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Abstract

In this paper we answer the question: How do MA-Students and Postgraduates in the field of Adult
Education consider the added value of internationality for their professionalization?
More and more the pedagogical qualification needs to incorporate a wider, international dimension, in the
interconnected world. A lot of effort is done by the European Union and the member states, to reach a
European dimension in the academic qualification of their professionals. The opinion of the students
qualifying as professionals in adult education helps to identify the effects of such effort. Studying with an
international dimension, partly in a foreign language, to gain international competences needs a lot of
motivation. In our exploration we find some plausible explanations – related to the labor market, to the
personal development, the interest in intercultural communication, the widening of the horizon and the
building up of international networks. We summarize with recommendations on how these views of the
students can be used for a further development of international aspects in the study programs
© 2017 Published by Future Academy www.FutureAcademy.org.uk
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1. Introduction: Facets of Internationalization in Higher Education
Internationalization of the curriculum in higher education institutions (HEIs) is nowadays a
common reality. It can take very different shapes, and it can be introduced with various extensions,
ranging from the micro-level design of the course concept (i.e. comparing with similar course concepts
offered in other universities; using foreign scientific literature, proposing dedicated indicators for
evaluation comprising comparative research or of describing the international state of discussion on the
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topic etc.), till student/ staff mobility, or more complex ways of cross-border curriculum, joint degree
programs, international campuses (European Commission, 2015, Knight, 2013, Gregersen-Hermans,
2015, Guri-Rosenblit, 2015), comprising the whole university strategy and actions, or dedicated measures
and targets at national system level, or transnational bodies/networks (European Commission, 2015,
Beleen, Elspeth 2015, Williams, 2016).
The increased emphasis on internationalization of higher education is driven by the general believe
that mobility and internationalisation “pave the way to the creation of a society where everyone can live
peacefully, and assist in promoting democratic values, meeting the challenges of the globalized labor
market” (Palomares, Pietkiewicz 2015). By knowledge sharing, mutual understanding staff and students
get an increased awareness about the challenges of global society, widening their horizons, and are better
prepared to meet such challenges, to live and work in different contexts. Also, internationalization, as one
of the main layers of changes in universities, contributed to an increased quality of teaching and learning,
and of university services, an easier integration and adaptation of know-how and good practices, and
fostered generally innovation into academic activity, such impact being highlighted by teachers, students,
management staff of HEIs in the different monitoring and evaluation studies (Erasmus Impact Study,
2014, Lodge, Bonsanquet, 2014, Sursock, 2015).
The approaches of universities towards internationalization become more systematic and coherent,
as nowadays they set up their strategy for internationalization, and evaluate its impact at the institutional
level, due to the concern both of the management of the institution, or as the demand of the national or
European monitoring bodies. The evaluation study carried out by European University Association in
2013 underlines such trend, highlighting the main priorities of universities having such strategies. The top
priorities listed in European University Association (2013) as first option by universities in their strategies
are: attracting students from abroad, internationalizing teaching and learning, and providing more
opportunities for students to have learning experiences abroad.
The quality of international activities is to top the quantitative focus of number of students
attracted, or number of partnerships set etc., as universities struggles for increased reputation and better
places in university ranking, for improving the quality and diversity of curricula, research and services
through international partnerships, for developing wide scientific communities able to keep up with the
speed of knowledge development (Lodge, Bonsanquet, 2014, Sursock, 2015, European Commission,
2015, Guri-Rosenblit, 2015, Gregersen-Hermans, 2015). Mainly the research advanced universities,
aiming to the desiderata of world class universities, able to act as important actors in the global society,
have a more differentiated approach to the internationalization of their activities.
Various contexts of internationalization can act together, and in the same HEI, or even faculty,
department, study program can be met all range of internationalization activities, depending on purposes
for internationalization, people and resources involved, infrastructure etc. Irrespective we talk about
visiting scholars, guest lectures and/or mobile students, or about different ways of designing and running
the study programs: for instance as twinning, franchise, double/ joint or about integrating parts of the
activities demanded to the students to undertake with the aim of developing the international view and
competences (ex. by undertaking transnational projects integrated in the study programs or international
case studies, internships and practices in other research centres or companies abroad, about collecting
study credits from other universities or attending courses, in online or blended format at other
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(partner)universities etc.), or we aim to extend our programs to an international market, to other countries,
enrolling students from abroad by opening branch campus, virtual offers, or we are part of international
consortia of universities developing joint programs or research networks (accompanying, for instance, the
doctoral schools), or we develop any other possible didactic experience with international dimension for
our students (Knight, 2013, Hoare, 2013, Soria, Troisi, 2014, Beleen, Elspeth, 2015, EC 2015, GuriRosenblit, 2015), clear vision, targets, commitments, strategic integrate actions are needed. Such diversity
of internationalization of the curriculum and its delivery is described by a variety of concepts:
internationalization at home, cross-border curriculum, joint programs, transnational projects etc.
(Waterval, Frambach, Driessen, Scherpbier, 2015, Knight, 2013, Beelen, Elspeth, 2015, Sawir 2013).
The management issues for setting up and running them vary from the relationships of and
communication with teachers, students, administrative staff, designing and delivering the learning
materials, till the formal aspects of procedures, rules, record keeping, accreditation body and ensuring
comparable educational quality, equivalency of learning outcomes (Waterval, Frambach, Driessen,
