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1. Introduction

I will start this talk by reminding you about what Petr Cepek told us yesterday. The founder of Charles University, King Charles IV had the true international attitude, giving the different nations that attended the University one vote each in the governing body. His son, King Wenceslas IV, changed this and gave 3 votes to the Czechs and one vote each to the other national groups, with the result that these people left the Charles University and went to other places. He, as Petr said, introduced nationalism at the University. What is happening now, throughout the whole world, but especially in Europe, is the undoing of what Wenceslas did, making the universities more and more international. 

I take the liberty not to stay strictly within the given theme in my talk, but also to include 

the question of recognition as a result of the comparison and the background for these questions of such great interest in our days, i.e. student and teacher mobility.  Mobility is today a buzzword in Academia. But one concern is seminars and speeches, another everyday life at the university, with a shortage of time and resources that often leads to the work connected with mobility not having first priority. This makes it necessary to repeat again and again the advantages of student mobility. 

2. The European development
In the Sorbonne Declaration of 1998 about the Harmonisation of the European Higher Education System, the ministers from France, Germany, Italy and United Kingdom commit themselves to encourage a common frame of reference with the aim of improving external recognition and facilitating student mobility and employability. “An open European area for higher learning carries a wealth of positive perspectives, of course respecting our differences, but requires on the other hand continuous efforts to remove barriers and to develop a framework for teaching and learning, which would enhance mobility and even closer co-operation.” the ministers declared. Later ministers of other countries signed this declaration. 

In a conference in Bologna in June of this year “The European Space for Higher Education” with participants both from Academia and from European governments, 29 ministers (or deputy ministers) signed the Bologna Declaration. Here the ministers among other things declared:

“The course has been set in the right direction and with a meaningful purpose. The achievement of greater compatibility and comparability of systems of higher education nevertheless requires continual momentum in order to be fully accomplished. We need to support it through promoting concrete measures to achieve tangible forward steps.”

The aim is thus to achieve greater compatibility and comparability of systems of higher education. In such a process the universities must take an active part, and the authorities will have to respect the principle of institutional autonomy, a fact which is underlined in both declarations.

It is obvious that with greater similarity in systems of higher education, the comparison of academic qualifications will be easier, especially as regards degrees, like a Master degree and a Doctor’s degree. And it will make it much easier to take greater parts of studies in a foreign university. But a harmonisation of the systems of higher education in Europe will take a long time to accomplish, and there is no general agreement that this should be the aim of the policy of the European governments. It is therefore important to emphasise that comparison and a fair recognition of academic qualifications is possible also within very different systems of higher education. There are numerous examples of this today. And it is the task of the universities to achieve good systems for comparing academic qualifications of exams, courses, grades and periods of studies from countries with quite different systems.

3. Student mobility 
I have always liked to think about the young students – even from the far North – who were wandering about in Europe, from one university to another, from the 12th century onwards.  

Today, with travelling no longer a big obstacle, and with young people having the whole world as their playground, it is not difficult to understand that the Scandinavian students wish to go abroad to study, to countries with a world language, and maybe to a famous university. But I am more impressed by the students coming from Spain and other countries in the South of Europe to spend a hard winter in the North, to a country with a strange language, even stranger food and expensive beer – in pursuit of knowledge. Very often they will get teaching of high quality, however, and they will broaden their horizon considerably. The institutions must remember that it is also of great importance for all the students that they get formal credit for the work they have done abroad.

From an institutional viewpoint, international student mobility is about sending out the institution's own students for a shorter or longer period of time, and when they return, how to give them credits for their studies abroad. It is also about receiving foreign students, and assessing their qualifications, giving them due credit for their studies at their own university.  In both cases it is important to have good information about foreign universities and their different courses.  For a small-language country, it will also be necessary to have sufficient courses in a world language to be able to attract foreign students.. 

For the students, the task is to find out where to go, to find out about the quality of prospective universities, which courses will answer their wishes and their qualifications, and whether they will get proper credit for their studies when they return to their home university.  They are dependent on proper information, first of all from their own universities.

4. How to achieve student mobility
I will first describe the policy of my university on student mobility, as this is a way to present my own views. 

