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Karl-Fredrik 
Ahlmark 

‘I learnt that there are no limitations in terms of where 
I can go and what I can do’ 

Home institution: 
University of Gothenburg, Sweden
Göteborgs universitet, Sverige

Host institution: 
Loughborough University, 
United Kingdom 

Field of study: 
European Studies

Duration: 
2008 (6 months)

Most European Studies students expect to study abroad at some point. For 
Karl-Fredrik Ahlmark, however, it presented more of a challenge due to his vis-
ual impairment. ‘I had to prepare the trip thoroughly to make sure practical 
arrangements were in place before I arrived.’ 

In Loughborough, he found there was plenty of support available from dedi-
cated staff and volunteers, although things were arranged differently than in 
Sweden, and he had to pay for certain services. He also learnt to adapt his 
study methods to the teaching structure: in Sweden courses are taught con-
secutively, while in the UK they are taught in parallel. ‘It made me aware of my 
possibilities and limitations, which I wasn’t aware of before, when it comes to 
things related to my visual impairment. I learnt that there are no limitations in 
terms of where I can go and what I can do.’ 

The trip triggered an interest in spending more time abroad. He has subse-
quently been to study at a research institute in Istanbul, and completed an 
internship at Sweden’s Permanent Representation to the EU in Brussels. ‘They 
said that one reason they picked me was that I had been abroad and special-
ised in topics I’d studied at Loughborough.’

Now he has become a role model for visually impaired students back home. 
‘I encourage people very strongly to do this. It’s just important to make sure 
prior to arrival that everything is worked out. You can’t avoid practical issues.’ 
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Julia 
Kennedy

‘I hadn’t expected the camaraderie’ 

Home institution: 
Robert Gordon University, 
Aberdeen, United Kingdom

Field of study/job title: 
Erasmus Institutional Coordinator

Year became active in Erasmus: 
1996

After working with Erasmus for 13 years in Robert Gordon University in 
Aberdeen, Julia Kennedy wanted some fresh ideas. Fortunately, the Erasmus 
programme had been extended in 2007 to include training mobility for non-
academic staff. Although she had received numerous requests from partners 
to spend a week’s training with her, she was unable to honour these requests 
as she was the only staff member responsible for Erasmus at institutional level 
and could not devote a whole week to one person. Therefore, she decided to 
organise her own Erasmus Week for Administrative Staff, and invite her partner 
institutions. To prepare, she undertook a staff mobility trip to an International 
Week held by FH Campus Wien. ‘I went to see how it was organised, what worked 
and to gain ideas on how to run my own week,’ she says.

The experience was ‘educational, stimulating and very enjoyable’. She learnt 
some important lessons during her week, such as that working in English is 
tiring for non-native speakers, so it was essential to schedule breaks when 
organising a programme. One of the things she found most interesting was 
the opportunity to hear other countries’ perspectives. ‘One of the problems in 
the UK is that we receive more students that we can send out, while in other 
countries, they have the opposite problem.’

Most of all, she relished the chance to talk to people doing a similar job as her-
self. ‘I hadn’t expected the camaraderie of everyone that was there, and their 
willingness to exchange ideas not just of best practice but also of things they 
could improve.’
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Kate 
Samways

‘My employability has gone up tenfold’

Home institution: 
Cardiff University, United Kingdom

Host institution: 
2isa IT Institute for the Disabled 
in Aveyron, France 
Ca’ Foscari University Venice, Italy
2isa Institut Informatique Sud 
Aveyron, France
Università Ca’ Foscari Venezia, Italia

Field of study: 
French and Italian

Duration: 
10 months (2008)

In 2008, Kate Samways was preparing to spend the third year of her French/
Italian degree abroad. She decided to do an Erasmus-supported work place-
ment, and found a post as an English teaching assistant in an IT institute for 
people with disabilities. ‘I expected it to be hard, and it was,’ she says. Living 
in a residence with around 60 men and just a couple of women, with no kitchen 
facilities and all meals shared, she says it was ‘totally out of my comfort zone, 
but very good for my communication skills’. 

