
Moving minds: Opportunities and

challenges for virtual student

mobility in a post-pandemic world



Published in 2022 by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 7, place de 

Fontenoy, 75352 Paris 07 SP, France and the UNESCO International Institute for Higher Education in Latin 

America and the Caribbean (IESALC). Edificio Asovincar, 1062-A. Av. Los Chorros con Calle Acueducto, 

Altos de Sebucán. Caracas, Venezuela.

© UNESCO 2022

ISBN 978-980-7175-64-7

This publication is available in Open Access under the Attribution-ShareAlike 3.0 IGO (CC-BY-SA 3.0 IGO) 

license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/igo/). By using the content of this publication, 

the users accept to be bound by the terms of use of the UNESCO Open Access Repository (http://www.

unesco.org/open-access/terms-use-ccbysa-en).

The designations employed and the presentation of material throughout this publication do not imply 

the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of UNESCO concerning the legal status of any 

country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or 

boundaries.  

The ideas and opinions expressed in this publication are those of the authors; they are not necessarily 

those of UNESCO and do not commit the Organization.

Cover photos by pexels.com, with not known copyright restrictions.

EDITORIAL TEAM 

Authors:	 Emma Sabzalieva, Takudzwa Mutize and Clarisa Yerovi 

Copyeditor:	 Annette Insanally 

Graphic design, 
layout and cover: 	 Cesar Vercher 

Communications:	 Yara Bastidas, Edward Betancourt, Claudia Delgado Barrios,  
Sara Maneiro, Neus Pasamonte

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/igo/
http://www.unesco.org/open-access/terms-use-ccbysa-en
http://www.unesco.org/open-access/terms-use-ccbysa-en


Acknowledgements

UNESCO IESALC extends its sincere thanks to the staff and students at the higher education ins-

titutions (HEIs) and higher education alliances at which we conducted interviews and surveys 

for this report:

Millicent Adjei (Ashesi University), Carolina Ardila-López (Universidad EAFIT), Helen Chua Bal-

derama (York University), Brendan F.D. Barret (Osaka University), Julia María Blumental Vallejo 

(Universidad EAFIT), Alexandru Carțiș (The University of Bucharest), Manal Elattir (Stevens Ini-

tiative), Shally Fan (Chinese University of Hong Kong), Nadia Férnandez de Pinedo (Universidad 

Autónoma de Madrid), Gabriela Gerón-Piñón (University of Miami), Danielle Harder (Durham 

College), José Miguel Hernández Arias (Pontificia Universidad Católica Madre y Maestra), Ro-

miță Iucu (The University of Bucharest), Janine Knight-Grofe (Durham College), Sindhura Laks-

hmi (Manipal Academy of Higher Education), Minh Hoang Nguyen (Hanoi University of Science 

and Technology), Carolina Miralles Díaz (Universidad de los Andes), Yeni Moya Gonzalez (Uni-

versidad Nacional Agraria La Molina), Javier Ñaupari (Universidad Nacional Agraria La Molina), 

Anca Nedelcu (The University of Bucharest), Phuong Nguyen (Hanoi University of Science and 

Technology), Dan Paracka (Kennesaw State University), Neelakshi C. Premawardhena (Univer-

sity of Kelaniya), Raghu Radhakrishnan (Manipal Academy of Higher Education), Samira Rguibi 

(Hassan II University of Casablanca), Miguel Rodriguez (Universidad Nacional del Litoral), Maris 

Saagpakk (Tallinn University), Enrique Martín Santamaría (Aix-Marseille University), Wim Van Pe-

tegem (Katholieke Universiteit Leuven), Lucia Vennarini (Eberhard Karls Universität Tübingen), 

Marie Wittamer (Aix- Marseille University), Roxana Zus (The University of Bucharest).

Thank you also to the peer reviewers for their valuable comments and insights:

Eglis Chacón, UNESCO IESALC; Kyle Kastler, Stevens Initiative; David Mills, University of Oxford.

Thank you to Francesc Pedró, Director, UNESCO IESALC for steering and guidance.



Moving minds: Opportunities and challenges for virtual student mobility in a post-pandemic world 4

CONTENTS

Foreword...........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................  5

Executive Summary.................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................  6

1	 Introduction...........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................  8
1.1	 Student mobility at the heart of higher education internationalization.......................................................................................  8
1.2	 Uneven global growth and unequal access in student mobility...................................................................................................................  9
1.3	 Impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on student mobility............................................................................................................................................... 11
1.4	 Aims of the report...................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 12

2	 Forms of student mobility.................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................. 13
2.1	 Physical student mobility (PSM).................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 13
2.2	 Virtual student mobility (VSM)......................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 13
2.3	 Hybrid student mobility (HSM)........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................15

3	 Opportunities and challenges of Virtual Student Mobility......................................................................................................................15
3.1	 Access and inclusion..............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................15
3.2	 Environmental sustainability................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................17
3.3	 Virtual interactions....................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................17
3.4	 The digital divide...........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................17
3.5	 Digital literacy.....................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................17
3.6	 Quality issues........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................18

4	 Virtual Student Mobility in practice..............................................................................................................................................................................................................19
4.1	 Case study selection...............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................19
4.2	 Overview of case studies..............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................20
4.3	 Motivation.................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................. 23
4.4	 Partnerships............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................ 24
4.5	 Funding........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 25
4.6	 Student selection........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................ 26
4.7	 Course design and delivery.................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 28
4.8	 Technology and connectivity............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................. 29
4.9	 Administrative arrangements............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................ 31

5	 Students’ experiences of Virtual Student Mobility..................................................................................................................................................... 32
5.1	 Motivation to participate............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................ 32
5.2	 Flexibility and convenience.................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 33
5.3	 Internet connection issues and time zone differences................................................................................................................................................... 34
5.4	 Most students would do VSM again..................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 35

6	 Recommendations for integrating Virtual Student Mobility.............................................................................................................. 36

7	 Conclusion: Towards a more inclusive understanding of student mobility...................................................... 41

8	 References............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 42



Moving minds: Opportunities and challenges for virtual student mobility in a post-pandemic world 5

UNESCO’s initiatives in recent years attest to the 

importance that our organization attaches to ac-

ademic mobility in general, and to student mo-

bility in particular. We believe that, in addition to 

its innumerable benefits for the individual and 

for institutions, mobility is also a strategy for in-

creased international academic cooperation, 

confidence in open science, the promotion of 

multilateralism, and a culture based on mutual 

understanding that fosters peace. 

Decades ago, with the increasing rise in connec-

tivity, virtual student mobility emerged as a pos-

sibility to be explored; today, the pandemic has 

served to heighten interest in this relatively new 

form of mobility. With this report, the UNESCO In-

ternational Institute for Higher Education in Lat-

in America and the Caribbean (UNESCO IESALC) 

wishes to contribute to the debate on the enor-

mous possibilities offered by virtual mobility in 

the broader landscape of academic mobility.

Our perspective is that we must aspire to hybrid 

forms of mobility to make this activity more re-

sponsible, more sustainable, more optimized 

and, of course, with higher rates of participation 

and democratization. 

The report also highlights some of our still unre-

solved concerns: 

The first is whether virtual student mobility alone 

makes sense or whether the more desirable sce-

nario is that of hybrid mobility. Undoubtedly, the 

experience of physical mobility is irreplaceable. 

Nevertheless, when we consider the opportunities 

for pedagogical innovation and experimentation 

made possible through virtual modalities, there is 

no reason to consider them inferior to traditional 

study abroad. The incorporation of virtual mobili-

ty into more advanced formulas for international 

academic cooperation would greatly improve the 

low percentages of students who now benefit 

from mobility and, while there is no data on this, 

presumably also improve the equity of these for-

mulas by encouraging higher participation rates. 

The second concern relates to the quality, real or 

perceived, of virtual mobility. As was the case un-

til very recently with distance higher education, 

public opinion may not yet perceive that virtual 

mobility can, under certain circumstances, offer 

a high-quality experience in academic terms as 

well as in terms of socialization and cultural ex-

change. For this reason, it is very important that 

organizations such as UNESCO contribute to clar-

ifying the panorama and help institutions and 

governments to establish quality criteria that will 

progressively become generalized.

It is along these lines that one should read this 

first report that our Institute has produced. It 

will undoubtedly be followed by others, delving 

deeper into the advantages, opportunities and 

risks linked to virtual mobility as part of a reimag-

ination of internationalization. If mobility is im-

portant for higher education, it is also important 

that we do our utmost in this sphere to leave no 

student behind.

Francesc Pedró 
Director  

UNESCO IESALC

Foreword
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Executive 
Summary

Student mobility has become a hallmark of high-
er education internationalization covering a se-
ries of processes that enables higher education 
to become more international, affecting not only 
students but faculty and staff, higher education 
institutions, and states around the world. Yet, the 
reliance on forms of physical student mobility in-
volving border crossings and travel is proving un-
sustainable in the face of the global climate crisis 
and the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic. More than 
ever before, now is the time to reimagine stu-
dent mobility so that more students can ben-
efit from an international experience in ways 
that are not subject to changing global health or 
political restrictions, and that take the well-being 
of the planet into consideration.

This report lays the foundation for the future de-
velopment of student mobility. The incredible 
creativity and innovation shown during the pan-
demic to ensure students can continue to benefit 
from cross-cultural exchange using ICT, needs to 
be harnessed and further developed so that stu-
dent mobility becomes possible, not only physi-
cally but through virtual modalities.

Virtual student mobility, defined by UNESCO IE-
SALC as a form of mobility that uses informa-
tion and communication technologies to fa-
cilitate cross-border and/or inter-institutional 
academic, cultural, and experiential exchang-
es and collaboration, could increase access to 
international education, harnessing technology 
for good and reducing higher education’s envi-
ronmental footprint.

The report examines the possibilities that virtual 
student mobility presents, comparing it to other 
forms of student mobility, analyzing its advan-
tages and limitations, and, crucially, providing 

much-needed empirical evidence of virtual stu-
dent mobility in practice. The report is informed 
by 14 case studies of virtual student mobility ac-
tivities that have been implemented by 73 higher 
education institutions and higher education alli-
ances across 38 countries in all world regions. 

The case studies form the basis for a series of 
recommendations on how incorporating virtual 
student mobility as an additional form of stu-
dent mobility can play a critical role in reshap-
ing higher education internationalization in 
the post-pandemic landscape. This series of 
practical recommendations targets the different 
groups for whom virtual student mobility should 
be an important consideration: students, facul-
ty, International Office staff, institutional leaders, 
governments and quality assurance agencies, 
and international organizations. In summary, it is 
recommended to:

1.	 Adopt a ‘VSM mindset’ that is open to the 
immense possibilities VSM can add to interna-
tional education. At the same time, being pre-
pared to embrace the challenges and relative 
lack of information on VSM in order to improve 
and integrate it.

2.	 Keep equity at the center of the design, de-
livery and purpose of VSM as a tool through 
which to democratize access to student mobil-
ity. Specific attention must be paid to enabling 
student participation and developing equita-
ble international partnerships.

3.	 Provide dedicated funding to develop VSM. 
This can be done on multiple levels including 
funding students (focusing on under-repre-
sented groups in student mobility), faculty/
staff, and at institutional partnership level.

4.	 Accelerate digitalization by providing better 
access to the internet, more devices and up-to-
date software as well as supporting and embed-
ding teaching and training in digital literacy.

5.	 Ensure credit transferability and official 
recognition of VSM to facilitate inter-institu-
tional partnerships and promote international 

mobility.
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Moving minds: Opportunities and

challenges for virtual student

mobility in a post-pandemic world

Reimagining the future 
of student mobility

	 6 million students in higher education were interna-

tionally mobile in 2019, up from 2 million in 2000.

However, this is just 2.6% of the total world student 

population – student mobility remains highly exclu-

sive.

	 The Covid-19 pandemic has placed enormous strains 

on international higher education, but it has also led 

to incredible creativity and innovation to ensure stu-

dents can continue to benefit from cross-cultural ex-

change using ICT.

	 Virtual student mobility (VSM) is now becoming 

more prevalent, offering exciting opportunities to in-

crease access to international opportunities, harness 

technology for good, and reduce the environmental 

impact of physical student mobility.

	 This study reports on 14 case studies of VSM activi-

ties implemented by 73 higher education institutions 

and higher education alliances across 38 countries in 

all world regions.

	 Key success factors for VSM in higher education in-

stitutions include having an institutional champion, 

building on pre-existing partnerships and flexibility.

	 75% of students who experienced VSM said they 

would do it again if given the opportunity.

Moving minds: Opportunities and challenges for virtual student mobility in a post-pandemic world 7
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1	 Introduction

1.1	 Student mobility at the heart of higher 
education internationalization

Student mobility has become an increasingly 

central element of the internationalization of 

higher education (de Wit & Altbach, 2021; Knight, 

2012). This form of academic mobility has typical-

ly been understood as students crossing borders 

in pursuit of an activity related to higher educa-

tion. It commonly involves students spending a 

fixed period such as a semester (term) or a year 

studying at another higher education institution 

(HEI) as part of a degree program offered by the 

student’s home HEI. Student mobility also refers 

to instances where students complete an entire 

degree program in another country, usually with 

the status of ‘international student’. A third cat-

egory of student mobility incorporates shorter 

non-credit bearing stays at HEIs in other coun-

tries, which complement the student’s higher 

education. Examples include taking a language 

course, doing a lab research project at another 

HEI, or interning at a company or organization in 

another country. 

For students, mobility offers opportunities to gain 

international experience and enhance soft skills 

and cross-cultural competences (Pedró, 2021b). 

For HEIs, working in international partnerships 

and enabling students to take up mobility oppor-

tunities extends the benefits of internationaliza-

tion across the institution as the scope for knowl-

edge transfer and creation expand and become 

more globally sensitive (Buckner et al., 2020). 

