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Abstract 
Teachers’ mobility is one of the facets of Higher Education Institutions internationalization, and despite 
its importance in implementing the program's purposes it is still disregarded by researchers, with most 
mobility studies focusing on students. This research concentrates on highly active mobility teachers 
and aims to delve into their experiences, namely by identifying facilitators and goals for this repeated 
internationalization and by analyzing the outcomes of these initiatives in their personal lives, 
professional activity, home and host students, and for their Universities as a whole. 

This study adopts a qualitative exploratory approach. Having as sample universe the teachers of one 
Portuguese University that in a 7-year period (2009-2016) engaged in mobility experiences under the 
Erasmus program (N = 107), 8 were identified as having the highest number of initiatives and were 
invited to participate in this study. From these mobility champions, 5 accepted, resulting in 5 
phenomenological interviews. Data was collected in January 2017.  

The participants shared an integrated view of the Erasmus mobility, being essential for its success the 
additional opportunities of joint research and the strengthening of international relationships and 
networks. Prior relations with teachers from the host University and ongoing research projects stood 
out among the facilitators. The opportunity to observe and get to know other cultural settings was also 
mentioned as one determinant stimulus. Still, the outcomes in terms of teaching methodologies and 
best practices as well an effective impact in home students seemed residual. Moreover, the ability to 
encourage other teachers to join the program was very limited, often confined to close colleagues and 
research partners.  

Despite its exploratory nature, this study demonstrates the relevance of further research on mobility 
champions to assess the success and possible pitfalls of repeated mobility experiences in terms of 
extended institutional outcomes and well as individual gratification of the teachers involved. Based on 
the results, we suggest the consideration of a wider set of outcomes in the appraisal of mobility 
initiatives, as well as the widespread of champions’ insights on the topic in order to motivate 
inexperienced teachers to embrace internationalization. Hopefully this paper is able to inspire not only 
research but also teaching mobility initiatives. 

Keywords: Teacher Mobility, Higher Education Institutions, Erasmus Mobility Program, Mobility 
Champions.  

1 INTRODUCTION 
The goal of internationalization has been widely adopted by Higher Education Institutions (HEI) across 
the globe. Erasmus is the most successful mobility program ever launched by the European 
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Commission, aiming to contribute to the advancement of knowledge, the proliferation of academic best 
practices, and, most especially, to the promotion of overall mobility, cooperation and integration of 
European citizens. Teachers’ mobility is one of the facets of HEI’s internationalization, and despite its 
importance in implementing the program's purposes it is still disregarded by researchers, with most 
mobility studies focusing on students. Extant literature [e.g., 1, 2] emphasizes that while most teachers 
do not seem willing to join mobility programs, others are champions of participation with repeated 
experiences in teaching assignments. Several authors [e.g., 3, 4] stress that further research is 
needed in order to develop effective strategies and maximize the outcomes of teaching mobility. 
Based on this research opportunity, this paper aims to contribute to the understanding of the factors 
associated with successful examples in terms of Erasmus teaching mobility - the mobility champions - 
and to identify their assessment of mobility achievements. As Sanderson [5] emphasizes, teachers 
represent one of the essential dimensions of HEI’s internationalization process. Indeed, teaching 
mobility is indispensable to help students develop international skills [4-6] and to enhance students’ 
academic experience [2], while simultaneously benefiting research cooperation and improvement of 
teaching methodologies. In this paper we review the main contributions in the literature regarding 
teaching mobility, and we present results of a qualitative study with five mobility champions from one 
Portuguese university. Conclusions include remarks on teachers' perceptions of the mobility process, 
as well as managerial implications, limitations, and suggestions for future research. 

2 LITERATURE REVIEW 
Knight [7] proposed a definition of HEI’s internationalization as “the process of integrating an 
international/intercultural dimension into the teaching, research and service functions of the 
institution”, that was later updated to “the process of integrating an international, intercultural, or global 
dimension into the purpose, functions or delivery of post-secondary education” [8]. As Sanderson [4] 
emphasizes, Knight’s definition centers the process on the institution, viewing internationalization as a 
response of the HEI, whereas a more effective approach should be focused on the dynamics of the 
process, and thus on the interactive roles of students, teachers and institutions. More recently, Jones 
[2] defined the integration of internationalization as “developing the culture, attitudes and practices that 
enable international and cross-cultural perspectives and approaches to permeate all aspects of 
university life”.  

