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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

The present report intends to present a general overview on the current state of affairs in 
Europe regarding Virtual Mobility, ECTS and e-Learning. Our aim is to start establishing some 
common understanding on possible organizational, pedagogical and technical approaches to 
the implementation of Virtual Mobility within the European Qualification Framework. 
 

In the first part of this report (section 2) we start by addressing the broad guidelines issued by 
the EHEA implementation process, both in terms of the importance awarded to mobility and to 
qualifications certification and validation within Europe. In fact, although many meetings 
between Government representatives have been held and important contribution issued, the 
fact remains there hasn’t been enough attention given specifically to virtual mobility. Mostly for 
political motives, it seems only physical mobility has been so far on top of politicians agendas. 
In spite of this, there also some recent and significant signs of change in this respect. 
 

In the second part, we start by trying to position in the scenario of the ongoing European 
research being conducted on the topic of Virtual Mobility (section 3). A basic definition of the 
concept is also put forward. After, we describe how are HEI dealing both with the EHEA 
implementation and the development of e-learning, especially in connection with institutional 
strategies (sections 4 & 5). Finally, we analyze the main difficulties virtual mobility has been 
facing and also how HEI have been adopting the ECTS system in sync with a new 
competence-based curricula (sections 6 & 7). 
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2. EHEA – MOBILITY AND QUALIFICATION FRAMEWORKS 
 

The Bologna Process proposes to reform Higher Education in Europe and creating the 
European Higher Education Area, based on international cooperation and academic exchange. 
One of the main visions of Bologna for Higher Education is to facilitate the mobility of students 
and workers across Europe and the rest of the World. 
 

Starting with the Sorbonne Declaration in 1998 [4], the Ministers of the four countries involved 
considered of great importance the mobility of students and academics and the consequent 
dissemination of knowledge: 
 

An open European area for higher learning carries a wealth of positive 
perspectives, of course respecting our diversities, but requires on the other hand 
continuous efforts to remove barriers and to develop a framework for teaching and 
learning, which would enhance mobility and an ever closer cooperation. (…) The 
fast growing support of the European Union, for the mobility of students and 
teachers should be employed to the full. We hereby commit ourselves to 
encouraging a common frame of reference, aimed at improving external 
recognition and facilitating student mobility as well as employability. 

 

The Bologna Declaration [5] signed by several Ministers responsible for HE reinforces the main 
ideas of Sorbonne. Mobility and removal of barriers is crucial for the new challenges in Higher 
Education, in particular the need for Education and Training throughout life. Flexibility, 
recognition, compatibility, comparability and readability are key words of the Bologna Process 
as they are essential to achieve the desired mobility. 
 

Bologna takes Sorbonne one step further and proposes concrete objectives and measures to 
establish the EHEA. These measures include the implementation of tools like the Diploma 
Supplement and ECTS as means to promote mobility and employability. 
 

European Higher Education Institutions give their formal support to the Bologna Process as a 
result of the Salamanca Convention held in 2001 [6]. Quality is referred as a “building stone” for 
the creation of the EHEA: 
 

Quality is the basic underlying condition for trust, relevance, mobility, compatibility 
and attractiveness in the European Higher Education Area. 
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The Salamanca Convention refers Virtual Mobility as a no good substitute for physical mobility: 
 

The free mobility of students, staff and graduates is an essential dimension of the 
European Higher Education Area. European universities want to foster more 
mobility both of the "horizontal" and the "vertical" type - and do not see virtual 
mobility as a substitute to physical mobility. (…) However, a common European 
approach to virtual mobility and transnational education is also needed. 

 

In the Bologna meeting that was held in Prague [7], Ministers reinforced their commitment to 
the EHEA and to promote mobility. Related with the aims of VIRQUAL, it is also of relevance 
the importance given to the establishment of a system of comparable degrees, through the 
recognition of awards and establishing a common framework of qualifications: 
 

Ministers strongly encouraged universities and other higher education institutions 
to take full advantage of existing national legislation and European tools aimed at 
facilitating academic and professional recognition of course units, degrees and 
other awards, so that citizens can effectively use their qualifications, competencies 
and skills throughout the European Higher Education Area. 
(...) 
Ministers agreed on the importance of enhancing attractiveness of European 
higher education to students from Europe and other parts of the world. The 
readability and comparability of European higher education degrees world-wide 
should be enhanced by the development of a common framework of qualifications, 
as well as by coherent quality assurance and accreditation/certification 
mechanisms and by increased information efforts. 

