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Интернационализация высшего образования включает в себя ряд действий, среди которых внедрение совместных образовательных программ, обменные программы, совместная разработка учебных планов, руководство докторантами и магистрантами, развитие кадрового потенциала. Важнейшим административным инструментом реализации интернационализации высшего образования является отдел или управление международных связей, которое координирует осуществление всех форм международного сотрудничества.
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Most universities declare their aspiration for international recognition and reputation. But still not all of them perceive an adequate strategy, which could help them to achieve the goal. The traditional elements of the international cooperation need filling out to answer the tendencies of  adding an international dimension to higher education. The concept of internationalization is widely discussed exactly in connection with the interest of HEI towards developing an international dimension to their work. This concept has undergone a significant developments starting with student mobility in the 70th. Step by step some additional activities were added like exchange of teachers, some cooperation in the curricular development, technical assistance or international students’ recruitment. From a theoretical point of view, the highest level of the development of the concept of internationalization is the integrative approach. It incorporates the previous experience but emphasizes on the integration between the academic aspects (programs, mobility, etc.) and institutional aspects (strategies, procedures, resources). Since 2000, instead of a set of isolated activities, internationalization is gradually being understood as a dynamic process that needs to be integrated in the academic agendas, policies and procedures of the respective institution. The most significant benefits of internationalisation in the long-term are the social and cultural interactions between teachers and students, the multi-cultural aspects of teaching and learning, and the adoption of a specific style of work in all organizational levels of the institution. It was also realized that institutional changes are needed in order to create suitable organizational culture and climate inside the organization. If the institution aims at outlining the “international dimension” in its overall activities, the organizational culture must create atmosphere that values and supports the international and intercultural initiatives. 

According to de Wit, rationales for the internationalisation of higher education in general are: 

- Economic & political, which include and influence economic growth and investment in the future economy, the labour market, foreign policy, financial incentives, national educational demand. 

- Cultural & educational, which include cultural function, development of the individual, providing an international dimension in research and teaching.  

The rationale behind internationalization could be different for different institutions but in any case it answers the real needs of the education sector and leads to its further development. 

If we focus on economy, the statistics are eloquent – In 2009 690,923 International students contribute nearly $20 billion to the U.S. economy, through their expenditures on tuition and living expenses, according to the U.S. Department of Commerce. Higher education is among the United States’ top service sector exports, as international students provide significant revenue not just to the host campuses but also to local economies of the host states for living expenses, including room and board, books and supplies, transportation, health insurance, support for accompanying family members, and other miscellaneous items.

According to OECD, over 3.3 million students are currently studying outside of their own country, a 65 percent increase since 2000. While international mobility among students and scholars is not a new phenomenon, new trends have emerged in the last decade and continue to shape a rapidly changing landscape in international higher education. Countries now-a-days become more and more interdependent and our challenges ever-more global. The education sector must be aware not only where students are moving but also what opportunities they need to become individuals who are able to live together and leaders who will find solutions together. 

For all these reasons it seems very timely to introduce an international focus into university activities. All these initiatives – from exchanges trough multilateral projects to joint degrees - have to be guided and supported by a university-wide internationalisation strategy, the creation of which is an absolute prerequisite for any consistent re-structuring of the university’s international portfolio.

How to develop a university internationalisation strategy

The creation of the internationalisation strategy should start from the top management of the university, should involve all structures and should rely on international offices with increasingly well-trained and competent staff for its implementation and further development.

The prerequisite for the development of an internationalisation strategy is to have Rector/Vice-Rectors/Deans and an Academic Council interested in developing such a strategy. The decision-makers are ones to decide how deep the internationalization strategy will go on horizontal and vertical levels. The role of the International Office is important both in the phase of developing and of implementing the strategy. The IO has to be the strategic as well as the operative centre for internationalisation within the university. 