According to Sanderson [5], the scope of internationalization includes two institutional levels - the 
individual and the faculty/department - that participate as key actors in its dynamics and outcomes, 
being the mobility champions especially important to the accomplishment of HEI’sinternationalization 
mission. In fact, one general aspect of teaching mobility is that it does not attract all teachers, as the 
majority has never participated in mobility activities, while only a reduced number of academics are 
frequent partakers.  

Kinsella and colleagues [1] refer that mobility champions have a passion for and commitment to 
mobility initiatives. Pinheiro and colleagues [3] suggest that champions’ mobility initiatives are 
frequently more associated with research goals than with developing teaching methodologies and 
curricula and thus not impacting home students. Still, the expected outcomes of HEI’s 
internationalization include promoting excellence in research and teaching and developing 
partnerships with similar universities [2], as well as contributing to students’ knowledge, skills and 
attitudes that are required to succeed in the globalized environment [4], especially by fostering and 
conveying international awareness to non-mobile students [6]. Amongst the perceived benefits of 
mobility are breaking routine [9] and improving teaching methodologies [6, 9], extending the research 
network [6], challenging one’s courage and gaining a more open attitude [10]. Engagement in former 
international positions or the existence of a past experience of international cooperation, seem to be 
clear facilitators of the process. Similarly, personal traits, such as interest for other cultures, are 
considered important triggers to embark in a mobility experience [11]. 

The main obstacles to teaching mobility referred by Enders and Teichler [6] include insufficient 
financial support, difficulty in replacing classes, the high workload resulting from class preparation 
abroad, as well as interrupting agenda and institutional commitments. The fact that traveling to other 
country can be easily associated with leisure, may promote among mobility teachers the feeling that 
colleagues would not take their initiative seriously, resulting in no condescendence with the workload 
to be done at home, and causing tiredness, anxiety and uncertainty [11]. Another frequently 
mentioned hindrance is language constraints [12], since many are not prepared to teach in English. 
Also, the sense that their areas of research are not sufficiently attractive together with lack of 
information on the program, contribute to a negative feeling associated to mobility, making it 
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imperative to inform and correctly clarify teachers with no international experience on the value and 
impact of mobility programs for HEI's dynamics [2]. 

3 METHODOLOGY 
This study adopts a qualitative exploratory approach. Having as sample universe the teachers of one 
Portuguese University (N = 107) that in a 7-year period (2009-2016) engaged in mobility experiences 
under the Erasmus program, 8 were identified as having the highest number of initiatives (2 with 5, 2 
with 4, and 4 with 3 mobility experiences) and were invited to participate in this study. From these 
mobility champions, 5 accepted (Table 1).  

Table 1.  Characterization of the participants 

 

Thus, five unstructured phenomenological interviews were conducted in order to gain an insight into 
the interviewees’ points of view and personal experiences, in a detailed and spontaneous analysis of 
the theme. At the beginning of each interview participants were asked to share their experience on 
Erasmus mobility. When appropriate, the interviewers requested additional information in order to add 
greater detail about the phenomenon under study. The recorded Interviews had an average duration 
of 55 minutes. Data was collected in January 2017.  

4 RESULTS 
The starting point of all interviews was how the mobility experiences started, and the narrations 
naturally flowed to facilitators, success factors, and outcomes of the mobility initiatives. Although 
mobility was regarded as a natural event in the professional careers of the participants, several factors 
were determinant to initiating and repeating the experiences, combining personal, institutional, and 
interpersonal aspects. 

4.1 Mobility facilitators 

4.1.1 Erasmus mobility mechanisms and networks  
When recalling the first mobility experiences, one recurrent theme was the existence of a previous 
contact with a teacher from the hosting institution, provided by events such as participation in 
conferences or a prior visit of a foreign teacher to the home institution. This interpersonal influence 
was restricted to international peers, as champions did not recognize their department peers as 
mobility influencers. Champion1 explained that her mobility experiences “started always with a 
previous personal contact. (…) It all starts with a conference, with a personal contact between 
teachers of two universities”. Other participants mentioned that the starting point was an Erasmus visit 
done by a foreign colleague that they had hosted, as the case of Champion4: “actually I was invited by 
a colleague who had been here three or four times, and I went there to give some lectures". 