 

The Bologna meeting that was held in Berlin in 2003 [8], defines as priorities Quality Assurance 
and the cycle structure of HE. But still, reinforces once again the importance of Mobility and the 
need of improving the quality of statistical data on this subject. The development and 
implementation of ECTS as system for transferability and accumulation of credits is seen as a 
critical tool for mobility and flexibility. 
 

In 2005, the meeting held in Bergen [9] refers for the first time EQF and the compatibility 
between both qualification frameworks: 
 

We underline the importance of ensuring complementarity between the 
overarching framework for the EHEA and the proposed broader framework for 
qualifications for lifelong learning encompassing general education as well as 
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vocational education and training as now being developed within the European 
Union as well as among participating countries. 

 

Mobility is once again referred as one of the key objectives of Bologna and was given particular 
importance to the collection of comparable data on Mobility. 
 

In 2007, the Bologna meeting was held in London [10]. Mobility was once again recognized as 
key issue for achieving the EHEA. Although there was some evolution in the first eight years of 
Bologna, the aims were still not accomplished. Focus was put on the national challenges. 
 

Concerning data collection, the information is scarce and it is not comparable. There is not a 
single definition of mobility for statistical purposes and there is no data available that covers all 
Bologna countries. 
 

Finally, the last Bologna meeting was held in Leuven and Louvain-la-Neuve in 2009 [11]. This 
communiqué sums up the achievements of the Bologna Process and sets up the challenges ad 
objectives for the next decade. 
 

Faced with the challenge of an ageing population Europe can only succeed in this 
endeavor if it maximizes the talents and capacities of all its citizens and fully 
engages in lifelong learning as well as in widening participation in higher 
education. 
European higher education also faces the major challenge and the ensuing 
opportunities of globalization and accelerated technological developments with 
new providers, new learners and new types of learning. Student-centered learning 
and mobility will help students develop the competences they need in a changing 
labour market and will empower them to become active and responsible citizens. 

 

Again, mobility is in the centre of the EHEA, and a quantified aim for mobility is defined: 
at least 20% of those graduating in the EHEA should have had a study or training period 
abroad. But this issue is mainly concerned with physical mobility, and there is a lake of 
references about virtual mobility. 
 

Concerning EQF, the references are even scarcer than with VM. However, the creation of the 
overarching framework of EHEA based on ECTS and Learning Outcomes may provide some 
common ground for the convergence of both frameworks. 
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In the context of VIRQUAL, the analysis of the different stages of the Bologna Process may 
give some indication of opportunities for the network. 
 

Mobility is one of the action lines of the Bologna Process where there is still a lot of work to be 
done. Even though Virtual Mobility is hardly ever referred in the documentation, the definition of 
mobility of students proposed by the Working Groups does not exclude this type of mobility. 
The recommendations included in both reports, 2007 and 2009, open opportunities for the 
growth of this type of mobility. Virtual mobility may help to overcome some of the obstacles 
referred in these reports like funding, visa, flexible learning and curricula, diversity of students, 
etc. 
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3. VIRQUAL IN THE CONTEXT OF THE EUROPEAN RESEARCH ON VIRTUAL MOBILITY 
 

In the last few years a number of EU-funded projects have been dealing with the topic of virtual 
mobility. This is notably the case of the European Portal of International Courses and Services 
(EPICS), coordinated by the European Association of Distance Teaching Universities (EADTU) 
and the Open University (UK) [1], and the Net Active project (AIESAD-EADTU Credit Transfer 
in Virtual and Distance Education) [2]. The work carried out in this projects and also others 
complement in many ways the one being developed in VIRQUAL. 
 

However, VIRQUAL’s approach is unique and far more complex than any other European 
project developed so far, since its scope is much wider. In fact, the basic theme of VIRQUAL in 
what relates to WP5/SIG1 research, focus on the possibility of any student being able to enroll 
in a given programme or certified course offered within a programme on a virtual mode. In this 
much broader approach, student mobility isn’t confined to dedicated distance learning or fully 
virtual Higher Education Institutions (HEI) alone, as it is the case with the Net Active project 
and partly with EPICS. Thus, the research focus in every virtual course offered by any HEI in 
the European Higher Education Area (EHEA). 
 