Scherpbier, 2015, de Wit, Engel, 2015, Hoare, 2013). Furthermore, in developing more legally relevant
ways of internationalization of the curriculum, like it is the case, for instance, in setting up joint programs
or opening branch campuses, the management issues are becoming quite difficult. As it was underlined in
Waterval, Frambach, Driessen, Scherpbier (2015), mainly when more institutions from different countries
are involved in commonly designing and delivering of the curriculum, the differences occur anyhow, due
to the local contexts, differences in access to resources and support systems, different learning and
teaching cultures, language competences, formal regulations etc, the necessary procedures are very
complex.
Internationalising the curriculum addresses all the students, irrespective their status, in the
interconnected world. Just staying at home, they attend an online course at another university, or they can
attend classes at an international university having a branch in their town, or they can be enrolled in a
joint degree program run by their home university in partnership with other universities, the whole
program or just a Masive Open Online Course (MOOC) / lecture etc. Travelling abroad, with a student
grant, for work, or personal reasons, they add another dimension to their international studies. However,
the number of mobile students abroad is quite low: one in ten students at the master’s or equivalent level
is an international student in OECD countries, rising to one in four at the doctoral level… The master
students are about twice as much as for bachelor’s or equivalent program (OECD, 2016).
Through the technological means of communication and interaction all students are connected to
the wider world and global information, but not necessary in a pedagogically structured way. The
preparedness of students to be aware and understand, to be able to act in an interconnected world has to be
ensured for all students, to reduce the competitive advantage of few privileged mobile students
(Palomares, Pietkiewicz 2015, Lehtomaki, Moate, Posti-Ahokas, 2015, Williams 2016). Such desiderata
mean that the curriculum, that the teaching and learning, the pedagogical practices of both disciplinary
and extra-curricular activities provided in universities should have included the international dimension,
aiming to develop the intercultural competence, with all its dimensions.
Irrespective we talk about promoting mutual understanding, about international awareness,
international competence and international expertise (Sawir, 2013), about critical (self-)awareness, respect
for diverse interpretations of practices and the use of inclusive dialogue, about intercultural sensitivity,
433
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and an international understanding (Perry, Southwell, 2011, Odağ, Wallin, Kedzior, 2016, Foster,
Yaoyuneyong, 2016), as key principles and different levels of developing and understanding the cultural
competence (Trede, Bowles, Bridges, 2013), these different levels of learning outcomes differentiate in
the same time various kinds of curriculum internationalization (Trede, Bowles, Bridges, 2013, Sridharan,
Leitch, Watty, 2015, Yamada 2014, Odağ, Wallin, Kedzior, 2016). Different concepts have been
developed, and different research work was done for measuring the intercultural competences. For
instance, for measuring the intercultural sensitivity (including the affective aspect, the knowledge
dimension of knowing and the behavioral and attitudinal aspect of intercultural competence), the
Intercultural Sensitivity Scale (ISS) has been differentiated using five factors: interaction enjoyment,
respect for cultural differences, interaction confidence, interaction enjoyment and interaction attentiveness
(Perry, Southwell, 2011). The different steps of the scale can be reached by different levels of integrating
into the curriculum the international aspects: “the first level, ‘international awareness’ involves integrating
international perspectives into teaching with the ultimate aim to prepare students who respect differences
and have an international attitude. The second level ‘international competence’ involves engaging with
students from other cultures and through in-depth study of international subject matter. The third level of
the typology, ‘international expertise’ is the immersion of students into the international study, for
example, by studying a foreign language or by living and working in a foreign country. The outcome is to
produce global professionals who can operate anywhere in the world” (Sawir, 2013).
Different researches underline the positive impact on the students’ learning of the international
dimension, like: developing an international mind-set and related to this, a more advanced and an
increased intercultural competence, leading to a better tolerance for ambiguity, behavioral flexibility,
communicative awareness, knowledge discovery, respect for others and empathy (Perry, Southwell, 2011)
and also other general attributes such as self-efficacy, tolerance of ambiguity, critical thinking/creativity,
non-ethno-centric and openness which can be applied in specific cultural contexts where other attributes
such as social, political and cultural knowledge, language ability and specific communication skills are
needed (Trede, Bowles, Bridges, 2014). Equipping graduates this way is a must in a nowadays global
society, as they will be exposed to all kind of intercultural contexts and situations, both in their
professional and personal life. Such need requires an international dimension in the curriculum provided,
both in a formally expressed one and in the hidden one, in the core and the extended one.
Making students more aware of the international dimension of the issues they are going to deal
with in their professional field is a learning outcome needed to be incorporated nowadays in all study
programs. Such learning outcome is to be therefore fostered in all disciplines, and specifically considered
while designing the teaching and learning and assessment settings and tasks (Sridharan, Leitch, Watty,
2015, Yamada, 2014). This requires, however, that the teaching staff master a wide international
understanding and competence in international matters. It is therefore even more important that study
programs aiming to professionalize teaching staff for at all educational levels should have integrated an
international dimension in the offered curriculum. This is true for professionalizing the future adult
educators as well, such need being emphasised both by various diagnosis and prognosis studies (European
Commission, 2013, Milana, Holford, 2015, Research vor Beleid 2008, 2010, Nuissl, Lattke, 2008,
Slowey, Schuetze, 2012, Lattke, Jutte, 2014) and by different researches (Nuissl, Lattke, 2010, Lattke,
Jutte, 2014), even addressing the future profile of competences of adult educators (Bernhardsson, Lattke,
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2011, Research voor Beleid, 2010), or the expectations of the stakeholders for increased quality of adult
education (European Commission, 2013, CEDEFOP, 2013), or being highlighted by the adult educators
themselves (Bernhardsson, Lattke 2011, Nuissl, Lattke 2008, Sava, Danciu, 2015).