Developing the internationalization strategy of one university follows similar steps as in any strategy exercise. There are two sets of factors that have to be analysed when starting the procedure. The most important elements of the Internal factors that must be taken into consideration are the university mission, the management structure and the strengths and weaknesses in educational programmes as well as in resources – human and financial. The crucial External factors are trends and opportunities in international educational markets, the outside perceptions of image of the institution and the competitive environment. The evaluation of the internal factors would be more relevant and reliable if students at all levels and professors are involved. The evaluation of external factors usually requires involvement of external expertise from business and social institutions. When all these elements are assessed and evaluated, a background document should be prepared. The strategic paper also:

- identifies the responsible university structures and individuals;

- drafts relevant operation plan and plans for monitoring of implementation, re-evaluation and updating;

- describes incentive measures and transparent procedures for providing them.

For the successful implementation of the strategy, it is important to collect contributions from as many people and units as possible in a way that the final decision should be felt as a consensus product from the greater part of staff and students of the university. When the strategy paper is considered as a collective input, the commitment is natural and the implementation needs fewer efforts for control and pushing.

How to organise an International Office (IO) to effectively realize the strategy

The international affairs of the university are often led by a Vice-Rector. Sometimes he/she is a chair of a committee or a board for international affairs, which takes decisions or is consulted concerning distribution of grants and scholarships for international educational or international co-operation. The IO staff implements the decisions made at the Rector/Vice-Rector/Dean level. From one side, the IO officers must have the competence to do so and on the other – and be delegated responsibility and powers to carry out the work. From the organizational point of view the IO could be placed on different levels – from the office of the Vice-Rector for International Affairs to the External Funding Office. But there are serious reasons to develop an IO at the central level under the direct supervision of a Vice-Rector, since most of the work done should benefit all faculties. A strong link must, on the other hand, always be maintained to the faculty level, possibly through a staff member at the faculty office being the main internationalisation promoter. The appointment of one co-ordinator for international student and teacher mobility at each department or cluster of departments as academic ("subject") co-ordinators is recommended as a complement to the usually centralised IO. In any case using IO staff for secretarial or interpreting functions is loosing resources and should be avoided. 

The role of IO is to be the natural centre for all international activities of the University: not only the main strategic resource for the Rector but above all the co-ordinating unit for all international programmes in which the university is involved. The staff of the IO should be able to provide a pool of information about all international engagements, relations and activities of the University. 

Possible functions of an International Office

1. A consulting unit for Rector, the Vice-Rectors, the Academic Council and the Deans.  

If the staff has an adequate background and experience it will be well informed about trends and political decisions on an international level. They should be involved and consulted whenever a document/ procedure/ reform concerning or having impact on international affairs has to be developed by the university leaders.

2. Representation of the university in international co-operation and network groups.  

The Rector or Dean is invited to many different international meetings and conferences where the university/faculty needs an official representation. He/she needs to have senior IO multilingual staff members to take on some of these in his/her absence, especially if the activity needs some type of involvement or commitment. Examples would be to take the place in a board, give a speech or a lecture, or prepare for agreements which eventually will be signed at the central level.

3. A centre for liaison and administrative support of international educational and research projects 

This function is not obligatory to be managed by the IO. But if it is decided to be within the IO it should be a separate sub-unit.  The increasing EU research funding with its demanding requirements on administrative rules and legal expertise requires special knowledge and expertise. In some cases this unit may even coordinate projects that are considered “institutional” - concern general educational matters, have innovative character or are interdisciplinary and involve different departments.

4. International PR

The IO is the university’s public relations office regarding international affairs. It has to advertise the university internationally by announcements in educational newspapers, international student information guides, relevant websites and by information stands at educational fairs and exhibitions. Furthermore, the IO has to provide accurate and up-to-date information about the university to foreign partner universities and interested students from abroad. This information includes an overview on the studies offered, scholarships for incoming students, etc. 

5. Student counselling and information for university staff 

One of the core tasks of an IO is to inform their students and graduates about possibilities on the international level – project calls, open programs, information about universities and educational systems in other countries, possible scholarships, relevant seminars and events abroad. Similar information should be provided for university staff. 