By generating and supporting student mobility, 

HEIs and states alike facilitate the cultivation of 

global citizens whose outlooks, networks, and ca-

pabilities are essential to development in today’s 

1   https://en.unesco.org/themes/higher-education/recognition-qualifications/conventions-recommendations 

2   2019 outbound student mobility for all countries that reported data was 6,063,665. Source: http://data.uis.unesco.org/ 

3   Increases by region: Central and Eastern Europe – 101%, Sub-Saharan Africa – 111%, Latin America and the Caribbean – 201%, Arab 
States – 205%, East Asia and the Pacific – 241%. Source: http://data.uis.unesco.org/

interconnected world (Bhandari & Blumenthal, 

2011). The importance of student mobility is rec-

ognized at international level with the facilitation 

of global mobility and the associated frameworks 

to assure its quality and recognition having been 

taken up in the Global Convention of the Recog-

nition of Qualifications concerning Higher Edu-

cation. Five regional conventions, three of which 

have already entered into force, promote aca-

demic mobility and underline its importance for 

social and economic development.1

The number of internationally mobile students 

has grown dramatically and the destinations for 

mobility are diversifying as the value of student 

mobility has become progressively more rec-

ognized and better understood. The number of 

physically mobile students grew from 0.3 million 

in 1963 to just over 2 million in 2000 (Varghese, 

2008). Since the turn of the century, that number 

has leapt by 200% to over 6 million in 2019.2 This 

recent growth pattern has been experienced 

across all regions, as shown in Figure 1. 

The most dramatic expansion of mobility oppor-

tunities has been from Central Asia and South and 

West Asia, with 450% and 527% increases in the 

number of outbound mobile students between 

2000 and 2019 respectively. Students from Cen-

tral and Eastern Europe, Sub-Saharan Africa, Latin 

America and the Caribbean, the Arab States, and 

East Asia and the Pacific also saw large increases 

of 101-241%.3 Even in regions where the increase 

was less pronounced – 44% for the Small Island 

Developing States and 68% for North America 

and Western Europe – the numbers have never-

theless grown, painting an overall picture of sig-

nificant change in the level of interest and take-

up of student mobility opportunities.

https://en.unesco.org/themes/higher-education/recognition-qualifications/conventions-recommendations
http://data.uis.unesco.org/
http://data.uis.unesco.org/
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1.2	 Uneven global growth and unequal 
access in student mobility

Notwithstanding the extensive growth in stu-

dent mobility across world regions, it has still 

only reached a tiny proportion of the world’s ter-

tiary student population – just 2.6%.4 This lack of 

equity is felt even more keenly in certain world 

regions, as shown in Figure 2. Latin America and 

the Caribbean has the lowest percentage of in-

ternationally mobile students at just 1.3% of the 

4   2019 global student population enrolled in tertiary programmes between ISCED level 5-8 was 230,945,788. Source: http://data.
uis.unesco.org/. ISCED is the International Standard Classification of Education. ISCED Level 5 refers to short-cycle tertiary education, 
ISCED Level 6 = Bachelor’s or equivalent; ISCED Level 7 = Master’s or equivalent; ISCED Level 8 = Doctoral or equivalent. The figure for 
internationally mobile tertiary students may even be underestimated, because they only tend to capture students pursuing an award 
at a foreign institution and often fail to include other types of student mobility, such as short-term exchange programmes that are not 
necessarily designed to lead to a degree in the host country. Thus, the actual cross-border mobility of higher education students could be 
much higher.

student population. While South and West Asia 

is the region that has experienced the largest 

growth in outbound mobility, its overall figure is 

similarly very small at 1.7% of the student popu-

lation. Most other world regions have outbound 

mobility percentages of between 2.1% and 7.4%. 

Central Asia is an outlier, with 14.4% of students 

being internationally mobile. And, while glob-

al enrolment in higher education has increased 

from 100 million in 2000 to almost 231 million in 

2019, with mobility rates growing proportionate-

Available to download at https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/BX7PL/1/

Figure 1:	 Global growth in student mobility 

TOTAL OUTBOUND INTERNATIONALLY MOBILE TERTIARY STUDENTS STUDYING ABROAD

http://data.uis.unesco.org/
http://data.uis.unesco.org/
https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/BX7PL/1/
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Available to download at https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/wi0kB/1/ 

Available to download at https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/eCSJN/2/

Figure 3:	 Top ten international student destinations, 2019 

Figure 2:	 Regional differences in student mobility, 2019 

PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS WHO ARE INTERNATIONALLY MOBILE BY REGION

TOTAL NUMBER OF STUDENTS BY DESTINATION COUNTRY 

https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/wi0kB/1/
https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/eCSJN/2/
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ly even faster, the percentage of students who are 

internationally mobile has remained almost static 

during this period. 

Not only has access to student mobility been 

very exclusive,  but it  has also been concentrat-

ed in specific regions, with most students going 

from countries in the Global South to those in the 

Global North and far fewer travelling in the other 

direction. Student flows have become more un-

equal and centralized over time (Shields, 2013) 

and in 2019, one third of all international students 

were studying in just three Anglophone destina-

tions: the United States, Australia, and the United 

Kingdom. In total, just over 60% of all internation-

al students were located in one of the top 10 in-

ternational student destination countries in 2019, 

as shown in Figure 3.

While there are admirable developmental ratio-

nales for the cross-border movement of students, 

the encroachment of market forces into higher 

education has led to the instrumentalization of 

student mobility and its conflation with a (global) 

competition discourse. For some states, typically 

in the Global North, recruiting students from oth-

er countries has become linked to immigration 

policy. In these cases, student mobility serves as 

a sorting mechanism for identifying highly skilled 

and domestically qualified future immigrants. 

This creates power differentials between the 

countries that leverage international students as 

future immigrants, and  those that provide the 

flow of students, described alternatively as ‘brain 

drain’ (UNESCO, 2007), thereby replicating histor-

ic imbalances in international relations. 

HEIs that pursue student mobility as part of their 

internationalization activities may do so with 

noble goals to diversify their student body and 

deepen their international engagement. At the 

same time, it is difficult to ignore the financial 

impact derivable from the revenue-generating 

potential of student mobility. In 2018, for exam-

ple, international students brought an estimated 

US$45 billion into the US economy, making inter-

national education one of the top export indus-

tries (Institute of International Education, 2019). 

In sum, there is strong evidence of the benefits 

that student mobility can bring to individuals 

and their communities. Yet these advantages 

are hugely outweighed by the current state of 

student mobility, to which access is incredibly 

restricted, globally imbalanced, and often driven 

by economic imperatives of competition. These 

unreconciled differences had already led to ma-

jor debates over the future of student mobility 

(Sabzalieva, 2020) and, as the next section illus-

trates, the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic has 

complicated these issues even further.

1.3	 Impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on 
student mobility

It is not an understatement to say that the onset 

of the Covid-19 pandemic has led to a paradigm 

shift for higher education student mobility (UN-

ESCO IESALC, 2021a). By April 2020, schools and 

HEIs were closed in 185 countries, affecting about 

1.5 billion learners (UNESCO, 2020).  Apart from 

causing major disruptions to teaching, learning 

and research, it has also adversely affected many 

internationalization activities of universities, pri-

marily the mobility of students and staff (UNESCO 

IESALC, 2020). Student mobility has been severely 

affected, particularly due to the closure of many 

university campuses and international travel re-

strictions (IEASA, 2020).

During 2020, the ‘continuing restrictions on travel 

and the issuance of visas have halted short-term 

mobility in most of the world’ (Salmi, 2020, p. 

7). International students were grounded at for-

eign institutions, student exchanges were can-

celled,  and many students who had planned to 

take up mobility opportunities were faced with 

the interruption of their study programs.  In Eu-

rope alone, over 100,000 participants in Erasmus+ 

mobility programs were affected by the Covid-19 
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situation – 75% of those who were in the mobil-

ity program at that time (European Commission, 

2020).

The Covid-19 pandemic is already having a seri-

ous impact on the international higher education 

sector. Enrolment in short-term student exchang-

es has dropped markedly (Mason, 2021). The de-

crease in the number of international student 

numbers will have severe consequences for HEIs, 

mainly in the Global North, particularly those for 

which international student tuition fees are the 

main source of income (Bilecen, 2020). 

However, despite the border closures and uncer-

tainties around future enrolments which have 

continued well into 2021, there is still strong de-

mand from students for international education 

(Mason, 2021). This is part of a broader context 

that has demonstrated not only the importance of 

international academic relations but the ‘impera-

tive to strengthen spaces for cooperation and in-

ternational mobility because we are increasingly 

dependent on them to face the challenges of the 

present and the future’ (Pedró, 2021a). 

The continued demand for international ex-

change at a time of border closures couples with 

an astonishing global transition from in-person 

to online teaching and learning (UNESCO et al., 

2021). This shift has demonstrated the potential of 

higher education to deploy technology to ensure 

pedagogical continuity, which, as the pandemic 

has continued to unfold, has also showcased the 

possibilities for creativity and experimentation. 

For student mobility, the pandemic has been a 

wake-up call, bringing previous inequities and 

the lack of sustainability under a harsh spotlight.

1.4	 Aims of the report

It is in the context of the wake-up call for student 

mobility induced by the pandemic that this re-

5   The Stevens Initiative has collected data on virtual exchange involving US schools, institutions and organizations covering over 3,000 
programmes (2020/21 report). See https://www.stevensinitiative.org/resources/.

port came into being. This is not a call to aban-

don student mobility. On the contrary, now more 

than ever, the mutual and respectful interchange 

of ideas and knowledges is crucial to our shared 

future. 

With this in mind, this report sets out to reimagine 

student mobility for our post-pandemic world. It 

argues for a reconceptualization of student mo-

bility that takes it beyond the traditional notion 

of people physically crossing borders, calling for 

the democratization of student mobility to over-

come its exclusivity (Pedró, 2021b). This reimag-

ination is also a response to the border closures 

that have rendered physical mobility impossible 

as well as the ramifications of physical mobility 

for the environment at a time of planetary cli-

mate crisis (UNESCO, 2021). 

The report focuses on virtual student mobility 

as a modality that could significantly increase ac-

cess to international education and experiences 

well beyond the scope of what is possible with 

physical mobility, with or without travel restric-

tions. Virtual student mobility (VSM) also pres-

ents exciting opportunities to harness technolo-

gy for good in higher education and reduce the 

environmental impact of physical student mobil-

ity. The report makes the case for integrating VSM 

into HEIs’ internationalization activities, demon-

strating how it can be used as a standalone mo-

bility experience or coupled with physical mobil-

ity in a hybrid format.

While data on physical student mobility has 

been well covered in previous studies, there is no 

comparable baseline to understand the extent 

to which VSM is already being deployed in HEIs 

around the globe.5 As such, a secondary aim of 

this report is to provide a foundation for under-

standing what VSM is, how it compares to other 

forms of student mobility, to analyze its advan-

https://www.stevensinitiative.org/resources/
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tages and limitations, and to provide data on cas-

es where VSM is already being deployed. 

The report presents 14 case studies of VSM ac-

tivities that have been implemented by 73 HEIs 

across 38 countries and the findings of a stu-

dent survey completed by 107 students at 17 of 

these HEIs. These case studies offer important 

information and insights into how VSM operates 

both when physical mobility is an option as well 

as during the current conditions in which phys-

ical movement has been disrupted. The cases 

also provide details about students’ experiences 

of VSM. 

 The findings from these case studies are also de-

signed to help other HEIs that are in the earlier 

stages of considering the possibilities of VSM, to 

work through both the enabling and challenging 

factors, and to understand how to account for the 

specific contextual factors that will inform each 

individual situation. Based on the case studies, 

the report offers a series of highly practical rec-

ommendations both for HEIs and for policymak-

ers. These are designed to enable institutions and 

states to support the development of VSM as 

part of the suite of student mobility options in a 

post-pandemic environment.

6   http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=49557&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html 

2	 Forms of student mobility

The most common type of student mobility is 

physical mobility (PSM). This is the mobility form 

that is measured, and which is most likely to fea-

ture in policy and institutional strategies on high-

er education internationalization. VSM came into 

being with the advent of the Internet and the 

development of information and communication 

technologies, yet prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, 

it played a peripheral role in higher education in-

ternationalization. A third form of student mobil-

ity is hybrid mobility (HSM), combining elements 

of both PSM and VSM.

Both physical and virtual forms of mobility are 

recognized at international level: the Global 

Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications 

concerning Higher Education defines mobility as 

‘the physical or virtual movement of individuals 

outside their country for the purpose of studying, 

researching, teaching, or working’.6

2.1	 Physical student mobility (PSM)

Physical student mobility (PSM) refers to a stay 

in another country that can be of varying dura-

tion with travel undertaken for academic, pro-

fessional, or cultural reasons relating to higher 

education. PSM has long been considered the 

core activity in the internationalization of higher 

education (Teichler, 2017). This is partly because 

PSM (and the physical mobility of academic staff 

and occasionally administrative staff) is the most 

visible international activity, which is one reason 

that it has been at the forefront of programs aim-

ing to promote internationalization in higher ed-

ucation. 

2.2	 Virtual student mobility (VSM)

Virtual student mobility (VSM) has been on the 

rise in recent decades since the term emerged 
in the 1990s (van der Wende, 1998), although no 

http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=49557&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
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numbers are currently available to measure glob-
al participation in this form of student mobility. 
Nevertheless, it can be assumed that the number 
of students participating in VSM will have accel-
erated due to the travel and health restrictions 
related to COVID-19. 

VSM covers a comprehensive range of higher ed-
ucational activities. UNESCO IESALC defines VSM 
as a form of mobility that uses information 
and communication technologies to facilitate 
cross-border and/or inter-institutional aca-
demic, cultural, and experiential exchanges 
and collaboration which may be credit-bear-
ing or not for credit.