In our research we’ve adopted as a basis for our own developing definition of virtual mobility 
what has been submitted on that by EADTU’s Task Force on Virtual Mobility Position Paper [3]: 
 

Virtual mobility [VM] does not require a physical stay abroad nor face-to-
face activities and may not have restrictions in length of time spent 
studying. Students stay at their home university or even at home or at their 
workplace. VM offers access to courses and study schemes in a foreign 
country and allows for communication activities with teachers and fellow 
students abroad via the new information and communication technologies. 
For the student it is merely an educational experience, although through the 
interaction with others intercultural competences can be acquired. For the 
student, it is time and cost effective. 

 

From our research we’ve found there are only still a few number of HEI already fully 
implementing virtual mobility and ECTS. This limitation prevented us off course from using a 
selection of best practices, as intended at first. However, we’re able to analyze in more detail 
some important and rich experiences being carried out. These are notably the cases of 
Universidade Aberta and University of Porto, but also the Open University (UK), the Open 
Universiteit (NL), the Fern University in Hagen (D), the Universidad Nacional de Educación a 
Distancia (E) and Universitat Oberta de Catalunya (E). Although in different stages of 
implementation, the experience of these seven HEI can help us understand the major 
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achievements and difficulties regarding ECTS implementation and the fostering of Virtual 
Mobility. This is off course why we’ve selected them as case studies. 
 

The present report is therefore only a first approach at the subject of our research. Further 
research is underway to which the cooperation with the other ongoing EU-funded projects and 
HEI already implementing virtual mobility is of outmost importance. We expect the input from 
those colleagues could help develop our knowledge on the issues at stake. If so, we believe 
given the more broader scope of VIRQUAL we’ll be able to lead the establishment in the near 
future of a European hub for expertise in international virtual mobility. The potential future 
involvement of other major organizations in Europe as the European Distance and E-learning 
Network (EDEN), should indeed be instrumental to broaden the impact of our research and 
help achieve that goal. 
 

 

 

4. HOW ARE INSTITUTIONS DEALING WITH EHEA? 
 

From a global perspective, the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) is in an advanced 
state of implementation throughout Europe. Nevertheless, European countries vary 
substantially in respect to the very different stages of implementation they are in. According to 
the Information about the implementation of EHEA (a.k.a. the Bologna process), extracted from 
the Stocktaking Report 2009 [12], we should note the following: 
 

• Regarding the three cycle structure, in some countries the proportion of students 
studying in the Bologna three-cycle system is still low. 

• Regarding access to the next cycle, in a number of countries graduates have to 
meet additional requirements to actually gain admission to the next cycle. This 
might suggest that HEI s do not fully recognise qualifications, even in the same 
field, issued by other HEI s in their own country. 

• Some countries have two levels of bachelor degrees, which do not actually offer 
the same access to the second cycle. 

• Some other countries have introduced two levels of master degrees with different 
rights in the labour market and admission to the third cycle. 

• the deadline to have completed the implementation of NQFs for higher education 
by 2010 appears to have been too ambitious. Only six countries - some of which 
already had qualifications frameworks in place before 2005- have completed self-
certification of their NQF with the EHEA overarching qualifications framework. 
Some more are close to completion, while many are still at the early stages of 
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development. There are still a large number of countries that are just beginning 
or have not yet started the implementation at institutional level, therefore the full 
implementation of national qualifications frameworks will take some time. 

• There is still not enough integration at national level between the qualifications 
framework, learning outcomes and ECTS , as was suggested in the 2007 
stocktaking report.  

• Only half of the countries have managed to implement the Diploma Supplement 
fully by 2009. 

• Regarding the implementation of European Credit Transfer System some 
countries shifted downwards compared to 2007, because of the recent link to 
Learning Outcomes. Thus, it is still not fully implemented across all the countries. 

• ECTS credits are widely used for both credit accumulation and transfer, but there 
are two main challenges in fully implementing ECTS: Measuring credits in terms 
of student workload and linking them with learning outcomes. 

• As for the recognition of prior learning, it will not be possible to overcome the 
demographic and economic challenges through lifelong learning until RPL is 
systematically implemented in all countries. This requires firstly a change of 
culture in HEI s and secondly that credits are linked with learning outcomes, with 
appropriate methods developed to assess the full range of learning outcomes. 