6. Support for exchange students, teachers and guest researchers 

Students, teachers and researchers from abroad are special guests and future

colleagues and collaborators. They should be treated with special care and hospitality. If exchange programs are included in the functions of IO, they must be managed by a separate sub-unit. This is due to the specific requirements of the different schemes and the variety of tasks connected with organizing mobility – selection, sending own students and teachers, meeting incoming students and teachers, monitoring, reporting, accrediting study periods, etc. The incoming students should be guided to the right departments and courses – the IO should be their "first stop". They should   also be able to use facilities for keeping in contact with their university in the home country. The "own" students studying abroad should be able to get some service and advice from their "home university" through the IO. The IO should maintain good relations with the student organisations at the home university, and check that practical services are kept at a high standard. However, the IO cannot, and should not, take over the responsibility as "hosts" of the international guests from departments and student organisations. 

7. Recruiting international students

This task again requires a separate sub-unit. It involves all preparatory work to attract international students – information materials, recruitment campaign, communication, facilitation, etc. Not less important is the work connected with meeting, registering and accommodating already admitted students and the support during the studies. The responsibility might be shared with Student office and departments but the experience shows that IO appears to be the coordination point.

8. IO as a social promoter.

Organising study tours, social and cultural events for foreign students, professors and guests aims at developing warm and friendly atmosphere thus presenting the university in the best possible way. It may be the decisive factor for recommending friends and colleagues to visit the university or to choose it for cooperation. It is one of the most demanding tasks of the IO, since it requires very high standards of language, presentation and diplomatic skills.

9. Administration of the university’s international budget 

In most cases, the IO is also responsible for the administration of the international budget of the university. These funds are used for special scholarships for outgoing students or graduates and for financing the development and cultivation of co-operation arrangements with other universities. 

Possible structure of an International Office 

The localisation of the IO within the university can differ much from one institution to the other. In general, it is favourable for the Rector to have it both physically and organisationally close to him/herself, since he/she will need close contact to be able to meet the increasing demands of informing visitors, drafting agreements in education and research, and for discussion and writing of policy. It is common that the IO is located within a cluster of "International Affairs" or "External Relations" directly under a Vice-Rector. 

There are two types of situations that are better to be avoided if the university would like to build a strong international image. The first case is when IO consists of one person, taking care of both student activities and all other internationalisation issues. When he/she is doing "everything", irrespectively of the level of competence of this person, the university shows the rest of the world that it has a very low ambition to be recognised internationally. The other case is when the natural functions are separated in many units under different supervision. There is no actually overview of what is going on. It is the case when “the one hand does not know what the other is doing” and generally it dissipates resources and generates low efficiency. The number of staff should be related to the number of students and researchers at the institution, but also to the necessary number of staff needed for activities related to the organisation /implementation of international events. Of course, the size of the IO also reflects how much resources the university is interested in investing in internationalisation. The good practice shows that a well functioning IO needs at least 5–6 staff members to do an appropriate job. An “ideal” IO is described below:

1. Head - responsible for strategy, high level international delegations, staff development and budget; 

2. International activities of student and teacher mobility - two persons responsible for agreements and contracts, selection and reporting procedures, incoming and outgoing students and teachers; 

3. Exsternal cooperation, international networking and international "cross-faculty" projects – one person; 

4. Information and administrative support to international and EU-funding of research and education including legal and financial matters - two persons;

5. Recruiting of international students – two persons; 

6. Updating of publications, the website and databases - one person 

7. Administrative assistant (secretary), responsible for finance, administration, practical arrangements with social programmes. 

Required Competences

The Head of the IO is the driving force of the office. He/She should have a clear view on the strategic goals for the office and have the responsibility of being systematically updated on what is going on within the university, the country and globally so that he/she can adjust the work of the IO accordingly. The Head will be deeply involved in the work of updating the overall strategy of the university.