VSM can be embedded as part of the regular mo-
dality of exchange and collaboration and/or be 
used to respond to emergencies that temporar-
ily restrict physical mobility. The latter describes 
the experiences of many students who are now 
participating in international exchanges, albeit 
virtually, due to the temporary halt in physical 
mobility programs on account of the Covid-19 
pandemic.

VSM has three functions – academic, cultural, and 
experiential. Depending on the individual VSM 
activity, one or more of these functions may be 
present. These functions are described in Table 1. 
Due to the flexibility offered by the virtual mode, 
VSM activities can be integrated into an existing 
course or offered as a standalone course/pro-
gram, which could be credit-bearing or extra-cur-

ricular (European Union & EACEA, 2020). For ex-
ample, a student participating in an online work-
shop hosted by a HEI abroad is VSM. A student 
that is taking classes in his/her HEI and the class is 
participating in COIL is also VSM. A student that is 
doing an online internship, is also VSM. 

As can be seen, the functions and purposes or 
objectives of VSM are more or less similar to those 
of PSM: knowledge exchange, work experience in 
another country, and/or cultural immersion. As 
researchers have noted:

‘Virtual and physical mobility are two different sides 
of the same coin, although they were both con-
ceived as different educational methods, and they 
both have their own future. However, neither one is 
less important than the other. Each one has its own 
characteristics and legitimacy. Furthermore, they 
both complement and reinforce each other in differ-
ent ways’ (Ruiz-Corbella & Álvarez-González, 2014, 
p. 167)

Whereas UNESCO IESALC uses the term VSM, it is 
worth noting that there are two other terms that 
are becoming more widespread. Collaborative 
Online International Learning (COIL) has gained 
popularity in recent years, especially in the Unit-
ed States (Villar-Onrubia & Rajpal, 2016). Whereas 
VSM focusses on non-physical forms of mobility, 
COIL tends to emphasize in more specific terms 
the intended processes and effects of virtual 
teaching and learning processes (de Wit, 2013; 
Van Hove, 2019). Another term in use is virtual ex-

Table 1: Functions of VSM – Academic, experiential, cultural

Academic Cultural Experiential

•	 Studying for a course at another 
HEI. Usually credit-bearing. 
Cross-border and/or inter-
institutional. 

•	 Studying for an entire program 
at an HEI in another country. 
Always credit-bearing. Cross-
border.

•	 One-off and longer-term projects/activities/
events/programs to support students to learn 
more about another setting. May be credit-
bearing. Cross-border or inter-institutional.

•	 Build skills (e.g. confidence, language, 
intercultural), potentially ahead of a physical 
mobility experience. May be credit-bearing. Cross-
border.

•	 Obtaining work 
experience at a company 
or organization based 
in another country or 
obtaining work skills. 
Sometimes credit-bearing. 
Cross-border.

Source: UNESCO IESALC
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change, which is ‘an emerging method that uses 
technology to connect young people around the 
world to learn and work together’ (Stevens Initia-
tive, 2021). In this report, we use the term VSM in-
clusively, implying that it also covers those ideas 
and learning gained from works where the COIL 
and virtual exchange terminology are applied. 

Other terms such as cross-border higher educa-
tion and transnational education are not dealt 
with in this report as they typically refer to the 

movement of HEIs and courses rather than peo-

ple (Knight & Liu, 2016).

2.3	 Hybrid student mobility (HSM)

A third type of student mobility is hybrid student 

mobility (HSM). This combines elements of both 

physical and virtual mobility. If we consider VSM 

and PSM as the two ends of the mobility spec-

trum, HSM covers the wide variation in between. 

It has more flexibility to adapt and to cope with 

both students’ demands and expectations of mo-

bility activities, as well as those conditions that 

can realistically be provided. With the increase 

in VSM, it is likely that HSM practices will also in-

crease. This will be an important area for future 

data collection, research, and policy change.

3	 Opportunities and challenges 
of Virtual Student Mobility

Up until the Covid-19 pandemic, the rollout of 

VSM had been limited. The onset of the pandem-

ic led many HEIs to shift their student mobility 

provision to virtual forums, and 60% of higher 

education institutions (HEIs) reported an increase 

in  virtual mobility practice as a result of the glob-

al health crisis (Marinoni et al., 2020). As VSM has 

historically been less widespread and therefore 

less well understood, this chapter discusses the 

opportunities it presents in terms of access/inclu-

sion and sustainability as well as the challenges it 

raises, which may be different from the challeng-

es posed by PSM. The key opportunities and chal-

lenges are summarized in Table 2.

3.1	 Access and inclusion

As VSM offers the opportunity for students to en-

joy an international experience without the need 

to travel abroad, it has excellent potential to open 

access and opportunities to students who would 

otherwise be unwilling or unable to travel due to 

physical, social, or financial reasons. VSM has the 

potential to be more inclusive of groups such as 

Table 2: Opportunities and challenges of VSM

Opportunities Challenges

Opens access to groups currently under-represented in or 
unable to access student mobility programs. This includes 
students who are:

•	 Disabled

•	 Migrants and refugees

•	 Of limited financial means

•	 Part-time, working, or carers

May still restrict access for students with certain 
disabilities (e.g. with audio or visual disabilities) unless HEIs 
make suitable adjustments. 

Cheaper than PSM The digital divide may continue to exclude students from/
within countries where internet / device access is lower

More flexible, especially if offered asynchronously: 
students can fit the mobility around their other 
responsibilities. 

Lack of digital literacy could hinder deep engagement 
with VSM

More environmentally sustainable with less air travel Quality is not yet well understood or defined

Source: UNESCO IESALC
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students who are disabled, who are migrants or 

refugees, who have limited financial means, and 

those who study part-time and/or have work or 

caring responsibilities.

3.1.1	 Disabled students

Students with disabilities can face significant 

challenges, such as extensive preparation, psy-

chological barriers, inaccessible campuses, and 

insufficient support (for example, cooking or 

medical support), when planning to join physi-

cal student mobility programs (Järvenpää & Szy-

maszek, 2020; Van Hees & Montagnese, 2020). 

Students with disabilities are still underrepre-

sented in international mobility programs. For 

instance, Flemish statistics show that in the aca-

demic year 2018-2019, students with disabilities 

represented a very small proportion at 0.95% of 

mobile degrees. Only 498 out of 284,149 Eras-

mus + students and trainees in 2016 received 

the Erasmus+ Special Needs Support which tar-

geted disabled students. This further deepens 

the already disadvantaged position of disabled 

students among their peers (Van Hees & Mon-

tagnese, 2020). For students with certain disabil-

ities such as being blind, deaf, or autistic, VSM 

may pose different challenges and the needs of 

such learners must be considered to ensure that 

VSM is an inclusive experience.

3.1.2	 Migrant and refugee students

Migrant and refugee students who may not 

have adequate traveling documentation may 

also find it easier to participate in VSM programs. 

Even if they have  permission to travel abroad 

for educational purposes, migrants, refugees 

and undocumented persons may be discour-

aged from doing so, out of fear of jeopardizing 

their legal status (Mangan, 2016). VSM programs 

may also be a mobility opportunity for  refugees 

who are  generally older and have family com-

mitments (Bruhn, 2020). However, it is important 

to consider that migrants and refugees may not 

have access to a suitable device and good inter-

net connection to be part of a VSM experience 

as they are more likely to live in areas which fre-

quently lack digital networks and infrastructure, 

or where the connectivity available is too expen-

sive (UNHCR, 2016). 

3.1.3	 Students with limited financial means

Social selectivity for international student mobil-

ity relies to a substantial degree on the student’s 

ability to pay a significant portion of the cost 

of the mobility program. Consequently, a large 

proportion of students who complete the physi-

cal mobility experience come from families with 

an above average economic status and higher 

educated parents (López-Duarte et al., 2021). 

Economic inequality makes PSM largely unat-

tainable for students from lower socioeconomic 

classes and underprivileged backgrounds. Be-

cause VSM cuts out many of the costs involved 

in PSM, such as travel and accommodation, it 

can offer more comprehensive access to interna-

tional experiences by cutting out travel and ac-

commodation costs for students whose financial 

circumstances may not otherwise permit them 

to participate.

3.1.4	 Part-time students / Students who also 
work or have caring responsibilities

In some instances, the idea of physical mobility 

is not always inherently desirable as some stu-

dents choose to stay at home while studying 

abroad because they work in their country of 

residence to gain experience and also due to 

personal decisions to stay closer to their families 

(Roos Breines et al., 2019). The flexible learning 

experience and autonomy (being responsible 

for and taking charge of one’s learning) that 

VSM offers for students with family and caring 

responsibilities, and those who wish to study 

while working in their home countries, makes it 

a preferred alternative to PSM. Still, in these cas-

es where students are not full-time, their ability 
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to juggle school, work and family commitments 

needs to be assessed, to maximize the benefits 

of the VSM experience.

3.2	 Environmental sustainability

International mobility, the hallmark activity of 

higher education internationalization, relies 

heavily on-air travel and contributes directly to 

the global climate crisis. Student mobility con-

tributes to HEIs’ overall environmental footprint 

(Arsenault et al., 2019); at a global level, it is 

‘highly damaging to the planet’ through green-

house gas emissions that match the outputs of 

entire countries (Rumbley, 2020). It is estimat-

ed that the emissions from international stu-

dent mobility in higher education to be at least 

14 megatons of carbon dioxide (CO2) per year 

(Shields, 2019). VSM can be a creative solution 

to offset these detrimental environmental ef-

fects, thus contributing to SDG 13, which seeks 

to combat climate change and its impacts. This 

had already led international higher education 

experts to recommend that short-term mobility 

lasting eight weeks or less to reduce the number 

of short-haul flights being taken, and to propose 

greater use of virtual forms of mobility (de Wit & 

Altbach, 2020).

3.3	 Virtual interactions

Global time zone differences may make it chal-

lenging to find the best time to schedule courses 

and other programs, especially for regions where 

great disparities in time-zones exist, for example, 

between Latin America and Asia or Australasia. 

In such instances, synchronous communication 

may prove to be more complicated to imple-

ment, compared with asynchronous forms. Time 

zone differences may increase the difficulty of 

synchronous learning activities and programs 

that prioritize these types of interactions. While 

VSM may offer this flexibility in terms of learn-

ing, students may feel isolated and lonely with 

no or limited physical interactions, which likely 

connects to the mental health challenges that 

result from studying during COVID-19 (Visser & 

Law-van Wyk, 2021).

3.4	 The digital divide

While VSM can foster access and inclusion, it 

can still exclude a group of students who do not 

have access to technology and the internet – a 

situation commonly known as the global digital 

divide. The global digital divide describes dis-

parities, primarily between countries, in access 

to technology and the internet and the oppor-

tunities derived from such access. For example, 

whereas there is a 94% internet penetration rate 

in North America, this figure is only 43% in Africa 

(Sabzalieva et al., 2021).

Substantial digital divides also exist within coun-

tries among other demographic characteristics 

such as income, age, race, gender, and location. 

For instance, only 8% of youth aged 15–24 in 

low-income countries have internet access com-

pared to 89% of their counterparts in high-in-

come countries (UNICEF, 2020). The high costs 

associated with purchasing laptops or mobile 

phones plus broadband to facilitate connectiv-

ity can act as barriers to participate in VSM ac-

tivities, and poor bandwidth in some areas can 

affect the VSM experience. 

3.5	 Digital literacy

VSM, if not supported by ICT provision for disad-

vantaged students, may further widen inequali-

ties in access to an international experience and 

collaborative learning. Beyond the inequalities in 

access to technology and the internet, VSM can 

potentially exclude those students who, even if 

they have access to internet and technology and 

use digital technologies and services in daily life, 

are not able to use it efficiently for knowledge 

and learning purposes in their subject fields, or 

might have not received instruction on ethics, 
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etiquette and safety regarding communications 

and data exchanges (Gaebel et al., 2021). Low 

digital literacy for some students who may not 

have the know-how to install and operate the 

hardware and software that make VSM possible, 

presents issues in relation to participation and 

performance. It is also important to train staff and 

faculty on digital skills to ensure a good VSM ex-

perience for students (Gaebel et al., 2021).

3.6	 Quality issues

While VSM has the potential to increase quali-

ty education by opening access to world-class 

teaching staff and course content, it remains 

less widespread than PSM. Students and their 

families may perceive it as an inferior and limit-

ed cross-cultural and learning experience com-

pared to physical forms of mobility. Furthermore, 

to date, VSM has not gained as much recognition 

by employers and HEIs, who may find it more dif-

ficult to recognize that cross-cultural learning can 

occur despite no physical borders being crossed. 

In addition, some countries still have legislation 

in place which prevents the official recognition 

of qualifications gained by distance learning (UK 

NARIC, 2020), and in many countries, they are re-

garded as inferior qualifications.

4	 Virtual Student Mobility  
in practice 

To understand how VSM has been and is being 

implemented, 14 case studies were collected. 

In almost all cases, there was a partnership of at 

least two HEIs. In total, 73 HEIs are included in 

the case studies. Spanning the globe, the case 

studies showcase a range of VSM activities that 

were being undertaken in 2020 or 2021. This 

section provides information on the case study 

partners and shares the findings from interviews 

with faculty and International Office staff. 

The key enablers and challenges in integrating 

VSM into the post-pandemic internationaliza-

tion landscape are presented according to the 

main themes that emerged from the interviews: 

motivation, partnerships, funding, student se-

lection, course design and delivery, technology 

and connectivity, and administrative arrange-

ments. The following chapter discusses the ex-

periences of students who participated in the 

VSM programs.

