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Foreword
How to make European citizens feel European? How to get them to experience Europe
so that they feel European? The visionary and very successful Erasmus programme is
one of the best answers to this question. It has enabled young European students to
experience Europe in the framework of their studies, while learning for their diploma,
without “losing” a year or a semester, since this time spent abroad could be recognised
as an equivalent by their home university.
Recognition. This key word has been a promise for young students that they could
study abroad and gain new experiences, in the very framework of their studies.
Almost 25 years after the creation of the programme, have all barriers to the academic
recognition of a stay abroad been removed? Is the promise of recognition kept for all
students? Is the Erasmus programme as successful as its popularity says?
For the second time, the Erasmus Student Network, dedicated to the quality of the
Erasmus programme and its improvement whenever possible, surveyed the Problems
of Recognition in Making Erasmus, with its project PRIME. The results of this second
study are presented in this booklet.
Many actors were involved to find these results. ESN thanks first of all the European
Commission for its great support throughout the year. We thank our PRIME
Coordinator, Justyna Pisera, who dedicated one year to this project, we thank the former
International Board of ESN and in particular Eva Ntovolou, the former ESN President.
We thank the PRIME team that supported Justyna throughout the different phases
of the project. All this work would not have been possible without the contribution
of the universities, the National Agencies and the international students, who filled in
our questionnaires and gave us the necessary data to conduct our survey. Many thanks
therefore to the disseminators of the project, our National Representatives, National
Coordinators and Local Coordinators.
We wish you an enjoyable reading. May all our recommendations find the right reader –
and find their way outside this booklet, to university offices, National Agencies offices –
and to the European Commission while preparing the framework of the Erasmus
programme for the years 2014-2020.

Enjoy the reading,

Tania Berman
President of the Erasmus Student Network 2011/2012
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Executive Summary
The Erasmus programme is one of the most successful initiatives of the European
Union. Since its creation in 1987 over 2.2 million of students were given the opportunity
to study abroad for a period of time. However, various studies and discussions among
students and Higher Education Institutions showed that the recognition of the courses
studied abroad is still one of the main obstacles. The first edition of the PRIME study
revealed that recognition of the studies abroad is given only to 66% of the students
and only 43% receive not only full recognition of the courses completed abroad, but
also do not need to undergo any examination upon return. In the second edition of the
study, 16 National Agencies, over 500 Higher Education Institutions and nearly 9000
students were surveyed.
The aim of the study was to investigate the work of National Agencies and practices at
different universities and faculties throughout Europe regarding: information provision
about Erasmus student exchange and other exchanges; course credit calculation and
usage of the European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS) at European
universities; negotiation and signing of the Learning Agreement; recognition of
courses studied abroad, the validity of the Learning Agreement in recognition, the
involved parties and common problems; systems of grade transfer and the division
and portability of Erasmus and additional grants.
According to the survey, the majority of the students receive the information about the
Learning Agreement and ECTS/credit system before the exchange. As for the grade
transfer, only 41.1% of the students receive the information before the exchange. Half of
the Erasmus students receive the information about the exchange student recognition
rights before the exchange and over 25% claim not to receive the information at all.
The Erasmus Student Charter, which should be given to all of the outgoing students,
is distributed in only 57.2% of the institutions. Faculty Erasmus Coordinators are
the most mentioned providers, followed by International Relations Offices and
Institutional Erasmus Coordinators. Individual consulting is seen as the most effective
form of information provision both by students and Higher Education Institutions.
Almost all Erasmus students sign a Learning Agreement, however only 73% manage
to complete the process of “collecting signatures” before the departure. Moreover,
changing the Learning Agreement after signing is a common practice (73% of the
students claim to have done that).
96% of the institutions surveyed are using the ECTS. 59% of the HEIs use them as the
only credit system, whereas 37% use them together with national credit system. 43% of
the HEIs calculate the ECTS credits according to the student’s workload.
Almost 20% of the students feel that during the recognition process their grades were
downgraded. It is also clear that there is no common and transparent procedure to
transfer the grades from host to home university. The universities use conversion
tables prepared by the institution or the faculty or professors or Erasmus coordinators
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convert them individually. Sometimes grades are not transferred at all and are not
recorded or are recorded as given by the host institution.
Over 96% of the students surveyed received the Erasmus grant. Moreover, 38% of the
students received additional financial support from other sources: regional or national
institutions, home and host institutions and private foundations. Despite that, in 10%
of the institutions, students, when going abroad, may lose the right to a grant they were
receiving in home institution before exchange.
The Erasmus Student Charter states that each Erasmus student is entitled to gain full
academic recognition for credits achieved during the study period. The concept of full
recognition is a subject of interpretation and the common definition is still missing,
but in PRIME study it is defined as a situation when “all the credits earned during
the exchange and that were originally present in the final version of the Learning
Agreement are recognised by home university without the need to take any further
courses or exams”.
The study showed that 73% of the students receive the full recognition of the credits
successfully gained abroad and previously included in the Learning Agreement. 24%
of the students receive only partial recognition for certain courses and almost 3% do
not get any of their credits recognised. Moreover, 21.6% of the students had to repeat
at least some (or in 3.6% all) of their courses and/or exams upon return, regardless
of receiving or not full recognition of their studies abroad. Even though PRIME 2010
showed that the situation is slowly improving (according to PRIME 2009 the full
recognition was given to 66% of the Erasmus students), a lot of progress still needs to
be made.
The recognition level varies among students of different study fields. Moreover, it was
shown that recognition is easier for students, whose study fields in the home and host
institution match. Provision of information about ECTS, grade transfer and recognition
rights, as well as not needing to change the Learning Agreement upon arrival also
results in better recognition. Students whose courses were recognised by the same
parties who signed the LA had a slightly higher level of recognition. Last but not least,
some evidence was found that students, who did need their professors approval before
their courses were accepted, had more problems with recognition.
Even though the study showed that over 1/3 of students still do not receive full
recognition, the problems they face do not affect their satisfaction with their exchange.
The level of the overall satisfaction of the academic exchange is almost not influenced
by the level of recognition obtained upon return.
The PRIME 2010 study identified six most common problems that Erasmus students
still face during the recognition process: incompatibility of study programmes,
problems with credit calculation, problems with grade transfer, bureaucratic issues
(the complicated procedures connected mainly to the Learning Agreement and lack
of communication with coordinators), attitude of certain professors who refuse to
recognise courses and insufficient information provision.
ESN believes that the improvement in the above mentioned issues is crucial to enable
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a better academic recognition for prospective Erasmus students and to ensure a
high quality exchange experience. Therefore, ESN recommends to the European
Commission, Higher Education Institutions and all other stakeholders the following:
•

There should be more binding bilateral agreements between the HEIs in which the
specific corresponding courses are defined beforehand.

•

Universities should allow more flexibility and freedom in European study
programmes. The development of “mobility windows” as an integrated part of the
curriculum is highly recommended.

•

ECTS should become the only credit system and the usage of different credits
systems should be avoided. In order to ensure the correct calculation and usage
of the ECTS system the HEIs should be encouraged to apply for the ECTS label.
However, in the situation when the institution is using a different system, precise
information about the credit transfer should be provided to students. The
conversion or transfer table from and/or to ECTS should be made accessible.

•

The procedure of the grade transfer should be more transparent. Institutions
should develop clear rules for the conversion of grades; information concerning
the conversion should be provided to students in advance. When possible, the
ECTS grading scale should be applied.

•

The course recognition procedure should be clarified. Common guidelines should
be developed on an international level and each institution should develop its
own credit recognition procedure on this basis. Special attention should be given
especially to the procedures of signing and changing the Learning Agreements.

•

Information about the rights and obligations concerning recognition should be
provided to students in advance. To increase the students’ awareness the provision
of Erasmus Student Charter to outgoing students by the home institution should be
increased. Also the host institutions should provide all the information, especially
about the course schedules and descriptions, to prospective students in time.

•

Home university professors should be provided with information and training
about the Erasmus programme and recognition. Their role in the whole procedure
should be clearly defined, so that no personal negotiations between professor and
student about the recognition of certain courses will take place.
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International exchange is indisputably an added value to a students’ curriculum.
It complements the academic knowledge gained with opportunities for personal
development and helps students to acquire skills needed for the job market. It is also
one of the major steps towards the creation of a common European Higher Education
Area. The conference of European Ministers responsible for Higher Education in the
Bologna countries in Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve in April 2009 identified mobility as
one of the key factors to improve the quality of Higher Education.
The European Union’s Erasmus programme has been the most successful initiative
of its kind, enabling up to 200.000 European students to live and study in another
country each year. The rights and obligations of exchange students are included in the
so called “Erasmus Student Charter” which has to be given to every student prior to
their departure for studying or working mobility. This document states that Erasmus
students have the right to obligatory Learning Agreements prior to departure, as well
as full recognition of their study courses abroad by their home Higher Education
Institution (HEI) upon return1.

1.1

Background of the project

The Erasmus Student Network (ESN) is one of the key student organisations dealing
with international student mobility in Higher Education in Europe. ESN was established
in 1989 with the aim to support the Erasmus student exchange programme under the
principle of “students helping students”. Nowadays, ESN sections are present in more
than 370 Higher Education Institutions in 35 European countries. Every year, ESN is
offering its services to more than 150.000 international students at an international,
national and local level. ESN works for the creation of a more mobile and flexible
education environment by supporting and developing student exchange at different
levels.
ESN has developed throughout the 20 years of its existence and has become a strong
voice for student mobility on the international level. It is a member of the European
Youth Forum2 and the EUCIS-LLL3 platform as well as a partner in several international
and mobility quality related projects.
Each year, ESN conducts a European-wide research project on the overall exchange
experience of students, covering both academic and non-academic topics. Annually,
8.000 to 12.000 students from all over Europe answer questions about their motivation,
learning experiences and cultural issues through the ESNSurvey.
The ESNSurveys from 2006 and 2007 both revealed
recognition of courses taken abroad. The “Trends V”
University Association showed that 47% of the
some students have problems with the recognition

several problems in the
report of the European
institutions admit that
of their credits gained

1 http://ec.europa.eu/education/archive/million/charter_en.pdf, [cited: 22.08.2011]
2 http://www.youthforum.org/
3 http://www.eucis-lll.eu/
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abroad. Moreover, no significant decrease has been observed since 20034.
In the Communiqué from the Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve conference in 2009 the
course recognition, legal and financial issues were named as the main obstacles for
student mobility5.
The discussion about the above mentioned issues, conducted by ESN with the European
Commission, partner student organisations and other stakeholders has shown that
more thorough investigation into the topic is necessary. Therefore, the Erasmus
Student Network (ESN) decided to initiate the “PRIME - Problems of Recognition
In Making Erasmus“ project – the first research project focused on the recognition
of studies abroad, led by volunteers. PRIME aims to identify the main problems of
recognition from students’ and universities’ perspectives in order to provide possible
solutions. In the first edition of the PRIME study in 2009 the accordance of procedures
regarding information provision, signing the Learning Agreement and recognising the
credits acquired at the host university and Student Charters was investigated. The
research revealed that full recognition is given only to slightly more than 66% of the
Erasmus students. Moreover, it identified the common obstacles students face in the
recognition process. The results have shown that several challenges remain; hence
further investigation on the topic was needed. PRIME 2010 is a follow-up of this study.
In order to fully comprehend the current report ESN suggests to the reader to read the
report of PRIME 2009 which can be found on the website of ESN6.

1.2

Aims of the study

The objectives of PRIME 2010 are all closely linked to the goal of improving the quality
of the study abroad experience for Erasmus students, thus promoting and increasing
learning mobility. The study aims to draw the attention of stakeholders to ongoing
problems and obstacles students face in the process of recognition and to provide them
with good practices and possible solutions.
The research, combining the advantages of qualitative and quantitative research
methods, carried out among National Agencies, Higher Education Institutions and
students, and based on the experience and results of the PRIME 2009 study, aims
to provide the reader with a complex overview of the process of recognition in the
European Higher Education Area. By investigating the most commonly used practices
at different universities and faculties in Europe, the study analysed:
•

Information provision at the home and host institutions;

•

The negotiation and signing of the Learning Agreement and involved parties;

•

ECTS usage and its impact on recognition;

4 “Trends V: Universities Shaping the European Higher Education Area”, European University
Association, http://www.eua.be/Publications.aspx, [cited:22.08.2011]
5 Bologna Process Stocktaking Report 2009, http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/hogeronderwijs/
bologna/conference/documents/Stocktaking_report_2009_FINAL.pdf , [cited:22.08.2011]
6 http://www.esn.org/sites/default/files/PRIME%20Booklet%20WEB_0.pdf, [cited: 22.08.
2011]
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•

Grading systems, transfer and conversion of grades;

•

Erasmus and additional grants, tuition fees and the portability of grants.

The analysis presented in the report constitutes a valuable source of information for
universities on the situation and procedures regarding recognition in other HEIs.
ESN believes that the results of the study will contribute to an increase of quality and
accessibility of exchange programmes for prospective students in accordance with the
aims of the European Commission and will constitute a valuable input into the future
of the Erasmus programme after 2013.

1.3

Basic information about the Erasmus programme and
the European Higher Education Area

Erasmus Programme
The Erasmus programme (European Regional Action Scheme for the Mobility of
University Students) was established in 1987. It is a flagship initiative of the European
Commission, which enables students to study and work abroad in one of the 34
participating countries for a certain period of time (from 3 months to one year). It
forms an important part of the European Union’s Lifelong Learning Programme (LLP).
By mid-2010 over 2.2 million students had participated in the Erasmus exchange
following courses at one of more than 4.000 HEIs in Europe.
Erasmus student mobility is open to all students studying in a participating country
and enrolled for at least the second year of studies at their home institution. In
order to participate in the Erasmus student mobility, a student should first contact
the international office of the home institution. The office should then provide the
student with information about possible host institutions, the selection procedure and
financial support. Students taking part in the programme may be eligible for grants to
cover part of the additional costs for living abroad and travelling. Tuition fees at the
host university are waived. In addition, students with special needs, such as physical
disabilities, may get extra funds to help them cover additional expenses related to their
stay abroad7.
Apart from the students, mobility opportunities offered by the Erasmus programme
are also dedicated to professors and universities’ staff.. Within the frame of the
programme, also activities supporting mobility and Erasmus Intensive Language
Courses, where students get the possibility to improve their language skills at the host
university, are supported.

7

http://ec.europa.eu/education/erasmus/doc1051_en.htm, [cited:22.08.2011]
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European Higher Education Area
The creation of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) based on international
cooperation and academic exchange that is attractive to European students and staff
as well as to students and staff from other parts of the world, was the principal goal
of the Bologna Process8. The Bologna declaration, the basis of the whole process, was
signed in 1999 by 29 European ministers of education during their meeting in Bologna.
Nowadays, the process unites 47 countries, each of them freely committing themselves
to taking necessary steps towards reforming their own Higher Education System9. In
order to facilitate recognition of degrees and study achievements; a clear system of
accreditation, the European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS) has
been introduced to replace various local systems10.
The Bologna process aimed to provide the following common solutions in all the
participating countries:
•

The adoption of a common framework of readable and comparable degrees;

•

The introduction of a three-level system of undergraduate/graduate/doctorate
levels in all countries, with first degrees no shorter than 3 years;

•

ECTS-compatible credit systems also covering lifelong learning activities;

•

A European dimension in quality assurance, with comparable criteria and
methods;

•

The elimination of remaining obstacles to the free mobility of students and
teachers11.

Between 1999-2010, all efforts of the Bologna Process members were targeted at
creating a European Higher Education Area. The European Higher Education Area
became a reality together with the tenth anniversary of the launch of Bologna Process,
during the Budapest-Vienna Ministerial Conference12. The current decade is dedicated
to consolidating the EHEA, in accordance with the objectives of the Education and
Training 2020 and Europe 2020 programmes.

8 http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/hogeronderwijs/bologna/about/, [cited:22.08.2011]
9 Ibidem.
10 The Bologna declaration: an explanation, http://www.bmwf.gv.at/fileadmin/user_upload/
europa/bologna/Bologna_explanation.pdf., [cited:22.08.2011]
11 Ibidem.
12 http://www.ehea.info/, [cited:22.08.2011]
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2.1

Methodology

The Prime 2010 study aims to identify on-going problems in the process of the
recognition of Erasmus students´ courses. The objective of the study is to find their
determining sources and factors. Subsequently, the research aims to map good
practices and provide possible solutions.
For this purpose ESN decided to develop separate questionnaires: one for students and
one for Higher Education Institutions, as well as an in-depth interview with National
Agencies. The questionnaires and interviews were designed by the PRIME Research
Team, consisting of Eren Dicle, Julia Fellinger, Luyedan Huang, Igor Kalinic, Justyna
Pisera, Julia Trawinska and Edona Vinca. This team was joined by Madara Apsalone
in the second stage of the project, when the detailed analysis of the collected data was
performed.
The questionnaires, which can be found in the appendix, could be filled in online on the
project website www.prime.esn.org, from February until April 2011.

2.1.1

Questionnaire for students

Between February and April 2011, 8908 students shared their opinions and experiences
on their recognition process, Learning Agreements, ECTS, grade transfer and grants
and tuition fees, as well as the respective channels of information provision, by filling
in the online questionnaire provided on the project website.
Local ESN sections, National Agencies and numerous International Relations Offices
across Europe were the main promoters of the student questionnaire. E-mails,
promotion on websites and through social media were the main channels used to reach
former exchange students.
The PRIME Research Team analysed the obtained data using various statistical
methods which are described in the respective chapters of this report.

2.1.2

Questionnaire for Higher Education Institutions

The PRIME university questionnaire was designed for the staff of Higher Education
Institutions working in the field of mobility, such as International Relations Officers
or Erasmus Coordinators. The sample size of Higher Education Institutions was
determined by the efforts of PRIME local and national coordinators, and the PRIME
Research Team, as well as the support from the National Agencies. The questionnaire
was promoted online on websites and via e-mails.
By considering aspects missing in the PRIME 2009 survey, the 2010 version sought
to complete the picture by adding questions on ’Grants and tuition fees’ and ’Grade
transfer’. Apart from that, the questionnaire covered information provision, recognition
procedures, procedures of negotiating and signing the Learning Agreement and the
usage and calculation of ECTS.
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2.1.3

Interview with National Agencies

The aim of this part of the research was to increase the projects’ coverage by
understanding how the recognition process is managed at the national level. In
16 countries, PRIME national coordinators contacted and interviewed key people
in the National Agencies. The interviewers followed provided questionnaires but
were also allowed to ask for more details. The information obtained varied across
different interviews depending on the availability of the informants. When possible,
the interviews were recorded, verbatim transcribed and, if necessary, translated into
English.
At the beginning of the interview, the interviewers explained the project and asked
for the permission to record. The interviews started with general questions about the
NA and its work, and then focused on five topics: Information provision to HEIs and
the monitoring of the recognition process, Learning Agreements and the connected
problems, adoption of ECTS and ECTS labels, Funding and grant portability, as well as
problems with recognition and room for improvement. The interviews were conducted
between February and May 2011.

2.2

Description of data

2.2.1

Student level

Thanks to the effort of the whole network and the support of many National Agencies
and universities across Europe, PRIME is based on data collected from 8908 students.
PRIME 2010 focuses primarily on Erasmus exchange students, who represent the great
majority of responses (96.4%). Many of the non-Erasmus respondents participated in
other European initiatives such as Campus Europae, CEEPUS or Basileus. The Research
Team decided to exclude non-Erasmus students from further analysis and therefore all
the data presented in the report is representative only for students studying abroad
under the framework of the Erasmus programme.
Students from 48 countries participated in the online survey. However, given the small
number of respondents from several countries, Figure 1 presents only 27 countries
representing 99% of the sample population.
Similarly to the general Erasmus statistics, only a few countries had a balanced sample
of incoming and outgoing students. United Kingdom, Sweden, Denmark, Norway,
France and Germany had significantly more incoming students, while Poland, Greece,
Lithuania, Switzerland and Latvia – significantly more outgoing students.
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Figure 1: Outgoing and incoming Erasmus students per country (n=8515)

Slightly more than half of all exchange students go abroad during their undergraduate
or bachelor studies. Almost 40% spend a semester of their graduate or master studies
on exchange. 4.6% of the exchange students follow a one cycle degree and less than 1%
are postgraduate or PhD students.
Regarding the fields of studies of exchange students, it becomes apparent that students
of engineering, business and economics go abroad most often. Together, they make
up almost 30% of all exchange students. Foreign languages, law and political sciences
account for a further 10% of the students. The remaining 60% are spread among
55.46%
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4.56%
Undergraduate/
bachelor studies
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master studies

Once cycle
degree

0.9%
Postgraduate/
PhD studies

Figure 2: Erasmus exchange students by type of degree (in % of the students, n=8485)
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Figure 3: Field of studies at the home institution (in % of the students, n=8480)
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various other fields of study, such as architecture, computing, medicine or biology.
At their host university, 18.7% of the respondents were enrolled in a different field of
study than at their home university.
Regarding the time spent abroad, a majority of the students – 60.2% - went abroad for
1 semester. 37.8% spent a whole academic year abroad or stayed even longer and 2% of
the respondents stayed for less than 3 months in the foreign country.