Personal contacts are complemented by institutional incentives, either in the form of grant 
announcements or through the work of Erasmus coordinating staff that often promote opportunities 
and provide lists of agreements with partner HEIs. In the case of Champion5, his first mobility initiative 
happened after a visit of foreign teachers that culminated with the signature of a mobility agreement 
between the two HEIs. The agreement was the motto for him to contact the teachers he had met 
telling that he would like to visit them back. In fact, the existence of an agreement between the two 
institutions is an important facilitator of mobility initiatives. On the one hand, it expedites the 
application process, and on the other it provides a network of potential partners with whom it is easier 

	  

Participant	   Gender	   Seniority	  
Number	  of	  Erasmus	  	  
mobility initiatives	   Nationality	  

Champion1	   Female	   Intermediate	   4	   Other	  
Champion2	   Female	   Senior	   3	   Other	  
Champion3	   Male	   Senior	   3	   Portuguese	  
Champion4	   Female	   Intermediate	   3	   Portuguese	  
Champion5	   Male	   Intermediate	   4	   Other	  
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to initiate an interaction, in case the mobility candidate does not have personal contacts on the 
intended hosts. As Champion3 explained: 

“I'm not an Erasmus coordinator and do not have contacts with the network, I'm not 
involved in any network. What I did was to take a look at a couple of PDFs from my 
University rectory and have an idea of the Universities we have agreements with, sort of 
auditing the number of students and so on... Fact is, I had a target which was to do 
mobility with much stronger universities [in my scientific field]... so I sent [the application 
to several partner universities]..." 

4.1.2 International experience beyond the Erasmus program 
The mobility champions that participated in this study exhibited an international profile that was much 
wider than the Erasmus mobility program. They had extensive experience in international 
conferences, international research teams, and in receiving visits from foreign teachers. Champion4 
explained in detail: 

“You see, my experience with international mobility and international meetings is not new 
(…) [Professionally, I] have always participated in international meetings, and even 
projects with other universities. (…) I don't know if that's because at international level I've 
always been invited to several conferences and meetings, it's not an isolated thing that I 
do during the year, it's part of my working plan. I think it works that way." 

Thus, this prior international experience in the professional activity helps to overcome fears associated 
with mobility. According to Champion2:  

“It helps. It helps because we're also not afraid to travel (...) because we participate in 
conferences and have to travel. It eases things up, the more experience we have, the 
easier it gets... specially if you're going to the same country, it's easier..." 

4.1.3 Personal profile 
Amongst the personal characteristics highlighted by the interviewees as mobility facilitators are their 
international profiles, either familiar or academic, their adventurous personality and their traveling 
abroad experience, “You have to have a certain spirit of adventure and really enjoy traveling and get 
to know other things” (Champion5), “I travel a lot. I normally attend many conferences and do a lot of 
scientific work” (Champion2). Other personality aspects that champions related to mobility experience 
were curiosity, the need to interrupt routines, and the need of challenges. Champion1 commented: 

“The Erasmus mobility program is something voluntary, you go because you want to... 
so... that is part of your spirit and in my case I like challenges. (...)That puts your 
characteristics under pressure and it's a challenge you should enjoy. It's never easy, 
but... that's the idea, and I start dying in a routine environment, you start feeling down and 
need a change, a variation, and these are the sockets that charge my energy again. 

Moreover, some participants also referred their personal international background, including having 
been born in a country different from the home university, or completing part of their university studies 
abroad. These two aspects provide an international profile, the necessary language skills and an 
international network that were determinant to the mobility experience.  

4.2 Champions’ goals  
The mobility champions that participated in this study agreed that the set of goals they defined for their 
mobility initiatives are wide, comprising teaching, research, institutional and personal aspects (Table 
2).  
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Table 2.  Mobility goals 

Personal  Teaching  Research  Institutional 
   

Challenge comfort 
zone  

Teaching in foreign 
HEIs  

International 
network  

Attracting 
international 

students 

Breaking routines 
 

Teaching in top 
HEI  

Attracting 
researchers  

 
Creating and 
maintaining 

bilateral 
agreements  

Cultural experience 
 

Learning from 
partners' practices  

Specializing in area 
of interest 

 
Scientific 

publications 
 

Joint supervision 

 

Facilitating student 
mobility 

 

  
 

Developing 
innovative 

methodologies  
  

 
  

First of all, with their mobility initiatives they wish to foster research collaboration with peers and joint 
supervision of research done by host university students. According to Champion4, combining 
teaching and researching objectives is beneficial as it maximizes the efforts and relates to the dual 
nature of university teachers’ profession: 

"I also have that objective. (…) For me, yes, I don't know if that happens with the other 
colleagues, but with me it has happened...because I think that since we are using public 
funding or community funding, I think we should also see that as an investment and 
maximize it, right? (...) I believe that's something to consider (...) because it's our 
profession and I see things that way…" 

Participants also mentioned the importance of presenting their home university and attracting mobility 
students. One of the interviewees (Champion1) proposed the number of students attracted as the 
main measure of success for the mobility initiatives, and Champion2 also underlines that fact: 

“Through these mobilities (…) [we have the] the possibility of attracting students, because 
that's important... I hope it's important... (...) we receive [Erasmus] students (...) students 
can return and do their PhDs here..., in [my scientific field]. That's the most important to 
us...”  