 

We show next the table of indicators referring the development stage of each country as to the 
implementation stage of the EHEA: 
 

Graphics and tables of the indicators 
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In the following Table, we the indicators referring to the Virqual partner countries. They are as 
follows: 
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In the research being carried out at VIRQUAL (WP5/SIG1), we’ve decided to select our sample 
form the HEIs with more expertise and experience in adapting ECTS and the EHEA Main 
Guiding Principles to e-Learning. In accordance we’ve chosen the most experienced ODL HEI, 
manly universities. This selection comprised the open universities from the U.K., Germany, the 
Nederland, Spain, including Catalonia, and Portugal. These would be the standard European 
Open Universities. To that selection we’ve added also the University of Porto. 
 

In the future additional research will be carried out focusing on other important ODL HEI, as the 
Anadolu University, with the largest student population in Europe (although located in the Asian 
part of Turkey – Eskisehir - is a member of EADTU), the Hellenic Open University, the French 
CNED, and non-ODL HEI. 
 

The above mentioned selection although quite representative of the European expertise 
regarding e-Learning and also virtual mobility, shown us however a very different scenario 
regarding the implementation stages, strategies and attitudes towards EHEA. In fact, 
Portuguese and Dutch HEIs seemed the most advanced and experienced. All three have fully 
implemented the EHEA. Only Universidade Aberta is still in the process of finalizing the 
adaptation of ECTS to the 3rd cycle programmes (doctorate level). Fern and the OU (UK) 
followed, but with some ambiguity still in how they interpret Bologna. Finally, regarding Spanish 
HEI, after several years of debate and two years of actual preparation, the first programme and 
courses adapted to the EHEA are just starting this October. 
 

In short, implementation of the EHEA is underway all over Europe and it’s an unstoppable 
process. Nevertheless, European directives transplanted to national legislation have given 
some important ground for differentiation amongst national Higher Education Systems. This 
can be seen in many different ways. Most importantly to our research, it allowed noticeable 
variations in terms of ECTS implementation. For example, a course involving a certain average 
number of study work hours can be differently converted in ECTS credits according to each 
country and institution. Therefore, a 5 ECTS credits course in the Spanish UNED could in fact 
imply the same workload as another course by another HEI awarded 6 ECTS or higher. This is, 
of course, something quite normal within the framework of EHEA legislation. In fact, according 
to the ECTS Guide: 
 

Credits are allocated to entire qualifications or study programmes as well as to 
their educational components (such as modules, course units, dissertation work, 
work placements and laboratory work). The number of credits ascribed to each 
component is based on its weight in terms of the workload students need in order 
to achieve the learning outcomes in a formal context. 
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If students have achieved learning outcomes in other learning contexts or 
timeframes (formal, non-formal or informal), the associated credits may be 
awarded after successful assessment, validation or recognition of these learning 
outcomes. 

 

Therefore, in accordance with the ECTS Guide, updated in 2009, there has been mainly two 
different ways HEI have awarded ECTS credits (p.18): 
 

1) The teaching staff define the learning outcomes of each programme component, 
describe the learning activities and estimate the workload typically needed for a 
student to complete these activities. Proposals are collected, analyzed and 
synthesized and the estimated workload is expressed in credits. Using this 
approach, all the teaching staff are involved in the process of credit allocation. 
They can put forward their proposals in terms of learning outcomes, and estimate 
the workload necessary to achieve them. Through discussion and defining of 
priorities they can come to a final decision on the basis of the credits available 
(60 for each year). 

 
This procedure may result in different numbers of credits being attributed 
to single components (e.g. 3, 5, 8). By using this option, institutions allow 
for maximum freedom in designing each component with regard to the 
learning outcomes and related workload. On the other hand, components 
of different sizes may be problematic when it comes to multidisciplinary or 
joint programmes or mobility. 

 

2) Alternatively, the higher education institution or the faculty may decide from the 
start to standardize the size of educational components, giving each one the 
same credit value (e.g. 5) or multiples of it (e.g. 5, 10, 15), and thus predefine the 
number of credits to be allocated per component. In this case, the course units 
are often called ‘modules’. Within this predefined structure, the teaching staff 
define appropriate and feasible learning outcomes and describe the learning 
activities, on the basis of the standard size of the components. The estimated 
workload must be consistent with the number of credits allocated to that 
component. 