Less than one semester
2%
Two semesters
38%
One semester
60%

Figure 4:Time spent abroad (in % of the students, n=8432)
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2.2.2

Institution / Faculty level

In total, 502 respondents from 31 different countries participated in the institutional
sections of the PRIME survey. According to the data, 79.5%, or 400 respondents
shared information on the university level, and the remaining 20.4% participated as
faculties or departments. The number of Higher Education Institutions participating
in the survey varied among the countries. The biggest numbers of respondents come
from France (11.5%), Turkey (9%), Poland (8%) and Italy (7%).
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Figure 5: Number of surveyed institution per country (n=400)

In some cases, the answers given remained at the faculty or departmental level.
Here, answers came mostly from Poland (18.6%), Spain and Slovenia (9.8% each).
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Figure 6: Number of surveyed faculties per country (n=102)

Participating HEI’s were asked about the number of enrolled students in the academic
year 2009/2010. The number of students varies from a few hundred to several
thousand. HEIs were also asked about their outgoing students: more students go on
exchange in the winter than in the summer semester (59% and 41%, respectively).
Universities participating in the PRIME survey have, on average, 22 outgoing students
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in the winter semester and 15 in the summer semester. Comparing to the overall
number of enrolled students in the surveyed institutions, we see that the participation
rates differ significantly. The percentage of students going on exchange varies from
0.01% to 87.9% of all students.

2.2.3

National Agencies level

The National Agencies (NAs) are the link between the European Commission and
Higher Education Institutions. Regarding the Erasmus programme, agencies are
responsible for promotion and implementation at national level and therefore are
familiar with the relevant issues and organisation. They are present in the 34 European
countries.
In total, 16 National Agencies from Austria, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece,
Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden and
Switzerland were interviewed (see Table 1). In almost all cases, the interviews were
conducted with people in high positions (e.g. coordinators, directors) of the Erasmus
programme at the national level. In all NAs, the number of people working on the
Erasmus Programme is limited, and people often share their time among several
projects. The internal structure of the units in charge of the Erasmus programme
differs among participating countries. Sometimes they work in collaboration with
other units and share the same personnel.
The number of recognised HEIs varies across the countries in accordance with their
population (see Table 1). The number of HEIs that signed the Erasmus University
Charter as a percentage of the total number of HEIs in a country varies between 16.8%
(Switzerland) and 100% (Greece, Finland); generally the values are above 65%.
Table 1:
Country

National Agencies participating in the PRIME study
Total number
of HEIs in
the country

Total number
of HEIs with
signed EUC*

Interview with (position)

People working
on Erasmus
in the NA

Austria

79

72

Head of Area of Erasmus in the
Austrian Agency for International Cooperation in Education
and
Research and Assistant Chairman in the National Agency

5 + 1 part time

Estonia

33

24

Coordinator of the Erasmus programme

2 + 1 part time

Finland

42

42

Programme Manager,
Higher Education Cooperation/Erasmus
Senior Programme Advisor
(Bologna Process Monitoring, ECTS label)

6
(some parttime)

France

N/A

N/A

Responsible for Development

11
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Country

Total number
of HEIs in
the country

Total number
of HEIs with
signed EUC*

Interview with (position)

Germany

377

330

Director of the National
Agency (Deutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst)

24

Greece

42

42

Coordinator of the
Erasmus Action

5 + 1 shared°

Hungary

70

53

Erasmus Coordinator

3 + 2 part time

Latvia

57

41

Head of division

4

Lithuania

48

45

Head of Higher Education Programmes Unit

n/a

Poland

461

302

Head of the unit dealing
with programmes: Erasmus,
Erasmus Mundus, Tempus, Bologna Experts

6–7

Portugal

109

78

Erasmus and Leonardo
da Vinci coordinator

4 + 1 shared^

Romania

81

74

Erasmus Department Coordinator

4 + 1 part time

Slovenia

90

51

Erasmus Mobility Coordinator

3

Spain

2530

1064

Erasmus Unit Director

10

Sweden

46

41

Erasmus Desk Officer

3 + 1 part time

Switzerland’

172

29

Programme Director

3

100%

88%

80%
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60%
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Figure 7: HEIs, who signed the Erasmus University Charter as a percentage of the total HEIs in a country (in %)

* EUC = Erasmus University Charter
^ One person that works for the financial department and is also involved in other projects
’ The National Agency (NA) of Switzerland was set up in January 2011, since Switzerland only
became an official member of the Life Long Learning programme in 2011. However, the Erasmus
programme had already been established in this country. Before the NA was set up and until now,
a committee of members of international and mobility offices takes care of the administration.
Swiss universities have a high independence regarding rules and regulations.
° One person also currently works on the Bologna process.
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2.3

Research limits

The PRIME surveys were designed to gain insight into the procedures concerning the
international exchange programmes in higher education, recognition of courses taken
abroad and problems occurring during the process. The research focused only on the
Erasmus programme, and the sample of other exchange students was not sufficient to
draw any conclusions regarding the respective programmes. Given the data gained,
delimitations on the conclusions have to be made.
We believe that the data of 8586 Erasmus students and 500 universities and faculties
is representative of European student and Higher Education Institution’s general
population. The view of National Agencies was expressed in interviews of 16 of them
(out of 34). At the same time there can be a bias as:
1.

The most active students and universities could have been more willing to respond
to the questionnaires. HEIs with a very low level of recognition could have been
more reluctant to promote the student survey amongst their outgoing students;

2.

All European HEIs and students had the possibility to take part in the survey;
however at HEIs with an ESN section, students were more likely to participate
since they were better informed about the project and strongly encouraged to take
part in it;

3.

All questionnaires were in English, perhaps resulting in a lower participation of
countries where English is less spoken and understood;

4.

The validity of the research data depends on the NAs, HEIs and students. The
analysis assumes that the numbers and facts provided by the respondents
are accurate and corresponding to reality. Nevertheless, some discrepancies
in opinions of students and universities might have resulted from inaccurate
responses, rather than from principally different views.
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Facts and figures
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This chapter of the PRIME 2010 report provides the reader with the descriptive
statistical analysis of the collected data. The information gathered is presented in five
sub-sections corresponding to the units of the survey: Information provision, Learning
Agreement, ECTS and recognition, Grade transfer and Erasmus grants, portability of grants
and tuition fees. In each section the information gathered from the students, Higher
Education Institutions and National Agencies on the respective topic is presented.
The aim of the chapter is to depict an overview of the current situation concerning
different factors determining the recognition of studies abroad. This description allows
further investigation into the topic as well as identification of the main problems and
solutions ensuring better course recognition.

3.1

Information provision

Information provision is a major determining factor in the process of recognition.
Sufficient and duly provision of information about the Erasmus exchange, students’
rights and obligations raise the level of awareness and quality of the experience abroad.
In the PRIME 2010 research, students were asked questions about when they received
theinformation, what was its form and who were the providers of guidance as well
asthe nature of their evaluation of the effectiveness of these sources of information. It
is very important that the students are provided with accurate information about the
whole exchange process before they embark on their Erasmus exchange. Therefore,
the PRIME study investigated also the information procedures from the HEIs point of
view. To complete the picture, the study among NAs looked into the process of provision
of information about the Erasmus programme and the recognition procedure Higher
Education Institutions follow.
Home institutions prove to be, in general, a better source of information for students
than host institutions: 61% of the students claim they received information about the
Learning Agreement from their home institution. The home institution also provides
information about grade transfer, ECTS and exchange students recognition rights
more often than host institutions. Host institutions provide students mainly with
information about Learning Agreements and ECTS (37% and 49% respectively),
but they seem to be less effective in providing information about grade transfer and
exchange students recognition rights.
Learning Agreement 61%
ECTS system/credit system at
47%
the host and home university

By home institution

3%

31%

4%

18%

Grade transfer 56%
Exchange students
44%
recognition rights
0%

7% 30%

15%
12%
20%

40%

By host institution

20%

23%
60%

By both institutions

9%
22%

80%

100%
None

Figure 8: Institutions providing information to students (in % of the students, n=8586)
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Higher Education Institutions were asked about the parties involved in the provision
of information about Erasmus to their outgoing students. The study has shown that
there are several providers of information. However, in the majority of the HEIs
the most common information providers are the International Relations
Offices (79.3%). Faculty Erasmus Coordinators also play a major role in
informing the students about the Erasmus programme (65.8%), as do
former exchange students (66%).
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0

79.3%
66%

65.8%
47.9%
33.4%

33.4%
21.9%
10.1%
1.4%

International
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Office

Former
exchange
students

Faculty
Institutional
Erasmus
Erasmus
Coordinator Coordinator

ESN

Professors

Study
Dean/head
Special
programme
of the
recognition
director / department committee
advisor

60% Figure 9: Information providers for Erasmus students in Higher Education Institutions
(in % of the HEIs, n=502, multiple answers possible)

Students were asked for the parties involved in the information provision about
Learning Agreement, ECTS/credit transfer system, grade transfer and exchange
student recognition rights. The study clearly revealed that Faculty Erasmus
Coordinators are the main providers of information about all the topics,
followed by International Relations Offices.
Around 20% of the students claim that Institutional Erasmus Coordinators
are their main source of information; however their provision of
information about the Learning Agreement is slightly better than the
information on other topics (26%). Former exchange students are a source
of information mainly about the Learning Agreement (17%), and much less often
about exchange students’ recognition rights (8%). Study programme directors or
advisors, professors and heads of departments provide information mainly about
LA, ECTS and grades, whereas they inform a smaller percentage of the students
about their recognition rights. This proportion is reversed when it comes to student
associations, such as ESN: even though they are seen as a source of information
for only a small percentage of students, they are slightly more often pointed out
as a provider of information about recognition rights than about other topics.
This analysis shows that the providers of information are seen differently by HEIs and
students. In general, the HEIs believe the parties are involved more often in information
provision to students. The information is given out by most of the parties, but students
do not always receive it. In conclusion, the HEI should take into consideration the
effectiveness of the provision of information by the engaged parties, so that it will reach
all of the targeted students
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Figure 10: Sources of information (in % of the students, n=8686)

The study revealed that the time of provision of information to students varies
depending on the type of information. This becomes clearly visible in Figure 11.
It is very important that students are provided with accurate and effective
information about the Learning Agreement, as it is one of the bases of
the exchange process. According to the survey, the provision of information about
the Learning Agreement is good. The vast majority of the students receive
Learning Agreement 91.2%

7.8%

ECTS system/credit system at 75.8%
the host and home university

18.7%

Grade transfer 41.1%
Exchange students
49.9%
recognition rights
0%
Before my exchange

19.5%

30.7%
17.4%

20%

40%

During my exchange

3.2%
8.6%

7.2% 25.5%

60%
After my exchange

80%

100%
Never

Figure 11:Time when students received information (in % of the students, n=8536)
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information about the Learning Agreement before their exchange (91%),
less than one percent say that they were only informed about the Learning Agreement
after the exchange or not at all.
Another important issue of the exchange process is the ECTS system and its calculation.
Most of the respondents are provided with information about ECTS.
Only 2.3% say that they never received any information on this topic. However, the
percentage of the students who received information about ECTS before
their exchange is significantly smaller than that of students who received
information about the Learning Agreement (75.8%).
This number is even lower when it comes to information about grade transfer. Less
than half of the respondents say that they received information about the
grade transfer before their exchange and almost 9% of them never received any
information about this topic.
The level of information provision concerning recognition rights is far from being
satisfying. Only half of the respondents said that they received this kind of information
before their exchange. Furthermore, 25.5% of the respondents said that they
never received any information about their rights as exchange students.

Apart from the parties who provide students with information about LA, ECTS, grade
transfer and recognition rights, students and institutions were also asked about the
form of information provision. The study shows that institutions use a variety of means
to provide information to students.
Almost all HEIs use webpages (93.4%), the majority of the HEIs also
provide students with information by individual consulting (83.3%) or
by handing out brochures, booklets or flyers (72%). Student associations and
social networking services are used by less than half of the surveyed HEIs (33.4% and
21.1% respectively).
Students use the above mentioned means of provision of information
to different extent. Webpages are the most commonly used form of
information provision, used by 98% of the students. They are followed by
individual consulting, newsletters and emails (all used by 88% of the students).
Brochures, booklets, flyers and posters were used by 77% of the students, social
networks and student associations, such as ESN, by 65% and 61% respectively.
We can see that these two last forms of information provision are more popular among
student than HEIs, the latter use them rather rarely. Students are also more reluctant
to reach other means of information - 43% of them use also other forms of information
provision.
With these two figures, some differences in the perception of the effectiveness of
different forms of information provision between HEIs and students appear. HEIs
understood correctly that the two most efficient forms of information for students
are webpages and individual consulting. Both sets of data underline how effective a
source of information they constitute for students and how important HEIs consider
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Figure 12: Usage and evaluation of forms of information provision (in % of the HEIs, n=502)
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Figure 13: Usage and evaluation of different forms of information provision (in % of the students, n=8586)

them. Almost half of the HEIs (45.6%) also say that they find meetings and seminars
a very effective form of information provision. However, it is not considered equally
effective by students. It means the quality of these meetings still do not reach students’
expectations. The students associations, such as ESN and social networking services
(for example Facebook) are evaluated as most helpful and effective more often by
students than HEIs. In general, electronic information is clearly preferred
by students. HEIs tend to value more traditional forms of information
provision, as booklets, brochures, flyers or posters.
Each outgoing student, once they have signed a Learning Agreement with their home
institution, should be given the Erasmus Student Charter, a document containing all
of the exchange students’ rights and obligations. However, according to this study, only
slightly more than half of the HEIs provide students with this Charter (57.2%).
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Furthermore, only 19% of the HEIs provide the students with the Erasmus University
Charter, a document that all students should be given the possibility to get familiar
with13. Moreover, only 31% of the HEIs say that they provided the students with
conversion tables for grades and credits.
The role of each National Agency is to provide information and training about the
Erasmus programme and recognition to HEIs and to ensure the correct application
of the procedures. The PRIME interviews with National Agencies clearly showed that
there is no standardised procedure of provision of information about
the Erasmus programme to HEIs. Most NAs provide the information about the
recognition process to HEIs by forwarding the Erasmus University Charter and a
guide; however, a number of HEIs noticed that this is not enough. Many HEIs request
clarification and highlight a big interest in the ECTS transfer system. Therefore, one
third of the NAs organise meetings on the topic: open conferences and highly specialised
workshops. The latter are considered to be the most effective, as the participation is
limited to the operative staff, leaving out authorities of the institutions and presidents
of departments. A few NAs also organise on the spot visits, translate the official guide,
and have a very detailed contract with several annexes.
NAs ensure that the Erasmus University Charter is respected through a
number of standard procedures: desk monitoring, monitoring visits and
annual HEIs reports. Monitoring visits are one of their preferred tools. They focus
on collecting information on qualitative aspects of the programme management; they
are used to support the beneficiary as well as to gather and to disseminate examples
of best practices. During the visits, NAs usually monitor a randomly chosen number
of HEIs, therefore there is no systematic control over all HEIs. In Germany, the NA
is implementing Internet monitoring to check HEI websites for adequate visibility of
the Erasmus programme or check the documentation of randomly chosen students in
several HEIs. HEIs reports tend to be a self-evaluation document and therefore it is
hard to control if the reported information is correct. One of the main problems is well
expressed by the Estonian NA: “The National Agency cannot prescribe how exactly
the recognition needs to be done as the subjects as well as the contents vary and it
13 The Erasmus University Charter (EUC) provides the general framework for all the European
cooperation activities, which a higher education institution may carry out within the Erasmus
programme. Awarded by the European Commission following a call for proposals, the Charter
sets out the fundamental principles and the minimum requirements with which the higher education institution must comply when implementing its Erasmus activities.

32 Facts and figures

is up to each HEI to decide whether the subjects coincide and thus the credits can be
transferred. It could be up to ministries or other higher institutions to bring more
clarifications to this matter.”
Most of the NAs state that the Erasmus Student Charter is part of the contract signed by
the student and they do not perform further controls as to if the students have actually
been provided with it by their HEI. However, it can usually be downloaded from the
NAs’ website. Sometimes it is also checked during the monitoring visits; nevertheless,
as many coordinators in HEIs have been in their profession for a long period and they
are believed to be trustworthy, no specific control is done.
The NAs also monitor the recognition process in HEIs during the monitoring visits
by checking a limited number of randomly selected Learning Agreements. In some
countries, monitoring visits are also accompanied by a Bologna expert to put even
more emphasis on the topic. Nevertheless, many NAs underlined that monitoring is
difficult to implement, since the NA does not have legal powers over the institutions
and there is a lack of effective sanctions.

3.2

Learning Agreement

A Learning Agreement is a negotiated agreement between the Erasmus student and
their home and host institution. It indicates, prior to the study period, which modules
a student will be studying during his or her exchange and how many ECTS will be
allocated to those components14. It is an informal document that, according to the
Erasmus Student Charter, each student should receive. Once signed, the Learning
Agreement can be changed during the study period, but the modifications need to be
accepted again by all three parties. After the end of the exchange, the host institution
provides the student as well as the home university with a Transcript of Records, a
document showing which of the courses from the Learning Agreement were attended
and successfully completed by the student. Recognition of all those modules as an
integral part of students’ curricula is an obligation for the home institution, guaranteed
by the Erasmus University Charter15.
Even though the Learning Agreement is supposed to be signed prior
to departure, only 73.2% of the Erasmus students actually do so. 22.6%
signed the LA during their exchange period and 1.4% only after returning from their
exchange. 2% did not remember. Very few respondents claimed that they didn’t sign a
Learning Agreement at all (0.9%). When asked for the reasons why they did not sign
a LA (only 40 students replied to this question), it turns out that most people actually
signed it, but they made changes (43%). Others state that they did not have enough
information on the courses before going on exchange (15%), and some underline that
their professors at the home or host university were not available to sign it (12.5%).