The second half of the year she spent studying in Venice. Just as in France, she 
threw herself into local life, writing arts reviews for an online magazine and 
meeting ‘tandem partners’ for language exchange. ‘I found this an extremely 
useful tool in not only learning the language but also a bit about youth culture 
in the city.’

One impact of the year, she reports, was that: ‘My employability has gone up 
tenfold.’ She went on to do a postgraduate diploma in broadcast journalism 
which led, in summer 2011, to a two-month internship for Eurosport in Paris. 
In 2010 she was also selected as the two millionth UK Erasmus student. 
‘Erasmus taught me take every opportunity that someone offers me. If I have 
doubts I think “Go on, give it a go.”’ It also boosted her journalistic ambition. 
‘Knowing that I can live in a small town in France on my own and have a good 
time makes it that bit more realistic to be able to cover a story abroad and maybe 
even live there one day.’
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Katica 
Simunovic 

‘Learning to work in four languages’

Home institution: 
Josip Juraj Strossmayer University 
of Osijek, Mechanical Engineering 
Faculty in Slavonski Brod, Croatia 
Sveučilište Josipa Jurja Strossmayera 
u Osijeku, Strojarski fakultet 
u Slavonskom Brodu, Hrvatska

Field of study/job title: 
Mechanical Engineering/
Associate professor

Year became active in Erasmus: 
2010

When Erasmus became available in Croatia in 2009 it gave Katica Šimunović 
the opportunity ‘to do something new’. She immediately ‘made a spontane-
ous decision to get involved even though I did not know much about the scheme 
when I started. On the basis of previously established contacts, I arranged 
a teaching assignment in Hungary.’

As well as teaching in English, she used Hungarian, Croatian and German during 
her time abroad. This opportunity to work in an international context helped her 
to evaluate the content of different degrees, promote her own university and fac-
ulty, arrange staff and student placements and invite Hungarian students and 
staff to visit Croatia. ‘With Croatia receiving Erasmus staff and students for the 
first time in 2011-12, my visit was an opportunity to encourage mobility and under-
stand how it can be organised.’ As the Faculty Coordinator for Erasmus, manag-
ing programmes for incoming and outgoing students and staff is an important 
aspect of her role.

The short stay abroad confirmed for her the value of international study. ‘I was 
able to compare teaching techniques and qualifications, as well as improve 
competences and research quality. And I could see the value of mobility in terms 
of a global view of knowledge and what can be gained from cooperation in both 
teaching and research.’
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Jelena 
Simic 

‘It was all perfect’

Home institution: 
University of Rijeka, Croatia
Sveučilište u Rijeci, Hrvatska

Host institution: 
University of Wrocław, Poland
Uniwersytet Wroclawski, Polska

Field of study: 
Croatian philology

Duration: 
4 months (2010)

Before taking part in the Erasmus programme, Jelena Simić had worked in 
a student radio station. As the weekly show included information about stu-
dent exchanges, she had met many new people with different cultures and 
experiences of learning. This inspired her to apply for Erasmus. ‘I wanted to 
make Erasmus experience part of my life, so I did my best to make it happen. 
Erasmus opened doors for me into Europe.’

An important component of her programme was research for her dissertation. 
‘The central purpose of my stay abroad was to attend consultations with my 
mentor and to take an additional course in the Polish language.’ However, there 
was more to the exchange than completing a dissertation. The opportunity to 
learn other languages, listen to lectures from international experts, meet peo-
ple from all over the world and explain about Croatia, all enhanced her time in 
Poland. Alongside her studies, she worked for a student radio station and sent 
reports of her experiences to her home town. ‘I also recorded shows for my col-
leagues at the University of Rijeka to help other students who were consider-
ing applying for the programme.’

The time abroad has confirmed her interest in teaching Croatian as a foreign 
language and working closely with people from outside her country. ‘Croatia 
is receiving its first intake of Erasmus student in 2011-2012 and this is an area 
which interests me. I would like to use my positive experiences in Poland to 
make it better for incoming students to Croatia.’ 
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Mustafa 

Çoban 

‘Our curriculum has totally changed as a result’

Home institution: 
Akdeniz University Vocational High 
School of Health Services, Turkey
Akdeniz Üniversitesi, Türkiyee

Field of study/job title: 
Social Work (Elderly Care)

Year became active in Erasmus: 
2007

In 2007, Mustafa Çoban took part in an Erasmus mobility to the Protestant 
University of Applied Sciences in Berlin. A social work lecturer teaching a new 
vocational course on elderly care at Akdeniz University in Turkey, he and his 
colleagues were keen to learn from the much longer experience in Germany. 
‘We wanted to integrate courses with institutions that provide elderly care, such 
as hospices and nursing homes.’