2. Context of the Study, Methodology
The study highlights the views of the students enrolled in an international master program in adult
education, European Master in Adult Education (EMAE), the largest offer of this kind, provided
European-wide by a consortium of 10 universities, from 9 countries across Europe. The students have also
the possibility to advance to the PhD level through the European doctoral school set within the
consortium, and a lot of them come at MA level from a comparable BA level, having this way the
opportunity to professionalize at advance level, with a European perspective, at all three levels of
academic studies. Such offer was set up within the Erasmus curriculum-development project “European
Studies and Research in Adult Learning and Education” – ESRALE (www.esrale.org), project running
between 2013-2016, but the provision of the EMAE lay back in 2004-2007, celebrating 10 years since
running the master program.
EMAE is offered as Joint Program and students from all partner universities benefit from the
internationalization of their studies in multiple ways, as different resources and support services have been
implemented: mobility of students and staff, both virtual (online courses and lectures) and on campuses,
summer and winter schools, core-curriculum (covering 70 ECTS out of the 120 ECTS of a master
program), transnational project work or study texts published in English. The concept of
internationalization at home (Beleen, Elspeth, 2015) and of cross-border mobility (Knight, 2013), both for
teaching and research, are thus put in place. This way the more than 200 students attending the EMAE are
exposed to the internationalization of their studies (Sawir, 2013), even if they study at home in their
national language.
These students were asked how they perceive the added value of internationality in their studies.
Some of them enrolled to the studies without knowing about the international dimension, as all the
masters are running as national masters, but later on, they have been exposed at all the additional offer.
The masters running for professionalization in adult education are quite small, and not in all
partners’ universities the programs are directly labelled as adult education, but having comparable course
offer.
For the purpose of this paper, we focus on the answers offered by the students from Italy, Serbia,
Hungary, and Romania, all in all answering from these countries 68 students at the online survey carried
out in spring 2016. The countries were chosen because of different experience in running EMAE (Ro and
It since 10 years, Hu and Serbia joining in 2013), and different levels of addressing the study offers. The
online questionnaire comprised 21 questions, addressing, on one hand the motivation for international
studies, but also the perceived outcomes from the student´s point of view, the level of the intercultural
competence (Perry, Southwell, 2011, Sawir, 2013, Trede, Bowles, Bridges, 2013). There were listed also
the different aspects to be addressed by institutions providing the internationalization of the study offers
(de Wit, Engels, 2015), as well as the different benefits of the international study offers (GregersenHermans, 2015). With two exceptions the questions were closed, the open ones were closed afterwards.
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The realization of the sample was different; University of Belgrade, Serbia (UB) represents 16,4
%, University of Florence, Italy (UF) 28, 4 %, Univ. Pecs, Hungary (UP) 14,9 % and the University of the
West from Timisoara, Romania (UVT) 40, 3 % of the answers. Also, the level of the students in the study
program is different: 9 % are on BA – Level, 41,8 % on MA 1. Year, 38.9 % on MA 2. Year and 10,4 %
on PhD level. This differentiation on study levels is possible due to the fact that in Serbia is not yet
introduced the Bologna Process structure (3 years BA, 2 years MA, and 3 years PhD), still having 4 years
BA in adult education, and 1year master program. Also, some universities allow students to pick up
classes at different study levels, according to their interests and needs.
The analysis followed the principles of statistical significance. Due to the little number of the total
we carried out only a few correlations, mainly regarding the facts of international parts of the curriculum
and valuing the situation and relevance of internationalization in regard of the university the students
come from.