Another relevant aspect for several participants in this study was the opportunity to teach themes of 
their interest that they do not teach at their home institution, as mentioned by Champion4: 

“[What I teach on mobility] has to do with my academic field, it has to do with research, 
but it's different from what I teach here (...) it has been different and I think that's even 
better, because it has allowed me to present other content that here I would not have the 
opportunity to teach, yes... and in other situations I have given PhD lectures and here we 
don't have doctorate degree [in my academic field] so it has been an opportunity also in 
that sense.” 

4.3 Mobility strategies 
The first mobility experiences were characterized as satisfactory, but not without flaws, depending on 
the goals and expectations each of the interviewees defined. Unexperienced champions started with a 
straightforward strategy encompassing a lecture about their research topic or presenting a journal 
article, and teaching a subject matter of their expertise. Our results highlight the importance of 
developing a mobility strategy during the first mobility experiences as a major factor of champions’ 
success. Clearly, these teachers wanted a greater impact from their international classes. They meant 
to attract followers to their research interest, which was not fully accomplished with their first mobility 
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initiative. And they worked on their strategy in the subsequent assignments, by identifying a theme 
and a teaching strategy that would create more enthusiasm among students and peers alike, as 
Champion1 described: 

“[In my first mobility experience] I had 8 hours of lectures and it was decided some kind of 
workshop. (…) Few people attended the workshop. I gave the lectures and taught in (...) 
my research fields. They liked it, but I think it was more a question of courtesy. No one 
worked on that area, teachers didn't work on that area and it was like "great, that's great" 
and that was all. (...) it didn't work out that well in the first experiences, you see that 
clearly. (...) I started listening more carefully to what they are interested in, listening to 
what they want and I found my niche. If you go there to lecture something their teachers 
lecture, it's not worth it. It has to be a niche in an emergent interesting field, with a 
minimum number of students and teachers interested in that area."  

In fact, several participants started with traditional approaches to their Erasmus mobility, comprising 
classes and a research seminar, but nowadays their mobility has a nature of masterclass or summer 
school, an often-applied approach that attracts more enthusiasm and more students as compared to 
their initial approaches. One example was provided by Champion3: 

 “(...) after [my first experiences], I changed into something more practical, more hands-
on, and I noticed that's much more appealing to students (…) and that way you can 
provide a different perspective of things, a more critical view, because sometimes they 
just ask very childish but interesting questions, and that's what it means to teach, I guess. 
For someone who wants to teach... and on mobility I think the purpose is to teach. We 
have to search for something in that direction, it's an interesting experience for 
everybody.”  

4.4 Mobility outcomes 
As the goals champions pursued were multidimensional, mobility initiatives usually comprise several 
outcomes. As previously stated, champions stressed the impact on host students, and particularly the 
attraction of international students to their home university. Champion5 stressed the numerous visits 
from and to one partner university of both teachers and students: “we have done a lot of things ... (…) 
This agreement is alive, it's not just occasional activities”. Others have mentioned that the attraction of 
students is the main goal. Overall, all participants recognized that they value different sets of 
outcomes. For some, the research component is important, and they recognize impact on the number 
of papers they publish, as it is the case of Champion4: 

"I have published several papers, yes, joint supervision of theses, papers we have 
published together (...) yes... also international projects we have in common, (...) because 
some current projects and funding werecreated because of this first visit on Erasmus, for 
instance." 

Champions did not recognize great impacts on their home students. One of the reasons is the 
lecturing during mobility being unrelated to the courses they usually teach, as mentioned by 
Champion2: 

“In my case, theoretically it should be, but if I have given subjects I don't teach here, 
there's no influence... and [it's] even worse because when we go on mobility we lose a 
week of classes, right? Those classes, nobody replaces them." 

Champion3, who also uses the Erasmus mobilities to teach themes and methodologies that he is not 
able to apply at home, explained: 

“I may be wrong, but I believe I've never thought about it, so ... there you go, it doesn't 
have any influence! (...) I [have to] play with the team here, no chance otherwise, I cannot 
do [certain] things (...) The experience is very rewarding to me, no doubt about that, and 
can it help me? Probably it helped me a lot here and there... [it] may influence me, but 
indirectly. Not directly. Because, I mean, indirectly it can have an influence because I can 
tell, show a picture, (...) that's it, or if there's a student who comes to talk to me because 
he or she knows that I've participated in Erasmus, I can say something... I don't know... 
but to have a direct influence, no, because here I have to follow the syllabuses that are 
defined and I have to adapt to the system (...)". 
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5 CONCLUSION 
Throughout the interviews, champions shared a multidimensional view of their mobility experience. 
Although the main goals are related to teaching, other facets of mobility are accounted as integral part 
of the experience, resulting in insightful outcomes, where each participant assumed the roles of 
teachers, researchers and institutional representatives.  