The six-day trip was intensive and inspiring. As well as meeting their counter-
parts in elderly care education, the team visited care institutions and met local 
non-governmental organisations. They established new contacts, gained 
insight into a different culture of care for the elderly, and got to discuss and 
assess their own situation. 

‘Our curriculum has totally changed as a result,’ he says. Their course was adapted 
to make it more relevant, and the revised structure served as a basis for 12 newly 
established elderly care programmes in other Turkish universities. 

The results of the visit ‘improved the reputation of this field of study’, he says. 
They also led to further projects in vocational and adult education, and to stu-
dents going on Erasmus study exchanges. With increasing numbers of elderly 
Turkish people in care in Germany, it also provided their hosts with valuable 
insight into the culture of care in Turkey. 

Anyone who has the opportunity to take part in an Erasmus mobility is ‘very 
lucky’, he says. ‘Ask all the questions that you want, and let others ask ques-
tions of you. Everyone wants to learn.’
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Begüm 
Yurdakök

‘It changes you from inside’

Home institution: 
Ankara University, Turkey 
Ankara Üniversitesi, Türkiyee

Host institution: 
University of Bologna, Italy 
Karolinska Institut Stockholm, 
Sweden
Università di Bologna, Italia
Karolinska Institute, Sverige

Field of study: 
Veterinary Pharmacology 
and Toxicology

Duration: 
2004 (9 months) and 
2008 (10 months)

Begüm Yurdakök was studying for a degree in veterinary medicine in Ankara 
when she went on an Erasmus exchange to Italy in 2004. ‘I wanted to see how 
I could cope living on my own. It was as if something was knocking on a door 
inside me and pushing to get out.’ 

In Bologna, she gained hands-on practice in the University’s own veterinary 
clinic. ‘I got to experience clinical applications for the first time.’ She appreci-
ated the help of her host professors, who set up field trips so that she could 
follow courses in aquaculture and beekeeping – required in Turkey but not 
offered in Bologna – in other Italian universities. 

Meanwhile, she grew fascinated by learning languages. ‘Etymology became 
a big interest. You discover so much about a people’s mentality and culture 
from how they name things.’ After Italy, she took up Spanish, Dutch and, later, 
Swedish. ‘Now I’m learning Japanese too. It’s a mind game for me, like Sudoku.’ 
Her language skills and international contacts were instrumental, she believes, 
in securing her subsequent post as research assistant in her faculty after com-
pleting her PhD. 

In 2008 she set off again with Erasmus, this time to Stockholm. ‘I was learning 
all these new techniques with one of the best pharmacogenetics teams in the 
world – it was very exciting.’

Now she enjoys seeing first hand the impact of Erasmus on others: ‘It’s good 
seeing students in my office who want to go on Erasmus. They come back with 
their eyes shining. It really changes you from inside.’

EAC-Erasmus25_brochure_120330_EN.indd   67EAC-Erasmus25_brochure_120330_EN.indd   67 30/03/12   11:5130/03/12   11:51



68

Gu  mundur 
Hálfdanarson

‘Erasmus gives small universities the opportunity to become international’

Home institution: 
University of Iceland, Iceland
Háskóli Íslands, Íslands

Field of study/job title: 
History Professor

Year became active in Erasmus: 
1992

Guðmundur Hálfdanarson was instrumental in promoting student exchanges 
in the field of history when Iceland became part of the Erasmus network in 
1992. ‘It helped develop the idea for students that they can and should take 
part of their university degree in another country.’

The benefits of teaching or study exchanges may vary between disciplines, but 
for historians they are invaluable, he says. ‘It exposes you to new ideas such 
as how different communities deal with different things.’