3. Findings
First of all: all students consider the international aspects of their study program as important. The
question was focused on the subject being studied, in this case, the field of adult education, studied in the
curriculum of ESRALE. Four out of five students are appreciating the international elements of their
study program:

Legend: not at all – 1, very important – 5, question 10; n = 6

Fig. 1. Importance of international aspects.

Comparing the given amount of internationality with the wished one, the students want even more,
but in a moderate way. In the existing curricula, the relation between national and international aspects is
perceived as seen in figure 2, most of them considering that the national aspects are dominating:
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Legend: question 18, n = 68

Legend: question 19, n = 68

Fig. 2. Given international relations

Fig. 3. Wished international relations

Asking about the wished relation between national and international aspects the picture differs
(figure 3). If in the actual offer 17,9% of students appreciate that the curriculum provided has to the same
extent or even higher international aspects as the national ones, in the wished offer 50,8% of the students
want both approaches with the same amount of offers, workload and topics, and even four out of ten are
asking for a major internationality. The relation wished by the students has more elements of international
topics; only one out of ten students wish a higher share of national studies, whereas half of them.
Regarding the motivation for enrolling in a study program with international parts like
EMAE/ESRALE there is a clear focus on individual benefits like widening the horizon and developing
the personality, less on the labour market and work perspectives. Still most important is the choose of the
subject or topic – almost a hundred percent of the students point that out. Also underlined is – in general –
the further professional development (91,3 %), many students want to found their already realized work in
adult education with academic studies. In this direction goes also the motivation of specialization (79,7
%). The two factors linked to internationality are not so strong; the possibility of studying abroad (58 %)
is even more motivating than the internationality of the curriculum as such. For a little bit, less than half
of the students (44 %) the international aspects of the study program were a motivational factor. In this
regard the students vote as follows:

Legend: question 16, n= 68
Fig. 4. Motivation for international studies
Interesting is the difference being made between labor market motivation (86,76 %) on the one
hand and professional competencies (95,58%), and personal competencies (96,72%) on the other one. Not
the labor market is the point of interest, but a higher level of competence – this fits the currently raising
importance of outcome orientation of learning and to the strong role of competence in the motivational
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factors in general. At the same time, it is mirroring the current relevance of internationality in the practice
of adult education. In this field mainly the intercultural competence is important as part of professional
work.
Looking at the valuation of the study program there is a difference to the motivation of the
students. “Wider understanding of international aspects” and “intercultural competences” are ranking
lower than the knowledge of adult education and European policy making. The motivation of the students
is not perfectly covered by the organization of the study program. Not a surprise: a better chance for
employment being in the organization of the study program is seen by little more than half of the students,
in this case, motivation and study program are fitting together (Fig. 5):

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.

Wider understanding of international aspects
Wider understanding of the field of AE
Wider perspective of AE and learning
Increased knowledge of EU policy
Methodological competences for international research
Better chance for employment
Increased intercultural competences
Access to an international professional network
Legend: Question 12, n = 68

Percent
11,5
63,8
68,1
68,1
66,6
56.5
47,8
66,6

Frequency
8
44
47
47
46
39
33
46

Fig. 5. Valuation of the study program
What did the students learn, so far? We asked for the competences they consider to be gained by
the studies. The result is in so far surprising, as “international collaboration competences” are agreed by 3
out of 4 students, with the highest frequency. This means that the elements of communication with
professors and other students from abroad, the direct interaction and the development of common projects
are of high value in the study program. “International awareness” is at the end, but still agreed by more
than half of the students.

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

International awareness
International engagement
International collaboration competences
International research competences
International expertise
Legend: question 13, n = 67

Percent
52,2
53
72,4
62,3
62,3

Frequency
36
44
51
43
43

Fig. 6. Competences gained
Somehow the students in the ESRALE study program are experts of the organization of
internationally oriented study programs. So, we asked what should be improved to run the study program
in a better way. The highest ranking of answers to this question has “acknowledgement of foreign
performances” (to make use out of it for the studies being enrolled in) and “curriculum revision”, to adapt
the curriculum more to the international outreach. On the second place is mentioned, “better financing”
(ERASMUS is positive, but for many students too little) and “support by tutors” (in the home university
as well as abroad). Much less important is the mobility of professors – in the eyes of the students.
438

http://dx.doi.org/10.15405/epsbs.2017.05.02.53
Corresponding Author: Simona Sava
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of the conference
eISSN: 2357-1330

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.
i.
j.

Percent
82,6
43,5
81,2
82,6
85
89,9
78,7
85,5
85,5
89,9

competence of professors
the mobility of professors
delivery modes
own mobility
language program
acknowledgement of foreign performance
less bureaucracy
better financing
support by tutors
curriculum revision
Legend: question 20, n = 68

Frequency
57
30
56
57
58
62
55
59
59
62

Fig. 7. Improvement of the international study program
So, in general, the students are fond of the international aspects of the study program – most of
them are exposed to it since some semesters. Looking at the four universities the students are enrolled in
this general valuation does not have significant differences. In more detailed aspects of the study
programs, of course there are different views, even they are not always significant. This can be
exemplified in the answers regarding the organization of the curriculum.
In general, the answers are balanced, the majority of the students acknowledge the international
efforts in the curriculum. Looking at the very positive, an even enthusiastic response was given to the
question, whether the motivation for international engagement is raised by the studies; four out of five
students consider their motivation to be developed. A bit hesitating here are only the students in Florence.
Total
yes, to a
large
extend

little

not at all

it was not
the case

University of
Belgrade

8

1

2

0

0

11

University of Pecs

4

3

2

1

0

10

University of
Florence

6

11

1

1

1

20

12

7

4

3

1

27

5

2

68

West University
of Timisoara
Total

yes, to
some
extend

30
22
9
Legend: question 13.b., n = 68
Fig. 8. Motivation for international engagement

Not a big surprise are the opinions of the students about the relevance of the academic studies for the
practical work in adult education, since there is a critical view not only regarding the aspects of
internationalization. More than half of the answers consider the competencies (mainly international ones)
as improved for practical work by answering “little” or “not at all”. This opinion is related to the
motivation, where the labor market was low ranked compared with the personal development. Obviously,
international elements are not playing a big role in the work of adult educators in the national context, and
the international labor market mobility in adult education is not (yet) well developed.
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There are no significant differences between the universities, showing that this situation is in common
at least amongst the participating four countries.
Total
not at all
University of
Belgrade
University of Pecs
University of
Florence
West University of
Timisoara
Total