4.1	 Case study selection

14 case studies were selected for this study in-

volving 73 HEIs in 38 countries. Each case study 

is based on one or more VSM program that ran 

between July 2020 and December 2021. The 

case studies represent the most common types 

of VSM partnerships: single institutions under-

taking VSM activities sometimes carried out 

with the support of a community partner; bilat-

eral partnerships between two HEIs in different 

countries; and multi-institutional partnerships 

or alliances representing larger groups of HEIs 

across one or more world region. Of the 14 case 

studies, only one program existed in virtual for-

mat before the pandemic. Eight programs were 

adaptations of PSM in response to the pandem-

ic, and five were new, created in response the 

pandemic.stu
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Figure 5:	 Map showing the alliances case studies selected for this study

Figure 4:	 Map showing the institutional case studies selected for this study 7

Map: UNESCO IESALC · Source: UNESCO IESALC · Created with Datawrapper

Map: UNESCO IESALC · Source: UNESCO IESALC · Created with Datawrapper

dy7 

Cases were selected to represent different types 

of partnerships spanning all world regions as well 

as different VSM activities (academic, cultural,  

7   Durham College partnered with an NGO in Guatemala and Universidad Nacional del Litoral’s Winter School invited faculty from FLACSO 
(Quito) and Universidade Federal de Ciencias da Saúde. 

 

experiential). Most of the VSM programs had 

been launched as a result of the Covid-19 pan-

demic, but some case study HEIs had previously 
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been working with VSM and were able to add 

valuable insights based on their longer experi-

ence. A mix of publicly and privately funded HEIs 

were included in the case studies.

Interviews were conducted with faculty mem-

bers and International Office staff at one or 

more of the HEIs involved in each case study. 

The faculty interviewed were people directly 

involved in the design and implementation of 

the VSM program who were able to discuss the 

content of the VSM program and how it was op-

erationalized. Where an HEI had worked with its 

International Office on a VSM activity, staff were 

able to comment on how VSM is integrated into 

the internationalization strategies of HEIs, the 

partnerships required and enabling factors for 

a successful VSM strategy. Both faculty and staff 

discussed student support and the relative ad-

vantages and disadvantages of VSM. 

In addition to the interviews, an online survey 

for students who had participated in a single 

institution or bilateral institution VSM activities 

was produced. The survey was completed by 

107 students at 17 HEIs in 12 countries (repre-

senting eight of the case studies). The findings 

on students’ experiences are discussed in the 

next chapter.

In the case of the interviews with higher edu-

cation alliances, the project team also received 

valuable additional inputs from representatives 

of the Hemispheric University Consortium (HUC) 

and CIVIS European University at additional 

meetings convened to explore VSM issues and 

good practices in more depth.

The following two maps show the location of case 

study institutions and the parties with whom 

they connect across the 14 partnerships. Despite 

extensive efforts to identify a wide array of part-

nerships, the cases are nevertheless dominated 

by North-North and North-South connections. 

This highlights the global inequities in interna-

tionalization flows as well as the basic logistical 

constraints (e.g., connectivity) faced by many 

HEIs, and the barriers this presents to internation-

alization. 

4.2	 Overview of case studies

Each case study represents a different combi-

nation of VSM program, partnership, purpose, 

and features. The VSM activities covered a wide 

range of content and skills bases including glob-

al health; women’s leadership; digital storytell-

ing; innovation, entrepreneurship and technol-

ogy transfer; engineering; sustainable devel-

opment; climate change; intercultural learning; 

communications; leadership; and opportunities 

to gain work experience through internships.

Some of the VSM case studies were online adap-

tations of pre-existing PSM programs, whereas 

others were developed specifically in response 

to the Covid-19 context. The key features of each 

case are listed in Table 3. The single institution 

and bi-/multi-lateral case study HEIs are based 

in 15 countries: Argentina, Belgium, Canada, Co-

lombia, Estonia, Ghana, India, Japan, Morocco, 

Perú, Samoa, Sri Lanka, Switzerland, UK, USA. 

Altogether, the alliance case studies include 54 

HEIs in 30 countries.
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Table 3: Key features of the VSM case studies

VSM program
(how it is referred  
to in the text)

Partners Type  
of VSM 8 Credit-bearing? Program aim and overview Length Number  

of students 
Targeted 
students 

Partnership 
type

Applied Methods 
and Research 
Experience 

(AMRE)

·	Ashesi University, 
Ghana 

·	The College of 
Wooster, USA

Experiential Non-credit- 
bearing

Internships: Ashesi students join Wooster students and 
faculty advisors working at a local and international 
business, industry or agency, picking up real-world 
experience.

8 weeks 30 students 
on average 
(4-8 students 
from Ashesi 
and the rest 
from Wooster)

Senior-level 
undergraduate; 
Engineering, 
Computer 
Science and 
Business 
Administration

Bilateral 
institutional

Virtual Student 
Exchange Program

(APRU)

Association of Pacific 
Rim Universities 9 
(APRU) - includes 
28 universities in 12 
countries in Asia, 
Australasia, and the 
Americas.
VSM program led by 
Chinese University of 
Hong Kong.

Academic, 
cultural

Credit-bearing 
for academic 
courses; non-
credit-bearing for 
others

Students can take up to two academic VSM courses per 
season. Co-curricular programs include language learning, 
virtual tours, interview training, leadership training, 
communications skills

Approximately 
12 weeks but 
may vary by 
course 

1,300 Undergraduate Alliance

Open courses, 
Micro programs, 
Winter/Summer 
schools, Research 
Internships

(CIVIS)

CIVIS 10 a European 
University- includes 
9 universities in 9 
countries in Europe

Academic, 
cultural, 
experiential

Credit-bearing Aims vary by program and topic. Includes open courses 
(1-10 ECTS), covers any learning experience (regardless of 
the duration, topic, language) organized within the CIVIS 
universities’ curricula for different educational levels (BA/MA/
PhD) and CIVIS modules that can include (micro-programs, 
winter/summer schools and bootcamps). Such modules 
(5-15 ECTS) can be offered as collaborative monodisciplinary 
modules, extra-curricular topics, or as transdisciplinary 
coursework on a challenge-oriented theme.

Varies by 
activity

Varies by 
activity

Undergraduate 
and graduate

Alliance

Climate Change 
- Science and 
Solutions

(Climate Change)

·	National University of 
Samoa, Samoa

·	Osaka University, 
Japan

·	University of Tsukuba, 
Japan 

·	University of Hawaii, 
USA

·	Waseda University, 
Japan

Academic Credit-bearing Uses case studies from the partner countries and takes a 
problem-based, integrated approach to learning. Course 
delivered by multiple professors.

15 weeks 110 students 
on average 
per session

Each HEI 
determines 
the profile and 
their target 
students

Multi- 
institutional

Faculty-led 
Classroom Abroad 
at Home – Digital 
Storytelling 

(Digital 
Storytelling)

·	Durham College, 
Canada

·	Students Offering 
Support (SOS), 
Canada/ Guatemala

Academic Credit bearing Students build cross-cultural and technical skills by 
partnering with youth in Guatemala to learn how to use 
digital storytelling techniques as a tool for change.

4 weeks 16-18 
students per 
cohort

Undergraduate; 
Media, Art & 
Design

Single 
institution + 
community 
partner

Professional 
and Cross-
Cultural Skills in 
Engineering 

(Engineering)

·	Katholieke 
Universiteit (KU) 
Leuven, Belgium

·	Pennsylvania State 
University (Penn 
State), USA

Cultural Credit-bearing The course focuses on the primary knowledge areas and 
essential competencies required for successful engineers to 
live and work in today’s global marketplace. The examines 
individual and cultural differences and how they impact 
communication and team dynamics 

16 weeks 20 students 
(10 per 
university) 

Postgraduate; 
Engineering 

Bilateral 
institutional

Entrepreneurship 
in Cross-Cultural 
Context 

(Entrepreneurship)

·	Universidad EAFIT, 
Colombia

·	Fachhochschule 
Nordwestschweiz 
(FHNW), Switzerland

Academic, 
Cultural

Credit-bearing for 
FHNW but not for 
EAFIT

The course teaches how to create a business model. Includes 
guest speakers from businesses in both countries.

2 weeks 30 students 
(12 from EAFIT 
and 18 from 
FHNW)

Undergraduate 
and graduate; 
Open to all 
departments

Bilateral 
institutional

8	  For a description of VSM types, please refer to Section 2.2

9	  Chulalongkorn University (Thailand); Keio University (Japan); Korea University (South Korea); Nanjing University (China); Nanyang 
Technological University (Singapore); Osaka University (Japan); Shanghai Jiao Tong University (China); Tecnologico de Monterrey 
(Mexico); The Chinese University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong SAR (China); The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology, Hong 
Kong SAR (China); The University of Queensland (Australia); Tohoku University (Japan); Universidad de Chile (Chile); Universidad de los 
Andes (Colombia); Universidad San Francisco de Quito (Ecuador); Universitas Indonesia (Indonesia); University of California, Davis (USA); 
University of California, Los Angeles (USA); University of California, Riverside (USA); University of California, Santa Cruz (USA); University 
of Oregon (USA); University of Science and Technology of China (China); University of Sydney (Australia); University of New South Wales, 
Sydney (Australia); Waseda university (Japan); Yonsei University (South Korea); Zhejiang University (China) Nagoya University (Japan).

10	  Aix-Marseille Université (France); National and Kapodistrian University of Athens (Greece); University of Bucharest (Romania); Université libre 
de Bruxelles (Belgium);Universidad Autonoma de Madrid (Spain); Sapienza Università di Roma (Italy); Stockholm University (Sweden); Eberhard 
Karls Universität Tübingen (Germany), University of Glasgow (United Kingdom).

Source: UNESCO IESALC
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VSM program
(how it is referred  
to in the text)

Partners Type  
of VSM 8 Credit-bearing? Program aim and overview Length Number  

of students 
Targeted 
students 

Partnership 
type

Virtual Global 
Health Elective

(Global Health)

·	King’s College 
London (KCL), UK

·	Manipal Academy 
of Higher Education 
(MAHE), India 

Academic Non-credit 
bearing 

Focus on global health. Weekly themes included the impact of 
COVID on global health, infectious diseases, non-communicable 
diseases, and maternal health care. Clinician academics from 
both schools shared insights and reflections on each of these 
themes. Students worked in small mixed groups to build social 
connections and boost intercultural understanding.

4 weeks 36 students 
(18 from each 
university)

Senior level 
undergraduate; 
Medicine

Bilateral 
institutional

Hemispheric 
Student Dialogues 
on SDGs, The 
Octopus Project, 
International 
Indigenous 
Student Exchange, 
Global Week, 
Virtual Research 
Internships, 
Pathways to 
Prosperity, HUC-
COIL

(HUC)

Hemispheric University 
Consortium (HUC) 11 - 
includes 14 universities 
in 12 countries in the 
Americas. 

Different programs 
connect different 
universities within the 
alliance.

Academic, 
Cultural, 
Experiential

Credit-bearing 
for academic 
courses; non-
credit-bearing for 
others

Aims vary by program. Includes workshops for students 
aimed at addressing the key challenges of the 21st century, 
an art project with local schools and NGOs,
virtual befriending and language skills, research skills
virtual research internships, social entrepreneurship  and 
COIL  and VSM collaborations 

Varies from one 
week to one 
full semester

Over 3,430 
students 
(close to 
1,310 just on 
HUC-COIL and 
1,860 Global 
Week)

Profile varies 
by program. 
Includes  
International 
Indigenous 
Student 
Exchange was 
targeted to 
indigenous 
students.

Alliance

Innovation, 
Entrepreneurship 
and Technology 
Transfer

(Innovation)

·	Universidad Nacional 
Agraria La Molina 
(UNALM), Perú

·	Utah State University, 
USA

 Academic Credit-bearing Strengthen students’ business skills and support them in 
innovation and generation of technology-based ventures to 
be relevant actors in the development of the country.

6 weeks 46 students Undergraduate 
high-performance 
students 
with working 
knowledge of 
English on the 
last semesters 
of university

Bilateral 
institutional

Intercultural 
Learning through 
Memory Spaces

(Intercultural 
Learning)

·	Tallinn University, 
Estonia

·	University of Kelaniya, 
Sri Lanka 

Cultural Credit-bearing To learn about students’ own, each other’s and German 
culture, and to practice their German language skills. Course 
designed around 5 cultural symbols/places.

8 weeks 24 students 
(12 per 
university)

Undergraduate; 
German

Bilateral 
institutional

Passage to ASEAN 
(P2A) Student 
E-xchange in 
Business and 
Entrepreneurship

(P2A ASEAN)

Association of South-
East Asian Nations 12 - 
includes 7 universities 
in 5 countries in 
South-East Asia

Academic, 
cultural

Non-credit-
bearing

The course objectives were to enhance business and 
entrepreneurship skills of students, to help them understand 
more about the country, culture, economy and people 
of ASEAN and to improve teamwork, critical thinking, 
leadership and problem-solving skills

3 weeks 105 
(15 per 
university)

Undergraduate; 
Business

Alliance

Winter School: 
Ten goals for 
the sustainable 
development of 
Latin America 

(Sustainable 
Development)

·	Universidad Nacional 
del Litoral (UNL), 
Argentina

Academic, 
Cultural

Credit-bearing Focuses on solving sustainable development issues and 
challenges faced by Latin American countries. Develop 
students’ communication and cross-cultural skills.

4 weeks 25 students 
(15 
international 
students and 
10 students, 
all from UNL)

All students Single 
institution

Women’s 
Leadership Virtual 
Exchange

(Women’s 
Leadership)

·	Hassan II University of 
Casablanca (H2UC), 
Morocco

·	Kennesaw State 
University (KSU), USA

Academic / 
Cultural

Credit-bearing for 
KSU but not for 
H2UC

This program provides participants with a better 
understanding of the challenges and obstacles that exist for 
increasing women’s rights and leadership roles in society. 
Students learn about women’s leadership and advance their 
abilities to work in international contexts as they develop the 
intercultural competency needed in today’s global society.