14 Frequently Asked Questions: Erasmus Programme, how does it work?, http://europa.eu/
rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=MEMO/06/466&format=HTML&aged=1&language=
EN&guiLanguage=en [cited:22.08.2011]
15 Ibidem.
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LA not signed
Don't remember
After exchange 0.9%
2.0%
1.4%
During exchange
22.6%

Before exchange
73.2%
Figure 15: Time of signing the Learning Agreement (in % of the students, n=8475)

The European Commission provides an official, recommended form of the Learning
Agreement to simplify the entire process of the recognition (see appendix G). In most
of the interviewed countries, the use of the official form of LA is mandatory; in others,
it is recommended by the National Agency and the form is sent to the HEIs. In the
latter case, some HEIs change the format or include additional information according
to their needs. The German NA considers that: “Standardised Learning Agreement
is a solid basis for later academic recognition of studies abroad, as all contractual
partners need to be involved in the negotiation process”. The wide use of the official
form of LA is confirmed by HEIs. According to the answers from surveyed institutions,
the majority of respondents (87%) did use the provided form, whereas only 13% used
a different form.
No
13%

Yes
87%

No
58%

Yes
42%

Figure 16: Use of the official form of the Learning
Figure 17: Use of any other forms of documents signed
Agreement provided by European Commission
by the students together with the Learning
(in % of the HEIs, n=502)
Agreement (in % of the HEIs, n=491)

Even if the official form of the Learning Agreement should be enough, in almost half of
the surveyed institutions (42%), students had to sign additional forms or documents
prepared by their universities.
Sometimes, after signing the Learning Agreement, it is not possible for a student to hold
on to what was agreed on. Almost 75% of the Erasmus students make changes
to their Learning Agreements, a number which shows that this procedure is
common among exchange students.
The main reasons for changes are personal choice (almost 60%) followed
by a lack of availability of the previously selected courses (51%). For 16%
of the respondents the host university requested changes, and 12% say they had to
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25%

Yes
75%
Figure 18: Students making changes to their Learning Agreement (in % of the students, n=8491)
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requested some changes
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Figure 19: Reasons for changing the Learning Agreement (in % of the students, n=6287, multiple answers possible)

change the LA after extending their stay abroad. Among other reasons for changing the
LA (0.3%), respondents mainly say that courses were overlapping and had to be chosen
differently.
Also the PRIME respondents from HEIs were asked to estimate what percentage of the
students from their institutions make changes after the agreement has been signed.
The research shows that in half of the responding institutions, the majority (61% or
more) of the exchange students needed to make some changes to their LA after it had
been officially signed. Almost 3% of the HEIs indicated that all of their students made
changes to the LA and 31% said the changes are provided by less than 20% of their
outgoing students.
Respondents were then asked to estimate the reason why, in their opinion, students
change their Learning Agreements. According to the institutions the most
frequent (35.8%) reason for making changes in the LA is that the chosen
courses are not available in the host university after arriving. 22.7% of the
respondents think that the next most frequent reason is that the host universities
are not providing any course schedule before the exchange and the third (21%) most
frequent reason is of students’ own ideas of changing the agreement. It is reported as
100%
81% to 99%

3%
14.9%
19.6%

61% to 80%
41% to 60%

16%

20% to 40%

15.6%

30.9%
less than 20%
80%
0%
5%
10%
15%
20%
25%
30%
35%
Figure 20: Estimated percentage of the students who make changes to the Learning Agreement in HEIs
(in % of the HEIs, n=469)
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Figure 21: Reasons why student change their Learning Agreements (in % of the HEIs, n=463)

a rare occasion (8.2%) when the host university requests a change in the LA. Another
7.3% comes from the extension of studies.
Comparing the answers of these two groups, it appears that the most frequent
reason for changing the LA is that the chosen courses are not available in the host
university after arriving. Both parties are well aware of the problem. This common
knowledge should be a first step to put efforts into resolving this main issue. At the
same time, HEIs reported as a rare occasion (8.2%) when the host university requests
a change in the LA, whereas 16% of the students underlined that the host university
requested changes. These differences in numbers might be due to the differences in the
respondents and where they come from/ did their exchange.
According to the NAs, the main problem in the use of LAs is that the information
about courses is not always available and accessible before the actual arrival of the
student at the host institution. As a consequence, the students are forced to change LAs
and update them during the semester. Several National Agencies also point out that
students are unable to complete the Learning Agreement before departure, because
the process of collection of information is often very long. The French NA describes
the problem: “It is very difficult to have all three signatures enough time before the
mobility takes place. Even if the contract signature is well planned, there are very
often last minute modifications, because for example one course is not anymore
available, or is reserved for one kind of student. Students are not sure that they can
participate to courses they agreed on in the Learning Agreement”. Other problems
are caused by rigid study programmes, which give no room for mobility. A conservative
approach of some academic teachers is also an obstacle.
It is crucial that the parties who sign the Learning Agreement are in a position to make
such commitments. Therefore, students were asked about the parties involved in
making the choice on courses included in their final version of the Learning Agreement.
Almost half of the respondents state that they could freely choose the
courses written down in their LAs. For almost one third also the Faculties’
Erasmus Coordinators had a say on the content, and for another 15% the study
programme directors influenced their choice. Institutional Erasmus Coordinators and
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Figure 22: Parties deciding on the choice of courses in the Learning Agreement
(in % of the students, n=8586, multiple answers possible)

professors were named by 10% of the respondents. Deans, the host universities and
International Relations Offices seem to play a smaller role, being named by less than
10%.
Also the Higher Education Institutions were asked about the parties involved in the
decision of courses in the Learning Agreement and the number of ECTS credits the
student has to gain abroad.
The Faculty Erasmus Coordinators are the most involved actors in the
choice on the minimum number of credits and choice of courses(41.8%
and 50.4% respectively). Then the answers do not show regularity. Respondents
claim that the second and third decisive parties about course list are study programme
director/advisor (31.1%) and dean/head of the department (23.3%). Regarding the
final decision on the minimum number of credits to gain, respondents say that, after
the Faculty Erasmus Coordinator, the Institutional Erasmus Coordinator (30.1%)
and study programme director/advisor (25.1%) make the final call. It is interesting to
notice that only 9.6% of the institutions answered students can decide for themselves
which courses they will include it the Learning Agreement.
41.8%

Faculty Erasmus Coordinator
25.1%

Study programme director/advisor
19.3%

Dean / Head of the department
Institutional Erasmus Coordinator
Host institution
Professors
International Relations Office
Special recognition committee
0%
decision on courses

23.3%

21.5%
7.5%
8.8%
10.8%
9.2%
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50.4%

31.1%
30.1%

17.9%
15.7%
17.9%

10%
20%
decision on credits

30%

40%

50%

60%

Figure 23: Parties involved in the decision on choice of courses and a minimum number of credits
(in % of the HEIs, n=466, multiple answers possible)
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The problems regarding LAs are discussed between National Agencies and Higher
Education Institutions in training events and national conferences. In most of the
countries, the correct use of the LA is checked on a limited number of cases during the
monitoring visits to HEIs. Usually the NAs offer phone or email assistance; in Germany,
an e-mail forum enables HEIs to contact the entire network of Erasmus coordinators
for questions concerning best practices. The Swedish NA provides coordinators at
HEIs with an Erasmus Administrative Handbook.
In general, the NAs consider the existing form of the LA as good. If they see the
problems, they are rather in the implementation. More than half of the interviewed
Agencies did not provide suggestions for the improvements of the official LA. Three of
the sixteen interviewed NAs suggest that some of the bureaucratic issues can be solved
by an on-line version of a LA that could be signed electronically by the student, home
and host university. The Polish and Greek NAs recommend preparing a “recognition
sheet” alongside the LA, specifying which courses at the home HEI are replaced by
courses at the host HEI. Moreover, the NAs recommend signing LAs before arrival or
at the latest during the first month of staying abroad.
In general, NAs put limited effort into ensuring the correct application of LAs,
considering it a standardised procedure that does not cause major problems in
recognition. In fact, according to the Swedish NA: “One of the major difficulties to
get the Erasmus process work ideal is the shifting of the coordinators who tend not
to stay for this position for a longer period of time. This is problematic since there
are several regulations within the Erasmus programme that are difficult to learn,
the programme requires continuity and experience as well as the time to keep being
updated”.

3.3

ECTS and recognition

The European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS) is a tool meant to
guarantee the comparability of course achievements and various existing grading
scales throughout the European Higher Education Area. ECTS is widely adopted by
European universities, which should facilitate the recognition of studies during an
exchange abroad and in this way encourage student mobility.
Most of the NAs point out that it is the HEIs’ responsibility to ensure the correct use of
ECTS. The Austrian NA stated: “The Austrian National Agency has no responsibility
and can just give suggestions. We monitor the overall progress, but hardly have to
take corrective actions.”
Usually, the NAs provide HEIs with the ECTS Users’ Guide and disseminate
information with the support of Bologna experts. In order to encourage German HEIs
to establish a solid recognition process, their National Agency awarded a prize for best
practice recognition to three German HEIs in 2010. A limited number of NAs check the
correct application of ECTS during monitoring visits to a number of randomly chosen
students.
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The situation regarding the implementation of ECTS varies considerably across
different countries. While in some countries all HEIs have already adopted the ECTS,
in others the process has not yet been completed and in few the integration of ECTS
to the national level is still being implemented. NAs point out that sometimes the
home institutions translate the credits from the host credit system (not from ECTS)
into the home credit system because they do not trust that the host universities use
ECTS correctly. In some cases, professors associate ECTS to the Bologna process. As
they are, for ideological reasons, hostile to this process, they are also not in favour
of the implementation of the credit system. Besides, in some countries there are still
problems in allocating the number of ECTS to each course according to the workload
and not to the importance of the course or prestige of the professor.
As a result, over 96% of the HEIs claim that they use this system. However, according
to this research, only 59% of the HEIs indicate that they use ECTS as the only
credit system whereas 37% of the HEIs use ECTS parallel to their own
national credit system. Results show also that only 4% of the institutions do not
use the ECTS credit system at all.
ECTS are not used
4%
Together with national
credit system
37%
As the only
credit system
59%
Figure 24: Usage of the ECTS in European Higher Education Institutions (in % of the HEIs, n=502)

The use of ECTS is common also in the Learning Agreements of the Erasmus students.
Among all the 8586 Erasmus students investigated, this study shows that the vast
majority (92.7%) of them used ECTS in their Learning Agreements.
Participating HEI’s which do not use the ECTS credit system were asked about the
system of conversion of foreign study courses. According to the respondents, the
majority of the universities use their own grade scales for converting
foreign courses (69.3%). The second most popular method is the
conversion of foreign study courses individually by professors (24%). The
No
7.3%

Yes
92.7%
Figure 25: Usage of ECTS credits in Learning Agreement (in % of the students, n=8586)
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Figure 26: Use of conversion methods to convert foreign study courses (in % of the HEIs, n=127)
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rest of the HEIs (7.8%) use other methods for conversion, e.g. individual conversion by
departmental coordinators.

HEIs which use ECTS were asked about the method of credit calculation. Usually there
are two different approaches to ECTS allocation and calculation. The first one is based
on the workload of a course. The workload indicates the average time students need
to complete all the learning activities related to the outcomes e.g. lectures, writing
papers or examinations16. The second approach is based on the type of course and
its components. Instead of calculating individually the workload for each course, the
number of credits is standardised by the Higher Education Institution and allocated to
each type of course and component.
43% of the HEIs using ECTS base their credit calculation on the workload
only. The same rate applies to HEI’s which use a combination of both systems (workload
and type of course). 13% of the universities base their ECTS calculation on the
type of course, e.g. lectures, seminars etc. The remaining 1% of the HEIs use
their own methods for calculating ECTS credits e.g. grade tables.
Others
1%

According to both workload
and type of course
43%

According to workload
43%

According to type of course
13%
Figure 27: Calculation of the ECTS (in % of the HEIs, n=474)

According to the ECTS Users’ Guide, students should earn around 60 ECTS during one
academic year. The same document states that “the workload of a student should range
between 1500 to 1800 hours per academic year”. Therefore, one ECTS credit should
represent between 25 to 30 hours of work.
In 71.2% of the participating HEIs, ECTS correspond to the recommended amount of
workload. In 29.4% of the HEIs one ECTS credit equals 25 hours of work, in 19.3% of
the HEIs one ECTS credit equals 30 hours of work. Other universities use calculation
systems, where one ECTS equals 27 hours (10.1%), 28 hours (7.7%), 26 hours of work
(5%) or 29 (0.3%). However, a significant percentage of surveyed Higher Education
Institutions (28.8%) use hours of work outside of the suggested range, e.g. one hour
16

PRIME Report 2009 , Erasmus Student Network, p.29.
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Figure 28: Hours of workload equal to 1 ECTS credit (in % of the HEIs, n=337)

of work equalling one ECTS credit. Differences may be due to Higher Education
Institutions and countries understanding the amount of expected workload for a
whole study programme in different ways. For example, in one of the institutions an
undergraduate student should attend 1380 hours of courses in each academic year.
This shows that the harmonisation of the ECTS in all EHEA is still not completed and
further efforts towards unification needs to be taken.

ECTS Label
In order to promote the concept of ECTS and its correct implementation in European
universities, the European Commission launched the ECTS label. The ECTS label is
awarded to institutions which apply ECTS properly in all first and second cycle degree
programmes. The label is supposed to raise the profile of the institution as a transparent
and reliable partner in European and international cooperation.
The criteria for institutions to obtain the label are the use of ECTS credits and provision
of a Course Catalogue in English, samples of Learning Agreements, Transcripts of
Records and proofs of academic recognition17. The label is awarded by the European
Commission (DG Education and Culture) only to those Higher Education Institutions
that demonstrate excellence in applying the European Credit Transfer System.
Although the interest in the ECTS label is quite high in serveral countries, an extremely
limited number of HEIs apply and obtain it. The reason for this is mainly the complicated
and time-consuming process. In addition, the stipulation to provide all the documents
in English is a barrier for several HEIs. The situation is well summarised in the words
of the Greek NA:“[The interest of HEIs in getting the ECTS label] is not very big or,
let’s say, it’s not big enough to make them ameliorate their procedures and go with
quicker steps in the direction of ECTS. There are institutions that have it in mind
“ok someday we will get the ECTS label“ but it’s not such a big incentive in order to
provoke big changes. It has a pedagogical, educational meaning but it’s not a very
big impetus for them do it now. It’s not that they are indifferent but it’s not their
priority.”
There is also a vicious circle: the adoption of the ECTS label is more complicated and
time-consuming for big and well known HEIs than for smaller ones. Smaller HEIs get
the impression that bigger HEIs do not consider the label important and therefore
do not apply themselves. The result is an overall slowing down of the application
procedure. The Finnish NA reports:“Those who have acquired the label (couple in
17

http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/doc/ects/key_en.pdf
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Finland) have claimed the process to be more valuable than the actual label. It is
during the process that most work has been done.”
Notwithstanding, NAs consider the ECTS label a valid tool for better recognition and
a useful instrument to attract foreign students. The possession of the label raises
the profile of the institution as a transparent and reliable partner in the
European and international cooperation. Therefore, NAs keep promoting
the label, mainly through conferences and workshops. They also propose several
improvements which could increase the number of applicants. The Polish NA suggests
granting the label at faculty/department level and not to entire HEIs; the German and
Spanish NAs propose to combine the label with prize money or other forms of benefits.
In the PRIME study, HEIs were asked about the possession of an ECTS label. 30% of
the surveyed institutions claimed they were awarded by the European Commission,
whereas 70% of the HEIs answered that they do not have an ECTS label. However, a
deeper analysis made by the PRIME Team, showed that these results are not liable.
It became evident that the majority of institutions claiming to have a label
do not actually own one. Most of these institutions assumed that using
ECTS credits means that they have an ECTS Label. This clearly shows that the
concept is not well known yet, and that more information about the label, its
application procedure and possible benefits for the institutions should be
provided to HEIs.

Credit recognition process
One of the study’s main aims is to investigate the number of students who get full
recognition. The following part of the chapter aims to focus on the recognition process
of credits that students gained abroad, to determine which parties are actively involved
in these processes at the different stages, from the decision on courses in the Learning
Agreement to their recognition upon return, level of recognition and differences in
understanding the whole concept by European HEIs.
It is necessary to say that the definition of full recognition varies from institution

All courses and all exams are recognised
without further requirements from the
home university

59%
71.9%

All courses and all exams are recognised
even if the student is required to
attend some additional classes

11.2%

All courses and all exams are recognised
even if the student is required to
take some extra exams.

10.6%

Other

6.3%
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Figure 29: Definition of full recognition0,0%
by HEIs0,1%
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to institution. Therefore, HEIs were firstly asked about their understanding of the
concept of full recognition.
A majority of participating Higher Education Institutions define full recognition
as “recognition of all exams and courses a student gained abroad without further
requirements from the home university” (71.9%). On the other hand, 11.2% of the
institutions define full recognition as “all courses and all exams are recognised even if
the student is required to attend some additional classes” and 10.6% as “recognition
of all courses and all exams even if the student is required to take some extra exams”.
6.3% of the HEIs use different definitions.
A study among Erasmus students showed that for a large number of them,
the number of ECTS gained during their exchange abroad differs from the
one agreed in the Learning Agreement. For the purpose of the research, full
recognition of the courses gained abroad, considering this phenomenon, is defined as
a situation in which:
1.

the number of ECTS recognised is equal to the number of ECTS earned abroad, or

2.

the number of ECTS recognised is equal to the ECTS claimed in the LA.

73.1% of the Erasmus students achieved full recognition. Among them, a small
amount of respondents (5.9%) claimed to have more than full recognition, having
more ECTS recognised than those earned during their exchange or agreed in their LA
– it applies mainly to the latter situation. Sometimes students decide to participate in
more courses than previously agreed in the LA and upon return their home institution
recognises them on the basis of Transcript of Records. More than half of the students
(54.7%) had all the ECTS of their LA recognised, while another 12.6% had all the ECTS
earned abroad recognised.
No recognition
3%

More than full recognition
5.9%

Partial recognition, less ECTS
recognised than earned abroad
or in the LA
23.9%
Full recognition, only all the ECTS
earned abroad recognised
12.6%

Full recognition, only all the ECTS
in the LA recognised
54.7%

Figure 30: Recognition of courses (in % of the students, n=8380)

Subsequently, HEIs were also asked to estimate the percentage of their outgoing
exchange students receiving full recognition, according to the chosen definition. Only
40% of the HEIs claim to grant full recognition to all their outgoing exchange students.
This shows the level of full recognition considered by HEIs themselves is even lower
(60% comparing to 73% of the students). The difference may be explained by the
different sizes of the institutions and number of their outgoing students. 34% of the
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Figure 31: Percentage of students receiving full recognition according to HEIs (in % of the HEIs, n=471)

universities grant full recognition to 81% - 99% of the outgoing exchange students.
16% of the universities grant full recognition to 61% - 80% of the students, 5% of the
universities to 41% -60% of the outgoing exchange students. 2% of the universities said
they only grant full recognition to less than 20% of their outgoing exchange students.
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Figure 32: Forms of credit recognition (in % of the students, n=8586)

Among the various forms of credit recognition ’Recognition as a mandatory major
subject’, ’Recognition as a free elective’ and ’Recognition as a mandatory minor
subject’ are the most common options of credit recognition awarded to students, with a
percentage of 43.9%, 40.5% and 30.7% respectively. However, relatively fewer credits
are recognised as a ’whole period without course specification’ (12.3%) and ’master/
bachelor thesis or project’ (9.5%).
In order to gain further knowledge about the decision-making in the process of
recognition, students were asked to name all parties involved in the recognition of
courses studied abroad upon return. For 37.5% of the Erasmus students, Faculty
Erasmus Coordinators play a role in course recognition upon return.
Other parties, including the study programme director/ advisor, dean/ head of the
department, Institutional Erasmus Coordinator as well as professors and International
Relations Officers, are also involved in the recognition process: they were all mentioned
by between 15 and 20% of the students. The existence of a special recognition
committee was mentioned by 6.6% of the students. Another fact worth mentioning is
that 9.7% of all Erasmus students claim that they didn’t know the parties involved in
the recognition process. This underlines the fact that information provided
about the recognition process is either not sufficient or not effective.
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Figure 33: Parties involved in the recognition of courses studied abroad upon return
(in % of the students, n=8586, multiple answers possible)

According to the Erasmus students, professors play an important role in the whole
process, even though they are not responsible for the final recognition of courses.
Figure 34 reveals the extent to which professors’ approval before the actual recognition
of courses is necessary. Slightly more than half (51.4%) of the students claim that they
need to have at least some of their courses approved by professors before recognition,
among which 37.6% report that the necessity of approval in advance applied to all the
courses. However, another 37.6% of the respondents did not have to get such approval
at all. 11.1% did not know about the procedure.
For further insight into the reasons for failing to achieve full recognition, Erasmus
students were asked to name the main problems of recognition they faced. As
mentioned before, more than 25% of the Erasmus students failed to gain full
recognition (with 23.9% gaining partial recognition and 3.0% no recognition at all).
Figure 35 represents the most common obstacles to recognition according to Erasmus
students. The fact that the content (or parts of the content) of courses
was not accepted is most frequently named (11.9%). 9.6% of the students
I do not know
11.1%

Yes, for all courses
37.6%

No
37.6%

Yes, for some courses
13.7%

Figure 34: Necessity of professors' approval before courses recognition (in % of the students, n=8586)
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Figure 35: Main problems in recognition of courses (in % of the students, n=8586)

encountered problems with credit calculation. 7.4% of the students complained
that the lack of recognition was due to their professor(s)’s disapproval. Another 7.4%
state that the courses had not been included in the final version of their LA. In other
cases, recognition is still in process (4.6%). 3.9% of the students faced bureaucratic
issues and 7.4% of the students surveyed didn’t know the reasons for not receiving full
recognition.
The lack of acceptance for the content of the course is listed as the main reason for nonrecognition also by Higher Education Institutions. One fifth of the HEIs also said that
they refused the recognition if the course was not previously included in the Learning
Agreement. 19% said that students fail to provide the necessary documents. 17% said
that it was a professor who did not give the approval for the course. Problems with
credit calculation may also result in the lack of recognition of the students courses, as
10% of the HEIs say so.
27.6%

Content or part of courses was not accepted
The courses were not included in the
final version of the Learning Agreement
The student did not provide the necessary documents

20.6%
18.8%

The professor did not give his approval
Problems with credit calculation

16.9%
10.1%

I don't know
6%
0%
5%
Figure 36: Main problems in recognition of courses (in % of the HEIs, n=502)10%

15%

20%

25%

Retaking classes
In order to get further insight into students’ understanding of recognition and extra
efforts to achieve recognition, Erasmus students were asked whether they needed to
retake courses or exams after their exchange. According to the study, a significant
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number, some 21.6% of the students have to repeat some or all of their
courses and/or exams upon return from exchange. Comparing these numbers
with the information about the level of recognition, we see that almost 11% of the
students, who received full recognition of their ECTS credits gained abroad, needed to
pass some exams or repeat entire courses anyhow (1.5% claimed they had to repeat all
of their exams and courses). Moreover, 9.1% of the students with partial recognition of
foreign courses and 1.8% of the students without recognition also needed to repeat at
least some of the courses or exams.
No recognition 1.3%

0.3% 0.3%

Partial recognition 14.9%

1.2%
4.7%

3.5%

Full recognition 62.2%
0%

6.8%
20%
None

Less40%
than 50%

60% than 50% 80% All
More

0.9%
2.6%
100%

Figure 37: Course(s) and exam(s) to retake upon return (in % of the students, n=8380)

Erasmus students were asked to list the reasons for retaking course(s) or
exam(s) before receiving recognition. Home university’s refusal to course
recognition (12.3%) proved to be the most common reason according to
the responses from students, while professors’ requests to undergo examination is
described as another motive (8.9%). 4.2% of the respondents retook their course(s)
and exam(s) voluntarily in order to get better grades. In 4.0% of the cases, the reason
why students had to retake exams/classes was because they spent too short time
abroad.This means that they returned earlier than estimated or expected to their home
city. Failed exams was also regarded as one of the reasons (2.3%), while lack of ECTS
credits or equivalent was mentioned by 1.2% of the students.

