsequently 
intercultural in nature.  
 
Therefore it is about providing students or staff an international experience with an 
intercultural learning component. This concerns two objectives: 

 A cognitive objective (e.g. language proficiency, international business 
skills, knowledge of the culture of China, etc.) 

 An attitude-related objective (e.g. understanding of and respect for other 
people and their values, viewpoints and ways of living, understanding of 
the nature of racism) (Nilsson, 2000, 23) 

 
Collaborative:  

Virtual Mobility places a particular emphasis on collaboration because it is about more 
than just interaction between different partners. It is about true cooperation or 
collaboration. Virtual Mobility activities enable collaborative learning, i.e. learning from 
and with each other. This aspect of Virtual Mobility is considered to be essential in 
relation to developing intercultural competences and/or sensitivity.  
 

 
Experiences:  

Experience as a general concept can be defined as follows: Active participation in 
events or activities, leading to the accumulation of knowledge, skills in or observation 
of something. [Wikipedia]  
 
Virtual Mobility is about the knowledge of, skills in or observation of international 
differences/similarities gained through active participation in an ICT supported, 
international event. 
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3.2 Types 
 
Based on this definition, Virtual Mobility activities can be categorized as follows: 

‐ Related to international student or staff exchanges 
o Virtual Mobility to facilitate a physical international exchange (blended) 
o Virtual Mobility to realize an international exchange, i.e. the student follows 

substantial parts of a programme at a distance, supported via ICT (virtual) 
 

‐ Related to international internships4 
o Virtual Mobility to facilitate physical international internships (blended) 
o Virtual Mobility to realize international internships (virtual) 

 
‐ Related to an internationalised curriculum:  

o Virtual Mobility as a scenario to internationalise a (part of a) course (chapter, 
exercise, task, project), programme, workshop, seminar, … This category can 
be either fully virtual or blended. 

 
 

4. International examples 
 
In the following sections two international examples of Virtual Mobility activities are 
described. Both cases are taking place in a blended context, i.e. Virtual Mobility facilitating 
physical mobility. At the same time, they show how internationalisation at home can be 
organised through the effective use of new educational technologies. 
 

4.1 The Virtual Buddy System - KHLeuven 

The VM-BASE (Virtual Mobility Before and After Student Exchanges) project aimed at 
enhancing the impact and efficiency of the Erasmus programme through the set-up of and 
support for a full-fletched Erasmus action. The focus in this project was more specifically on 
‘blended actions' where Virtual Mobility is used for both preparatory and return initiatives. 
VM-BASE supported students and teachers in coaching at a distance for both preparatory 
and return initiatives in blended format. Both EuroPACE (project coordination) and AVNet-
K.U.Leuven (partner) were part of the project consortium. 

The Virtual Buddy System (Op de Beeck et al., 2008, 89 - 97) was a pilot organised by the 
Katholieke Hogeschool Leuven (KHLeuven). The main aims for setting up the system were 
to gather information on the students' needs related to physical exchanges (what information 
do they need, when should it be provided and by whom), trying to involve students of the 
host institution more actively in the process of getting information about the cultural, 
educational and practical aspects of the exchange and to encourage personal contacts 
between students of the two institutions involved in the exchange. More concretely, 
KHLeuven developed a ‘matchmaking service' to link incoming students already before their 
arrival with local students from KHLeuven. The international coordinator makes the matches 
and informs both parties who their buddy is and how they can reach him/her.  

                                                 
4 For virtual mobility related to international internships we would like to refer to the paper: De Gruyter J., Vriens 
M., Van Petegem W., Op de Beeck I., The EU-VIP Project: Virtual Mobility to  Enhance International Work 
Placements, Paper presented at EADTU anual conference, 27 – 29 September in Zermatt. 
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Figure 1 The buddy system – “Get a Buddy” 

The pilot was done a first time from October 2006 until February 2007. The technology 
applied in this first run was e-mail. A year later a second pilot run took place. The system 
basically remained the same, but some new virtual components were added and the 
students were encouraged to not only use e-mail as a virtual means of communication, but 
also Skype and MSN.  

The ‘virtual buddies' made the integration of the incoming students easier and swifter by 
providing them with all necessary practical information. Especially in the period before their 
arrival and during the first couple of weeks of their stay the incoming students reported they 
felt less insecure and better taken care of. But also the buddies themselves have enjoyed a 
lot of the benefits of an exchange programme (practising foreign languages, building 
international friendships, etc.), even without having to move physically, i.e. 
Internationalisation at Home. Last but not least, the teachers, the International Office and the 
KHLeuven as such benefited from the buddy system as the buddies helped them to take 
care of the incoming students.  

Through the introduction of the buddy system, host students are encouraged to meet and 
have social interaction with visiting exchange students. These encounters – virtual of face-to-
face -  are intercultural in nature, as it is a coming together of people with differing cultural 
orientations, thinking values, perceptions and emotions.  

