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EDITORIAL

What effect is digitalisation 
having on your work in 
international education? And 

how is it re-shaping the nature of the 
student experience in international higher 
education? As campuses across Europe 
and around the world move temporarily to 
online delivery in response to the  
COVID-19 crisis, there could not be a 
more opportune time to reflect on the 
benefits and challenges of alternative 
virtual environments for internationalisa-
tion. In this edition of Forum, we look at 
a range of ways in which digital solutions 
are supporting professional and academic 
staff, as well as students, to re-frame inter-
national learning and collaboration.

The increasing availability and acces-
sibility of digital platforms also allows for 
efficiency gains in institutional process-
es, while blended learning options offer 
flexibility to learners and instructors alike. 
However, increasing digitalisation also 
leads to concerns about equity and access. 
Are all students now digital natives? Is 
stable online access a reality in all parts 
of the world? And what about effective 
training and support for professional and 
academic staff to allow them to leverage 
digital tools to best effect?

The EAIE is delighted that  
Dr Dominic Orr, an expert on open 
education and digital learning, agreed to 
be interviewed for this edition. Dr Orr is 
an Adjunct Professor for Management in 
Education at the University of Nova Gor-
ica (Slovenia) and works as Research Lead 
at the Kiron educational platform and 
NGO. In his interview, he highlights that 
digitalisation should not be a goal in itself, 

but rather that we should harness digi-
talisation to achieve the goals of interna-
tionalisation and international education. 
As followers of research on international 
higher education will recognise, this close-
ly echoes earlier reflections on interna-
tionalisation, which is not considered to 
be a goal in itself, but a means to enhance 
quality within and beyond the institution. 

Setting the scene for this edition is 
Jon Rubin, Founder of the Collaborative 
Online International Learning (COIL) 
Center at the State University of New York 
(SUNY) and its Director from 2006 to 
2017. Jon reflects on a series of metaphors 
to describe the digitalisation of interna-
tionalisation and challenges us to consider 
the digitised cultural bubbles we have cre-
ated in a world where facts appear to have 
lost their solidity. Having thrown down 
this metaphorical gauntlet, a number of 
contributors to this edition then outline 
the teaching and learning transformations 
which digitalisation has enabled, from 
blended learning to digital classrooms and 
virtual exchange. Providing an example 
from the Australia-UK alliance between 
Monash University and the University of 
Warwick, Kate Aldred and Emma Barker 
give a fascinating insight into how two 
institutions on opposite sides of the planet 
have used digital technologies to build an 
international student research community.

Later in the edition, a series of articles 
focuses on how digitalisation can be care-
fully deployed to ensure inclusivity, specif-
ically for disadvantaged students and for 
those in developing countries. In parallel, 
another set of contributions shines a light 
on some of the administrative concerns 

at play, including the move to electronic 
academic records, questions about data 
breaches and the thorny question of digital 
literacy for staff. While academic and 
professional staff may find themselves lag-
ging behind students in their willingness 
to adopt new technologies, Sally Wyatt 
points to a new interdisciplinary Bach-
elor’s degree in Digital Society which is 
enabling students at Maastricht University 
(Netherlands) to gain the skills to critical-
ly assess, anticipate and shape the social, 
political and cultural impacts of digital 
transformations.

As always, I am grateful to my col-
leagues on the EAIE Publications Com-
mittee for their expert support in review-
ing submissions for this edition of Forum. 
As many of us now face the prospect of 
working and teaching remotely in the 
coming weeks (and perhaps months), we 
hope that this edition will provide some 
inspiration for the interesting times ahead.
— DOUGLAS PROCTOR, EDITOR
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subtle aspects are presented as being hidden, below 
the surface. We are encouraged to look under the 
waterline to better understand the attitudes of those 
others with whom we may work or study, so that we 
do not run aground in cultural misunderstandings 
as we engage. The iceberg metaphor embodies an 
unstated power, because we all know that colliding 
with what lies below the surface can lead to catastro-
phe – and we do not want our efforts at communica-
tion or collaboration to sink beneath the waves. 