One major asset for universities, he says, is that Erasmus offers a way ‘to develop 
structured cooperation around specific programmes’. In his discipline, this led 
to the creation CLIOHnet, the award-winning Erasmus history network which had 
60 universities as members. As one of the main coordinators, along with 
Professor Isaacs, the Erasmus staff ambassador from Italy, he has been involved 
in several Erasmus Intensive Programmes for students and teachers from differ-
ent universities. These offer ‘an extremely good way of getting people together 
in an intensive way to expose different historical experiences,’ he says. 

One thing that has been fundamental, he believes, is the development of the 
European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS), which has been 
‘extremely beneficial for the quality of education in Europe.’ He continues: 
‘Erasmus is not elitist. Top universities are already international but for smaller 
universities this is not as clear; Erasmus gives them the opportunity to become 
really international.’

EAC-Erasmus25_brochure_120330_EN.indd   68EAC-Erasmus25_brochure_120330_EN.indd   68 30/03/12   11:5130/03/12   11:51



69

Ása 
Kjartansdóttir

‘Erasmus is still an important part of my daily agenda’

Home institution: 
University of Iceland, Iceland
Háskóli Íslands, Íslands

Host institution: 
Umeå University, Sweden
Umeå Universitet, Sverige

Field of study: 
Education studies

Duration: 
5 months (1997)

Ása Kjartansdóttir made a spontaneous decision to study abroad when her uni-
versity professors persuaded her and a fellow student to study at Umeå University 
in Sweden, which had a good reputation in the field of educational sciences. 

She and around 150 other international students were warmly welcomed at Umeå 
University. She was intrigued by the differences between study programmes in 
Iceland and Sweden, with courses being taught consecutively in a module sys-
tem at Umeå rather than concurrently. ‘We just did one course at a time, which 
was convenient’. Most of the courses were taught in Swedish and there was more 
emphasis on teamwork and problem solving than in Iceland.

Like many former Erasmus students, she looks back fondly on the ‘never a dull 
moment’ social life. Following her time in Sweden she has maintained contact 
with her fellow Erasmus students, keeping abreast of their professional and 
social developments.

The five-month experience shaped her attitude to life, she says. ‘I became more 
independent, open and internationally oriented.’

In her current responsibilities as the Education, Science and Culture Counsellor 
at the Icelandic Mission to the European Union in Brussels, she frequently fol-
lows developments in the Erasmus programme. She previously worked for the 
European Commission as a national expert in the area of higher education and 
notably on the Erasmus programme itself. 

‘I think the Erasmus experience has influenced my life quite a bit and the European 
programmes, including Erasmus, are still an important part of my daily agenda.’
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Hansjörg 
Hilti

‘It’s a quality control system’

Home institution: 
University of Liechtenstein, 
Liechtenstein
Die Universität Liechtenstein, 
Liechtenstein

Field of study: 
Architecture

Year became active in Erasmus: 
2005

‘I had already spent about 10 years of my life outside my country and I wanted 
to go on building international relationships. We live in a globalised world and 
we have to train our students and staff to act internationally.’ Based in the archi-
tecture department of the University of Liechtenstein, Johann Georg Hilti 
treated his Erasmus mobility as ‘a quality control system’. So it consisted of brief 
visits to architectural schools and universities in a number of countries. In each, 
he reviewed the work of about 20-40 students at different levels. ‘Very often, 
these are thesis projects. A review consists of teaching, advising, comparing 
and holding very fruitful discussions with the students and staff. In architec-
ture, we constantly need to know what other people are doing and we want 
them to know what we’re doing. That means going out to look at the quality of 
other institutions and comparing it with my own.’

While he has noticed differences of teaching method, these are mainly gov-
erned by the size of institutions. ‘Most of these universities are much bigger 
than we are.’ Small though it may be, the University of Liechtenstein is very 
cosmopolitan. Its 700 regular students hail from about 40 countries. 