Home university didn’t
recognise some course(s)

12.3%

Professor(s) requested to undergo
examination despite recognition
by home university

8.9%
4.2%

I was not satisfied with grade(s)
Too little time spent abroad/
I came back earlier than the
estimated exchange time

4.0%
2.3%

Failed exams
Lack of ECTS credits or equivalent

1.2%

0%
3%
6%
9%
Figure 38: Main reasons for retaking course(s) or exam(s) (in % of the students, n=8586)
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Some Erasmus students had their ECTS recognised at the cost of prolonging their
studies and postponing their graduation. The students were also asked whether they
needed to prolong their studies at home universities in order to achieve recognition.
The majority of Erasmus students (77.0%) didn’t need to prolong their studies at the
home university, and did or will graduate in due time. However, a meaningful 10.9%
have to prolong their studies and have their graduation delayed for recognition.
Another unaffordable 12.0% of the respondents claim that they don’t know whether
they have to prolong their studies at present.
I don't know yet
12%

Yes
12.9%

No
77%
Figure 39: Necessity to prolong studies at home universities for recognition (in % of the students, n=8586)

Despite the wide usage of ECTS and the full recognition received by the majority of
Erasmus students surveyed, difficulties in recognition remain a problem for many
Erasmus students. Apart from the difficulties for recognition of courses studied abroad,
many students are required to retake some courses and exams, or even prolong their
studies and delay their graduation in order to have their ECTS recognised.
According to the ECTS Users’ Guide, the parties involved in signing Learning
Agreements should be authorised to recognise courses upon return. According to the
collected data, 45.7% of the HEIs state that their Faculty Erasmus Coordinators are
responsible for the recognition procedure, followed by study programme directors
and advisors with 31%, deans/ heads of departments with 26.5%, special recognition
committees with 20%, Institutional Erasmus Coordinators with 24.9%, International
Relations Offices with 16% and professors with 15.3%.
An analysis was carried out in order to see whether the parties in charge of recognising
the courses correspond to the ones taking decisions on the choice of courses in the
Learning Agreement: in 63.2% of the cases these parties match. The study shows
that Faculty Erasmus Coordinators take the most active role in both the
45.7%

Faculty Erasmus Coordinators
31%

Study programme director/advisor
26.5%

Dean/Head of the department

24.9%

Institutional Erasmus Coordinator
20%

Special recognition committee

16.3%

International Relations Office

15.3%

Professors
Other

0.9%

0% recognition
10%
20% n=502, multiple
30% answers40%
Figure 40: Parties involved in the courses
(in % of the HEIs,
possible)
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Figure 41: Parties involved in taking decision on courses in the Learning Agreement and credit recognition upon
return (in % of the HEIs, n=490, multiple answers possible)

decision on the choice of courses in the LA and the decision on recognition
with respectively 50.4% and 45.7%. As for the other parties, they are more often
involved in the process of course recognition, even if they do not interfere with the
students’ choice of courses in the Learning Agreement.
The National Agency has a supporting role in the process of recognition. It should
monitor the process and provide support and guidance, if necessary. Therefore, in
this study the NAs were asked about the principle problems in recognition and their
suggestion for improvement. According to NAs, the principal problems of
Erasmus course recognition lie in the approach of professors and students.
Certain professors do not trust in the foreign partner and the quality of the
education offered; in some cases, HEIs require students to get the approval by home
lecturers for already completed courses upon return. It is also the case that certain
students do not fulfill the LA properly. Other problems, revealed only by a
limited number of NAs, are the incompatibility of study programmes, grade
transfer, and mandatory subjects. Regarding mandatory subjects, they can be
very different and it might become necessary to recognise them as optional subjects.
Nevertheless, NAs do not come across recognition problems very often and therefore,
generally, are not involved in solving the problems. One of the possible reasons is
that students are not aware of the possibility to appeal to NAs in case of
problems and also don’t know how the procedure works. Considering the
limited number of complaints, not all NAs have a specific procedure to implement
when detecting a recognition problem. Some involve Bologna experts or students
associations (e.g. ESN). In extremely limited numbers of cases, NAs have received
complaints from the students (less than 10 per country per year) and in those cases the
agency mainly takes the role of intermediary referee, helping to look up all the issues
that might affect recognition. The Slovenian NA states:“We mostly work with HEIs
which tell us how is the situation of recognition from their point of view which is
quite different from the student’s point of view. We find surveys [...] very interesting
because we can get the students perspective of recognition process.”
NAs suggest a number of actions to raise the level of recognition. Starting from the
most frequently mentioned, the actions can be grouped under: communication,
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cooperation, responsibility and timing (see Table 2).
1.

The communication has to be improved. HEIs should inform students
better about the procedures and about their rights and duties; students
should demand to change the approach in all European HEIs from teachercentred to student-centred. In addition, HEIs should provide teachers with
more information about the recognition process and the Erasmus programme in
general. A greater involvement of the teachers in the programme would
give them a better understanding and trust in the programme. They
would understand better the role they are playing in the recognition process and
its success, teachers should also participate more in mobility programmes, so that
they can get to know their partners better.

2.

Cooperation has to be reinforced. HEIs should develop bilateral agreements,
which they both can trust. They should determine before the signing of the
agreement how the courses offered correspond. According to the Finish NA,
the “Double Degree method”, when courses are pre-agreed and therefore prerecognised beforehand, can serve as a good example to develop a better recognition
method for other HEIs.

3.

The responsibility division should be clear. NAs underlines that HEIs
often have no clear definition of the responsibilities of each involved person.
There is as well too many parties involved in different stages of the process.
Having a well identified person in charge of the recognition process would ease
the communication among HEIs, students and NAs. The Greek NA provides a
practical solution: “In each department there should be one person. Let’s say
a departmental coordinator should have the power to put the courses in the
Learning Agreement and sign it and then just make an ’automatic’ movement
after the return of the student if everything has been completed successfully and
give the order to the competent authority to recognise. For us [NA] the key issue
is that in every department there is one person who has this authority.”

4.

The LA should be signed before the student’s departure for their
stay abroad. NAs noticed that when the LA is signed before going abroad,
the recognition process faced less problems. Nevertheless, in order to make
it systematically possible, NAs suggest to integrate the mobility period well
in the curricula and to harmonise or standardise the processes regarding the
responsibility for concluding LAs, reviewing agreed performance and credit
transfer.

Table 2 Actions suggested by National Agencies to raise the level of recognition

Group

Action

Communication

HEIs should inform the students better about the procedures and about
their rights and duties
HEIs should provide teachers with more information about
the recognition process and the Erasmus programme

Cooperation

HEIs should develop bilateral agreements, which they both can trust
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Group

Action

Responsibility

HEIS should identify a unique responsible of the
programme at the department or faculty level

Timing

LAs should be signed before students’ departures

In conclusion, NAs consider mobility as an important part of the future European
educational system. They identified the recognition process as a crucial part of the
Erasmus programme. They are willing to improve this process. At the same time, they
are mostly waiting for guidelines from the European level- including more information
on the changes in the Erasmus programme in the post-2013 perspective.

3.4

Grade transfer

This part of the PRIME study aims to investigate the grade transfer procedures at
European universities. HEIs were asked about the information provision on their
grade transfer system, its timing, the parties involved and the actual credit transfer: the
responsible parties and systems used for the conversion of grades. The PRIME 2010
study took also a deeper insight into the grade transfer from the student’s perspective,
investigating conversion of foreign grades and their recognition.
According to participating Higher Education Institutions, a majority of institutions
inform their incoming (76%) and outgoing students (79%) about grade transfer.
No
24%

No
21%

Yes
76%

Yes
79%

Figure 42: Provision of information on grade transfer to Figure 43: Provision of information on grade transfer to
outgoing students (in % of the HEIs, n=495)
incoming students (in % of the HEIs, n=492)

International Relations Offices (52.1%) are the most active providers of information
about grade transfers. They are followed by Faculty Erasmus Coordinators (47.2%) and
Institutional Erasmus Coordinators (45.3%). Deans/ heads of departments (17.3%),
52.1%

International Relations Office
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Faculty Erasmus Coordinator

45.3%

Institutional Erasmus Coordinator
17.3%
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6.6%

Professors

6.6%

Special recognition committee
Student organisations, e.g. ESN

2.4%

60%
0% on grade
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Figure 44: Parties providing the information
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HEIs, n=468)
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Figure 45:Time of information provision on grade transfer by HEIs (in % of the HEIs, n=468)

80%

study programme directors/advisors (11.10%), professors (6.6%), special recognition
committees (6.6%), and student organisations, such as ESN (2.4%) play a smaller role
in this kind of information provision.
Timely information provision is seen as an important factor determining the quality of
grade transfer. According to the answers, a majority of Higher Education Institutions
(74%) give information to students before the exchange. 11% of the students are
provided with information during and 15% only after their exchange.
The PRIME research shows that there is no common trend in the method of conversion
of grades. 32.1% of the Higher Education Institutions use conversion tables
created by their own institution. 16.3% of the departments or faculties use their own
conversion tables. Moreover, grade conversion is done individually by Faculty Erasmus
Coordinators (14.2%). 13.9% of the HEIs do not record grades but only credits, whereas
8.6% of the HEIs do not convert grades at all. Less frequently, HEIs create conversion tables
for particular exchange programmes (3.9%). Also Institutional Erasmus Coordinators
(2.9%) and professors (2.7%) sometimes play a role in defining grade conversion.
32.1%

Conversion table created by the instution
16.4%

Conversion table created by department/faculty

14.3%

Individually by Faculty Erasmus Coordinators
Grades are not recorded, only credits
Grades are not converted and are recorded
as given by host institution
Conversion table created for the programme

13.9%
8.6%
4.0%

Individually by Institutional Erasmus Coordinator

2.9%

Individually by professors

2.7%

Other

5.0%

0%
5%10%
15%
20%
Figure 46: Conversion of grades in Higher Education Institutions (in % of the HEIs, n=476)

25%

30%

Faculty Erasmus Coordinators (26.9%) are most often involved in finalising the grade
transfer for outgoing students. They are followed by special recognition committees
(13.4%) and study programme directors and advisors (13.1%). In 12.2% of the cases,
Institutional Erasmus Coordinators are involved in the process of finalising grade
transfers.
Due to these different grading systems around Europe, grade transfer remains an
obstacle to student exchange. Results of survey among students show that even
though 42% of the respondents think that on average their grades stayed the same
after conversion, 20% feel that they have been downgraded. 15% think they were
upgraded and a still big group of 16% does not know.
Almost 10% of the students decide not to have their results recognised at their home
institution as a result of negative grade transfer. However, 66% do not do so and 24.6%
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Figure 47: Parties involved in finalising the grade transfer of outgoing students (in % of the HEIs, n=464)
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Figure 48: Students' personal evaluation of grade conversion Figure 49: Decision not to have courses
after their exchange (in % of the students, n=8475)
recognised as a result of the grade
transfer (in % of the students, n=8475)

are not able to decide on this. Of the 9% of the respondents who did not have their
courses recognised due to grade transfer, only 30% state that they felt that their grade
average was downgraded.

3.5

Erasmus grants, portability of grants and tuition fees

In order to be accessible for many, the Erasmus programme offers the students the
possibility to receive the grant, which will cover partly the costs of living and studying
abroad. The allocation of grants to students is the home institutions’ responsibility.
NAs consider that Erasmus grants are used correctly at HEIs. The
procedure is strict and well regulated. Some NAs monitor the correct use of
money through monitoring reports, others during the monitoring visits on a limited
number of randomly selected HEIs.
In the PRIME study, HEIs were asked how many of their outgoing students are awarded
by the Erasmus grant. The research shows that in almost 70% of the universities
all students receive the grant, in 20.4% of the students grant is provided to 81%99% of the students. In 5.9% grant is received by 61%-80% of the students, in 3.2% by
between 41% and 60% of the students and in 0.6% by 20%-40%. Only in 1.4% of the
universities grant is provided to less than 20% of the students.
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Figure 50: Percentage of the outgoing students who receive the Erasmus Grant (in % of the HEIs, n=486)

However, when we look at the answers provided by students, we see that the situation,
when an outgoing student does not receive a grant, is very rare. 96.3% of the
Erasmus students say that they received an Erasmus grant.
There are different moments when Erasmus grants are provided to students. The
most comfortable for students is to receive the entire grant before the exchange.
Unfortunately it is still rare. Only slightly less than 50% of the students receive
at least part of the grant prior to departure. The most common situation
is provision partially before the exchange and the rest later (35%), than
partially during the exchange and rest later (24%). Some students receive their entire
grant before the exchange (20%) or during the exchange (20%). Only 1% of the students
receive the grant after the exchange.
Before the exchange
Partially before the exchange
and the rest later
During the exchange
Partially during the exchange
and rest later
After the exchange
0%

19.6%
34.7%
20.2%
24%
1.4%
5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

Figure 51:Time when the Erasmus grant is provided to the students (in % of the HEIs, n=495)

The research shows that only 15.45 % of the universities always provide
students who prolong the exchange with an additional Erasmus grant. In
73% of the institutions, students that prolonged their exchange period got an additional
Erasmus grant if the budget allowed HEI to do so. 11.9% of the universities claimed
that they do not provide any additional grant.
In some institutions, when students came back from their Erasmus exchange, they
had to pay back part or their entire Erasmus grant. According to the NAs, students
are required to pay back the Erasmus grant if they leave the host HEI earlier without
a valid reason (e.g. illness). In case the student does not achieve the level of academic
Yes, always
Yes, ıf there is enough funding

15.5%
73%

No
12%
0%
50%
100% 1501% 200% 250% 300% 350% 400%
Figure 52: Provision of additional Erasmus grant to the students who prolong the exchange (in % of the HEIs, n=485)
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Figure 53: Cases when students are required to pay back their Erasmus grant
40%
(in % of the HEIs, n=423, multiple answers possible)

60%

70%

80%

performance as stated in the study programme, in some countries home HEI might ask
to pay back the grant.
The surveyed institutions ask students to return the grant in several cases. The most
common reason for this, underlined by 79.4% of the universities is when the student
spent too little time abroad or came earlier from the exchange. It is explained by Spanish
National Agency: “According to the rules set out by the Commission, the Erasmus
grant is calculated per month. This implies that if the certificate of attendance reflects
a lower duration of the stay than the one established in the financial agreement, they
have to pay back part of the awarded grant.” 28.1% universities responded that they
asked students to pay back the grant if students lacked ECTS or failed their exams.
Fortunately, such situations are not a common practice. According to the study, 7.8%
of the students awarded with a grant had to pay back a part of or their entire grant.
The reasons for this cover the ones listed by HEIs. They can be found in an early
return (53%), failed exams (30%) or a general lack of ECTS gained (16%). On average,
students had to pay back 26.5% of their grant, the mode and median both being 20%.

Too little time spent abroad /
I came back earlier than I thought

53.3%

Failed exams
Lack of ECTS credits or equivalent
50%

30.3%
16.3%

Lack of information from the host institution 0.2%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40%
Figure 54: Reasons for having to pay back the grant (in % of the students, n=638)
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Sometimes, institutions do not spend all the money they received to provide grants
to their students. The research shows that universities have different ways to use this
money.
49% of the HEIs send the remaining funding back to their National Agency.
45% of the universities redistribute it to the Erasmus students. 16.9% of the
universities spend this money for the promotion. Only 3.3% redistribute money for
organisations and 4.1% for training of university staff.
The Erasmus grant covers only part of the costs of students’ stay abroad. More than
half of the HEI underline that their outgoing students receive additional financial help
to cover their expenses for their stay abroad. 35.8% responded that there are various
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Figure 55: Usage of Erasmus grant funding left at the end of the year
(in % of the HEIs, n= 502, multiple answers possible)
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Figure 56: Additional financial help provided to outgoing students (in % of the HEIs, n=441, multiple answers possible)

national grants provided to students. 20.4% of the universities provide in general the
additional grants. There are 9.1% HEIs who support students in covering the travel
costs. Only 3.2% provides accommodation grants. 51.9% universities don’t provide any
additional financial help to their students.
Additional help reaches more than one third of the students. Both national and
regional authorities rank first when it comes to additional sources of
grants. Home institutions also play an important role, being responsible for more
than 25 % of the additional grants. Private foundations and host institutions also serve
as additional sources of income for exchange students.
According to the Erasmus Student Charter, exchange students do not have to pay any
fees at their host institution. It is one of the most important preconditions for the
Erasmus mobility. NAs check that HEIs do not charge incoming Erasmus students any
tuition fees through monitoring visits to a limited number of randomly selected HEIs
and through annual reports. None of the NAs has reported major problems. Some
countries do not have tuition fees; nevertheless, the students are required to pay some
mandatory fees like student union’s fee.
Yes
38.25%
No
61.75%

Figure 57: Students receiving other (or additional) grants (in % of the students, n=8475)
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Figure 58: Other sources of grants (in % of the students, n=3242, multiple answers possible)

Although Erasmus students are exempt from paying any tuition fee at
their host university, the research shows that some universities ask their incoming
students to pay tuition fees. 10% of the surveyed HEIs claim they require fees
from incoming students.
Yes
10%

No
90%
Figure 59: Institutions charging Erasmus students fees (in % of the HEIs, n=483)

Amongst universities that request tuition fees, 30% of them request that the students
pay for their student ID card, 14 % request it for their insurance, 12% request the
students to pay accommodation fees and 12 % request them to pay student union fees.
Another 32% ask for other fees.
In the PRIME 2010 survey among students, 22% of the students claimed that
they had to pay fees. This higher number might be due to the fact that “fees” are a
very broad term and may also include student union fees or similar expenses, which
don’t fall under the official category of tuition fees.
100%
80%

77.65%

60%
40%
20%

22.35%

0%

No
Yes
Figure 61: Students, who had to pay some fees at the host institution (in % of the students, n=8478)
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Figure 60:Types of required fees (in % of the HEIs, n=50)

Regardless of receiving an Erasmus grant or any other financial help, Erasmus students
are guaranteed the right to maintain all national grants or loans they were benefiting
from in their home country. Such grants should “travel” with the student to their study
destination, i.e. should be portable. Portability of grants is a student’s right while going
abroad for an exchange period. Usually grants and loans available for students in the
home country are portable. From 16 National Agencies interviewed for this study, 13
claim that the grants and loans are portable in their countries. Some of them say that
the portability is guaranteed to students in their Erasmus contract with the institution.
Nevertheless, the research shows that in 10% of the HEIs students lose the right to
receiving their grants or financial support when they go abroad.
As a result, 6% of the Erasmus students surveyed in PRIME lost financial support due
to their exchange.
Yes
10%

No
90%
Figure 62: Portability of grants at European HEIs (in % of the HEIs, n=480)
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Figure 63: Portability of grants of Erasmus students (in % of the students, n=8478)
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4

Recognition of studies abroad

59

The presented analysis showed clearly that not all of the principles of the Erasmus
programme are respected in HEIs. It was also proven that the recognition of the
studies abroad is still a problem for over ¼ of the students. This shows that a more
in-depth analysis into the reasons behind such a situation and its impact on students
experience is necessary.