The Head should be able to rely on and trust the IO staff so that tasks are carried out independently by the individual staff members. The Head should therefore always be very conscious about the competence balance within the group. The IO needs staff members with academic and research experience within the fields of the university, but also people with economic, legal, information technology, computer, administrative and other skills. If it is possible, staff with different ethnical and cultural backgrounds also would be an advantage.

The Head should ensure that all information on the daily work as well as on the long-term goals and planning is distributed within the group. This is done through staff meetings atleast once a month. In some IOs, meetings are held weekly, supported by a central planning calendar in which everyone writes his/her engagements. Once per semester or per year a one-day planning meeting with the whole group is held under his/her leadership.

There is not yet an academic education leading directly to a career as an International Relations Officer (IRO). Very high qualifications from an educational background as well as from knowledge gained through experience should be expected from an IRO. The IO staff member must be able to access and understand complicated documents in foreign languages, analyse, write and inform clearly with a multi-cultural and multi-ethnical adoption to different audiences. Understanding the public relation dimension is another important part. Most likely, the understanding of legal as well as financial matters in different international settings would also be included in the job description. Although the more technical parts of the IT maintenance and upgrading should be provided outside of the IO, the ability to use computer facilities efficiently, having very good skills in word processing, calculation programmes, data bases, presentation programmes, project management software, handling of e-mail, retrieval of information from the Internet, and a general ability to learn new computer programmes and update computer tools is very essential for all staff members. All staff members including the administrative staff should have good verbal skills. Skills in writing should be required for all staff except for those working on the assistance administrative level. This means that almost all the staff should be able to take part in the production of information, answers to proposed measures, production of reports within the university and project proposals. All staff members should have excellent knowledge of both verbal and written English. All staff other than administrative staff should manage at least one other language. Important other languages are French, Russian, German and Spanish, but also Arabic, Chinese, Japanese etc. can be important for historical or cultural reasons. 

There are also skills that are difficult to be proved on paper, but are equally important. The administrative skills can be defined as being able to organise, keeping files in good order, being honest (no bribing!), having a high integrity and being efficient and service-minded. Remembering that the IO often is the first place of contact for the visitor puts requirement of high level of social and cultural skills - the staff should be open-minded, curious, out-going, positive, flexible and proactive, sensitive for cultural differences and expectations of people with different cultural backgrounds.

It is rare to find in advance individuals with the full range of the required competences. But it is quite possible to plan a continuous and individual competence development programme aiming at achieving the highest possible standard of professionalism. This means that all staff members should be positive to the concept of "life-long learning". The content of the competence development should be decided upon within the group as well as in individual discussions between the staff member and the Head of the IO, for example, once a year. The Head of the IO has the responsibility to take care and provide opportunities for development. A budget line for that gives some economic means for each individual staff member, so that he/she can suggest different courses, conferences and study visits to attend during the year.

Conclusion

In many universities, internationalisation of education was the main objective for setting up an International Office in the modern sense. International co-operation in research, at least on the level of exchanging experience at international conferences, had always been an obvious part of the work of university academics, but in education it was less frequent. The level of co-operation in education was boosted when the European Union launched the ERASMUS programme. At that time teachers and students needed assistance to be able to take advantage of this programme. Later the interest in having education mobility exchanges outside of Europe increased and other programs were launched – TEMPUS, ERASMUS MUNDUS, etc. The Bologna process expanded its ambitions to creating the European Higher Education Area. Now-a-days the international dimension of higher education could be described with a long list of initiatives - joint delivery of undergraduate and/or graduate-level study programs leading to joint and double degrees, exchange study and teaching schemes, joint curriculum development, joint supervision of doctoral studies, research collaboration, measures aiming at institutional development and capacity-building, human resource development, etc. New agendas up to 2020 are waiting to be implemented…

It is not difficult to calculate short and middle-term benefits. But the long-term impact is not less important. The ex-director of UNESCO, Federico Mayor, says that the cultural function of the European higher education is expressed equally by its humanistic search and its international dimension as they develop awareness of the interdependence of peoples and of societies in today’s world. And it must be one of the basic functions of the universities.
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