 

4.2 Erasmus Mundus Master of Nanoscience and Nanotechnology 
 
The Erasmus Mundus Programme, defined as a ‘co-operation and mobility programme in the 
field of higher education’, is an initiative of the European Union that aims to enhance the 
quality of European higher education and to promote dialogue and understanding between 
people and cultures through cooperation with Third-Countries. In addition, it contributes to 
the development of human resources and the international cooperation capacity of Higher 
education institutions in Third Countries by increasing mobility between the European Union 
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and these countries. 
 
Erasmus Mundus Masters Programmes are organised jointly by at least 3 European HEI’s 
located in at least three different European countries. These programmes are particularly 
targeted at students outside of Europe, in Asia, Africa, Oceania and America. More than 50 
Masters courses have now been selected under Action I of the Erasmus Mundus 
Programme.  
 
Physical mobility is a key factor in these Master’s programmes. Students need to spend part 
of the study period in two different participating universities. This physical mobility can be 
complemented with Virtual Mobility activities during the study period, including virtual support 
of student selection, online/blended courses and seminars, guiding Masters' theses over a 
distance and (extended) access to facilities.  
 
For this paper we will present the Erasmus Mundus Master of Nanoscience and 
Nanotechnology (EMM Nano) and demonstrate how they internationalise their curriculum 
through video conferencing.5 The EMM Nano is organised by a consortium of four higher 
education institutions:  
 

 Katholieke Universiteit Leuven (K.U.Leuven), Belgium 
 Chalmers Tekniska Högskola (Chalmers), Sweden 
 Université Joseph Fourier Grenoble, France 
 Technische Universität Dresden (TU Dresden), Germany 

 
As part of the educational programme, a Lecture Series on Nanotechnology in Modern 
Society are organized on a monthly basis by the consortium partners, given by national and 
international experts on subjects such as “ethics of nanotechnology developments”, 
“opportunities for nanotechnology applications” and “the risks of nanotechnology”. The 
lectures are broadcasted through video conferencing to the four consortium partners. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 2: Example of Streaming from Lecture 4 – Lecture Series on Nanotechnology in Modern 
Society 
 
 

                                                 
5 http://www.emm-nano.org/  
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Figure 2 shows a snapshot of lecture 4 from the lecture series in the academic year 2009 – 
2010. Prof. Shlomo Yitzchaik from the Institute of Chemistry, and the Krueger Family Center 
for Nanoscience and Nanotechnology of The Hebrew University of Jerusalem was invited to 
give a lecture about Chemical Interfaces in Neuroelectronic Hybrids.  
 
A lecture typically consists of a speaker in one of the participating locations with afterwards 
the opportunity for questions. The lectures are recorded with AVNet’s lecture capture solution 
and made available for current and prospective students in participating universities. 
Afterwards, the recordings of the lecture are made available through streaming video in the 
electronic learning platform Toledo and on a custom website for interested parties not 
enrolled in the platform. AVNet’s solution provided the opportunity to record presentations 
given on remote sites and even multipoint video conference discussions. In the first year of 
the Master Programme, the students follow a common program at the K.U.Leuven and 
consequently the turnout for these sessions at AVNet-K.U.Leuven was very high. Other 
locations had a variable turnout depending on the subject discusses by the guest speaker. 
 
Organising a lecture series such as this, gave much added value to the whole programme. 
All participating students in the programme were brought together physically, even though 
they were located at different partner universities. It also gave the opportunity to put the 
focus on the expertise of the different consortium universities and individual teachers at 
these institutions.  At the same time, there is also the opportunity to invite experts in the field 
as guest speakers from all over the world (REVE Project, 2006). In this way, the lectures are 
also appropriate for intercultural learning. By inviting an expert with a different background 
and culture, students have the opportunity to study the subject from another perspective. 
This can lead to more intercultural sensitivity. 
 
 

5. Conclusion 
 
European higher education institutions face the challenge of further internationalising their 
education. In this paper we distinguished two ways of internationalisation:  
 

 Abroad including all forms of education across borders: mobility of students and 
faculty, and mobility in projects and programs  

 At home: those internationalisation activities that happen within the borders of the 
institution. 
 

With  two international examples we demonstrated that there is a great potential for Virtual 
Mobility to contribute to the internationalisation of higher education. It can either serve as a 
complement for physical mobility programmes or it can be used to organise 
internationalisation at home.  
 
However, until now the use of ICT in relation to internationalisation of education remains 
quite limited. Virtual Mobility does not get the recognition  it deserves. We have now come to 
a point where the use of new educational technologies should be embedded in ‘mainstream’ 
mobility actions and internationalisation of higher education.  This creates a need for new 
competences at individual and organisational level. Individuals will need to be able to adapt 
flexibly to a rapidly changing and highly interconnected world.  
 
Building further on the expertise we gained through the participation in several Virtual 
Mobility projects,  we will therefore continue to engage ourselves in sharing knowledge and 
disseminating innovative initiatives, in order to keep Virtual Mobility high on the agenda of the 
different European stakeholders. 
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