4.1

Concept of “full recognition”

According to the Erasmus Student Charter, Erasmus students are entitled to expect
full academic recognition from their home university for the credits gained during
the exchange and initially included in the Learning Agreement18. It is one of the
principles of the programme. However, as both PRIME studies revealed, this is not
always the case. A better recognition of the period spent abroad is crucial for the future
improvement of the Erasmus programme. The European Commission points out that:
“An Erasmus student shall not suffer any loss of progress toward the achievement
of the degree or diploma being pursued at the home university, in terms of time lost,
credit lost or in any other way, as a consequence of satisfactorily completing an
Erasmus mobility period”19. Nevertheless, a commonly accepted definition of the “full
recognition” is missing.
It is important to mention that, as was also pointed out in the PRIME Report 2009,
the concept of full recognition is still subject to interpretation, a fact which makes the
investigation of the issue challenging. According to the Convention on the Recognition
of Qualifications concerning Higher Education in the European Region, recognition
is defined as “a formal acknowledgement by a competent authority of the value
of a foreign educational qualification with a view to access to educational and/or
employment activities20.” According to the ECTS Users’ Guide, “Recognition of credits
is the process through which an institution certifies that certain learning outcomes
achieved and assessed in another institution satisfy certain requirements of one of the
programmes they offer […]. Recognition means that the number of credits gained for
suitable learning outcomes achieved, at the appropriate level, in another context will
replace the number of credits that are allocated for these learning outcomes at the
awarding institution21.”
ESN believes that developing one common definition is a first step that needs to be
taken in the process of formulation and unification of the recognition procedures.
In order to obtain such definition, an opinion about the concept has been asked to a
18 Erasmus Student Charter, http://ec.europa.eu/education/archive/million/charter_en.pdf,
[cited: 24.08.2011]
19 Note to the directors of the Socrates National Agencies, European Commission Education
and Culture, Brussels 16.12.2005, p.3, http://portal.bme.hu/C18/Erasmus/.../Erasmus%20recognition.doc, [cited: 24.08.2011]
20 Council of Europe: “Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications concerning Higher Education in the European Region” (1997), http://conventions.coe.int/Treaty/en/Treaties/
Html/165.htm [cited: 10.10.2010]
21 http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/doc/ects/guide_en.pdf
[cited:
24.08.2011]
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number of key experts (e.g. Bologna experts, professors, personnel from International
Relations Offices) and students. Therefore, in the present study by full recognition we
mean:
“All the credits earned during the exchange and that were originally present in the
final version of the Learning Agreement are recognised by the home university
without a need to take any further courses or exams.”
ESN believes that full recognition is reached when a student is not required to retake
courses or pass exams upon return. The period abroad is then fully recognised by the
home institution as an integral part of the curriculum. The further requirements from
students upon return are an additional effort and may results in the prolongation of the
studies. This is a problem several students face, which is also revealed in PRIME study.
Unfortunately, only slightly more than 70% of the Higher Education Institutions
participating in the PRIME study accept the definition of “full recognition” as described
here by ESN. One fifth still defines as full recognition also the situation when a student
is required to pass some exams or even has to repeat all courses upon return to the
host institution. Moreover, a substantial number of almost 7% of the respondents gave
other answers. Some of the institutions are very strict about the study programmes and
recognise only courses corresponding to the programme at the home institution and
still call it a full recognition.

4.2

Factors influencing recognition

The recognition of studies abroad is a complex subject. The possible sources of problems
lay not only in the lack of common definition and understanding of the concept of full
recognition among involved parties. The whole process is affected by diverse factors,
which influence the level of recognition of Erasmus students. Therefore, in PRIME
2010, in order to identify the common trends determing the process a further analysis
of collected data was performed. As a result, several common factors influencing
recognition levels were identified.
The PRIME research found evidence that course recognition is affected by the field
of studies. Students, that had corresponding fields of studies in home and host
universities, had slightly better recognition results.
Analysing study fields, medicine, arts and computing students received the best
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Figure 64: Students' field of studies at home and host institution and level of recognition
(in % of the students, n=8380)
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Figure 65: Recognition level depending on students major (in % of the students, n=8380)

recognition of their courses, while more than 30% of the physics, sociology and cultural
studies students did not receive full recognition. To ensure the results were credible,
only study fields of at least 100 respondents were included in this analysis.
The time when a student receives the information about exchange proves to have
an impact on recognition upon return. Recognition is affected by the timing of the
provision of information concerning ECTS system/credit system at the host and
home university, grade transfer and exchange students recognition rights. The
last is provided to students in only 75% of the cases, and in only 44% of the cases
– in advance. Students who received full recognition were more often provided with
information about ECTS, grade transfer and exchange student recognition rights than
those whose recognition was not full. The provision of information about the Learning
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Figure 66: Information provision before exchange and recognition (in % of the students, n=8491)
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Agreement to outgoing students is good (over 91% of the students are provided with
information before exchange), thus no significant evidence on the impact of provision
of this information on recognition could be found.
As for the procedures concerning the negotiation and signing of the Learning
Agreement, three factors seem to have a significant impact. First of all, the need to
change Learning Agreement (which is the case for 75% of the students) have a negative
impact on recognition. 79% of the students, who did not have full recognition, had
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Figure 67: Changes to the Learning Agreement and level of recognition (in % of the students, n=8491)

changed their LA, while slightly less – 73% of those students with full recognition.
Secondly, the requirement of professors’ approval before the recognition of courses also
has a negative impact on recognition. From students who received full recognition,
over 40% didn’t have to get the approval of the professors prior to recognition. Among
students without full recognition only 30.63% didn’t have to do so. 48.89% of the
students with full recognition had to discuss the recognition of at least some courses
individually with lecturers. This rate was almost 10% bigger for students without full
recognition.
Finally, the recognition is affected by the parties who decide on the courses in the
Learning Agreement and recognise students’ attainment upon return. To ensure the
binding character of the LA, those parties should match. The PRIME 2010 study shows
that the full recognition is more often awarded to students whose parties signing the
LA and recognising courses match at least to some extent.
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Figure 68: Need of professors’ approval and recognition (in % of the students, n=8491)
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4.3

Recognition and general perception of the Erasmus
experience

The information about recognition and the whole process is one of the most important
issues concerning Erasmus exchange. Therefore, the PRIME 2010 survey investigated
the impact of problems in recognition on the general perception of the Erasmus
experience and students’ willingness to go abroad. The students were asked whether
they would have studied abroad if they had known before the departure that they
would not get full recognition or that they would have problems with grade transfer.
By matching the results with the level of credits recognised upon return, with the level
of problems in the grade transfer and with the general satisfaction of the experience
abroad, it is possible to understand how much actually the problems in recognition
influence the decision to go on Erasmus.
According to PRIME survey, 54% of the students would be keen on going on Erasmus
even if they knew before the departure that they would not get full recognition.
Nevertheless, 19% are firmly convinced that they would not go.
Yes
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Rather yes
31%

No
19%

Rather no
27%

Figures 70: Would you still have studied abroad, if you had known that you would not get full recognition?
(in % of the students, n=8472)

When matching the previous question with the level of recognition, 75% and 63% of
the students that had respectively no recognition and partial recognition, would still
most probably have studied abroad. Whereas only 49% of the students that got full
recognition would be willing to redo the experience. That indicates that students who
lost some or all credits in the recognition process consider the exchange experience
more important than the students that had full recognition.
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Figure 71:Would you still have studied abroad, if you had known that you would not get full recognition?
(in % of the students, according to the level of recognition, n(full)=5966, n(partial)=2244, n(no)=262)

From the survey, it emerges that an almost analogous number of students (54%)
are keen on repeating the exchange experience abroad even if they knew before the
departure that they would have problems with grade transfer. That shows that the
importance given by students to the credit recognition is as important as the correct
transfer of the grades.
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Figure 72:Would you still have studied abroad, if you had known that you would have problems with the grade
transfer? (in % of the students, n=8472)

When considering the combination of the previous questions with the answers provided
by students on how their grades were converted, there is no substantial difference
among different answers. In all cases, between 51% and 61% of the students are keen
on repeating the experience abroad.
The students were also asked to evaluate on a scale from 1 to 5 the overall experience
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Figure 73:Would you still have studied abroad, if you had known that you would have problems with the grade
transfer? (in % of the students, according to the grade transfer, n(upgrade)=1291, n(stayed the same)
=3547, n(downgrade)=1689, n(Don’t know)=1333, n(Converted grades not included)=612)
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Figure 74: Overall satisfaction of academic exchange (in % of the students, n=8472)

of academic exchange. According to the survey, 91% of the students are very or rather
satisfied with the experience; only 3% are not satisfied at all or rather not satisified.
It is interesting to notice that the level of overall satisfaction of the academic
exchange is almost not influenced by the level of recognition obtained
upon return. Even if they did not get any credit recognition for their stay abroad,
89% of the students are rather or very satisfied.
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Figure 75: Level of recognition and overall satisfaction of academic experience
(in % of the students, according to the level of recognition, n(full)=5966, n(partial)=2244, n(no)=262)

However, only half of the students (52%) are rather or very satisfied with the information
provided to them about the recognition of courses. 22% of the students point out their
dissatisfaction towards this matter. That means that a substantial effort should be
put into improving the information provision to the students.
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Figure 76: Satisfaction with information provided about course recognition (in % of the students, n=8472)
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From the survey it emerges that 64% of the students that received the information about
the students rights before the exchange are rather or very satisfied with the information
provided about recognition of courses and only 4% of them are not satisified at all. It is
interesting to notice that the level of satisfaction (or dissatisfaction) is similar between
students that never received information and those ones that received it after their
exchange. That suggests that it is important to provide the students with information
before they go abroad.
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Figure 77:Time of provision of information about the students' recognition rights and satisfaction with the
information provided about recognition of courses (in % of the students,
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about course recognition. That strengthens the importance of providing the correct
information to students in due time.
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Figure 78: Satisfaction with the recognition procedure (in % of the students, n=8472)

It is interesting to notice that still 14% of the students that got full recognition are
not satisfied with the actual recognition procedure. 24% are neither satisfied
nor dissatisfied. Of course, the percentages increase in case of the partial or absence
of recognition. That points out that the satisfaction with the recognition procedure
depends on the level of recognition. However, the procedure itself is considered to be
long and difficult by many and there are still many problems students face. In some
cases students have to negotiate recognition individually with professors in order to
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The students are slightly less satisfied with information
provided
than with information provided about course recognition. Less than half (only 48%) are
very or rather satisfied. That means that more attention should be placed on providing
students with more and probably better information about the grade transfer.
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Figure 80: Satisfaction with information provided about grade transfer (in % of the students, n=8472)

As with the credit recognition, also the satisfaction with the information provided
about grade transfer is significantly higher if the information is provided before the
exchange. 60% of the students who received the information before the exchange claim
to be satisfied, whereas only 35% of the students, who received the information after
the exchange, are satisfied with the information provided.
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From the PRIME 2010 survey, it emerges that only 58% of the students were rather
or very satisfied with the actual grade transfer. At the same time, 17% of the students
were not satisfied at all or rather not satisfied. Those numbers are very similar to the
satisfaction with the actual credit recognition (see figure 78) meaning that for the
students the importance of correct grade transfer is comparable with the correct credit
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Figure 82: Satisfaction with the grade transfer(in % of the students, n=8472)

recognition.
The level of satisfaction with grade transfer is highly correlated with the effect of
the conversion on students’ average. Those, whose average was upgraded are in the
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This chapter is the result of both the quantitative and qualitative analysis of the
questionnaires for students and Higher Education Institutions as well as interviews
conducted with representatives of the National Agencies. In order to identify the most
common remaining obstacles to recognition, students were asked to describe the main
problems during the recognition process and the reasons for non-recognition of their
credits gained abroad. To obtain a complete picture from all the parties involved in the
recognition process, also a question about the reasons why students may not receive
full recognition was asked to Higher Education Institutions as well as the National
Agencies. The analysis of the collected answers identifies the six most common
problems that prevent students from receiving full recognition. They are explained
thoroughly in the following sections.
Moreover, all three surveyed parties were given the opportunity to provide their
suggestions to solve existing problems. The identification of common problems and
factors determining the level of recognition and the analysis of collected suggestions
resulted in the development of recommendations for the European Commission,
National Agencies, Higher Education Institutions and all other stakeholders that
will improve the quality and accessibility of Erasmus mobility. Therefore, in each
section of this chapter, the analysis of the problem is followed by suggestions for the
improvements coming from students, HEIs, National Agencies and ESN.
Before describing the most common remaining problems in recognition and presenting
suggestions for improvement, it is necessary to underline that a relevant factor that
may result in lack of recognition lies in the individual performance of students. Some
do not manage to successfully complete the courses included in the final version of
their Learning Agreements. Also organisational issues and complicated procedures are
still a barrier. Many Higher Education Institutions mention that students often do not
provide all the necessary documents on time. Problems with Learning Agreements are
the most common: in many cases student do not stick to their LA and attend different
courses than the ones accepted by the home institution, without prior consultation.
This shows that a certain number of exchange students do not pay enough
attention to the recognition process of studies abroad. In other situations,
students decide not to get recognition for certain courses, mainly because they are not
satisfied with their obtained grade. In a certain amount of cases a student might decide
to go on exchange, despite knowing that courses will not be recognised upon return.
Reasons for this may be that they already have reached the amount of credits necessary
to finish their degree. They choose to go on Erasmus for the exchange and experience
opportunity it offers them. In these situations, students often do not even apply for
recognition of their courses, since they don’t need to add ECTS to their diploma.
They might for example be writing their thesis abroad once they successfully passed
all needed courses. This underlines that the opportunity to study abroad is valued as
such. Although this is not an “unfortunate” absence of recognition, this absence is also
counted in the statistics focusing on non-recognition.
Nevertheless, the majority of students studying abroad are doing so, among other
reasons, also for academic purposes and aiming at a full recognition of their classes.
PRIME 2010 shows that several barriers to recognition have their sources on the
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institutional level and can be eliminated only by improving the cooperation between
all parties involved in the process.

5.1

Incompatibility of study programmes

One of the major problems exchange students are facing in the process of recognition is
the incompatibility of study programmes at the home and host university,
as well as a lack of flexibility of study programmes and professors in charge
of recognition. This is often combined with the problem of missing information on
course contents at the time of signing a Learning Agreement. A student mentions: “In
advance it is very difficult to find the right courses that can be recognised at the home
university. It was pure work on my own to get in contact with both universities and
find out.” Better cooperation between the student and the coordinator could help to
prevent problems like this1.
The problem of incompatibility occurs slightly more often in bachelor than in master
and postgraduate programmes, and is more valid for some fields of study than for others.
Law or linguistics students, for example, often face very rigid study programmes where
finding corresponding courses abroad becomes a big obstacle. A law student describes:
“I had some problems because the same courses at my home and host university
weren’t the same, for example Polish penal law is completely different to Italian penal
law.” A linguistics student explains: “When you are studying my degree (translating
and interpreting), at my home university, you are not able to recognise credits other
than free election, and this is a big problem for people who study languages, because
you know that going on an Erasmus programme is the best for your learning, but you
„lose“ a year on your studies.”
Students complain about the rigidity they were confronted with when
choosing courses at the host university: “We had to find exactly the same
courses as in our country which was really difficult.” Other voices say: “Professors
would not accept courses only because they were not exactly the same. Furthermore,
some would expect you to do further course work to obtain full credits.” Others say
that “some professors didn’t want to recognise the full exam because the contents
didn’t match completely.” And “the Faculty Erasmus Coordinator back home did not
want to recognise the number of credits linked to each course at my host university. I
had to do an extra dissertation to compensate.”
These statements underline another substantial problem: that individual staff’s
approval still plays a crucial role, despite existing bilateral and Learning
Agreements. Professors and coordinators still appear to be the ones making the
decision on whether or not a course taken abroad complies with the course at home
and whether or not an exam has to be retaken: “Most professors at my home institution
consider their courses as the most important ones and therefore you should not do
them abroad”, “My professor was overly strict about what courses I could choose. I
feel the course choice should be more liberal.”
1

See also chapter 5.6 Insufficient information provision.
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Many students describe the recognition process as arbitrary or inflexible:
“It was too subjective, there are no rules, it is all up to the Faculties Erasmus
Coordinators”, “One professor agreed on a specific course […] before I studied abroad
but would then not accept it in the end.” One student defines: “The problem is that as
long as the classes themselves differ so much, and the numbers of ECTS are given
arbitrarily, the system itself is senseless, particularly if one has to have recognised
compulsory classes.”
Students and HEIs also identify a need for specifying complying programmes and
courses before signing bilateral agreements between HEIs. Frequently, partner
universities don’t seem to actually offer corresponding courses at all: “The main
problem is found on the agreements between home and host universities. It is partly
normal to face recognition problems when the list of host universities contains
universities with completely different fields than the one you already study. A great
number of students complain or give up the process of Erasmus exchange as there is
a lack of recognised courses.” Another student says: “The main problem that I faced
was the courses, actually the department I went to study was not correlated with my
real department. If the schools were chosen good enough to give us some academic
experience it would be way better for those who wanted to expand their knowledge
and really care about their academic gains.”
Late changes on courses offered are also a problem for many:“The host institution
didn’t have the courses it was supposed to have. […] we were kicked out without
further notice and registered into others that didn’t have much to do with our previous
selected ones. Furthermore, it was quite frequent the courses to have the schedules
changed once the classes had already started, therefore we could find ourselves
having 2 different courses at the same time.”
National Agencies and ESN suggest more binding bilateral agreements between
HEIs in which specific corresponding courses are determined beforehand.
Those students who were not forced to find exactly corresponding courses faced a
different problem: their courses were not recognised as major subjects but as minors
or free electives, which increased their workload for the following semesters at the
home university and very often the length of their studies:“None of the subjects that
I did on exchange were accepted as a course subject. They were classified as the free
electives. So now, after the exchange I have to do more than 40 ECTS to catch up
with the programme.” Or: “I didn’t have problems with the actual recognition; my
problem is in my degree the only option is to recognise the credits as free electives,
and not as mandatory subjects. I mean they gave me the ECTS […] but 80% went
for free electives which basically made them useless for me.” Students say this
situation caused problems with their timely graduation: “Most of the courses were
recognised as electives and returning I had to take almost all the courses I missed
due to exchange year. Because of that I might prolong my studies.” And “All courses
were only recognised as electives, I couldn’t take any core courses when on exchange
therefore I had to prolong my studies to take the core courses at my home institution.”
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This problem becomes even more evident as recent study programme changes often
reduce or abolish “free electives”. This is why ESN joins HEIs and students’ call for
more flexibility and freedom in European study programmes. We suggest
flexible programmes with more elective courses. Learning outcomes should be taken
into consideration rather than only matching course names. The purpose of studying
abroad should not purely be defined by doing exactly the same things as at home.
A main benefit of studying abroad should be obtaining different perspectives and
academic insight, it should therefore be the possible to attend courses unavailable at
home without having to prolong ones studies. In other words , as a student says: “Well
the reason why one goes abroad is because it is different abroad, so what’s the point
of the professors at home saying „oh we can’t accept your course from abroad because
it is a little bit different to ours?”. To enable this, in a long-term perspective, HEIs
should consider the possibility of creating study programmes which include
the “mobility windows”- a semester reserved especially for student exchange with
a very flexible choice of courses.