Little

much

1

7

2

very much
1

0
3

4
6

2
7

4
4

10
20

4

11

8

4

27

8

28

19

13

68

11

Legend: Question 17.d., n = 68
Fig. 9. Competences for practical work
Regarding the curriculum revision, which has been the strongest wish of the students (s. Fig. 6),
there are the clearest differences between the universities. Mainly Florence is asked to develop further the
curriculum, also Timisoara, whereas Belgrade is valued closer to the demands of an international study
program.
Importance of curriculum revision

Total
very
important

important

little

not at all
important

University of Belgrade

5

4

2

0

11

University of Pecs

8

1

1

0

10

University of Florence

16

3

0

1

20

West University of
Timisoara

19

6

1

1

27

48

14

4

2

68

Total

Legend: question 20, n = 68
Fig. 10. Importance of curriculum revision

4. Conclusions
The focus of our survey was the realization and valuation of international elements of study
programs in the eyes of students, following the hypothesis that there is a certain benefit for them. The
need to identify the student’s opinion, as the beneficiary of the study programs designed for them is
highlighted in different studies (Palomares, Pietkiewicz, 2015). In general, it can be said that the students
appreciate an international dimension of their studies as means of developing their personality, awareness
and understanding. But on the other hand, there is a lot of doubts and critics regarding the implementation
of internationality in the real context of studying. The comments are related mainly to the following
aspects:
•

Curriculum: The curriculum is considered to be not perfectly adapted to the needs of
internationality and should be – in the eyes of the students – further developed. In this
development should be included also a better practical impact and a better tutoring inside the
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“home university” and abroad. Such results are reported in most of the studies analyzing the
running of the international study programs (Hoare, 2013, Lodge, Bonsanquet, 2014, Sursock,
2014, Soria, Troisi, 2014), as the complementarity and the balance between international/
national/ local contexts, and culturally specific contexts are very difficult to ensure.
•

Mobility: The mobility of professors is not very important, the students want to be more
mobile, but obstacles are the too little grant for travelling, formal problems of compatibility
and recognition between different universities.

•

Labor market: The labor market does not play a big role for the students, neither in their
motivation nor in their expectations for the future. In the national labor market is not seen a
big impact on international aspects, and the mobility into a foreign country is not seen as very
realistic. They do not necessarily attend the master for accessing an international labor
market, but more for a wider understanding and perspective.

•

Personal development: A high importance has the personal development for the students, a
wider horizon, a better understanding and knowledge. Obviously, this can be reached in the
study programs being enrolled in.

Such findings are in line with the problems and challenges of internationalization underlined by the
students European-wide. Still, after more than 10 years of implementing the Bologna process, the barriers
of academic birocracy, of different country regulations, of inadequate support system in international
offices and administration of the university etc. are fare from being solved (Palomares, Pietkiewicz, 2015,
European Commision, 2015, UEFISCDI, 2013). The different cultural contexts in different universities
are also challenges to be overcome, as they influence the teaching-learning situation, the relation studentteacher/ student-student (Sava, Danciu, 2015, European Union, 2014, Hoare, 2013). Also, the students
even are not very optimistic about added value on the labor market, considering that the employers will
not necessary appreciate higher an international master, they value such master offer mainly for their
personal development, as they are concern with a better understanding of the global issues, as other
studies are also underlining (Soria, Troisi, 2014, Lehtomäki, Moate, Posti-Ahokas, 2015, Foster,
Yaoyuneyong, 2016), with implications on their level of competence and expertise at the future working
place as well.
However, even the data presented in the explorative study have the limitation of the small number
of respondents, it is consistent with the other researches carried out on bigger samples, and it gives the
necessary hints for a more into depth further research and points of improvement of the study programs.
Some of the improvements are on the hand of the academic staff to implement, but the more general and
common ones, related to the formal, legal and financial aspects will last, unless higher levels of
management and policy making do not adopt measures for a more functional internationalization of the
study programs.
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