The University of Oslo wishes its students to take the main part of their education at the University of Oslo.  At the same time we think it is extremely important that most of our students spend at least one term at a university in a foreign country. They need to get another perspective on their studies and on other social and cultural aspects of life.  We believe that a semester or more at another university may generate new enthusiasm for the learning process, that it offers a possibility to observe and practice new ways of problem solving. Our students need to meet fellow students from another country to better understand cultures other than their own, and also to get a better understanding of their own country and its culture. And people from a country with a small language need to learn at least one foreign language well. It is also a way to study subjects that are not available in the home country.  The University thus has set up as a strategic aim that each of our students shall spend at least one semester at a foreign university. We are still far from reaching this ambitious goal, but we are moving ahead.

The University of Oslo also has the goal that ten percent of our students should be from a foreign country.  We think, first of all, that this will mean an enrichment of our campus and that it will benefit the Norwegian students.  Secondly, this is a necessary condition for our students to be able to go abroad. And thirdly, it is part of our solidarity towards students from developing countries. 

Most universities will agree that student mobility is important – at least in theory.   There are, however, also other interests that must be taken into consideration. In the accreditation process, the institutions wish to secure and ensure the quality of the degrees they give, and to a certain extent, also the content of the degree.  This can only be achieved if a considerable part of the exams is taken at the institution that is giving the degree.  But studies of one year or a semester at a foreign university will usually create no problems in this connection. 

As regards the admittance of students from another country, it is a question of recognising the credits the foreign students bring with them. The problem is then to assess whether the applicants have the sufficient qualifications to start the studies of their choice.  If  the foreign students, after being admitted, must pass exams to get a degree, the university has control over the quality of the degree, as the requirements will be the same as for the university's own students. It is, of course, desirable that the student have the necessary qualifications for the chosen study, also from his own point of view. It students do not, it may require a lot of resources to get them through, they may fail in the end, and they might lose both time and money. But for the university, this will be a question of resources only, and not a problem related to the quality of their degrees. 

Even so, the question of resources can of course not be ignored. The university needs a system to find out what the qualifications of the applicants really are, and many universities do have such a system.  It is also important to discover the ones that are sending in false papers.  What I wish to emphasise in this connection is that there is a risk that the university will spend too many  resources to find out exactly what the qualifications of the foreign students are. Another problem could be that if we are extremely formal about the intake qualifications, we might exclude students who in reality are qualified, but do not have the formal documentation.  We have the same type of questions on the national scale, especially for adult students. In Norway there is now extensive discussion as to what extent non-formal competence shall be accepted for admittance to institutions of higher education, and there is no doubt that there is a general trend towards being less formal when it comes to the intake qualifications.

So my message on this point is that one should have a good system to be able to discover the false papers.  One should also have a good and efficient system to assess the qualifications of students from universities abroad. But the attitude towards applicants should be open and generous. The foreign applicants should not be treated better than the country’s own students, but they must on the other hand not be discriminated against.  Good information, both for the institution's own students who wish to go abroad, and for foreign students, is the key to enhancing student mobility.
If the students get the necessary information before they choose a course abroad, they will avoid problems with recognition when they return to their own universities.  We should require from the students that they do make inquiries before they go to a university abroad.

The problem is that most universities have a long way to go before their information about studies abroad will be satisfactory.  At my faculty we have a system of advance-recognition for one or two semesters study abroad.  The recognition is given according to a description of the studies, and the faculty builds on the principle of time-for-time.
5.  About  attitudes

Many countries now have quite a good system for managing the accreditation process. While there still seem to be quite a lot of problems with this process, they may at least partly be due to the attitudes of both the administration and the academic staff. Another problem is that making a good system for the comparison and the recognition of studies from another system requires time and resources, neither of which is available in abundance in most universities these days.

I will try to illustrate two different approaches to the recognition of qualifications by referring to the practices of two different faculties in my own university.