5.2

Problems with the credit calculation

It has been proven that the different way of calculating credits is one of
the main problems, which later contributes to a slow process of recognition. The
PRIME study has found a link between the correct application of ECTS at European
Higher Education Institutions and the level of recognition. For many students credit
transfer was the main obstacle in the recognition process of their courses and exams in
their home institutions.
It is very important to state that even though it is recommended to use ECTS in
every institution, there are still differences in the way the credits are being
calculated in different countries. As one of the students describes: ’’There is a
difference between the Spanish and the German ECTS system: The Spanish system
only acknowledges the hours you spend in the course while the German system also
acknowledges the time you spend at home doing research or writing a term paper.
This is the reason why I had difficulties with the recognition of courses: For the same
work you get 5 Credit Points in Germany but only 3 in Spain’’. The differences in
study programmes in countries results also in different amounts of credits allocated
to course units. As one student describes: “In Italy for a course students get usually
between 6-9 credits, whereas in Hungary a course is valid of 2-3 credits. Even though
in Italy I took many courses of 6 and 9 credits, in Hungary I got only 2 credits for
every course. This meant that I had to take extra exams in order to be able to finish
my BA studies in 3 years”. Students reported that they faced major problems because
of the different way of calculating credits in their home and host institution: “The
process of converting host institution-awarded credits to my home university credits
was difficult as the level of study required (number of hours, etc) varied across the
courses I selected while on exchange. Furthermore, additional difficulty arose when
converting the grade achieved to my home university’s system, as it appears that
there is still very much variation in the way the grades are interpreted.’’
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Moreover, students state that in some of their institutions they need to transfer
ECTS into their local credits, and this can lead to different ways of
misunderstandings or problems in the process of recognition. A student
describes an obstacle to recognition: “the change from ECTS to my local kind of credits.
I definitely lost some courses. Very unfair because I worked so hard for finishing my
degree and finally I couldn’t. I felt like I should have enjoyed more in my Erasmus
and not focused that much on studies because finally it was useless and I missed a lot
of things there”.
The PRIME study shows that the NA’s view on the usage of ECTS is quite similar in
all of the interviewed countries. National Agencies suggest a correct usage of ECTS:
according to the workload of students. However, they underline that their task is only
to observe the process of usage of ECTS, whereas it is HEI’s responsibility to take action
if they are not used correctly. HEIs agree that a standardised transfer can become a
reality only if the methods of credit calculation are universal and applied everywhere.
As the credit transfer between different institutions often poses problems, ESN
believes that ECTS should become the only credit system. ESN together with
National Agencies suggests the promotion of ECTS labels to HEIs. The label is the
proof of the quality and guarantee that HEIs are applying the ECTS in the correct way.
Thanks to the ECTS label institutions will develop easily accessible course catalogues,
which will allow them to compare the courses according to their components and not
only names. In a situation when HEIs do not use ECTS, ESN recommends a
clear and accurate way of converting credits and grades, such as conversion
or transfer tables, which will be provided to the students before their departure on
Erasmus.

5.3

Problems with the grade transfer

Apart from transfer and recognition of credits, PRIME 2010 revealed that students
often face problems with grade calculation. The grading scales and systems at
European universities are very diverse, which makes the comparison and
transfer difficult. Students say: “The grading system was different so I needed a
lot of proofs and explanations to make my home university/faculty understand” and
“The differences in grading system: at my home university it is 1-6, and at my host
university it is 1-20, so sometimes it was difficult to compare these notes.”
Unfortunately, despite these huge differences in grading scales, a lot of universities
didn’t manage to develop transparent and fair procedures for the transfer of grades
from partner institutions. A lot of students say that they didn’t have the information on
how their grades were converted. “I didn’t know who and on which criteria the grades
would be recognised”, “I have no idea about what will be the equivalent of my marks”
– such doubts are shared by several students.
Often there are no conversion tables or they are simply not provided to students.
The whole procedure is considered by students to be vague. This is also affirmed
by the PRIME study among Higher Education Institutions. When asked about the
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conversion system, it becomes clear that each university has developed its own
methods. The different conversion tables (created for the whole institution, for the
faculty or specific programme) are used for the grade conversion in only slightly more
than half of the surveyed institutions. In almost 20% the grades are converted
individually by Erasmus Coordinators or professors. Such procedure lacks
transparency and leaves the student with a feeling that their study attainments were
not fully acknowledged and recognised in the home institution. A student explains it:
“The problem is that when students leave their home university to go abroad, they
don’t know anything about how their grades will be transferred. So bad surprises on
coming back... especially when there are heads of department who keep downgrading
the transcripts in a very unclear manner... It is very disheartening to come back from
an Erasmus exchange and realise that people in your home university do not recognise
(or do not want to recognise) your work in the exchange university”. The feeling that
grade conversion relies entirely on the professors’ or coordinators’ opinion
is strong among surveyed students: “The conversion of the grades from the host
system to the Swiss system was not based on any predefined rule but was rather done
arbitrarily”, “grade transfer was based on an only professor’s impression!”
The huge differences in grading systems, lack of conversion tables and insufficient
information about the transfer to students result in yet another problem: the decreasing
of grades. Many students report that, due to various reasons, their marks
gained abroad were downgraded during the conversion process: “The main
problem was that my grades were downgraded a lot. The scale they used for the
conversion had absolutely no sense, as the lowest ECTS grade didn’t appear, which
meant that higher grades resulted in much lower grades”, “calculation of grades:
they were absolutely downgraded. In the Italian system (18-30 are passing grades)
I got 28, 28, 30, 30 and 30 with praise which were calculated as 4, 4, 4,5, 4,5 and 5
(2-5 passing)” and “Due to different grade system we have in Portugal and Lithuania,
after my grades were converted, my average grade was downgraded and this had a
negative influence when I choose my master programme.”
The grade conversion is one of the remaining problems in the recognition of
Erasmus exchange. The system is not unified neither on an international or
institutional level and leaves too much room for subjective interpretation.
The European Commission introduced a common ECTS grading scale based on the
student performance in comparison to other classmates. Students through the PRIME
survey also suggest “Grades in percentage compared to the average of the class”.
The system, which is unfortunately not well-known and widely used yet, should be
introduced to more institutions involved in Erasmus Programme if possible. And at
the same time, for those institutions with difficulties in adopting the grading system
as above, ESN recommends more transparent procedures of grade transfer
in HEIs. The institutions should either adapt the ECTS grading scale or, when for
some reason it is not possible, develop their own grading scale. In both situations, the
information about how the grades will be converted should be provided to students
before the departure. The staff responsible for the finalisation of the transfer should have a
good knowledge of the transfer system, in order to avoid mistakes and personal judgments.
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5.4

Bureaucratic issues

Recognition of courses studied abroad is a complex process which requires the
cooperation of students, home and host institutions before, during and after the
exchange. Unfortunately, as the PRIME study reveals; bureaucratic procedures still
remain a problematic issue. The recognition procedure is complicated and
often not well explained to students. It requires a lot of paperwork and visits to
several officers both at the home and host university, which makes the process very
time-consuming. Some students report that they got lost in bureaucratic issues. One
of them describes it as follows: “The procedure is complicated - signing documents,
sending them and then back again. The whole process repeated many times...
Additionally I was informed pretty late about an online registration form, which
made it quite stressful.”
First of all, the recognition process may take very long. One student says: “The process
of recognition takes too long. I was on Erasmus one year ago and still don’t know
which courses I still have to pass at my home university.” Delays occur on the side
of both the home and host university. The host university may fail to give students
their Transcript of Records in due time. It happens that the document arrives only
several months after the end of a semester. One student experienced the following:
“After three months I came back home, I received my last 3 marks from the host
university - I personally had to write e-mails and contact several persons to receive
some answers.” Another adds: “The professor at my host university, […] took 7
months to enter my grade into the system. Since it was my last year, I could not
close the exchange procedure and could not defend my thesis in time.” Also people
responsible for recognition at the home university often prolong the procedure, which
causes several problems to students. One of the students describes: “The secretary in
my home university is extremely inefficient and after 6 months I am still waiting. I’ve
been phoning them once a week since December and always got the same answer:
„By the end of the week you will get full recognition“. The only two exams I was able
to let recognise by now are those I agreed on with my professors”. What’s more, it is
also a threat for not graduating on time, as students complained, “I did my Erasmus
semester during the winter semester 2009 and my courses were recognised at
September 2011. It was fine for me, since I wouldn’t graduate sooner, but this might
have caused troubles to other students.”
Often the sources of problems are the result of lost documents, which circulate between
the home and host institution. One student describes it: “My recognition paper got
lost in the process of recognition so I had to fill out the paper work all over again”
and the other says: “The host institution lost my grades and I had to ask for a new
transcript 3 times. It took a year to get the right version.”
The whole procedure gets even more complicated when there are too many people
involved and their responsibilities are not clear. PRIME shows evidence that the level
of recognition rises when there are less parties involved. Moreover, students reported
that the people in charge were sometimes not reachable and that obtaining
a signature or a decision was often a complicated procedure. Here is how
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one student describes it: “The staff at my home university was not understanding
at all. I had to go from office to office every time I was being transferred to another
person without any actual results. At one office they refused to help me as there was
no teacher available for 2 weeks to actually examine me, so I went to the dean of
faculty and she requested that something would be done. All this took place before my
state exams which put additional unnecessary stress on me.”
All of the three surveyed parties (National Agencies, Higher Education Institutions
and students) suggest a simplification and reduction of bureaucracy as one of the key
improvements to the recognition procedure. It is especially suggested to accelerate the
process and to create clear, common procedures which are binding for all sides.
ESN sees the clarification of the recognition procedures indispensable for
the improvement of the process. Specific, common guidelines should be
developed on an international level and each institution should prepare
its own course recognition system. Such a procedure should specify clearly the
responsibilities of the coordinators and other involved parties, as well as a binding
timeline for home and host institutions, in which the key documents, such as Learning
Agreement and Transcript of Records, will be submitted.
According to the students’ wish, the coordinators should have adequate knowledge and
capability to handle their work, take up more responsibilities and be willing to help.
Appropriate training and evaluation for coordinators should be introduced as much
as possible. Coordinators are also expected to be more available for consultation and
advice, and be easily accessed by emails and phones in case of problems.
Signing and changing the Learning Agreement needs special attention. The
amendment procedure is not well explained to students at the moment. As a result,
in many situations students do not receive recognition for their courses completed
abroad, because they were not included in the final version of the Learning Agreement.
The parties who sign the Learning Agreement should also be responsible for the
recognition of courses upon return. Moreover, coordinators should be more involved
in the process of negotiation and the choice of courses taken abroad.
Better tools for communication and recognition, such as new media and
an online system, are expected to be introduced. A student advises to “Get rid of the
unnecessary physical paperwork. Electronic Learning Agreements should be enough.
They are easier to update once you start the exchange programme and they reduce
the time spent running around getting signatures on a piece of paper”.This saves the
time for all parties involved but also speeds up the whole procedure.

5.5

Attitude of professors

The PRIME 2010 study has shown that some professors still do not trust the quality of
education offered at partner institutions. And at the same time, the incompatibility of
courses and study programmes also prove to be a reason for professors’ disapproval for
recognition, as mentioned in Chapter 5.1. The recognition of courses studied abroad
should be a standard procedure, when a responsible party accepts the courses in
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the students Learning Agreement and recognises them upon return. Unfortunately,
this is still not the case in many institutions. Instead, students need to negotiate the
equivalence of courses to be taken at the host universities with individual professors,
even if the final decision on recognition formally belongs to someone else. The PRIME
study shows that slightly more than half of the students needed the professors’ approval
for at least some of the courses before they were recognised. As a student says: “I had
to find each professor separately, to recognise my modules and then I had to find
another person who was responsible for the recognition process”.
Moreover, it happens often that even such “negotiations” with professors do not
guarantee that the courses studied abroad will be approved. In fact, the disapproval
from professors for the completed course is among the most often
mentioned reasons for the absenceof recognition reported by students
in the PRIME survey. One of the students experienced the following: “German
engineering professors do not accept the Erasmus Learning Agreement, although
(I think) they have to. Except one, all of them told me that before I went abroad.
They say, no matter what or where, it is not the same level. I had to retake almost
every course...” and another student says: “My professor did not give approval for 2
courses that had been taken the year before by two students. Same book, teacher and
university but he did not want to.”
The lack of approval from the home universities’ professors is a result of their insufficient
knowledge about both the Erasmus programme and the partner institutions. They
are not involved in the process equally as Erasmus Coordinators and International
Relations Offices. Therefore they sometimes do not have sufficient information that
would allow them to trust more in foreign partners. Often they consider the Erasmus
exchange as a less valuable study period, or a period of vacation. They are not familiar
with the opportunities it offers and therefore do not see it as a chance of academic
development for students. One of the students who experienced it wrote: “Most of the
professors didn’t acknowledge the fact that I was still studying abroad, that it wasn’t
a vacation for a whole semester.” and another one adds: ” […]everyone thinks that
Erasmus is a year of vacation, not at all. It needs a lot of work!”
National Agencies suggest, in order to overcome this problem, to increase the
information provision to the teachers. As the International Relations Officers
and students suggest, they should be provided with information and trainings about
exchange programmes. Moreover, their responsibilities in the process should be
specified clearly.
ESN agrees with the above-mentioned suggestions. Additionally, we believe that the
involvement of the professors should take place before, and not after the students’
departure. If necessary, professors should be able to contact their colleagues in the
host institution to gather necessary information. However, as the ECTS Users Guide
states that “a student should not be asked to negotiate academic recognition with
individual academic staff members2”, ESN sees a need for better formalisation
of the whole recognition procedure. The parties involved in the process should
2 ECTS Users’ Guide, 2009, p.29, http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/doc/
ects/guide_en.pdf, [cited: 24.08.2011]
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be stated clearly and only one person (or a special recognition committee) should be
responsible for the credit transfer of the exchange student.
What’s more, trust and agreement among professors from institutions should be
achieved, and appropriate flexibility is expected to be given in the case of inevitable
differences in courses and studying programmes. As students suggest, “the home
professor could be more flexible and open-minded about recognising Erasmus
courses which are similar to theirs.” “I would suggest to broaden the outlook for the
professors. Not everything can be put into the frames of the rules. They should be
more flexible with the students who are studying abroad.”

5.6

Insufficient information provision

The PRIME study revealed that the timely and solid information provision
about the Erasmus programme results in better recognition upon return.
Students who received information about ECTS, grade transfer and exchange students
recognition rights got better recognition for their credits than those who were not
provided with such information. Unfortunately, many students still do not receive
guidance on these topics. The lack of information, both from the home and host
university, is reported as one of the main problems in recognition by a lot of students.
First of all, students report that they missed basic information about their recognition
rights and the whole recognition procedure. According to the results, information
was often difficult to obtain and the staff responsible was not able to provide accurate
information. Students say: “Not enough information, and the missing specification of
where these information should be accessed” and “I was just informed about ECTS,
Learning Agreement and that grade transfer should be fixed somehow after my
exchange, for sure there will be some changes, but who knows how”. Students need to
find information on their own, without support from the home institution.
Moreover, there is a lack of fixed and clear procedures and therefore the information
about obligations is not provided to students: “There was no written scenario on how
it works, which made the procedure difficult”. The insufficient information about the
procedures results in a lack of transparency in the whole process. Students have a feeling
that the rules change during the exchange and often the decision about recognition is
personal. “My home university was not clear with the criteria to recognise credits,
and they changed their opinion during my exchange” says a student, and another
adds: “When I asked dean’s office before exchange about needed exams they knew
even less than me. And after my exchange they unexpectedly said I have to do extra
courses and extra exams. Moreover, even for a time after my exchange nobody in
my home institution knows for sure how to calculate my grades and average”. As
a result, a lot of students depart abroad without certainty on whether courses from
their Learning Agreement will be recognised. One student describes it in the following
way: “Everything took so long and no one gave me any information before I went
abroad. Till the end of my exchange I didn’t know at all if the grades were going to be
transferred and which courses they would approve.”
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The lack of information about the course content and schedule from the host university
also poses several problems for Erasmus students. Most of them say that they had to
change their Learning Agreement upon arrival, because information was not provided
to them when the original agreement was negotiated: “The schedule system at the
host institution was not explained; therefore I was unable to be admitted to many
of my originally chosen courses due to overlap”. Also “sometimes a description of the
courses do not exist, therefore it is difficult to recognise some of the courses just by
name”.
The need for a better provision of information to students is recommended by National
Agencies. Also Higher Education Institutions themselves see the need to improve
the quality of information provision. They recommend the development of course
catalogue accessible on the websites of universities and provision of information
before students’ departure. Similar recommendations are given by students. They
would like to receive clearer and more detailed information, delivered on time, with
sufficient time for students to make changes in case they encounter any problems.
Also a suggestion to provide solid information to International Relations Officers and
Erasmus Coordinators first was done by several students.
ESN recommends that information is provided to students before their
departure. Students should be familiarised with the concept of full recognition and
their rights and obligations connected to the recognition procedure. The information
should be complex and cover all the aspects from choice of courses and signing
Learning Agreement, through recognition of courses until credit and grade conversion.
In order to ensure that all the problematic questions are covered, ESN recommends
the involvement of the former Erasmus and students’ organisations, such as ESN
in the provision of such information. Moreover, the Erasmus Student Charter
should be distributed commonly to outgoing students in the beginning of
the preparation process. It should not only be accessible on the website of the
institution, but also given out in printed form. The information about courses content
and schedule should be accessible on the host universities website. As many students
call for a more detailed explanation of all courses in English, ESN recommends also the
development of course catalogues.

5.7

Other problems

Apart from the problems described above, which are visible to a majority of surveyed
actors, several other issues were raised by a smaller amount of students, Higher
Education Institutions and National Agencies. Among these, the need to repeat
courses upon return was one of the most significant. In total, 21.62% of the surveyed
Erasmus students needed to re-take at least some of the courses or exams at their
home university. Almost 11% of the students needed to repeat courses or undergo
extra examination regardless of full recognition for their credits achieved abroad. It is
striking that several students mentioned that their institution oblige them to pass
part of exams after return, regardless of the amount of credits students
included in their Learning Agreement and their Transcript of Records
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showed. A student reports: “Though I got 30 ECTS, which is enough per semester
I had to pass 2 exams from general subjects (not from specialization)” and “My
university wanted me to pass some more exams in my home university to valid the
recognition, despite of my 60 ECTS.” The need of repetition of exams or courses also
has an effect on exchange students’ length of studies. 11% of the students report
that, due to their Erasmus exchange, it will take them longer to finish their
studies. Only 77% are sure that they will finish their studies according to the foreseen
timeline, 12% are not sure about this.
Sometimes institutions state, prior to departure, that only a certain amount of credits,
inferior to the amount necessary to pass the semester, will be recognised. As a student
says: “Only 18 ECTS are accepted for a semester abroad.” However, it is important to
mention that most commonly, institutions recognise up to 30 credits for the semester
(either abroad or at the home institution) and only extra credits are not recognised.
Apart from the situation in which a student fails to pass the exam at the host university,
institutions ask students to undergo additional examination or to repeat some courses
upon return, mainly because they do not recognise some of the courses from the host
university. This is mainly due to the incompatibility of study programmes: home
institutions put pressure on students to find matching courses abroad and refuse the
recognition of subjects which do not fulfill these requirements. This is the case mainly
for mandatory courses. A student says: “Mandatory major subjects are really difficult
to recognise at the home university. They must have the same programme and at
least the same number of credits (if less, they can’t be recognised). I had to extend my
degree for 6 months to attend the mandatory courses I couldn’t do in Amsterdam.”
The presented problems, which were revealed by the PRIME 2010 study show that
there are several direct and indirect remaining obstacles to full recognition of Erasmus
exchange. ESN hopes the aforementioned suggestions will be taken into consideration
and implemented on the international, national and institutional level. Undertaking
these actions will allow, in our eyes, the improvement of the quality of the academic
exchange of prospective students.