Digitalisation may have significantly affected this 
metaphor, or at least made its oversimplicity more 
obvious. We do not only look at icebergs, but we our-
selves are icebergs looking outward, and our vision 
is linked to many other hunks of ice floating along 
near us in the digital stream. Just as those living for 
generations in a region may develop congruencies 
of thought that are later described as their ‘culture’, 
almost all of us are now immersed in digital infor-
mation flows that shape our beliefs and realities. 

When we view the world, some of us may still 
see icebergs – while others may instead see castles 
or canyons – as shapes are so easily translated and 
transmogrified by suggestions embedded in the 
internet. This may be why truth seems so evanes-
cent. At the same time, because the internet largely 
obscures our embodied selves, we more easily attach 
ourselves to ideas and images sometimes intended 
to reinforce prior prejudices, without the caution 
or criticality we observe in the street. The seeming 
fluidity of the digital space thereby gradually en-
courages us into digitised cultural bubbles that then 
separate us.

We live in an increasingly digitalised world, 
where facts appear to have lost their 
solidity and often morph into their own 

antitheses before our eyes. Truth seems to exist only 
to the extent that incoming information can pass 
through unconscious filters and into the cultural 
‘bubbles’ that enclose each of us. These bubbles guide 
us, like tribal knowledge acquired from imagined 
ancestors, but often are mysterious and invisible to 
our own perceptions. Unlike earlier cultural frames, 
these bubbles are not entirely based on national or 
regional narratives, but are increasingly built across 
digital networks of meaning. While cultural hybridi-
ty has been with us ever since humans began to travel 
and emigrate, that transformation is now taking place 
virtually, as people meet and share their thoughts 
without meeting physically. 

The iceberg has long been a trope of intercultural 
sensitivity and it is usually presented as a metaphor-
ical object to which our attention is drawn. Certain 
cultural attributes are indicated as being above the 
waterline and are therefore visible, while other more 

The rise of digital technology could in many ways be said to 
have fueled our current moment of resurgent nationalism and 
negotiable facts. As globalisation and digitalisation continue 
to reorient our sense of self, how can we reframe international 
education and the internet as tools for navigating this era of 
digital diversity and its discontents?

Unlike earlier cultural 
frames, our ‘bubbles’ are 
not based on national or 
regional narratives, but are 
increasingly built across 
digital networks of meaning
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they read about and engage with on the 
internet. And for those of us who are able 
to travel on a regular basis, whether we are 
in Amsterdam or São Paulo or Johan-
nesburg may be less important than who 
we are communicating with online while 
travelling. ‘Being there’ is still a critically 
important way to learn, but it is anach-
ronistic and inequitable to view only that 
experience as determinative. 

INTEGRATING ONLINE ENGAGEMENT

In order to explore the undersea extent 
of the icebergs, and to thereby better 
understand the emerging malleability of 
facts and the development of new cultural 
bubbles, we need to integrate meaning-
ful online engagement into all aspects 
of comprehensive internationalisation. 
COIL (Collaborative Online Internation-
al Learning) virtual exchange is a relative-
ly new term and model for this type of 
internationalisation activity. COIL has 
been developed to equitably and bilaterally 
explore the new cultural landscape of the 
expanding digital iceberg. 

Instead of focusing on physical mobil-
ity, COIL seeks to develop interculturally 
linked classrooms where students work 
together over the internet to simultane-
ously learn about each other and their 
course content, while learning how the 
internet filters and revises their efforts to 
communicate. Internationalisation is not 
just a matter of acquiring knowledge of 
how students in another country think or 
act; it is also important to understand how 
they express their ideas and embody their 

presence online, where most international 
interaction now takes place. This is also 
critical to their future employability, as 
working in online teams is an increas-
ingly important aspect of many potential 
careers. And for those students who are 
physically mobile, integrating and linking 
COIL exchanges to short-term sojourns 
gives them the chance to compare the 
virtual and the embodied. 