As teachers, the opportunity to testify, compare and assess teaching and learning methodologies is 
simultaneously a fundamental purpose and outcome of the mobility experience. The fact that their 
perceptions are subject to a self-scrutiny process results in a necessarily different mindset upon arrival 
to the home institution, something that, if presenting positive results, can be replicated by peers. As 
highlighted by some champions, the ability to capture students' interest is directly related to the way 
content is lectured, and the measure for that success becomes more visible as mobility champions 
experience different educational settings. Another important achievement deriving from these mobility 
assignments is the fact that the initial lecturing strategies had to be adapted to the teaching outcomes 
each champion perceived as feasible in that particular audience, stressing once again the flexible 
attitude of this type of participants. Ultimately, home students will benefit directly from that plasticity. A 
third relevant outcome for best practices, is the possibility of conveying international awareness to 
non-mobile students, maximized by the network already established with foreign peers, which may 
prompt joint class activities. As stressed by Kinsella and colleagues [1] and evidenced in the 
interviews, mobility champions dedicate a lot of effort to the maintenance of these connections.  

As researchers, it was notorious that common research objectives with the host institutional peers are 
a constant concern while on mobility, being co-publications one of the most relevant outcomes of 
repeated teaching assignments. The visibility of such publications is naturally enhanced, nurturing 
further research and network consolidation, in a professional career where that aspect is highly 
valued. As institutional representatives, mobility champions embrace the mission of presenting and 
promoting their home institutions, exhibiting a strong commitment in the attempt to attract new 
students and new partnerships.  

As Jones [2] underlines, champions insights on mobility can potentially permeate all layers of 
university life. They will most certainly keep repeating their role as ambassador of their home 
universities, but each time with a different and more attuned understanding of what it is to be mobile. 
After all, mobility as a culture and a set of attitudes and practices [2] cannot be separated from the 
personality of these teachers, functioning as a natural stimulus of their innate traits. The international 
profile of mobility champions is mirrored in those aspects, resulting in a natural combination of 
personal and professional attributes. Mobility is something that surely exceeds the scope of Erasmus, 
and has no pre-defined time to start or end. 

5.1 Managerial implications  
Our results provide interesting clues for HEIs that wish to foster mobility amongst teachers. One 
essential aspect is building an institutional network, in the form of cooperation agreements with 
attractive universities, and inviting teachers from those universities to routine visits. Visiting teachers 
are essential to prompt the initial mobility experiences, even among teachers who have characteristics 
that favour internationalization (e.g., international experience in their personal and academic lives, 
personality traits, and the desire to have international professional experience). In fact, visiting 
teachers explore cooperation opportunities, often invite home teachers to return the visit, and offer 
guarantees in terms of welcoming conditions, reduced perceived risk and social support, just to name 
a few.  

Despite the continuous interest of champions to participate in assignments abroad, there is still a long 
path ahead for teaching mobility experiences to reveal their full potential, since, as stressed by the 
interviewees, the real impact on home students is not yet relevant and the opportunities to put new 
methodologies into practice at their HEI do not abound. 

Another aspect that HEIs must consider is the lack of mobility culture that seems to encircle these 
champions. Apparently, there is an absence of synergies within and among departments and 
institutions to which mobility champions belong. Their experiences and learning processes are not 
shared with colleagues, and their success does not seem to impact on the democratization of mobility. 
As these experiences benefit all stakeholders, individually and institutionally, it would be extremely 
important to encourage colleagues to participate, demonstrating that success strategies are within 
their reach. As pointed out by Knight [7], the dynamics of the process must count on teachers, 
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students, universities and society as a whole, and HEI today depend highly on strong networks of 
global players.Hopefully this paper is able to inspire not only research but also teaching mobility 
initiatives. 

5.2 Limitations and suggestions for future research 
This study was limited to the mobility champions (n=5) of one single institution in Portugal. Despite the 
interesting results provided, we suggest that future research replicate the analysis to other HEIs in 
various countries and with different internationalization profiles. For instance, it will be interesting to 
compare these results with champions from HEIs and countries that are amongst the most attractive 
hosts within the Erasmus mobility programme.  
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