3 months Fall 2020 - 40 
students (23 
from H2UC 
and 17 from 
KSU)
Spring 2021 
– 37 students 
(25 from 
H2UC and 12 
from KSU)
Fall 2021 – 52 
students (26 
from H2UC 
and 26 from 
KSU)

Undergraduate; 
English (H2UC); 
students 
in certain 
electives e.g. 
Politics in the 
Middle East or 
Transnational 
Feminism 
(KSU)

Bilateral 
institutional

11	  Universidad Austral (Argentina); Universidade de São Paulo (Brazil); York University (Canada); The University of the West Indies 
(Caribbean); Universidad Andrés Bello (Chile); Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile (Chile); Universidad de los Andes (Colombia); 
Universidad de Costa Rica; Pontificia Universidad Católica Madre y Maestra (Dominican Republic); Universidad San Francisco de Quito 
(Ecuador); Tecnológico de Monterrey (Mexico); Universidad de las Américas Puebla (Mexico); Universidad Peruana Cayetano Heredia 
(Peru); University of Miami (United States of America).

12	  Hanoi University of Science and Technology (Vietnam); Duy Tan University (Vietnam); University of Malaya (Malaysia); Panpacific 
University (Philippines); Sunway University (Malaysia); Chiang Mai Rajabhat University (Thailand); Universityas Muhammadiyah Prof Dr 
Hamka (Indonesia).

Source: UNESCO IESALC
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4.3	 Motivation

Previous research on VSM has shown that while 
it is no longer a new activity, it has not become 
as widespread as PSM. As such, learning from the 
experiences of the case study HEIs that have im-
plemented VSM illustrates the different motiva-
tions for HEIs to create VSM experiences.

4.3.1	 Having an institutional champion

Five of the cases reported not receiving any pres-

sure from institutional leadership to implement 
VSM during the pandemic. On the contrary, the 
genuine interest of someone who would become 
the institutional champion (usually a faculty 
member or someone in the International Office) 
and their willingness to try it was what started 
most of the VSM experiences. 

Moreover, when the current strategy of an HEI is 
based on PSM and many faculty members remain 
unaware or unconvinced of the possibilities of 
VSM, it becomes hard to introduce it at that HEI.

4.3.2	 Opportunity presented by the pandemic

The need, and efforts made to implement mean-
ingful and timely responses to the COVID-19 cri-
sis is a key finding from the interviews. Instead of 
suspending mobility programs, the cases studied 
in this report saw an opportunity to adapt to a 
virtual environment and ensure continuity. These 
cases therefore rank alongside other higher ed-
ucation institutions that had implemented VSM 
even before the pandemic.

Eight of the ten institutional case studies listed 
the Covid-19 pandemic as the key reason for in-
troducing VSM. In these cases, it was either some-
thing they did before as PSM, which was then 
adapted to a virtual environment or because vir-
tual learning suddenly became the new normal 
and VSM seemed more straightforward and natu-
ral than before. Three of the four alliances (APRU, 
HUC and P2A ASEAN) started different VSM pro-

grams also as a result of the pandemic. 

Having decided to try VSM during the pandemic, 
many of the HEIs realized that this could have a 
very positive impact on the number and type of 
students who could participate in mobility. For ex-
ample, many students at both partner institutions 
in the Women’s Leadership program would not oth-
erwise have participated, given that they did not 

have the financial leverage to undertake PSM. 

4.3.3	 Part of a longer-term strategy

Two of the institutional case studies (Engineering 

and Climate Change) were pre-existing VSM ac-

tivities. Engineering had started in 2015 and Cli-

mate Change had been operational since 2002. 

Both experiences were slightly modified because 

of the pandemic. For example, prior to the pan-

demic, students had had synchronous activities 

in the classroom, connecting to partner universi-

ties via videoconferencing. During the pandemic, 

each student logged in from their own devices. 

For the CIVIS Alliance, VSM had been part of their 

internationalization strategy from the beginning 

of the project in 2018; the pandemic accelerated 

its implementation. 

4.3.4	 Willingness to experiment

The COVID-19 pandemic forced everyone to 

adapt to a new context, but not all took the op-

portunity to attempt something new, something 

different. However, all the case studies in this re-

port shared the willingness to experiment and to 

provide a mobility experience for their students 

during these times. For example, Sustainable De-

velopment was normally a physical mobility ex-

perience. With the advent of the pandemic, there 

was no expectation that the Winter School would 

continue in a virtual format. However, the person 

responsible for the Winter School wished to con-

tinue with the project and consulted with their 

supervisors who literally responded: “give it a try”. 

In the case of the APRU alliance, the Vice-Chancel-

lor of the Chinese University of Hong Kong, who 
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serves as the Vice-Chair of the Presidential Steer-

ing Committee, came up with the idea and took 

advantage of the pre-existing APRU network to 

introduce the concept to the rest of the partners, 

who readily cooperated. 

However, in attempting to expand these VSM op-

portunities, interviewees reported encountering 

roadblocks. Not all faculty members were willing to 

innovate or to experiment. For some, going virtual 

meant working overtime, an exhausting endeavor. 

A common observation also reported during the 

interviews was the resistance from faculty who are 

used to ‘traditional’ models of in-person teaching.

4.4	 Partnerships

Almost all the case studies highlighted how crit-

ical it was to find the right partner or partner-

ship to ensure a successful VSM experience. In 

all cases, the partnership (whether formal or in-

formal) had been initiated before the start of the 

VSM program. An enabling factor for VSM was a 

pre-existing internationalization strategy to reach 

out to other international HEIs. 

4.4.1	 Building on previous relationships

Designing and implementing VSM was new for 

most case studies, but it was easier to take the 

first leap with a partner they already knew. These 

previous relationships provided the necessary 

trust and understanding needed to take a part-

nership forward into VSM. In 8 out of 10 institu-

tional cases, the VSM partnership was developed 

among colleagues who knew each other person-

ally and professionally (e.g., previously done joint 

research or met through Erasmus Teaching Mo-

bility Program); or among HEIs that had a formal 

memorandum of understanding (MoU) covering 

inter-institutional cooperation. All four alliances 

were created well before the onset of the pan-

demic, making it relatively easy to transition to 

VSM since MoUs already existed. Given that VSM 

is new terrain for many HEIs, before entering into 

full-scale inter-institutional partnerships, a pilot 

project to evaluate the organizational, technical, 

and pedagogical aspects should be conducted 

before integrating it into mainstream education.

4.4.2	 Learning from partners

International alliances can also play a key role in 

promoting and implementing VSM experiences. 
Faculty members at both HUC and CIVIS have found 

alliances to be a place to learn about VSM and to 

co-create new experiences for their students. For 

example, HUC provided training in COIL (a form of 

VSM) within their network, and CIVIS delivered six 

workshops on different aspects of virtual mobility. 

Both alliances created a dedicated team/task force 

to develop different forms of VSM. 

4.4.3	 Partnerships beyond HEIs

While most partnerships were among institutions, 

one involved a non-institutional partner. Durham 

College (Digital Storytelling) partnered with an 

NGO called SOS that has partnerships with local 

schools and organizations in Guatemala, to devel-

op the VSM experience. The NGO was able to bro-

ker a relationship with youth in Guatemala, who 

then worked with students at Durham College. For 

the AMRE, the clients for whom students worked 

during the virtual internships included large cor-

porations based in the USA and internationally.

Several of the cases used the opportunity of the 

virtual format to invite guest speakers as part of 

the experience. These may not have been done in 

the framework of formal partnerships but offered 

an opportunity to at least develop the HEI’s infor-

mal networks and partnerships with other agen-

cies such as government and the private sector.

4.4.4	 Intra-institutional partnerships 

Depending on the scope or type of the VSM expe-

rience, faculty members and the office in charge 

of the VSM experience worked together to build 



Moving minds: Opportunities and challenges for virtual student mobility in a post-pandemic world 25

the internal partnerships and support needed 

to provide a better experience for students. For 

example, UNALM’s International Office partnered 

with the University’s Language Center to provide 

English lessons and with the University’s Business 

Incubator to provide an immersion course on 

entrepreneurship to students as part of the In-

novation course. For the Engineering course, the 

IT department at KU Leuven offered support to 

students to access library resources at Penn State.

4.4.5	 Formalizing partnerships

Fifty percent of the institutional case studies were 

formalized or had an existing formal MoU be-

tween institutions. However, others reported that 

it was easier to work without an MoU and keep 

the nature of the collaboration flexible. In the case 

of the five-partner Climate Change, this was pref-

erable since this allows university partners to free-

ly move in and out of the collaboration. Flexibility 

was mentioned as an important value especially 

in those cases where VSM was introduced due to 

the pandemic, requiring HEIs to take advantage of 

opportunities and to move quickly.

However, finding partners and matching them 

can be very time-consuming. To overcome this, 

HUC is working on a matchmaking platform to 

make it easier for interested faculty to find a part-

ner and streamline the process. For APRU, HEIs 

communicate to the lead HEI the courses they 

can offer and then students choose the courses 

they wish to pursue and the universities of choice.

4.5	 Funding 

The case studies confirmed that VSM is consider-

ably cheaper in financial terms to operate than 

PSM or HSM, although it does bear a cost in terms 

of extra time on the part of faculty and staff. 

Where costs were incurred, most HEIs said these 

were minimal, although in one case (AMRE), the 

College of Wooster incurred additional costs to 

support students who were from remote areas. 

4.5.1	 Operating at no extra cost

At least two of the case studies reported that the 

VSM experience had incurred no additional costs. 

Faculty members were paid their regular salary, 

and there were no other expenses. 

This meant that no costs were passed on to stu-

dents: it was either offered as an additional activity 

provided free of charge or was already part of the 

students’ study plan and covered in their tuition. 

Even in cases where HEIs may have incurred costs 

to organize the VSM activity, 12 out of 14 of the 

case studies did not pass on any charges to stu-

dents. The external funding received in four cases 

was sometimes used to cover students’ costs. 

4.5.2	 Faculty compensation

In some of the case study HEIs, interview respon-

dents referred to costs solely in the sense of fac-

ulty members’ time. This “invisible cost” was often 

more apparent when HEIs were trying out VSM 

for the first time because faculty members spent 

more time designing the VSM experience than 

regular classes or courses. 

In two cases (Sustainable Development and Entre-

preneurship), students had to pay to participate 

in the VSM program. The cost was minimal, de-

signed only to cover faculty members’ time, and 

not meant to make a profit. For the students of 

both HEIs the VSM experience was extracurricu-

lar, meaning the faculty involved carried on these 

activities beyond their regular work.

On the other hand, Climate Change brings anoth-

er perspective: it was considered to potentially 

involve less work than a regular class because 

there are five HEIs responsible for the course. 

CIVIS’ approach included an open call for Virtual 

Mobility programs (includes open courses, mi-

cro-programs, summer/winter schools, and boot 

camps), and within the selected programs, CIVIS 

can provide incentives depending on the time 

spent outside of “regular service hours.” 
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4.5.3	 Material design and delivery costs

Several of the HEIs confirmed costs beyond facul-

ty time/compensation. These costs included: de-

sign of materials, recording studio, cameras, proj-

ect leaders and administrative staff, software, and 

licenses (messaging application, translation tool), 

intercultural measurement tool, English lessons, 

and certificates, among others.  

For AMRE, Wooster paid for accommodation and 

internet costs for students from Ashesi who lived 

in remote areas and had to temporarily stay in ur-

ban areas in order to do the VSM program because 

of better electricity supply and internet connec-

tivity. As the VSM program was an internship ex-

perience, these costs were passed on to the com-

panies where students were working. Even with 

these additional costs, VSM was cheaper than any 

previous format of PSM since costs such as travel-

ling and accommodation were avoided, especial-

ly in the pandemic period where extra costs such 

as for quarantining and PCR tests are included. 

4.5.4	 Financial support for VSM

Four of the 10 institutional case studies report-

ed that funding to create the VSM program had 

come from an external organization. The funding 

enabled partners to pay for costs associated with 

the program, for example, renting a recording 

studio, designing materials, compensating facul-

ty members or administrative staff, and a project 

leader for both partners. 

Funders of the VSM programs include NGOs and 

governments:

	 The Stevens Initiative (part of the non-profit 

Aspen Institute), a public-private partnership 

based in the USA, supported Women’s Leader-

ship.

	 The Association of Commonwealth Univer-

sities Medical Student Virtual Mobility Grant 

supported Global Health

	 The Ministry of Education of Peru supported 

UNALM students in Innovation

	 The Government of Canada Outbound Student 

Mobility Program supported Digital Storytelling

This is not an exhaustive list of funders of VSM 

and there are other organizations that have used 

the pandemic as an opportunity to provide finan-

cial support for virtual forms of mobility.

4.6	 Student selection

Over 60% of students found out about the VSM 

experience through their home HEI.  Only in one 

case was the recruitment largely made based on 

recommendation, since in this case, it was not an 

open call for students to participate but instead 

targeted invitations to pre-selected students. 

4.6.1	 Student selection led by the HEI 

Most HEIs from the Global South had require-
ments or a selection process to determine which 
students should be part of the VSM experience. 
For example, HEIs like H2UC (Women’s Leader-
ship), UNALM (Innovation), and EAFIT (Entrepre-
neurship), and alliance cases like P2A ASEAN had 
a certain level of English as a requirement. In the 
case of EAFIT, students were also interviewed to 
test their English level. 

Another requirement used by HEIs such as H2UC 
(Women’s Leadership), UNALM (Innovation), Mani-
pal Academy of Higher Education (Global Health) 
and Ashesi University (AMRE) was good academic 
standing. For example, the requirement could be 
for students to be in the top 20% of their class. 
At least two HEIs selected students by targeted 
invitation, in one case using this as a way of re-
warding students’ achievements by inviting them 
to participate in the VSM program. 