 

By standardizing the size of components, institutions allow for more 
flexible, multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary pathways among 
programmes. On the other hand, the definition of learning outcomes within 
a component is constrained by the pre-defined number of credits that set a 
priori the workload for each component. 
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However, institutional culture in many HEI can and has been subverting this reality when 
dealing with virtual mobility. In our research we’ve detected several cases where HEI agree 
privately in recognizing the courses from other HEI but attributing it a different number of ECTS 
credits. This decision has been taken with the intention of making virtual mobility easier for 
students by making courses more compatible with different study programme structures within 
the frameworks of institutional networks. 
 

Basically, these and other aspects of the implementation of EHEA derive from the expected 
and understandable difficulties institutional culture amongst European HEI have been facing in 
relation with this very important and structural change. The transformation of curricula have 
been carried out but with faculty focusing more on the time issue than on the competences 
issue. So, curricula now compel with the European standards as to the duration of cycles, even 
if faculty are still struggling with the notion of competence-based learning. 
 
 
 

5. HOW ARE INSTITUTIONS DEALING WITH e-LEARNING? 
 

Most European HEI have been experimenting with e-Learning in the last couple of years. 
Students now expect and demand this. However, still not many European HEI offer fully online 
courses, and even less deliver official programmes fully online. The scenario on this issue is 
clearly less developed in Europe than in the United States, although it seems the European 
HEI who work in this field try to focus more in the quality of learning outcomes.  
 

Since in the coming years most of European Higher Education students will already be digital 
natives, a lot of adaptation should be expected from European HEI in response to that 
increasing demand. So far, however, the use of e-Learning in non-dedicated ODL HEI has 
been mostly restricted to a supplementary role. In spite of that, we must acknowledge faculty 
are increasingly improving their capability to use ICT tools and expertise on web-based 
learning. Recent studies have been showing the more active and enthusiastic teachers in using 
e-Learning are not the youngest generation ones and obviously not the oldest ones, but the 
ones who already have been able to accumulate some experience in real web-based teaching. 
 

Nevertheless, most European HEI still have to launch integrated and comprehensive innovation 
strategies that will allow them to adjust institutional infrastructures but also structures to the 
intensive use of e-Learning. There aren´t many HEI in Europe already exploring cross-border 
operations, apart from the conventional Erasmus Programme and some typical exchange 
student programmes. In this sense, e-Learning is mostly being used in Europe for the purpose 
of supporting the e-Learning experiences of conventional students. 
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6. MAIN OBSTACLES REGARDING VIRTUAL MOBILITY 
 

It’s a given fact, many institutions today and also the European Commission are starting to 
consider Virtual Mobility as a much valuable tool to improve students accessibility to the EHEA, 
thus enabling them to individualize and specialize their study programmes within a continuum 
virtual learning space. This goal is correlated with the EU Lifelong Learning Program objective 
of having three million individual participants in student mobility by 2012. In fact, only by 
supplementing the current physical mobility schemes with institutionalised virtual mobility ones 
the opportunities of achieving the European goals set in student mobility can be achieved. 
 

Bearing this in mind, we should in fact be talking of Virtual Erasmus when referring to Virtual 
Mobility in the European Qualification Framework. Because, virtual mobility will be in fact 
contributing to the implementation and development of the original vision of the Erasmus 
programmeme. Obviously, Virtual mobility favours also more varied modes of study and 
provide different dimensions of mobility, including the creation of virtual learning communities, 
virtual projects, the involvement of many universities simultaneously in a project or course and 
the facilitation of international collaborative learning and teaching. 
 