5.8

Comparative perspective: PRIME 2009 and PRIME 2010

The PRIME research was conducted for the first time in 2009. The survey, developed
and led entirely by the volunteers from the Erasmus Student Network, revealed that
the recognition of courses is still among the major obstacles to improve the Erasmus
mobility and increase students’ participation. Therefore, one of the recommendations
from the PRIME 2009 was to carry out further investigation into the problems of
course recognition. The 2010 edition of the PRIME study was based on the experience
of the first study, with certain improvements and developments.
The PRIME 2010 study surveyed, similarly to PRIME 2009, Higher Education
Institution and students from European countries. However, to get a broader, threelevel perspective on the topic, in 2010 the National Agencies were interviewed as well
by the PRIME national coordinators. 16 National Agencies (out of 34) participated
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in the interviews. The sample data obtained from students and Higher Education
Institutions was far bigger than the one received for PRIME 2009. In the first edition
of the survey, nearly 240 students and 100 Higher Education Institutions answered
the questionnaires. In 2010, almost 9000 students and over 500 HEIs took part in the
online surveys. The bigger sample and information not from two, but three different
perspectives makes the information obtained more precise and representative for the
whole European Higher Education Area.
The PRIME 2009 research was based on the information gathered from students and
HEIs regarding: information universities provide about Erasmus and other exchanges,
about the ECTS usage and procedures, negotiation and signing the Learning Agreement
and the recognition of courses studied abroad. The study in 2010 was the follow-up of
the survey on the above mentioned topics. Moreover, based on the results from the
first edition, it occurred that a research into additional topics was necessary. Therefore,
in PRIME 2010 the issues concerning Erasmus and additional grants, the tuition
fees and portability, as well as the transfer of the grades between the institutions,
were also investigated. In PRIME 2009, 95% of the student data was coming from
Erasmus students. Therefore, PRIME 2010 investigates the procedures of the Erasmus
programme only. The data collected from participants of other exchange programmes
also this year was not sufficient to reach any valid conclusions.
Compared to 2009, the information gathered in PRIME 2010 shows that the
International Relations Officers are still the most common information providers for
students about the Erasmus exchange to students. PRIME 2010 shows the other parties,
such as Faculty and Institutional Erasmus Coordinators, former exchange students
and student associations, as well as professors play a role in provision of information
more often that the 2009 study has shown. The forms of information provision used
vary to what was shown in PRIME 2009. The web pages, brochures, flyers, meetings
and seminars are still among most commonly used forms of information provision.
However, the individual consulting and emails and newsletters tend to play a more
important role than according to the survey of last year. Similarly as last year, the
individual forms of information provision are valued higher than impersonal ones.
PRIME 2009 showed that almost 96% of the students sign the Learning Agreement
before their departure for Erasmus. In 2010, this was a case for only 73% of the
students. This year also an additional question, concerning the change of the Learning
Agreement was asked to students. 75% of them claim that they needed to change the
initial agreement with the universities. Knowing that changing the previously signed
Learning Agreement is a common procedure, we may assume at least some of the 96%
of the institutions surveyed in 2009 students were changing the LA before the final
version was agreed on by all three parties. According to PRIME 2009, students are
involved in the Learning Agreement procedures as negotiation parties – 55% of them
claimed to do so. It is confirmed to a slightly less extent in 2010. Almost 50% of the
students said that they could freely choose their courses in the LA.
In 2010, 96% of the institutions used ECTS. It is 7% more than in 2009. However, the
PRIME 2010 study revealed that in 37% cases the ECTS is used together with other
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credits systems, i.e. conversion from one system to another is necessary. There hasn’t
been any progress in the area of calculation of ECTS: still only 43% (in 2009 44.5%)
of HEIs calculate and allocate the credits to course units according to the workload,
which is what is recommended by the European Commission in the ECTS Users Guide.
In PRIME 2009 66% of the surveyed students with a valid Learning Agreement
received full recognition for their courses studied abroad. 5.4% of them, despite having
full recognition, still had to take all of their courses or pass the exams from their
curriculum upon return. In the 2010 study it becomes visible that even though several
problems remain, the situation is slowly improving. 73% of the students had all of their
courses recognised and only 1.5% of them needed to repeat all of their courses or exams
in their home institution.
Regardless of the progress made in the number of students receiving full recognition
of their courses, PRIME 2010 underlined that the obstacles to recognition revealed in
PRIME 2009 still remain. The incompatibility of study programmes is still the biggest
barrier preventing students from receiving full recognition. The study curricula are very
strict and leave no room for flexibility. The recognition of courses as the free electives
only is also still mentioned by many students. This issue was revealed in 2009 and
investigated further in 2010. The second edition of the study showed that it may result
in the repetition of courses and, as a consequence, in a prolongation of the studies.
The professors’ attitude also lacks flexibility: both studies have shown that the
academic personnel often do not trust the quality of the education offered at the partner
institution and think that the recognition can be only awarded after their personal
approval for each course separately. This shows that they miss the knowledge about
the principles of academic exchange.
The problems with course credits and the transfer between different systems where
as well among the most common problems both in 2009 and 2010. There are many
different ways of calculating credits. The system is not unified and thus certain courses
are not comparable.
In the PRIME 2009 report, ESN called for more regulation and guidelines in the
recognition process. PRIME 2010 reaffirms that bureaucratic issues are faced by
many students. In both surveys, students underlined that the procedure is long and
complicated. The lack of a standardised procedure results in informational chaos, in
which parties involved have no clear responsibilities and those responsible for the
choice of courses in the Learning Agreement are often not in the position to recognise
these same courses.
The lack of information about the Erasmus exchange was for the first time revealed in
PRIME 2009. The 2010 edition stresses again that the accurate and timely provision
of information is indispensable in the recognition process. In both surveys, students
reported that no information about their rights and obligations was reported to them
in advance and that the staff responsible for the recognition was not able to answer
their questions. Also the insufficient information from the host institution about the
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course content and schedule remains a significant problem and should be improved in
the near future.
PRIME 2010 revealed yet another problem in the recognition process, not described
in PRIME 2009 final report: the conversion of grades. The system of grade transfer
was not a subject of investigation in 2009. In the second edition, it was reported as
problematic by many students. It becomes clear that the procedure is not transparent
and that the system of grade transfer needs further development.
The first edition of the PRIME study identified many obstacles to recognition. It
also became clear that these obstacles are often specific to countries, institutions
or even particular students and that they do not concern all of them. Therefore, the
continuation of the study, covering more topics and an additional perspective from
the National Agencies’ point of view was developed and conducted. The PRIME 2010
study shows that recognition is slowly improving, but several big obstacles remain.
Moreover, the second edition found evidence that there is a link between recognition
and specific procedures. The timely information provision, study fields at the home and
host institution, not changing the LA and the absence of any necessity of professors’
approvals to receive courses’ recognition are the strongest factors which influence a
better recognition.
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The second edition of the PRIME study has shown that the level of recognition that
is awarded to Erasmus students is slowly improving. 73% of the students receive full
recognition of their studies abroad (66% in PRIME 2009) and 62.2% not only receive
the full recognition, but also don’t have to repeat any courses or exams upon return
(42.6% in PRIME 2009). However, one cannot forget that 24% of the students got
only part of their courses recognised and 3% got no recognition for their credits gained
abroad. 21.6% of the students needed to pass some or all of their courses and exams
upon return. Even though the progress in the numbers can be observed, the study
clearly showed that many barriers and obstacles to full recognition remain.
The rigid curricula imposed on students limits the choice of matching courses when
they go abroad for exchange. This is often not possible, as the teaching programmes in
European Higher Education Area are very diverse. As a result, the study programmes at
home and host universities are incompatible. The same applies to the transfer of credits.
Through a standardised system, ECTS, commonly used in HEIs, the ways of calculating
credits and allocating them to the courses remain. Moreover, in almost 40% of the
institutions, alternative credit calculation systems exist, constraining the transfer. This
poses a problem to both HEIs and students, as often no clear procedure of calculation
and transfer is developed and applied. Different grading scales and no system of grade
transfer constitutes another problem in the recognition of studies abroad. The long
procedure and non-existence of common guidelines (or even a definition) of how to
recognise the courses results in organisational chaos. The information provided to
students is partial and does not arrive in due time. Moreover, the university staffs
are not always capable of providing students with accurate information. Last but not
the least, the professors’ attitude and personal opinion plays a role in the decision on
recognition. Students need to negotiate the recognition of their studies individually
with professors and if they do not get the approval (which still does happen) they may
need to make extra effort-repeating exams or courses upon return.
ESN believes that these problems need to be overcome so that a real difference can be
made. Therefore, as a conclusion from this report, we suggest several steps that should
be taken up with a shorter and longer perspective to facilitate the student’s exchange.
To facilitate the recognition of courses more attention should be put on signing
bilateral agreements between institutions in which specific corresponding courses
will be determined. However, more flexibility and freedom in the choice of courses
need to be allowed for outgoing students. In a longer perspective, to make it possible,
study programmes should be re-built in a way that the “mobility windows” would be
included.
To facilitate the credit transfer and accumulation, the ECTS should be used as the
one and only credit system in all of the Higher Education Institutions. More attention
should be given to the correct use of the system. Thus, the ECTS label should be
promoted to HEIs.
To make the grade transfer more transparent and fair, each HEI should develop a clear
procedure of transferring the grades. Information about the applied system, together
with the conversion table, should be provided to all the outgoing students in advance.
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To remove the bureaucratic barriers and simplify the process, specific, common
guidelines should be developed on an international level and each institution should
prepare its own course recognition procedure.
To increase the level of awareness about the recognition to students, the information
should be provided before the departure. Students should be provided with a copy of the
Erasmus Student Charter. Moreover, the teachers should be provided with information
and training, which will prepare them to support students in the recognition procedure.
The PRIME 2010 study covered all the topics concerning recognition and gathered
the point of view from three different parties involved in the recognition procedure:
students, Higher Education Institutions and National Agencies. It gathered the opinion
from a representative sample of respondents from the LLP countries. At the same time,
it revealed that the problems in recognition, though diminishing, still remain. Thus, to
be able to monitor the improvement and implementation of suggested solutions, ESN
suggests further investigation into the topic in the future.
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Appendices
A

Discussion

The following part of the report is the result of cooperation of ESN with its partners
in the PRIME project. We asked our collaborators: Vilnius University (our official
partner in the PRIME project), Ghent University and Campus Europae (our
supporting partners) to share their experiences and point of view on the recognition
problems. Their opinion, presented below is the added value to the ESN findings and
will contribute to the discussion about future improvements ESN would like to begin
together with release of the PRIME 2010 report.
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Vilnius University: Study Period Abroad Recognition Experience
Vilnius University has created institutional recognition framework, which is outlined in
the Regulations for Sending Students for a Study Period Abroad, with the basic requirements
to ensure that study period abroad is recognised. The regulations name faculty coordinators as
responsible people for confirming Learning Agreements and, naturally, ensuring successful study
recognition. Regulations also foresee rules of appeal if students disagree with the recognition
results. Though institutional framework for recognition is in place, some problems still occur.

Credit recognition
•

•

•

•

Conversion of ECTS credits to local ones (1 VU credit equals 1,5 ECTS credit): Vilnius
University internal regulations require that all credits were presented in whole numbers,
which is sometimes impossible. This problem will be solved from 1st September 2011 when
Vilnius University introduces ECTS credits.
Lack of transparency in student workload calculation: it is problematic when host university
coordinators state that 30 ECTS credits per semester or 60 ECTS credits per year are too
many to successfully complete the programme due to too heavy workload.
Some partner institutions issue Transcripts of Records without clear indications if they
provide local or ECTS credits. Sometimes they register local credits without their equivalents
in ECTS.
Some Vilnius University faculties fail to ensure full recognition of academic achievements
abroad (law and medicine being the most prominent ones). Students are asked to pass
certain exams upon their return. Credits from abroad are usually added as extra credits to
the student’s diploma supplement but they are not accumulated towards the final degree.

Grade conversion
•
•

•

Different grading systems and traditions at partner universities burden study abroad
recognition.
Data on grades presented on Transcripts of Records is usually not sufficient: statistical
distribution of grades is rarely provided and information on the student’s performance at
partner institution in comparison to other students taking the same course is not available.
At many partner institutions the ECTS grading scale, as it was used, was not based on
statistical data but on absolute descriptors which led to many misunderstandings.
Vilnius University decision not to convert grades into Lithuanian grading system led to
another problem. If students want to enter Master or Doctoral studies in Lithuania, they
are required to convert some grades from foreign universities to national grading system.
This leads to sound arguments of the necessity to revise the whole admission procedures to
higher education institutions in Lithuania.

General problems
•

Linguistic problems occur when Transcripts of Records are issued in the language of host
institution without English translation.
•
Partner institutions sometimes fail to provide reliable information about their academic
offer on the website. Having limited information students and coordinators are forced to
rely on course titles, which are sometimes very general and uninformative.
•
Late receipt of Transcript of Records cause many problems and might result in delays of
students getting a degree.
To sum it all up, the recognition process highly depends on the successful communication between
the student, faculty coordinators at Vilnius University and host institution. Each player of the
exchange game should clearly know their rights and duties. When everybody gets acquainted with
the rules before entering the game the majority of problems can be avoided.
Vilnius University
International Programmes and Relations Office
Based on Faculty Coordinators’ response
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Minimise Recognition Problems
The Campus Europae Project
For two years now, the PRIME surveys have demonstrated the mechanisms by which
academic recognition in the Erasmus framework works. The results show that in a
majority of cases students receive recognition for their academic achievements abroad,
however significant room for improvement remains.
Many of the problems that have been identified, recognition amongst them, have
featured prominently in Erasmus evaluation reports and Trend Reports for many years.
Without concentrated efforts in this field, Erasmus grants seemed to have developed
a financial contribution by the EU for – from an academic point of view – ’inefficient’
studies abroad. With the Bologna process having put students under pressure to finish
their studies in time, any loss of time due to partial or even complete non-recognition
reduces students’ motivation to spend a semester abroad, even less likely an entire
year.
For these reasons academic recognition deserves more attention on the European
higher education agenda, not least to show political resolve. However, thinking out
of the box might help to contribute to improve the current unsatisfactory situation.
Campus Europae (CE) has been experimenting with ways to solve these matters already
for some years; and in this context it understands itself as a laboratory for academic
recognition, but not exclusively. The results achieved within the network suggest that
some successful aspects could be elevated to a higher level.
Campus Europae established a system for “Ex-Ante-Recognition” by creating networks
of subject areas (“Subject Committees”) to increase mutual curricular knowledge and
trust. This is, of course, only feasible for small networks (CE has currently around 20
member universities). However, universities seldom maintain a higher number of
serious and long-lasting academic exchange partners.
In addition, it is necessary to make more targeted and determined efforts to tackle
situations of non-recognition. CE has repeatedly appealed to its members to honour its
Learning Agreements. Furthermore, the rectors of all member universities made the
decision to appoint an ombudswoman that plays a key role in mediating in problematic
cases. But this ombudswoman can only act successfully because other measures have
already contributed to decreasing the number of conflict situations.
The ombudswoman may also intervene in dealing with grade conversion. For students
a grade may influence their study grants. But because grade recognition might depend
on the individual policy of a respective faculty such cases must be approached on a
case-by-case basis and intensive mediation might be necessary.
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Ghent University
Ghent University (UGent) is one of the leading higher education and
research institutions in the Low Countries, with 35 000 students and
7700 staff members. More than 130 departments, spread over 11 faculties, offer
courses in every scientific discipline. Both centrally and in initiatives stemming from
its faculties, UGent is stepping up its internationalisation. About 10 % of its students
are currently from outside Belgium and the Netherlands. It was awarded the ECTS
label in 2004 and again in 2009.
The initiative of the European Commission to launch the Erasmus programme in the
1980s caused a profound change in higher education. The student mobility we have,
intends to offer as many students as possible a broadening and intense intellectual
experience. The increasing internationalisation of higher education is not a gratuitous
occupation. The development of the system of credits was only a first step. The
construction of a curriculum cannot find its origin in the fact that ’it has always been
this way’ or ’we have a great expert for this course’. The starting point must be the
student. What knowledge and capacities must a student have mastered at the end of
his education? What insights and attitudes must he have acquired to function at the
start of his career in a quickly evolving society that is growing ever more complex? And
above all: how to translate this new approach into the construction of a curriculum,
into the method of teaching and the method of evaluating? The answer to these
questions leads us to an education system that is competence-oriented, based on well
formulated learning outcomes and inevitably leads to greater attention for quality and
to the development of quality care systems.
Universities have to respond quickly to new evolutions and needs by offering, amongst
other things, flexible curricula to its students. Academic recognition is the point of
interest in student mobility. Shortly after the start of the Erasmus programme an
ECTS-pilot project was started up to accomplish just that. The core principles with
which we started off ECTS in 1988-1989, were ’mutual trust and confidence’. They
are still valid today; when there is no basic trust in the functioning and the quality of
another university it is not expedient to sign an agreement on mobility with that other
university. Gradually forms developed that have now become standard: the Application
Form, the Learning Agreement and the Transcript of Records.
Ghent University is one of the (unfortunately) few universities which has obtained
twice the ECTS label. Having the ECTS-label is very important for Ghent University.
Preparing for the label application accelerated some internal processes. It is a
recognition by the European Commission of our good practices concerning ECTS an it
means that we play a key-role in the process of academic recognition.
I also shows that the effort of the student and the teacher are valued and respected
by taking e.g. the Learning Agreements serious as a legally binding instrument. It’s
a label of excellence towards the European Commission and all our partners mostly
demonstrating our quality assurance processes in project management. The label can
be seen as an important factor in the choice of our strategic partners. However the label
has nothing to do with the quality of education and research as such.
After almost 25 years of Erasmus exchanges it is really sad that problems with academic
recognition remain such a problem. Only a full academic recognition of study results
obtained abroad is an acceptable token of ’mutual trust and confidence’.
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D

PRIME 2010 Students’ questionnaire

Questionnaire for students
Dear Student!
Erasmus Student Network, an international non-profit student organisation is conducting Europe-wide research on
recognition of study courses taken abroad. If you have participated in an Erasmus exchange you can help us and
complete the following questionnaire. It will take you about 15 minutes.
Please complee the questionnaire as fully as possible. The mandatory fields are marked with an asterisk.
For questions about PRIME, contact Justyna Pisera (prime-coordinator@esn.org)
For technical problems, contact Rania Chantzopoulou (wpa@esn.org)
Home Higher Education Institution: *
Please write a name in English
Country of home institution: *
Host Higher Education Institution: *
Please write a name in English
Country of host institution: *
Field of studies at home institution: *
Field of studies at host institution: *
Through which programme did you study abroad? (please refer to the most recent exchange you have completed): *
Erasmus Programme
programme

CEEPUS

Bilateral agreement between universities

Private foundation (e.g. Fulbright)

Governmental

Other (please specify)

Please indicate the start date and end date of your academic exchange: *
Start date
End date
Please indicate level of studies during your exchange: *
Please indicate in which year of the degree mentioned above you went on exchange: *
Information provision
When did you receive information about the following topics: *
Before my
exchange

During my
exchange

After my
exchange

Never

Learning agreement
ECTS system/credit system at the host and home
university
Grade transfer
Exchange students recognition rights
If you received any information
Where did you get the information:
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By home
institution

By host
institution

By both
institutions

Learning Agreement
ECTS system
Grade transfer
Exchange student recognition rights
Who provided you with the information about LEARNING AGREEMENT:
Institutional Erasmus coordinator
Dean / head of the department
Professors
it on my own

Faculty Erasmus coordinator
Special recognition committee

Former exchange students

Study program director / advisor
International Relations Office

Student associations such as ESN, Student Union, etc.

I found

Other (please specify)

Who provided you with the information about ECTS SYSTEM:
Institutional Erasmus coordinator
Dean / head of the department
Professors
it on my own

Faculty Erasmus coordinator
Special recognition committee

Former exchange students

Study program director / advisor
International Relations Office

Student associations such as ESN, Student Union, etc.

I found

Other (please specify)

Who provided you with the information about GRADE TRANSFER:
Institutional Erasmus coordinator
Dean / head of the department
Professors
it on my own

Faculty Erasmus coordinator
Special recognition committee

Former exchange students

Study program director / advisor
International Relations Office

Student associations such as ESN, Student Union, etc.

I found

Other (please specify)

Who provided you with the information about EXCHANGE STUDENTS RECOGNITION RIGHTS:
Institutional Erasmus coordinator
Dean / head of the department
Professors
it on my own

Faculty Erasmus coordinator
Special recognition committee

Former exchange students

Study Program director / advisor
International Relations Office

Student associations such as ESN, Student Union, etc.