He would ‘absolutely recommend’ Erasmus mobility to staff members of any 
higher education institution. ‘I think it’s essential. We’re all sending students 
abroad these days, so our staff need international training too.’ Asked to sum 
up his Erasmus experience in three words, he replied ‘I enjoyed it’. 
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Gerold 
Büchel

‘I wish I had stayed longer’

Home institution: 
University of Liechtenstein, 
Liechtenstein
Die Universität Liechtenstein, 
Liechtenstein

Host institution: 
Catholic University of Lyon, France
Université Catholique de Lyon, 
France

Field of study: 
Business Information Systems

Duration: 
6 months (2001)

After finishing a four year apprenticeship, Gerold Büchel completed his degree 
at night school and combined work and study. A six month Erasmus exchange, 
followed by eight months on a Leonardo da Vinci industrial placement gave 
him the chance to focus exclusively on study. ‘I had planned for all my lectures 
to be in English but I finally ended up taking business classes in French, which 
forced me to learn this language. This was a good thing as, after graduation, 
I worked with the Research and Development centre located in the French-
speaking part of Switzerland.’ Despite his reluctance to learn languages 
‘I found myself using English with the American business centre, German with 
the head office and French with the team in Switzerland.’

The experience enabled him to feel more at home when travelling abroad and 
helped him to develop the skills needed to work in cross-cultural teams. ‘While 
the content of the courses on my exchange programme were similar, the ways of 
working were different. We often worked in mixed teams using different languages 
and approaches to solving problems. Today I am responsible for an international 
team in one of the largest departments of a high-tech European company.’

While the exchange itself did not lead to a specific job, it encouraged him to 
look for something different and made him more ‘open minded’ to employ-
ment. He wishes he had stayed longer in France as the friendships and con-
tacts he made 10 years ago have helped him in his current high-profile role as 
a Liechtenstein Parliamentarian, a position he considers a great honour. 
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Wolfggangg 
Laschet

‘Many dreams have been crushed by unnecessary bureaucracy’

Home institution: 
Norwegian University of Science 
and Technology (NTNU), Norway
Norges teknisk-naturvitenskapelige 
universitet, Norge

Field of study/job title: 
EU programme coordination

Year became active in Erasmus: 
1992

Born in Germany, Wolfgang Laschet, EU programme coordinator at the 
Norwegian University of Science and Technology (NTNU), lived in Sweden and 
Belgium before moving to Norway, and takes pleasure in helping others gain 
from an international experience. ‘For students, it’s a chance to get a speciali-
sation you wouldn’t get at home; for staff, it’s an opportunity to see a different 
teaching style and create links that could lead to other projects.’

One of his priorities has been to reduce paperwork for exchange students, and 
he has introduced simple online procedures to this end. ‘I believe that NTNU’s 
approach to this problem has contributed a bit to our position of being Norway’s 
most popular destination for incoming students.’ And he regrets what he sees 
as a trend in some institutions to become less flexible about Erasmus partner-
ships, obstructing student mobility. ‘Many dreams have been crushed by 
unnecessary bureaucracy,’ he warns.

He was instrumental in setting up the ATHENS Network of technical universities, 
whose Intensive Programme in engineering launched 15 years ago is now entirely 
self-supporting. Its 15 institutions now hold two international weeks a year, offer-
ing 70 to 90 courses in engineering and architecture to some 1 800 students. He 
also started summer courses in Norwegian, which have expanded to cater for 
180 students, with a focus on nature and teambuilding. ‘Swimming in a cold lake 
is very good for teambuilding!’ he laughs. Asked for three words that sum up the 
Erasmus experience, he replies: ‘Privilege. Self-reflection. Joy.’

EAC-Erasmus25_brochure_120330_EN.indd   72EAC-Erasmus25_brochure_120330_EN.indd   72 30/03/12   11:5230/03/12   11:52



73

Frederik 
Strand Sardinoux

g g

‘You can start from the beginning again’

Home institution: 
INSA Toulouse, France
Institut National des Sciences 
Appliquées français, Toulouse, 
France

Host institution: 
Norwegian University of Science 
and Technology, Norway
Norges teknisk-naturvitenskapelige 
universitet, Norge

Field of study: 
Acoustics and telecommunications 

Duration: 
6 months (2008)

Frederik Strand Sardinoux grew up in France, the son of a Norwegian mother 
and French father. He studied at INSA, an engineering school in Toulouse, until, 
inspired by foreign students he met, he decided to use the opportunity of 
Erasmus and return to the country of his birth during his third year of study. 
‘I wanted to improve my Norwegian and English, and see if Norway was a good 
place to live.’ The exchange would prove to be a one-way trip. Life in Norway 
suited him so well that he transferred to complete his studies at the Norwegian 
University of Science and Technology. 