However, as already stated above, Virtual Mobility is still facing some important implementation 
problems. That is why only a few number of HEI and a restricted number of students have been 
able to experience it. Of the already mentioned isolated Eu-funded projects dealing with this 
subject until now, EPICS (http://www.eadtu.nl/epics/?cId=home) seems to be the most 
accomplished. The EPICS project builds itself from the contributions of the following previous 
developed projects: 
 

Project Coordinating organisation Web site 

e-move EADTU http://www.eadtu.nl/virtualmobility/ 

REVE EuroPACE network http://reve.europace.org 

VM-base EuroPACE network http://vm-base.europace.org 

Venus EuroPACE network http://www.venus-project.net/ 

Sputnic EuroPACE network http://sputnic.europace.org 

NetACTIVE UNED http://www.net-active.info 

CSVM EADTU http://www.eadtu.nl/csvm/ 

CBVE EADTU http://www.eadtu.nl/cbve 

MORIL EADTU http://www.eadtu.nl/conference-2007/files/K5.pdf 
 

http://www.eadtu.nl/epics/?cId=home�
http://www.eadtu.nl/virtualmobility/�
http://reve.europace.org/�
http://vm-base.europace.org/�
http://www.venus-project.net/�
http://sputnic.europace.org/�
http://www.net-active.info/�
http://www.eadtu.nl/csvm/�
http://www.eadtu.nl/cbve�
http://www.eadtu.nl/conference-2007/files/K5.pdf�


 VIRQUAL 

Virtual Mobility and European Qualification Framework 

 

António TEIXEIRA; Rita FALCÃO; Alda PEREIRA; Susana HENRIQUES; 
WP5/SIG 1 Preliminary Report (Jan 10) 21 

 

EPICS share with VIRQUAL a common approach which is the one of trying to work towards 
mainstream provision of Virtual Mobility by offering international courses clearly as integral part 
of HEI study programmes. VIRQUAL and EPICS both share the ambition of addressing Virtual 
Mobility as a form of Virtual Erasmus. 
 

As already mentioned, Virtual Mobility still faces a number of difficulties. In short, we 
can identify as the main problems to be solved the issue of credit transfer in relation to 
student workload, assessment, administrative procedures and the language. 
 

In our research, we’ve focused so far on the problem of credit transfer and student workload. In 
the following pages we’ll present some data collected on this subject. As already stated, 
additional research will also focus on the remaining issues. In fact, regarding assessment, 
there’s not a clear definition of how a student enrolled in a given HEI and wanting for a period, 
one semester for instance, to be a virtual student in a different university, if he/she should be 
subject to different assessment rules and procedures. Apparently, the answer should be 
positive. Someone enrolling in a different HEI should adapt to a different culture and also 
institutional cultures. That should be part of the all culture experience of mobility envisaged by 
the Erasmus programme. 
 

Yet, this is very much arguable and experts have been favoring an entirely opposite approach. 
Apart from that, there’s also the issue of exams. How can exams be conducted for students 
living abroad? Should the host HEI hire the services of the home institution to conduct the 
exam? Or, should the home institution do that in agreement with the host HEI? Some kind of 
formal agreement between the two HEI should be envisaged? 

 

As for administrative procedures and the language, some consideration has also to be given. 
We’ll just limit at this stage to point out that many students could feel comfortable enough to 
enroll in a course delivered in a non-native language, but not as much when refers to being 
assessed in a different language. Bearing I mind the results from previous virtual mobility 
projects, it’s likely students would prefer to enroll on a course in a not-so-familiar language, but 
demanding to be examined in their native language or a more familiar one. This is not a minor 
issue if we do not want to restrict Virtual Mobility to English-speaking students. 
 

It’s interesting to complement this analyses with the main conclusions of the Net Active project 
regarding the obstacles or difficulties to Virtual Mobility. They were, as follows: 
 

• Some Universities can deliver the courses in a virtual environment, but other 
institutions are less well equipped to do so. Many still have a blended learning 
approach, which would be an impediment to virtual mobility. 
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• The language of teaching and learning is normally in the language of the country 
offering the qualification, and will seriously impede the exchange possibilities 
without mastering the language. 

• It cannot be assumed that every Masters degree awarded by a higher education 
institution represents an adequate level of competencies and skill, nor can the 
differences between Master level degree structures be taken for granted. 

• The credit and qualification system differs depending upon an individual 
country’s approach. 

• Student outcomes, including the acquired level of academic and other 
competencies and skills differ by programme type, field of studies and the profile 
of the institution, in both regions. 

• The courses in the same subject areas will differ in content, organization, focus, 
level and type. 

• The balance between teaching hours per week/course/module and self-study, 
the nature of examinations and assessment and the support structures available 
to students vary between countries. 