Another variable considered by some HEIs for 
choosing students is if they are in the final years of 
their study plan or not. Interviewees mentioned 
that students in their final years might be more 
likely to make the most of this experience. One 
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HEI (Ashesi University, AMRE) further conducted 
internal interviews for students with the final de-
cision made by faculty members. 

The only example of a selection process outside 

of the Global South is Durham College in Cana-

da (Digital Storytelling). This is because more stu-

dents are interested than there are spaces for. 

The course has an academic requirement, but 

the main criteria for choosing students was their 

passion and openness to learning. They also 

seek out students who are attentive to issues of 

power and equity.

4.6.2	 Optional participation 

In other cases, students could opt in to participate 

in the VSM program. In the APRU alliance, students 

have the option to select from a number of courses 

offered by different universities in the partnership. 

However, for P2A ASEAN, another alliance, the uni-

versity chairing the alliance for the respective year 

decided which courses to offer for the year. 

4.6.3	 Mandatory VSM

In two cases (Engineering and Intercultural Learn-

ing), the VSM course was mandatory for students 

at one of the partner HEIs (KU Leuven and Uni-

versity of Tallinn, respectively), so students were 

required to participate. In the case of Engineer-

ing, although the course in itself was an elective 

course under the Innovation and Entrepreneur-

ship program, once chosen by students, they had 

to participate in the VSM course offered within 

the course.

4.6.4	 Incentives to participate

While some HEIs reported that they had reason-

able or high levels of interest from students, at 

least one HEI had to convince students to partici-

pate in the VSM experience. Students were not as 

enthusiastic as with PSM opportunities. One suc-

cessful strategy was to promote the VSM experi-

ence through students’ magazines and student 

leaders to recommend it to their classmates. 

To incentivize participation in VSM experiences, 

both HUC and CIVIS have created online creden-

tials or certificates that students can gain after 

participating in these experiences: digital cre-

dentials in the case of HUC and a CIVIS passport 

for that alliance. P2A ASEAN also offers a program 

certificate after completing the Business and En-

trepreneurship course.

Figure 6:	 Identifying VSM opportunities

HOW DID YOU COME ACROSS THIS VSM EXPERIENCE? 

Available to download at https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/MFRfJ/1/

https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/MFRfJ/1/
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4.7	 Course design and delivery

The main differences between the design of the 
case studies were their length (ranging from 1.5 
weeks to two semesters long) and topics (wom-
en’s leadership, entrepreneurship, storytelling, 
engineering, climate change, among others). On 
the other hand, there were several similarities in 

the course design and delivery.

4.7.1	 Student engagement

Most of the case studies’ aims included develop-
ing students’ global/cross-cultural competencies. 
To do so, most VSM experiences were designed 
so that students had to work in mixed teams. One 
interviewee even said that making the students 
work in groups forces them to interact with inter-
national students, which might not necessarily 
be the case when they are on campus. Many of 
our case studies reported being nervous or afraid 
that cultural or social activities would not work 
through the screen. However, most reported that 
they were happily surprised that they did, they 
increased students’ satisfaction with the experi-
ence, and created a better environment.

In some cases, the program was designed to in-
clude dedicated moments for cultural exchange. 
For example, in Entrepreneurship, each HEI sent 
students of the other HEI packages with the tools 
for a cross-cultural sharing moment (e.g., EAF-
IT sent Swiss students the ingredients to make 
themselves Colombian coffee and FHNW sent 
Swiss chocolate and raclettes to EAFIT’s students). 
As the student survey results show, students ben-
efited from and enjoyed this cross-cultural com-
ponent and would have liked more interaction 
with their fellow students.

Some students feel overwhelmed with online 
participation and fail to concentrate throughout 
the course, which may lead to dropouts; some 
do not gain the skills that the programs intend-
ed them to gain, due to lack of interest. It is im-
portant to design VSM programs in a way that 
maximizes student participation so that they can 
gain the most from the program. It is therefore 

important to continuously evaluate courses by 
testing them and identifying their strengths and 

weaknesses. 

4.7.2	 Virtual pedagogies

Most case studies stated the use of both asyn-
chronous and synchronous activities. Having 
asynchronous activities gives students more flex-
ibility when planning their workload. This was 
also recognized in the student survey (see next 
section), with respondents choosing “flexibility in 
planning workload” as the best part of their VSM 
experience. 

Other advantages of VSM for faculty included 
having the possibility to go back (have the les-
sons stored) and use recorded materials in other 
ways. For some HEIs, this meant that professors 
are now able to focus more on discussions rather 
than lectures, which, as one interviewee noted, 
means that “the walls of a classroom have wid-
ened and the very use of time and space in class 
have changed”.

Despite the experiences obtained by faculty in 
the case studies, as a whole, HE teachers are not 
yet as well trained or accustomed to virtual learn-
ing as with in-person teaching. This can produce 
some challenges for them: difficulty connecting 
with students, not knowing if they are interested 
or distracted, more challenging to read students 
and adjust accordingly. 

Interviewees said it is important to consider an-
other challenge of technology: “screen fatigue”. 
Students and faculty are at their screens for a 
long time, causing many to lack interest in any-
thing virtual. For VSM to be effective, it is critical 
to adjust pedagogies – and support teachers in 
doing so – to maintain student engagement.

4.7.3	 Program length

For HEIs that had previously implemented PSM 
programs, this meant adapting the way the 
course was delivered and making the most out of 
virtual learning. For example, Sustainable Devel-
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opment would typically last two weeks in Santa 
Fe (Argentina); however, in its virtual version, the 
Winter School lasts four weeks so as to use virtual 
synchronous and asynchronous activities more 
effectively and prevent students’ screen-fatigue. 
Similarly, Entrepreneurship learned from their first 
experience that it is better not to cram everything 
into one week and a half and that it would be bet-
ter to give students more time. 

4.7.4	 Classroom size

Most VSM experiences had fewer than 40 stu-

dents, allowing faculty and staff to support them 

in a more personalized way. Climate Change is the 

exception, with an average of 110 students in lec-

tures. Nonetheless, students were put into small-

er groups where they could interact and solve 

problems, thus gaining teamwork and multicul-

tural skills. The respondents noted that online 

breakout rooms have made it easier for students 

to interact.

4.7.5	 Language of instruction

12 of the 14 cases used English as their common 

language. The only two exceptions are Sustainable 

Development (in Spanish) and Intercultural Learn-

ing (in German). As previously noted, in some HEIs, 

a certain English level was required for students to 

participate in the VSM experience. Many HEIs al-

ready teach fully or partly in the medium of English, 

even if not located in a majority English-speaking 

country, and therefore expect that students partic-

ipating in VSM would already be proficient in En-

glish. In other cases, faculty members recognized 

it was an excellent opportunity for their students 

to practice their English skills, although others not-

ed that this may have been a reason why students 

dropped out of the experience. 

Although HUC widely used English in their pro-

grams, they also used Spanish depending on the 

program and collaboration. For example, the pro-

gram “Pathways to Prosperity” was 100% in Span-

ish. Also, the HUC-COIL program language was 

dependent on the collaboration; if the collabora-

tion was between two Spanish-speaking profes-

sors, they used Spanish instead of English. 

Digital Storytelling took a different approach: in-

stead of requiring students to have proficiency 

in Spanish to interact fully with their Guatema-

lan counterparts, they used a messaging transla-

tion app to help with communications problems. 

CIVIS also reported testing similar tools as well as 

offering courses in their partners’ different work-

ing languages. 

4.7.6	 Feedback loops

Most VSM introduced opportunities for students to 

provide feedback both during and after the course 

surveys and were in constant communication with 

their partner faculty members to identify challeng-

es and opportunities to improve their VSM experi-

ence. Several examples were provided by respon-

dents of ways that feedback had been taken on 

board and changes made, either part-way through 

the course or ahead of its next iteration. 

For the P2A alliance, students were asked to re-

cord videos detailing their experiences from the 

VSM program. This provided another feedback 

loop regarding the different levels of interest per 

program, with more students signing up for some 

courses and minimal interest in other courses.  

Registration provides participating universities 

with a sense of what students are looking for so 

that in subsequent semesters, the course offering 

could change to meet student needs. 

4.8	 Technology and connectivity

Effective digital cooperation is seen as instrumen-

tal for a desirable future and the SDGs. Global 

connectivity is seen as a foundation to ensure the 

continuation of critical services and enable dig-

ital literacy and social inclusion (United Nations, 

2020). It goes without saying that technology is a 

vital part of any VSM experience. 
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Most cases used three or four types of platforms 

or software: a learning management system 

(LMS) for asynchronous activities, a videoconfer-

encing platform for synchronous activities, online 

free tools for teaching, and platforms for student 

communication. 

4.8.1	 Learning Management System (LMS)

In some cases, each HEI used its own LMS and in 

other partnerships, all students used one HEI’s 

LMS. This is not a minor decision: some HEIs are 

stricter with cybersecurity than others and might 

not be willing for their students to use another 

platform, insisting that the other institution uses 

its own. In that case, new usernames and logins 

must be issued for all students participating in 

the same LMS. 

To improve the user experience, CIVIS has devel-

oped its own Moodle platform to solve many of 

the LMS problems mentioned before. However, 

the intention of CIVIS is not to force everyone to 

use its platform but rather to give solutions; in 

some cases, the solution is the common platform, 

but in others, it is redirecting students and help-

ing them in the logins to access another platform. 

Some LMS mentioned by case study respondents 

were D2L, Moodle, Canvas and Blackboard.

For Intercultural Learning, no LMS was deployed; 

only a cloud storage folder (via Google Drive) to 

upload documents. 

4.8.2	 Videoconferencing platform

The most mentioned videoconferencing plat-

forms used for synchronous activities were Zoom 

and Microsoft Teams.

4.8.3	 Online teaching tools and resources

Most cases either used the platforms they had 

already purchased for online learning or used 

free online platforms for their VSM experiences. 

Free platforms included polling/quiz apps such 

as Mentimeter and Kahoot and collaborative pin-

boards such as Padlet.

In Engineering, KU Leuven students were given 

free access to Penn State University library and 

information resources. In Digital Storytelling, stu-

dents at Durham College were given free access 

to Adobe Suite but had to use alternative (free) 

software to create podcasts with their partners in 

Guatemala.

4.8.4	 Platforms for student communication

Most case studies allowed students to communi-

cate with each other using the platform they were 

most comfortable with, such as WhatsApp, Skype, 

and Facebook. In a few cases, the HEI chose a spe-

cific application that was deemed mandatory for 

participating students. For example, one HEI cre-

ated a WhatsApp group for all participants and 

another used Slack for communication.

4.8.5	 Internet access

Although VSM expands access to mobility to stu-

dents worldwide because of its cost, it is also true 

that VSM requires students to have proper inter-

net access and devices to make the most of it. This 

is especially important for students in the Global 

South, where inequalities abound in access to 

the internet. On that note, the governments of 

Morocco and Sri Lanka supported students in 

Women’s Leadership and Intercultural Learning by 

giving mobile data packages to students (Moroc-

co) and free access to a videoconferencing app 

(Sri Lanka). In the case of Durham College, the 

partner NGO paid for an office in the community 

that had internet so Guatemalan students could 

participate. As previously noted, the College of 

Wooster provided Ashesi University students 

from disadvantaged circumstances with accom-

modation in urban centers and mobile data pack-

ages to enable their participation in the program.
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Despite the additional efforts, at least two stu-

dents in Intercultural Learning had to drop out 

because they lived in hilly areas with limited in-

ternet connection. At UNALM (Innovation), stu-

dents outside of the capital also had choppy con-

nections. Moreover, students selected “problems 

with internet” as the most challenging aspect of 

their VSM experience, suggesting that even those 

in areas with relatively good internet still faced 

connection issues.

4.9	 Administrative arrangements

Some of the biggest challenges to the successful 

implementation of VSM lay in the detail of the 

administrative arrangements and synchronizing 

these between partners.

4.9.1	 Academic calendars

Matching academic calendars, especially be-

tween the northern and southern hemispheres, 

which often run different academic years, can be 

very challenging. HEIs, even in the same coun-

try, may vary when they start and finish classes, 

making it difficult for VSM experiences to be se-

mester-long or to coincide with winter/summer 

breaks. 

Registration of students can also be very difficult. 

For example, within CIVIS, there are three aca-

demic calendars that are not that different. None-

theless, it was an issue for them to register stu-

dents at the University of Bucharest (where the 

semester starts in early October) in VSM experi-

ences before they even started classes and could 

be considered “students”. To overcome this chal-

lenge, CIVIS uses different registration deadlines 

to overcome the registration problem, making it 

easier for students to register for the VSM experi-

ences of their liking.  

For Engineering, a major issue relating to differ-

ences in academic calendars was that students at 

the US HEI would be ahead with the course by the 

time students in the Belgian HEI started. Similarly, 

for Climate Change, the University of Hawaii and 

National University of Samoa start fall semester in 

late August or early September, while Japanese 

universities start in October, which means that 

their academic calendars do not match for the 

entire semester.

4.9.2	 Distribution of work 

Most of the cases involved two HEIs that distrib-

uted the course work among themselves, and re-

spondents did not report any issues in how the 

work had been distributed. However, there are 

cases in which one university offered the VSM ex-

perience to students from other HEIs i.e., the dis-

tribution of work was in the hands of only one of 

the partners. For CIVIS, a minimum of three part-

ners is required to participate in the Virtual Mobil-

ity Call. The Climate Change course involves facul-

ty from the partner universities working together 

to develop the course syllabus, identify guest lec-

turers and moderate individual classes. An effort 

is made to distribute the work across the partner 

universities and as such this virtual component 

potentially reduces the workload compared with 

regular face to face courses. 