At the Faculty of Arts and Humanities, the decisions on recognition of exams and courses from foreign universities are taken by the administration of the faculty – mainly by one single person – independently of which institute or section the student belongs to. So the procedure is very quick and efficient. The student gets degrees or credits according to the time spent at the other university. It must be a university recognised by the authorities in the country of the university, but apart from that, the quality of the university or of the courses taken is not being assessed. History is history, Spanish is Spanish. 

In the Faculty of Social Sciences, the recognition is partly decided by the central administration, and partly by the relevant section or institute. The students will get credits automatically for the time spent at another authorised university. But when it comes to recognition as part of a degree, the academic staff of the department will make a close examination of the content of the courses taken. For example, the Department of Economics offers a professionally oriented degree. Some courses in economics taken at another university will not be recognised, because they do not include enough mathematics or  macroeconomics, for example.

The difference between these two faculties is certainly in part due to the character of the subjects. As I said, English is English,  but economics is not always the same.  Very often courses in economics cover business administration, commerce, management, accounting, subjects that our Department of Economics feels should not be a part of their professional degree. But I think it also illustrates a difference of attitude. There needs to be a balance here, between the wish to enhance and make easier the mobility of the students, and the wish of the institution to secure the quality of their degrees.

Whether or not to accomplish student mobility is very much a matter of attitude, and whether the institution and the individual persons have a real will to enhance the mobility. The other day I was listening to a lecture about the Nordic law of contracts and the development of a European law of contracts. There are at the moment some initiatives to develop a uniform European system of legislation on contracts. On one quite important point the Nordic legislation on contracts differs from the continental and English, and most of my colleagues and I myself think that our system is more effective. The speaker, a Swedish professor, agreed with us, but he asked: Will it not be more important that we reach uniformity of legislation in Europe, with all the advantages that this brings, than to keep our own rule on this special point?  To me, this was an "aha" experience, and I drew a parallel to the questions we are discussing here.

In a university there will always be some people who are very reluctant to accept changes, especially if the changes might in any way be a threat to the quality of the institution. It is also very usual and quite natural to think that your own system is the best. The problem with some of our staff is that they are not willing to recognise the added value of a stay at a foreign university, and that this added value more than outweighs the drawback of the student's not having exactly the same curriculum as his fellow students. It is important to remember the formulation very often used in the Erasmus programme: “mutual trust and confidence.”  It is necessary to respect the other institutions, and first of all to have an attitude of flexibility. In some places it seems to be a requirement that the course taken at another university be very nearly identical with the course at the home university.

Having said this, I will add that I am not convinced that our Faculty of Humanities is doing the right thing when they – for their lower degree – require only one year out of four to be taken at the home university.  They also seem to accept almost anything as far as the content of the courses goes, as long as it is within the subjects of the faculty. There seems to be quite a widespread opinion in Europe that it is important to avoid an unstructured “cafeteria style” international freedom to pick and mix units or modules. With an unregulated credit accumulation system, there is a risk that the important facets of intellectual development will be left aside.

6. Higher degrees
So far I have talked mainly about shorter periods of study for one or two semesters. The Conference program is emphasising the higher degrees. The president of CRE, Dr. Ken Edwards, said in his presentation to the Ministers in Bologna that there was a feeling in Academia that the focus now should be placed upon encouraging mobility after first cycle qualifications.  Such mobility would be greatly facilitated by more similarity in systems of education. But even now, with the great variety between the systems, this works quite well in some places. And as I said before, as long as the institution has control over the outcome of the Master degree or the Ph.D., the incoming qualifications are not that important.

7. Conclusion

It is my opinion that student mobility, on the national, the European and the global level, is extremely important, for the students themselves, for the institutions and for the societies. Mobility on the international level is most certainly contributing to more understanding between people, and thus contributing to international understanding and peace. 

The institutions should show flexibility when it comes to recognition of studies and exams from another country – or another institution in the same country. At the same time, the institutions of higher education must have the right to protect the quality of their own degrees. It is also the duty of the institutions to make their own system transparent and readable.

To me, it is also of great importance that we keep diversity in the different systems of higher education. It should not be the aim of the European countries to reach harmonisation of content, curricula or methods. The aim should be to improve information, external recognition and facilitate student mobility and employability – both on the European and the global level.
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