 
 
 

7. HOW IS ECTS BEING ADAPTED TO ONLINE COURSES 
7.1. How are ECTS credits quantified in online courses 
 

As we’ve stated above, an important degree of variation occurs regarding the calculation of 
ECTS credits. We’ll present some examples of this variation. For Universidade Aberta, 
according to its ECTS Application Regulation, one academic year representing 60 ECTS 
implies an average student workload of 1560 hours. This means 26 hours per ECTS credit. 
This figure differs from the value attributed by the University of Porto (27 hours) or the Open 
Universiteit (NL) to which 1 ECTS credit an average 28 hours student workload is expected. 
 

More importantly, a course in Universidade Aberta lasts for a semester and is attributed 6 
ECTS. Each semester including 5 courses in every study programme. But, if a student from 
Universidade Aberta enrolls in the Open Universiteit (NL), all courses, assuming the format of a 
module, are only worth 4,3 ECTS credits. If the same student would enroll in the UNED, each 
course would be credited 5 ECTS credits. That same problem would increase as regards the 
Open University (UK) which is favoring now a policy of concentrating subjects. In accordance, 
most course are now worth 15 ECTS credits student workload. This, of course, could have 
some important impact, either good and bad, on the development of Virtual Mobility schemes. 
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7.2. How are competences developed 
 

This is another very important issue where variation can occur. So far, we’re unable to collect 
much data on this topic. In accordance, we’ll focus on the two cases of the Portuguese partners 
(UAb and UP). In fact, how is the calculation of the average student workload made by each 
HEI in respect to competence development? For Universidade Aberta, an ECTS credit 
represents the average time spent in: 
 

• communicating with the tutor and the fellow students either virtually or face-to-
face; 

• Individual study; 
• Group or individual activities, papers, assignments, projects, documentation 

research and so on; 
• Preparing and producing assessment activities. 

 

The University of Porto uses an alternative scheme. According to the University’s internal 
regulation which defines how ECTS credits should be attributed to online Continuing Education 
courses, 1/3 of the third of the total hours of the course must be contact hours between the 
learner and the teacher, synchronous or asynchronous. This document also recommends that 
at least one evaluation event takes place in a face-to-face session. Points 8 and 9 of the 
Regulation establishes that a CE course should have at least 27 hours of total workload so it 
can be credited, and can be incremented with 0.5 units of credits with the corresponding 
workload. 
 

In order to calculate the student workload, the University uses the following elements: 
 

• Expected time of exposure to content; 
• Participation in different pedagogical activities: 

o Written assignments and activities based on wikis, portfolios, blogs; 
o Online testing; 
o E-mail / chat / forum; 

• Reports of participation (Moodle): 
o Statistics: Course logs show activity within the course. It allows tutors to 

see what resources are being used and when, or check that an 
individual student has viewed the resource they claim to have read. 
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o Activity report: An activity report will show all activity in the course, 
sorted by topic. Each item will be shown with its type and name. In order 
of appearance, the fields are: resource/activity name, # of times viewed, 
date last viewed, and elapsed time since last view. 

o Participation report: A participation report provides any easy way to 
monitor students' participation. 

o General statistics: The statistics graphs and tables show how many hits 
there have been on various parts of the course site during various time 
frames. They do not show how many distinct users there have been. 

 
 
 

8. NEXT STEPS 
 

Throughout the report we’ve already pointed out that in order to allow for the development of 
Virtual Mobility some issues have to be addressed and some remaining obstacles overcome. 
This can only be achieved in a joint effort by several HEI, Governments and the European 
Commission. We believe thus some strong cooperation between organizations and projects 
could therefore be instrumental for that goal. That is why we’re prepared at this stage to try to 
involve more HEI in our research as subjects and possibly to establish some information 
exchange with other running or past projects addressing virtual mobility in Europe and beyond. 
 
The input from partners identifying other HEI potentially interested in cooperating in our 
research is critical. We could indeed consider extending our search to other continents as well. 
The experience from Net Active could be of interest on that regard. 
 
As to the next steps in the research, we’re aiming at exploring and discussing further the issues 
of assessment and language. To what extent should the virtual mobility student be exposed to 
cultural barriers? Does it make sense to try to simulate the same kind of experience students 
would have in a physical mobility scheme? Or, by the contrary, is Virtual Mobility a 
fundamentally different experience and therefore should aim at other types of cultural clash? 
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