4.9.3	 Time zone differences 

Most case studies reported not having any issues 

with time zone differences; three of the alliances 

(P2A ASEAN, CIVIS and HUC) are situated in the 

same global region where there are no or very 

little time zone differences. The most significant 

time zone difference was between Samoa and 

Hawaii (Climate Change) of 23 hours, but it was 

still possible to schedule live classes on Friday at 

1pm in Japan and in Thursday evening for stu-

dents in Hawaii. In most cases, finding the right 

time to meet for live classes was a challenge but 

one that could be resolved. 

Other VSM experiences reported having some 

difficulties: for example, in Entrepreneurship, stu-
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dents in Switzerland were finishing classes by 
10 pm and were exhausted by the end. Many of 
the HEIs have already made modifications to the 
hours based on early experiences. 

Even though there was an effort to overcome this 
challenge, students selected “time zone differ-
ences” as the top-2 challenge in their VSM expe-
rience. Whilst this was seen by students as a chal-
lenge, some faculty members saw it as an oppor-
tunity for students to gain skills on collaborating 
on which time would work well for every group 
member (teamworking skills) and how to work 
virtually in international organizations which 

may be located in a different time zone.

4.9.4	 Credit recognition 

Credit recognition is a key component of most 
mobility programs. Among the case studies, the 
approach given by most of the credit-bearing ex-
periences was for it to be managed by each HEI, 
following their frameworks. So, for example, a 
VSM experience between two HEIs could mean 
x number of credits in one HEI and y number of 
credits for the other. For CIVIS, this was a matter 
of discussion, but parties agreed that the same 
certificate of attendance with the same number 
of credits would be given. 

Although most of the cases demonstrate that 
being flexible has helped overcome most VSM 
challenges, interviewees have also shared that 
for VSM to go to the next level, it would bene-
fit from having formal systems and processes in 
place, as well as dedicated staff and funding to 
support faculty in the matchmaking and training 
process. One interviewee explained it clearly by 
saying that they worked as a ‘start-up’, but now 

they needed to scale up operations. 

5	 Students’ experiences of 
Virtual Student Mobility

In addition to the interviews with faculty mem-
bers and International Office staff, data was also 
collected through an online student survey. The 
survey was developed to learn directly from the 
experiences of students who had participated in 
one of the institutional VSM experiences. The sur-
vey was available in English and Spanish and took 
approximately 10 to 12 minutes to complete. It 
covered questions about the student’s VSM expe-
rience, opinion on VSM, and basic demographic 
information. The survey was open from July to 
December 2021 and received 107 valid responses 
from 17 HEIs in 12 countries. 

The majority of students who completed the sur-
vey were:

	 Aged between 18-25 years old (83%) – the full 
age range of participants was 18 to older than 46

	 Identified as females (64%)

	 Studying full-time (87%)

	 Without caring responsibilities (for children, 
parents, etc.) (73%)

	 Not working (64%)

39% of the respondents met all the aforemen-
tioned characteristics. Almost 75% of the respon-
dents were doing VSM for the first time.

5.1	 Motivation to participate

The overwhelming majority of students who par-
ticipated in VSM programs did so because they 
thought that the experience would be academi-
cally challenging/enriching (77%). The next most 
popular option was the opportunity to obtain in-
ternational work experience (38%). This illustrates 
that one way to convince students to participate 
in VSM is to demonstrate the academic and inter-
national work opportunities. 

Just 22 students (21%) answered that they did 
VSM because they could not travel due to the 
pandemic. This could point to the fact that VSM 
is not a last resort when PSM is not available but 
is gaining popularity as a credible alternative in 
gaining academic or work experience. 
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Available to download at https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/1hUME/1/

WHY DID YOU TAKE PART IN THIS VSM EXPERIENCE? 

Available to download at https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/tu9ub/1/

HOW SATISFIED ARE YOU WITH YOUR VSM EXPERIENCE? 

Given that much of the recent reporting on VSM 
has framed its advantages in these terms (cost-ef-
fectiveness and more environmentally friendly), 
it was very surprising that only a few students 
said that they chose VSM because it was more 
financially accessible (13%) or environmentally 
sustainable option (12%).  This could be because 
most programs were fully sponsored or were part 
of the overall tuition fee, therefore minimizing or 
removing the financial impact on students.

5.2	 Flexibility and convenience

In the interviews, faculty members and Inter-

national Office staff had indicated their under-

standing that students liked the VSM experience. 

Interviewees said that students found it a “breath 

of fresh air during the pandemic”, the “best class 

they have ever had”, they “were really grateful” 

and “are looking for other opportunities like this”. 

One interviewee related that “I knew they had 

had a transformative experience”. Evidence from 

the student survey backs up this assertion: 56% 

of students said they were very satisfied or satis-

fied with their experience.

When asked to rank the top three aspects of their 

experience, the clear preference among students 

was the flexibility in planning their workload that 

VSM affords them. This was selected by 70% of 

respondents as their top one, two or three. Out 

of the 35 students that selected flexibility in plan-

ning the workload as their top one best part, 31% 

Figure 7:	 Motivation to participate in VSM

Figure 8:	 Student satisfaction with VSM

https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/1hUME/1/
https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/tu9ub/1/
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also had caring responsibilities; 31% were also 

working part-time or full-time; 17% were part-

time students; and 22% shared more than one 

characteristic. This is a clear indication that VSM 

can open access to groups of students who are 

very under-represented in PSM. 

The second preference, which is related to the 

most popular option, is the greater convenience of 

being able to stay at home. This was selected by 28 

students as their top one answer, representing55% 

of all respondents. 51% of respondents said that 

that the lower cost of VSM compared to traveling 

abroad was their top one, two or three best parts 

about the experience. Thus, even though fewer 

than expected students chose to participate in 

VSM for financial reasons, this advantage may have 

become more obvious during their studies.

5.3	 Internet connection issues and time zone 
differences

When asked about the most challenging aspects of 

their VSM experience, a significant number of stu-

dents (68%) reported having problems with the in-

ternet connection. With respondents based across 

12 countries (Argentina, Canada, Colombia, Estonia, 

Ghana, Japan, Morocco, Peru, Samoa, Sri Lanka, 

Switzerland, USA), this suggests that connectivity 

issues are widespread, affecting students across 

global contexts. Out of the 40 students that select-

ed “problems with internet connection” as the most 

challenging part of their VSM experience, 30% of 

them were working and 30% had caring responsi-

bilities full-time or part-time, with 13% sharing both 

characteristics. 

The second main challenge reported by students 

was differences in time zones. The VSM cases did in-

deed stretch across multiple time zones – 23 hours 

was the largest – making this a relevant consider-

ation when planning VSM. This finding also con-

nects to the importance of flexibility and conve-

nience in VSM, as reported by students.

Following these two logistical challenges, an almost 

identical number of students listed academic chal-

lenges as the next most important. These were re-

lated to getting timely and/or quality feedback and 

teaching and/or supervision being of lower quality 

than in-person (selected 48 and 47 times, respec-

tively). This highlights how important it is not to 

forego academic quality when teaching online.

Not moving to another country has a significant 

number of benefits, but during the interviews, it 

was the most mentioned disadvantage, with one 

respondent noting that “nothing compares or 

Available to download at https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/L9p10/1/

WHAT WAS THE BEST PART OF YOUR  VSM EXPERIENCE? 

Figure 9:	 Best part of students’ VSM experience

https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/L9p10/1/
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replaces the human element of physical mobili-

ty”. According to one interviewee, going abroad 

for students means more than just having a 

cross-cultural experience; for many of their stu-

dents, it means their first time out of their country 

and their first time living away from home, inde-

pendent of their parents.

5.4	 Most students would do VSM again

Almost 75% of students said they would do VSM 

again if they had the opportunity. When asked to 

explain why they would do it again, their com-

ments included: 

	 “It’s a great opportunity to learn and meet 

people from all over the world”.

	 “I developed my knowledge with international 

information and interactions”. 

	 “I think it is a very nice opportunity to enrich 

the curriculum, learn and avoid traveling”. 

	 “I consider it is a good way to improve our skills 

from the comfort of our home”.

	 “It was a delightful experience. The [other] stu-

dents were very enthusiastic, and it made my 

day better”.

	 “It is a priceless opportunity for me”.

These results are consistent with the results of the 

question on “how likely are you to recommend 

VSM to others?”: 62% of survey respondents said 

it was likely or very likely for them to recommend 

VSM to others. These are very positive numbers 

and quotes, considering that almost 3 in every 4 

students were unfamiliar with VSM prior to this ex-

perience. 

When comparing the reasons why students chose 

their VSM experience and the reasons why they 

would do it again if they had the chance, academ-

ic enrichment came out as one of the top answers 

in both instances. However, for those students 

that would do VSM again if they had the chance, 

the cultural and convenience aspect of the ex-

perience became relevant. On the other hand, 

contrary to the reasons why students chose their 

Available to download at https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/eHSUW/1/

WHAT WAS THE MOST CHANGELLING PART OF YOUR  VSM EXPERIENCE? 

Figure 10:	   Most challenging part of students’ VSM experience

https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/eHSUW/1/
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VSM experience, among the reasons why they 

would do it again, only one student mentioned 

cost, and none mentioned sustainability.  

When students were asked what would have 

improved their VSM experience, 37% of the 

answers were requests from students for more 

interaction with teachers, students, or both. As 

one student noted, they would have liked “more 

time to discuss different topics with the students 

from the other University”; another commented 

that they would have preferred to have the “abil-

ity to connect with the other students outside of 

in-class discussions”.

This was followed by 20% of answers that either 

said nothing had to be changed or that students 

did not know what to change. However, 14% 

of students did mention that in-person mobili-

ty would have made it better, with one student 

saying that “If it was in person, it would have 

made the exchange more enriching as well as 

interesting”.

While the appetite to participate in VSM was 

high among students and staff, just over 8% of 

students said they would prefer to study fully vir-

tually if travel and health conditions permitted 

a future mobility experience. A little more than 

36% expressed a preference for HSM i.e., mixing 

both virtual and physical mobility, but just over 

55% of students said they would prefer PSM.

6	 Recommendations for 
integrating Virtual Student 
Mobility

Based on the experiences of faculty members 

and International Office staff, and the students 

who completed the student survey, this chap-

ter offers recommendations for students; for 

faculty and International Office staff who de-

velop and implement VSM; for institutional 

leaders and senior decision-makers in HEIs; for 

governments and quality assurance agencies 

that regulate and fund higher education; and 

for international organizations that consider 

student mobility in cross-national perspective. 

The recommendations, which are summarized 

in Table 4, are designed to support these var-

ious groups to integrate VSM as an additional 

form of student mobility that can play a criti-

cal role in reshaping higher education interna-

tionalization in the post-pandemic landscape. 

While the recommendations are tailored to the 

needs and capacities of these different groups, 

they share five commonalities:

1.	Adopt a ‘VSM mindset’ that is open to the 

immense possibilities VSM can add to inter-

national education. At the same time, being 

prepared to embrace the challenges and rel-

ative lack of information on VSM in order to 

improve and integrate it.

2.	Keep equity at the center of the design, de-

livery and purpose of VSM as a tool through 

which to democratize access to student mo-

bility. Specific attention must be paid to en-

abling student participation and developing 

equitable international partnerships.

3.	Provide dedicated funding to develop VSM. 

This can be done on multiple levels including 

funding students (focusing on under-repre-

sented groups in student mobility), faculty/

staff, and at institutional partnership level.
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4.	Accelerate digitalization by providing bet-

ter access to the internet, more devices and 

up-to-date software as well as supporting 

and embedding teaching and training in dig-

ital literacy.

5.	Ensure credit transferability and official 
recognition of VSM to facilitate inter-institu-

tional partnerships and promote internation-

al mobility.

As most students remain unaware of VSM, rec-

ommendations for this group focus on adopt-

ing an inquiring and open mindset in relation 

to VSM. This includes taking active measures 

to seek out information about VSM and being 

willing to try VSM, whether instead of PSM or as 

an additional form of mobility that offers new 

perspectives on international exchange. Once 

enrolled in VSM programs, students are encour-

aged to be flexible, interested and engaged 

with the opportunity and not to shy away from 

providing feedback that could improve the of-

fering. Students may need to learn how to use 

new software and undergo training in digital 

literacy in order to maximize their experience 

of VSM. Finally, students are encouraged to ad-

vocate to their HEI for financial support or zero 

cost VSM opportunities. This could be done at 

departmental/faculty level or through the stu-

dents’ union or equivalent HEI-wide structure.

Many of the recommendations revolve around 

improving the provision of VSM and are target-

ed at faculty and International Office staff. 

Raising awareness about VSM e.g., through 

presentations, events, HEI websites and social 

media, and highlighting the cost and environ-

mental benefits of VSM in communications 

with students will increase visibility and take-

up of VSM. Faculty and staff should use their 

networks and positions to broker connections 

for VSM partnerships; this does not only have 

to be with other HEIs but could also include 

NGOs, international organizations, and gov-

ernments. For those new to developing VSM 

programs, recommendations include starting 

with a topic that will be of interest to many stu-

dents – an ‘easy win’ – working with a trusted 

partner and understanding that VSM partner-

ships, especially in their first iteration, need to 

be agile and may not require an MoU. Faculty 

and staff should be prepared to invest time in 

developing the VSM experience, especially the 

first time it is offered. Time should be dedicated 

to relationship management with partners and 

lines of communication should be kept open. 

Furthermore, it is important to think through 

equity considerations in partnerships, and en-

suring all partners have equal influence on the 

VSM program. 

Student selection procedures for VSM pro-

grams should be carefully considered: selec-

tion based on academics alone may not widen 

participation. In terms of course design and 

delivery, faculty and staff are advised not to 

try replicating a PSM experience. However, the 

adaptation of existing courses is possible, with 

suitable adjustments for the virtual format. Syn-

chronous and asynchronous activities should 

be combined; 6-7 hours of time difference 

seems to be the limit for synchronous meetups. 