He integrated easily in the local culture, but so enjoyed the international stu-
dent scene that at the end of his six months he began volunteering with the 
local chapter of the Erasmus Student Network (ESN), welcoming students to 
the city and school, and going on trips to show them the country. He joined 
the board, became president and, later, national representative of ESN Norway. 
He also coordinated two Erasmus Intensive Language Courses (EILC) summer 
schools. ‘I didn’t think about the benefits at the time. But as I got involved I real-
ised I learnt so much from it, from leadership to international collaboration.’ 
Now, with six months left to study, he is looking for a career with an interna-
tional dimension.

No matter where you go to do Erasmus, he says: ‘From everyone I’ve talked to, 
90 % say it was the best time of their life.’ For him, the most valuable thing was 
‘the freedom; getting away from everyone who knows you so you can start from 
the beginning again.’
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Antoinette 
Charon Wauters 

‘Keeping the Erasmus dream alive’

Home institution: 
University of Lausanne, Switzerland
Université de Lausanne, Suisse

Field of study/job title: 
Director of International Relations

Year became active in Erasmus: 
1991

With 20 years’ experience of international projects, Antoinette Charon Wauters 
has seen a lot of changes in Switzerland’s Erasmus involvement. Keeping the 
dream of student exchanges alive during this time has required patience and 
a commitment to a vision of mobility and internationalism. She has worked 
‘to put Switzerland’s higher education system on the map’. As well as ‘keeping 
in touch with European developments’ her involvement in European associations 
has helped to ‘spread the good news’ to other universities in Switzerland.

An early initiative to pilot the European Credit Transfer and Accumulation 
Scheme (ECTS) in the Faculty of Medicine saw the number of students travel-
ling abroad rise from 5 to 90 in 10 years. She was first nominated as the ‘ECTS 
coordinator for Switzerland’ in 1992. Her ECTS work continued through the 
1990s, during her time as the Vice President and President of the European 
Association for International Education and led to an invitation from the World 
Bank to work with the University of Montenegro on European mobility schemes. 

The impact on the University has been ‘to embed internationalisation. The next 
phase is to make best use of the many staff and students who come to Lausanne.’
With 25 % of students and over 30 % of teaching and research staff from other 
countries, there are many opportunities for students to learn in a truly inter-
national environment. 
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Marco 
Amherd

‘More than just a change of university’

Home institution: 
Zurich University of the Arts, 
Switzerland
Zürcher Hochschule der Künste, 
Schweizer

Host institution: 
Centre For Advanced Studies 
Music and Dance, Toulouse, France
Centre d’Etudes supérieures 
Musique et Danse, Toulouse, France

Field of study: 
Music

Duration: 
10 months (2011)

Identifying a university has taken Marco Amherd a lot of time. ‘For me it is less 
important to find the right university, it is the tutor that matters. As a musician, 
most of my training involves one-to-one tuition, rather than attending lectures.’ 
To ensure he made the right choice he looked for opportunities across Europe, vis-
ited a number of universities and asked friends for advice. His decision to select 
Toulouse for the first year of his Master’s degree was based on both his tutor’s 
international reputation and the repertoire of organ music available in France.

Alongside the specialist tuition, he attends lectures with other international 
students. For those learning to play the organ ‘establishing a network of spe-
cialists is important. It will play a central role in my future career.’ Prior to start-
ing the Erasmus exchange, he had combined studies in economics and music. 
The forthcoming year will be different and provide ‘the first opportunity to con-
centrate on my music. Living away from home for such a long time will also 
help me to be independent and strong minded – something that also matters 
in the music profession.’

He began his Erasmus exchange in September 2011. It is already clear that there 
are differences between universities and living in France rather than Switzerland. 
‘It will take some time to feel at home. It is a great opportunity, but I am sure I will 
notice the cultural differences even though there is no language barrier. However, 
if you want it all to be like home, then you should stay at home.’
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