I found

Other (please specify)

How helpful were the following sources of information: *
21-not
rather 3-neither not helpful
helpful
not
nor helpful
at all
helpful
Meetings, seminars, sessions
Web pages
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4-rather
helpful

I didn’t use
5-very this source
helpful
of
information

21-not
rather 3-neither not helpful
helpful
not
nor helpful
at all
helpful

4-rather
helpful

I didn’t use
5-very this source
helpful
of
information

Newsletters, individual e-mails
Social networking services such as
Facebook
Brochures, booklets, flyers or
posters
Individual consulting
Student associations (e.g. ESN)
Others
Learning Agreement
A Learning Agreement is a binding agreement between the exchange student and the host
university - usually it is a letter with a list of courses that a student needs to complete during his/her exchange
When did you sign your Learning Agreement: *
Before the exchange
sign a learning agreement

During the exchange

After the exchange

I don’t remember

I did not

If you did NOT sign Learning Agreement, what was the reason:
I did not know that I needed to do it
Other (please specify)

The host institution refused to sign it

It was not required

If you signed a Learning Agreement, who decided on the choice of courses in your Learning Agreement at home
institution:
Institutional Erasmus coordinator
Dean / head of the department
Professors

Host institution

Faculty Erasmus coordinator

Study program director / advisor

Special recognition committee
I could freely choose the courses

International Relations Office
I don't know

Other (please specify)

Did you make any changes to your Learning Agreement after having signed it:
Yes

No

If YES, why:
I extended my stay
previously selected

The host university requested some changes
The courses I selected previously were not available

Personal change of the courses
Other (please specify)

ECTS
Did you use ECTS credits in your Learning Agreement: *
Yes

No
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How many credits (ECTS or local equivalents) did you have in the final version of the Learning Agreement: *
credits
credits

How many credits did you earn in total during your exchange: *
How many credits were recognised by the home university: *
In what way were the credits recognised: *
As free electives

As mandatory minor subjects

credits
As mandatory major subjects

As a whole period without course specification

thesis or project

As master/bachelor

Other (please specify)

Recognition
Who recognised your courses upon return: *
Institutional Erasmus coordinator
Dean / head of the department
Professors

I don't know

Faculty Erasmus coordinator
Special recognition committee

Study program director / advisor
International Relations Office

Other (please specify)

Did you need your professors approval before your courses were recognised: *
Yes, for all courses

Yes, for some courses

No

I don't know

In case you did not get full recognition* of the completed exams and courses - what were the main obstacles to
recognition?(multiple answers possible):
The courses were not included in the final version of the Learning Agreement
was not accepted
host university)

Content (or part) of courses

Problems with credit calculation (e.g. different number of credits for a course at the home and
I got lost with bureaucratic issues

Recognition is still in process

I don't know

My professor(s) did not give the approval

Other (please specify)

* By full recognition we mean that all the credits that you have earned during your exchange and that were
originally present in the final version of your Learning Agreement were recognised by your home University
without need to take any further courses or exams
What percentage of exams and courses did you have to re-take after the exchange as they were not recognized?
Please estimate: * Exams:

%

%
Courses:
In case you had to re-take exam(s) or course(s) after exchange, what were the main reasons:
Courses were fully recognised by the home university; however professor(s) requested to undergo examination
My home university didn’t recognise some course(s)
specify)

I was not satisfied with grade(s)

Other (please

Did you have to prolong your studies at your home university due to your problems with recognition: *
Yes

No

Grade Transfer
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I don't know yet

When your grades were converted, did you feel like on average your grades were: *
Upgraded
my average

Downgraded

Stayed the same

Converted grades were not included, when calculating

Don’t know

Did you decide NOT to have some of your courses recognised as a result of the grade transfer: *
Yes

No

I had no possibility to decide on this

Erasmus grants and their calculation/portability
Did you receive an Erasmus grant: *
Yes
No
Did you have to pay back parts of your grant:
Yes

No

%
If YES, what percentage of Erasmus grant were you required to pay back:
If you had to pay back your grant, what was the reason?(multiple answers possible):
Failed exams

Lack of ECTS credits or equivalent

than the estimated exchange time

Too little time spent abroad/ I came back earlier

Other (please specify)

Did you receive any other (or additional) grants: *
Yes

No

If YES, by which institution:
Home institution
Private foundation

Host institution

Regional authorities (province, city)

National authorities

Other (please specify)

Were you required to pay any fees at the host university: *
Yes
No
Did you lose any grant or other financial support you were receiving because you went on Erasmus: *
Yes

No

General Questions
Would you still have studied abroad, if ...: *
No Rather no Rather yes Yes
...you would not have received a scholarship?
...the scholarship would have been smaller?
...you would have known you would not get full recognition?
...you would have known you would have problems with the grade transfer?
How satisfied were your with the following issues: *
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1-not satisfied 2-rather not 3-neither not satisfied
at all
satisfied
nor satisfied

4-rather
satisfied

5-very
satisfied

Overall experience of academic
exchange
Information provided about
grade transfer
The actual grade transfer
Information provided about
recognition of courses
The actual recognition
procedure
Please describe the main problems you faced during the recognition process:

The ID for excluding or including this element is webform@node/652.edit-submitted-please-describe-the-mainproblems-you-faced-during-the-recognition-process.
Which measures would you suggest to improve the recognition process:

The ID for excluding or including this element is webform@node/652.edit-submitted-which-measures-would-yousuggest-to-improve-the-recognition-process.
Please leave us your email address if you would like to be notified about the results of PRIME study or subscribe to
ESN newsletter:
I would like to receive results of PRIME study

I would like to subscribe to the ESN Newsletter

ESN International will not use your email address for any other purpose than sending the ESN Newsletter with
information about education, youth and mobility and that comes up twice per month. You can see the latest
newsletter version on http://www.esn.org/newsletter
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PRIME 2010 HEIs’ questionnaire

Questionnaire for Higher Education Institutions
We are conducting the PRIME (Problems of Recognition in Making Erasmus) research Project which targets
suggestions and recommendations about the improvement of the Erasmus programme based on realities of
recognition of courses studied abroad at Higher Education Institutions (HEI) in Europe. We highly value
information and opinions from you. Your participation in the PRIME project will make a great contribution to our
research and the quality of students’ exchange experience. We would appreciate, if you could take 15 minutes to
complete the following form.
For questions about PRIME, contact Justyna Pisera (prime-coordinator@esn.org)
For technical problems, contact Rania Chantzopoulou (wpa@esn.org)
If you have problems with submission, you can also download the questionnaire as a Word document (attachment in
the bottom of the page). Please send the filled form back to prime-coordinator@esn.org
Institution data
Name and surname: *
Email: *
Country: *
Full name of the Higher Education Institution in English: *
Position at the Institution: *
Is the data provided in the questionnaire valid for the whole institution or only a specific faculty or department: *
Institution
Faculty/ department
If you selected faculty/department data, which is the name of the faculty:

Please write the name in English
Statistical Data
Number of enrolled students at your institution/faculty in the academic year of 2009/2010:
1st semester 09/10:

outgoing students 2nd semester 09/10:

total students

outgoing students

Information provision about Erasmus student exchange
Who provides students with information about Erasmus exchange (multiple answers possible):
Institutional Erasmus coordinator
Dean / head of the department
Professors

Faculty Erasmus coordinators
Special recognition committee

Former exchange students

information is provided

Study program director / advisor
International Relations Office

Student associations such as ESN, Student Union, etc.

No

Other (please specify)
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In what form is the information about Erasmus provided (multiple answers possible):
sessions

Web pages

Newsletters and individual e-mails

Brochures, booklets, flyers or posters
information is provided

Meetings, seminars,

Social networking services such as Facebook

Individual consulting

Students associations (e.g. ESN)

No

Other (please specify)

How do you evaluate the effectiveness of the forms of information provision (Please rate the general effectiveness
even if you have not used particular form at your intitution):
1ineffective

2-rather 3-neither ineffective nor 4-rather
ineffective
effective
effective

5-very
effective

Meetings, seminars, sessions
Web pages
Newsletters, individual e-mails
Social networking services such as
Facebook
Brochures, booklets, flyers or posters
Individual consulting
Students associations (e.g. ESN)
Other
Which of the following documents are provided to exchange students (multiple answers possible):
Erasmus Student Charter
table for grades

Erasmus University Charter

A signed copy of the Learning Agreement

Conversion table for credits

Conversion

Other (please specify)

Negotiation and signing of the Learning Agreement
Do you use the official form of Learning Agreement provided by the European Commission:
Yes

No

The official form of Learning Agreement can be found here
Are there any other forms of documents signed by the students together with the Learning Agreement:
Yes

No

If YES, please upload your template(s):
Who makes the final decision on courses in the Learning Agreement of an Erasmus student:
Institutional Erasmus coordinator
Study Program director / advisor
International Relations Office
courses

Faculty Erasmus coordinators
Dean / head of the department
Professors

Host institution

Special recognition committee
The student can freely choose the

Other (please specify)

Who makes the final decision on the minimum number of credits a student has to gain abroad:
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Institutional Erasmus Coordinator
Dean / Head of the department
Professors
specify)

Faculty Erasmus coordinators
Special recognition committee

Host institution

Study Program Director / Advisor
International Relations Office

There is no minimum credit requirement by institution

Other (please

What percentage of your students makes changes to their Learning Agreement after it is officially signed? Please
estimate:

%

Why do students from your university change Learning Agreements (rate from 1-least frequent to 5-most frequent
reason):
1 - least
frequent

2 - less
frequent

3 - somewhat
frequent

4 - more
frequent

5 - most
frequent

Extension of studies abroad
No course schedule provided before the
exchange
The host university requests changes
Personal change of the courses previously
selected
Chosen courses are not available
Others
Recognition of course credit calculation and usage of the European Credit Transfer and Accumulation
System (ECTS)
Does your institution use ECTS credits:
Yes, as the only credit system

Yes, together with the national credit system

No

If ECTS credits are used, how are they calculated:
According to workload

According to type of course

According to hours spent in the classroom

According to both workload and type of course

Other (please specify)

If you calculate ECTS credits according to the workload, how many hours of workload equals 1 ECTS: 1 ECTS=
hours
Does your institution have ECTS label:
Yes
No
If ECTS credits are NOT used, how does the university convert foreign study courses:
Conversion table created by university

Individually by professors

Other (please specify)

Who is in charge of the credit recognition procedure:
Institutional Erasmus coordinator
Dean / Head of the department

Faculty Erasmus coordinators
Special recognition committee

Study Program director / advisor
International Relations Office
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Professors

Other (please specify)

How would you define full recognition:
All courses and all exams are recognised without further requirements from the home university
All courses and all exams are recognised even if the student is required to attend some additional classes
All courses and all exams are recognised even if the student is required to take some extra exams.
Other (please specify)
What percentage of your outgoing exchange students receive a full recognition according to the definition chosen
above:

% of outgoing students

Please specify the main reasons, why students at your institution do NOT receive a full recognition of their studies
aboard? (multiple answers possible):
The courses were not included in the final version of the LA
Problems with credit calculation
did not give approval

Content (or part) of courses was not accepted

The student did not provide the necessary documents

I don't know

The professor

Other (please specify)

System of grade transfers
Do you provide the incoming students with information about grade transfer:
Yes
No
Do you provide the outgoing students with information about grade transfer:
Yes
No
Who provides students with information about grade transfer:
Institutional Erasmus coordinator
Study program director / advisor
Professors

Faculty Erasmus coordinators

Special recognition committee

Dean / Head of department
International Relations Office

Student Organizations such as ESN, Student Union, etc

Other (please specify)

When do you provide students with information about grade transfer:
Before the exchange

During the exchange

After the exchange

How are grades converted:
Conversion table created by the institution
Conversion table created for the programme
Institutional Erasmus coordinator
given by host institution

Conversion table created by department/faculty
Individually by Faculty Erasmus coordinators

Individually by professors

Grades are not recorded, only credits

Other (please specify)

Who is responsible for finalising the grade transfer of outgoing students:
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Individually by

Grades are not converted and are recorded as

Institutional Erasmus Coordinators
Dean / Head of department
Professors

Faculty Erasmus Coordinators

Special recognition committee

Study program Director / Advisor

International Relations Office

Other (please specify)

Division and portability of Erasmus grants
What percentage of the outgoing Erasmus students receive the Erasmus grant? Please estimate :

%

When are Erasmus grants provided to students:
Before the exchange
the rest later

During the exchange

After the exchange

Partially before the exchange and

Partially during the exchange and the rest later
How do you use any Erasmus grant funding left at the end of the year? [multiple answers possible]:
Promotion for the upcoming year

Training of university staff

Redistribution to the organisations

Redistributed to the students already entitled for the Erasmus scholarship

(ESN, etc) and projects

Redistributed to the students not previously entitled for the Erasmus scholarship
Agency

It is sent back to National

Other (please specify)

Do students at your university lose right to any grants or financial support they were receiving when they go abroad:
Yes

No

If an outgoing student prolongs the exchange, do you provide them with additional Erasmus grant:
Yes, always

Yes, if there is enough funding

No

What percentage of the students are required to pay back the Erasmus grant? Please estimate:
In which cases do you require students to pay back Erasmus grants:
Failed exams

Lack of ECTS

Too little time spent abroad(early return)

%

Other (please specify)

What kind of additional financial help (apart from Erasmus grant) does your institution provide to outgoing
students?(multiple answers possible):
Accommodation grants
(please specify)

Travel costs

Additional grant

None

National grants

Other

Are the incoming Erasmus students in your institution required to pay any fees:
Yes

No

If YES, what kind of fees:
Supplementary questions
What do you, as the representative of the higher education institution, consider as the most important problem in the
recognition process that discourages students from going on exchange:
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Fear of not receiving full recognition

Fear of problems with passing the exams abroad

Not receiving

Fear of inadequate grade conversion
Other (please specify)
a grant
What would you suggest to improve the recognition process:

The ID for excluding or including this element is webform@node/651.edit-submitted-what-would-you-suggest-toimprove-the-recognition-process.
Please leave us your email address if you would like to be notified about the results of PRIME study or subscribe to
ESN newsletter:
I would like to receive results of PRIME study

I would like to subscribe to the ESN Newsletter

ESN International will not use your email address for any other purpose than sending the ESN Newsletter with
information about education, youth and mobility and that comes up twice per month. You can see the latest
newsletter version on http://www.esn.org/newsletter
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PRIME 2010 NAs’ interview
PRIME 2010
National Agency Interview

PRIME National Coordinator Data
Name and Surname:
E-mail address:
Country:
Introduction
What is your name and surname?
What is your role in the National Agency?
What is the total number of Higher Education Institutions in the country?
What is the number of universities with signed Erasmus University Charter?
How many people work on Erasmus from your department?
Information provision
1.

How is the information about recognition process
provided to Higher Education Institutions?

1.1.

How do you ensure that the Erasmus University
Charter is respected in HEI’s?

1.2.

How do you ensure that Erasmus Student Charter is provided to students?

2.

How do you monitor the recognition process in HEI?

Learning Agreement
3.

How do you ensure the correct application of Learning Agreement?

3.1.

Do you recommend the use of official form of Learning
Agreement in Higher Education Institutions?

3.2.

What support do you provide to International Relations
Office s or Higher Education Institutions?

3.3.

What are main problems in the use of Learning Agreement?

4.

What are your suggestions to improve existing
official form of Learning Agreement?

Implementation of ECTS and ECTS labels
5.

How do you ensure the correct use of ECTS?

5.1.

What are the problems encountered in implementation of ECTS?

5.2.

What is the interest of Higher Education Institutions in getting ECTS labels?

5.3.

What is your opinion about the labels?
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Funding and grant portability
6.

How do you monitor the correct use of Erasmus
grants at the Higher Education Institution?

6.1.

Are there situations, where students are required to pay back Erasmus grant?

6.2. How do you check, that HEIs are not charging
incoming Erasmus students any tuition fees?
7.

Can you tell something about the portability of the grants and loans?

Problems with recognition and room for improvement
8.

What, in your opinion, are the principal problems
of recognition in making Erasmus?

8.1.

What actions would you suggest to raise the level of recognition?

8.2. In your monitoring do you detect problems with recognition?
8.3. How many students contact you to report their recognition problems?
8.4. How do you see recognition in your plans for future?
8.5. Do you have procedure you implement when you detect problems
with recognition at your Higher Education Institution’s?
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Learning Agreement23

LIFELONG LEARNING PROGRAMME/ ERASMUS – ECTS

LEARNING AGREEMENT
ACADEMIC YEAR: 20…/20…
FIELD OF STUDY:

STUDY PERIOD: from……….. to……………

Name of student: …………………………………………………………………………………………….
Student’s e-mail address:……………………………………………………………………………………
Sending Institution: …………………………………………………………………... Country: ……..……

DETAILS OF THE PROPOSED STUDY PROGRAMME ABROAD/LEARNING AGREEMENT
Receiving institution:

……………………………………. ………. Country: … ……………………..

Course unit code (if any) and
page no. of the information
package

…………………………
…………………………
…………………………
…………………………
…………………………
…………………………
…………………………
…………………………
…………………………
…………………………

Course unit title (as indicated in the course catalogue)

Semester
(autumn/
spring)

Number of
ECTS
credits

………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………

………………
………………
………………
………………
………………
………………
………………
………………
………………
………………

……………
……………
……………
……………
……………
……………
……………
……………
……………
……………
..

Student’s signature ………………………………..

Date: …………………………………

SENDING INSTITUTION

We confirm that the learning agreement is accepted.
Departmental coordinator’s signature
………………………………………………
Date: ……………………………………….

Institutional coordinator’s signature
……………………………………………………………
Date: ……………………………………………………..

RECEIVING INSTITUTION
We confirm that the learning agreement is accepted.
Departmental coordinator’s signature
………………………………………………
Date: ……………………………………….

Institutional coordinator’s signature
……………………………………………………………
Date: ……………………………………………………..

LEARNING AGREEMENT PAGE 1
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Name of student: ………………………………………………………………………………………………
Sending Institution: ………………………………………………………..……… Country:…………………..

CHANGES TO ORIGINAL LEARNING AGREEMENT
(to be filled in ONLY if appropriate)
Course unit
code and
page no. of
the course
catalogue

……………
……………
……………
……………
……………
……………
……………
……………
……………
……………
……………
……………
……………
……………

Course unit (as indicated in the course catalogue)

..............................................................................
…………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………..
…………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………
………

Deleted
course
unit

Added
course
unit

Number of
ECTS credits

�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�

………………
………………
………………
………………
………………
………………
………………
………………
………………
………………
………………
………………
………………

�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�

If necessary, continue this list on a separate sheet
Student’s signature ………………………………..

Date: …………………………………

SENDING INSTITUTION
We confirm that the above-listed changes to the initially accepted learning agreement are approved.
Departmental coordinator’s signature
Institutional coordinator’s signature
………………………………………………
Date: ……………………………………….

……………………………………………………………
Date: ……………………………………………………..

RECEIVING INSTITUTION
We confirm that the above-listed changes to the initially accepted learning agreement are approved.
Departmental coordinator’s signature
Institutional coordinator’s signature
………………………………………………
Date: ………………………………………

LEARNING AGREEMENT PAGE 2
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……………………………………………………………
Date: ……………………………………………………..

H

Erasmus Student Charter23

ERASMUS STUDENT CHARTER
The status of Erasmus student applies to students who satisfy the Erasmus eligibility
criteria and who have been selected by their university* to spend an Erasmus study
period abroad at a partner university in Europe. Both universities must have an
Erasmus University Charter awarded by the European Commission.
As an Erasmus student, you are entitled to expect:
•

Your home university and your host university to sign a learning agreement with
you before you leave. This agreement will set out the details of your planned
studies abroad, including the credits to be achieved.

•

A transcript of records at the end of your studies abroad, signed by your host
university. This will record your results with the credits and grades achieved.

•

Full academic recognition from your home university for credits achieved during
the Erasmus study period, in accordance with the learning agreement.

•

Not to have to pay fees to your host university for tuition, registration, examinations
or access to laboratory and library facilities during your Erasmus studies.

•

Your student grant or loan from your home country to be maintained while you
are abroad.

As an Erasmus student, you are expected to:
•

Respect the rules and obligations of the Erasmus contract with your home
university or your National Agency.

•

Ensure that any changes to the learning agreement are agreed in writing with both
the home and host university immediately they occur.

•

Spend the full study period as agreed at the host university, including examinations
or other forms of assessment, and respect its rules and regulations.

•

Write a report on your Erasmus study period abroad when your return.

If you have a problem:
•

Identify the problem clearly and check your rights and obligations.

•

Contact your departmental coordinator and use the formal appeals procedure of
your home university.

•

If you remain dissatisfied, contact your National Agency.

23 http://ec.europa.eu/education/archive/million/charter_en.pdf, [cited: 24.08.2011]
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