It is useful add cultural and/or social activities 

to support student engagement, even if the 

VSM is primarily academic. Promoting interac-

tion can also be done with students working in 

mixed teams.  Faculty and staff should be open 

to feedback, introducing feedback loops and 

potentially making changes, even mid-pro-

gram. With regards to technology, it is advis-

able to work with the IT department and the 

VSM partner on technology choices, including 

selecting an LMS and ensuring that access to 

the LMS is streamlined for all students. Faculty 

and staff should be prepared to undergo train-
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ing in digital literacy. VSM does not have to last 

the whole semester and does not have to be 

the same model for all partner HEIs (e.g., credit 

vs non-credit-bearing).

For institutional leaders, demonstrating sup-

port for VSM is crucial. This can be done con-

cretely by incorporating VSM into the institu-

tional internationalization strategy as part of 

a suite of mobility options, symbolically by 

taking a forward-looking approach to student 

mobility that emphasizes the equity, environ-

mental and sustainability benefits of VSM, and 

through institution-wide communication with 

all stakeholders with information about VSM. 

HEI leaders should also use their position to 

extend institutional partnerships to incorpo-

rate VSM. Mobilizing resources for VSM at in-

stitutional level can be done through grants 

to faculty/staff who want to develop VSM as 

well as by recognizing initiative and innova-

tive practices e.g., with certificates/badges, 

awards, career development, and financial in-

centives. Incentives should also be used to cre-

ate/promote more diverse and inclusive VSM 

programs, that bring in underrepresented stu-

dents. 

To promote an innovative culture of technol-

ogy-supported lifelong learning alongside 

international exchange and cooperation, 

leaders could make some form of VSM man-

datory for all students. Innovation can also 

be fostered through course design and de-

velopment, which should include supporting 

training for VSM and virtual pedagogies and 

integrating digital literacy as a key skill devel-

opment for all HEI stakeholders. Many HEIs al-

ready have devices ready to loan if students do 

not have their own so no one is left out, and 

this is a model that should be extended. For 

newer HEIs, leaders are recommended to jump 

straight to the cutting edge of technology – 

there is no need to follow the model of older 

(Western) universities that have gone through 

gradual development of internationalization.

The most important role that governments 

and quality assurance (QA) agencies can 

play is to create a conducive policy environ-

ment to further develop VSM. To support bet-

ter planning, governments should count and 

monitor VSM data (as has been done for PSM) 

in partnership with international organizations 

such as UNESCO. They should update legisla-

tion to incorporate VSM as a credit-bearing/

recognized activity and, as applicable, ratify 

the Global and relevant Regional Convention 

on the Recognition of Qualifications. Govern-

ments should focus on implementing or ad-

justing regulations and funding mechanisms 

impacting VSM. This includes working with 

QA agencies to develop measures to evalu-

ate and assure quality in VSM and to set tar-

gets for VSM take-up. Working cooperatively 

through regional and international networks, 

QA agencies should build on their experience 

of adapting national QA measures to the nu-

ances of distance higher education during the 

pandemic by contributing to the creation of 

criteria and guidance to assure the quality of 

VSM in global perspective. QA agencies have 

an important role to play in reaching an inter-

national consensus on VSM.

Governments should offer seed funding to de-

velop VSM partnerships, fund training and oth-

er costs to support administrative or teaching 

efforts that accompany VSM, create new fund-

ing streams for VSM and/or integrate funding 

for VSM into existing funding for student mo-

bility. To support widened access to interna-

tionalization, there should be separate VSM 

funding and quotas for students who have 

been underrepresented in PSM e.g., those who 

are disabled, migrants and refugees. Govern-
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ments or national higher education agencies 

can act as partnership brokers to support the 

development of new cross-national VSM part-

nerships. Governments should encourage the 

adoption of digital literacy courses for stu-

dents and in higher education teacher train-

ing courses, also providing funding to support 

digital literacy training for students and facul-

ty. Using their own resources or in partnership 

with public/private sector providers, techno-

logical developments should include extend-

ing the availability of high-speed Internet, and 

funding devices and/or data packages for stu-

dents, especially those from under-represent-

ed groups.

International organizations can use their 

convening power to initiate global discus-

sions about the necessary measures to be-

gin collecting and monitoring VSM data from 

governments. They should set targets for VSM 

take-up, emphasizing access by under-repre-

sented groups and updating international and 

regional agreements, conventions, standards 

and other instruments on international higher 

education to incorporate VSM as credit-bear-

ing/recognized activity. They should redouble 

efforts to promote ratification and further de-

velopment of the Global and relevant Regional 

Conventions on the Recognition of Qualifica-

tions. With cross-national remits, international 

organizations can share emerging good policy 

practices on creating conducive environments 

for VSM integration and quality assurance. The 

United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 

17 (Partnerships for the Goals)13 offers a very 

suitable springboard for international organi-

zations to incentivize equitable VSM partner-

ships. International organizations should also 

tailor their support to prioritize HEIs operating 

13   https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal17

14   https://www.stevensinitiative.org/resources/ 

in less-developed regions that would need ex-

tra logistical or financial support.

The institutional level recommendations put 

forward here are well aligned to findings from 

other studies by organizations working in the 

realm of virtual exchange. Publications by the 

Stevens Initiative14 and the European Union 

through the Erasmus+ Virtual Exchange Hand-

book for International Relations Officers (Euro-

pean Union & EACEA, 2020) were particularly 

informative.

These recommendations assume that there is 

interest in developing VSM and build on the 

experiences of the case study HEIs that have al-

ready begun to implement VSM to show what 

the next steps could be. It is well understood 

that HEIs in different countries are subject to 

different contextual conditions that could af-

fect their ability to move forward with VSM 

(e.g., in relation to access to technology, inter-

net connectivity, credit recognition, ratification 

of Global/Regional Convention on the Recog-

nition of Qualifications), which is why the rec-

ommendations for those operating at national 

or international level should be taken cogni-

zant of the broader operating environments.

https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal17
https://www.stevensinitiative.org/resources/
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Table 4: Summary of Recommendations for Integrating VSM

Group Recommendations

Students •	Be open to trying VSM as an alternative or complement to PSM. 
•	Seek out VSM programs within your HEI; Ask for more virtual opportunities to have an international experience.
•	Be flexible, interested and engaged; provide feedback on the VSM program.
•	Be willing to learn to use new software and undergo training in digital literacy.
•	Advocate for financial support or free VSM opportunities for students at your HEI.

Faculty and 
International 
Office

•	Raise awareness about VSM e.g., through presentations, events, HEI websites and social media; Highlight the cost and environmental benefits of VSM in 
communications with students.

•	Broker connections for VSM partnerships; Look not only to other HEIs but also NGOs, international organizations, and governments as VSM delivery partners.
•	For a first VSM experience, consider starting with a topic that will be of interest to many students – an ‘easy win’.
•	Start VSM with a partner you trust e.g., someone you have taught/done research with before.
•	Dedicate time to relationship management with partners. Keep lines of communication open. Understand that VSM partnerships, especially in their first 

iteration, need to be agile and may not require an MoU.
•	Be prepared to invest time in developing the VSM experience, especially the first time it is offered.
•	Think through equity considerations in partnerships, ensuring all partners have equal influence on the VSM program.
•	Carefully consider selection procedures: selection based on academics alone may not widen participation.
•	Do not try to replicate a PSM experience. Adaptation of existing courses is possible, with suitable adjustments for the virtual format. 
•	Combine synchronous and asynchronous activities; 6-7 hours of time difference seems to be the limit for synchronous meetups; consider this when planning 

partnerships and activities.
•	Consider adding cultural and/or social activities to support student engagement, even if the VSM is primarily academic; Have students work in mixed teams 

that promote interaction. 
•	Introduce feedback loops and be open to making changes, even mid-program.
•	Work with IT department and VSM partner on technology choices, including selecting an LMS; Streamline LMS access for all students.
•	Undergo training in digital literacy.
•	VSM does not have to last the whole semester and does not have to be the same model for all partner HEIs (e.g., credit vs non-credit-bearing).

Institutional 
leaders

•	Incorporate VSM into institutional internationalization strategy as part of a suite of mobility options.
•	Take a forward-looking approach to student mobility. Focus on the equity, environmental, and sustainability benefits of VSM. 
•	Communicate with all stakeholders at the HEI with information about VSM (what already exists, how it could be developed). 
•	Extend institutional partnerships to incorporate VSM. 
•	Offer grants to faculty/staff who want to develop VSM; Recognize initiative and innovative practice in the form of certificates/badges, awards, career 

development, and financial incentives.
•	Incentivize faculty and staff to create/promote more diverse and inclusive VSM programs, bringing in underrepresented students.
•	Promote technology-supported lifelong learning by making some form of VSM mandatory for all students.
•	Foster a culture of innovation in course design and development; Support training for VSM and virtual pedagogies.
•	Integrate digital literacy as a key skill development for all HEI stakeholders.
•	Have devices ready to loan if students do not have their own, so no one is left out. 
•	For newer HEIs, jump straight to the cutting edge of technology – there is no need to follow the model of older (Western) universities that have gone 

through gradual development of internationalization.

Governments 
and quality 
assurance 
agencies

•	Count and monitor VSM data as has been done for PSM in partnership with international organizations such as UNESCO.
•	Update legislation to incorporate VSM as credit-bearing/recognized activity; ratify Global and Regional Conventions on the recognition of qualifications.
•	Develop measures to evaluate and assure quality in VSM; set targets for VSM take-up.
•	Contribute to creating criteria and guidance to assure the quality of VSM in global perspective; support an international consensus on VSM.
•	Offer seed funding to develop VSM partnerships; Fund training and other costs to support administrative or teaching efforts that accompany VSM.
•	Create new funding streams for VSM and/or integrate funding for VSM into existing funding for student mobility.
•	Commit separate VSM funding targeted at underrepresented students in PSM e.g., disabled, migrants and refugees; Initiate selection quotas for non-

traditional mobility participants.
•	Be a partnership broker.
•	Encourage adoption of digital literacy courses for students and in higher education teacher training courses; Fund and support digital literacy training for 

students and faculty.
•	Extend availability of high-speed Internet; Fund devices and/or data packages for students, especially those from under-represented groups.

International 
organizations

•	Initiate global discussions about necessary measures to begin collecting and monitor VSM data from governments.
•	Set/monitor targets for VSM take-up, emphasizing access by under-represented groups.
•	Update international/regional agreements to incorporate VSM as credit-bearing/recognized activity.
•	Redouble efforts regarding the Global and relevant Regional Conventions on recognition of qualifications.
•	Share emerging good policy practices on creating conducive environments for VSM integration and quality assurance.
•	Use SDG17 (Partnerships for the Goals)15 as a springboard to incentivize equitable VSM partnerships.
•	Tailor support to prioritize HEIs operating in less-developed regions that would need extra logistical or financial support.

15  https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal17

Source: UNESCO IESALC

https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal17
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7	 Conclusion: Towards a more 
inclusive understanding of 
student mobility 

Virtual forms of student mobility already exist and 
are recognized alongside physical mobility in the 
Global Convention on the Recognition of Quali-
fications. Some forms of VSM are highly devel-
oped, whereas others were kickstarted because 
of the restrictions on physical movement placed 
by the pandemic. The 14 case studies in the re-
port, which include 73 HEIs across 38 countries in 
all world regions, are truly remarkable examples 
of the kind of higher education people hope for: 
student-centered, flexible, and connected (UNE-
SCO IESALC, 2021b). In many instances, the VSM 
programs were up and running fast, despite the 
faculty and staff commitment required, and with 
minimal financial resources, simply so that stu-
dents did not lose out during the pandemic.

As the experiences of the 14 case studies have 
shown, VSM presents both opportunities and 
challenges. The main points from the cases can 
be summarized as follows:

	 Most VSM experiences happened because of 

the motivation of faculty/staff who developed 

and implemented them, and many would not 

have happened without the pandemic. All the 

HEI partnerships were already established 

before the pandemic.

	 Flexibility helps get VSM experiences imple-

mented. Many cases did not require an MoU to 

start or continue developing VSM. Flexibility ex-

tends to the format of the experiences – when 

they are scheduled, how they are organized, etc.

	 The cost of VSM is minimal compared to PSM 

but there is extra work for faculty/staff, at least 

the first time around. In most cases, students 

did not have to pay anything. The additional 

time expended is well spent when programs 

later continue or expand.

	 HEIs in the Global South tended to select stu-
dents based on higher academic performance 

as a reward/recognition for their achievements, 

but this may adversely affect the role that VSM 

can play in opening access to international op-

portunities. 

	 Most experiences were credit-bearing, and 

many included cross-cultural elements, 

demonstrating that intercultural exchange is 

entirely possible online. 

	 The pandemic has helped HEIs to be more 
open to VSM, but most do not think they 

would retain only a virtual modality once re-

strictions are lifted. 

The effects of the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic 

will be both short- and long-term. Even once bor-

ders re-open, the ongoing climate crisis radically 

heightens the need already identified by UNESCO 

for ‘urgent action, taken together… to change 

course and reimagine our futures’ (UNESCO, 2021). 

In the realm of student mobility, this report’s con-

tribution to changing course has been to make 

the case for virtual student mobility (VSM) as a 
key means through which higher education in-
ternationalization and student mobility to be 
reimagined in a post-pandemic landscape. 

VSM supports higher education internationaliza-

tion to be more inclusive and sustainable and to 

promote high quality education and skills devel-

opment. Through the Global and Regional Con-

ventions on the Recognition of Qualifications, 

UNESCO has created a platform to generate in-

ternational consensus about quality virtual 
student mobility and to ensure that credit or 
degree recognition are provided in a safe en-
vironment that protects students’ rights.

In sum, the findings from this report and the 

global landscape lead to the conclusion that the 

future of student mobility will combine phys-
ical international experiences with digitally 
driven virtual opportunities that reach a wider 

range of students and build greater cross-cultural 

awareness and skills.
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