To accomplish this goal will require that 
higher education institutions embed 
internationalisation more deeply into their 
classrooms, opening these learning spaces 
to multiple others through the internet. 
This means making education truly inter-
national, less bound by the local residency 
of students, and less defined by individual 
higher education institutions. But it also 
means reshaping course content to focus 
on interculturality, to make exchanges 
more interdisciplinary and more engaged 
with how the internet is reshaping knowl-
edge and truth. Accomplishing this is not 
necessarily a skill that most professors or 
international education managers current-
ly have. So if we wish to help our students 
better navigate the complex digital di-
versity we now confront, we must widely 
embed digital internationalisation models, 
like COIL virtual exchange and others, 
and prepare our staff to knowledgeably 
deploy them.
— JON RUBIN

AN EVER-EXPANDING ICEBERG 

Another way to view the evolution of 
the iceberg metaphor is to posit that the 
hidden underwater spread of the iceberg 
has greatly expanded, because it no longer 
emanates from a single iceberg, but now 
grows from the accretion of other digital 
ice flows attaching to it below the surface. 
In this way, new masses are formed, 
each with their own composite ‘cultures’. 
Meanwhile, the lone iceberg may still 
appear to the casual observer as though 
it is unchanged, while deep below it repre-
sents a mindset totally transformed. Only 
by understanding the ways that online 
culture reshapes our sense of self and 
place can we grasp what now lies beneath. 
But even as we begin to notice these new 
linkages, we must be aware that they are 
not stable, and can break away and recom-
bine as individual icebergs form and melt 
and the tide rises. 

None of this metaphorical 
shape-shifting undermines the value and 
need to engage other peoples and cultures, 
but because most intercultural experience 
is now filtered, reshaped and recontex-
tualized by tangential online exchanges, 
these changes must reframe the practice 
of internationalisation. I suggest that the 
meaning and value of physical mobility 
is now largely contained and reshaped by 
the virtual networks that guide and link 
us almost no matter where we reside or 
travel. The internet is almost everywhere, 
and because of enhanced phone and 
battery technology, it may be pervasive 
even where electricity is an undependable 
commodity. 

We now live in a world where physical 
travel, location and interchange are em-
bedded within the digital space, especially 
for non-elites for whom other cultures 
and international travel is largely a topic 

In order to explore the undersea extent of the ice-
bergs, we need to integrate meaningful online en-
gagement into all aspects of internationalisation
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decoding
virtual
mobility 
If traditional mobility has been the lynchpin 
of internationalisation in the analogue past, 
then virtual mobility may steal centre stage 
in the digital future. Developments such as 
the recent COVID-19 outbreak highlight the 
need for alternative means of facilitating 
meaningful online interactions across cultures 
and classrooms – and Collaborative Online 
International Learning, or COIL, offers a 
systematic approach to doing exactly that. }

Photo: Shutterstock
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The term ‘virtual mobility’ is an 
odd one. What could possibly be 
meant by it? In order to answer 

that question, it is good to reflect briefly 
on the intended effects of ‘regular’, phys-
ical mobility. The broad assumption is 
that whenever students and/or staff cross 
national borders in an organised way and 
for a long enough period of time, positive 
outcomes in terms of competences, 
academic and personal development and 
employability are sure to follow.

THE IMPACT OF MOBILITY

The Erasmus+ Impact Study 2019 does 
show profound impact of Erasmus+ 
mobility on participating students: there 
is major self-reported impact on knowl-
edge, skills and attitudes, with 50–90% 
of participating students stating that the 
mobility had a positive effect on various 
competences; the objective outcomes 

in terms of employability are much less 
clear from the data. However, differenc-
es between Erasmus+ participants and 
non-mobiles on the one hand are much 
bigger than differences between Erasmus+ 
participants pre- and post-mobility on 
the other, which hints at strong ‘selection 
bias’ – those who engage in a mobility 
experience may be those who need it least.

The biggest benefit from mobility 
seems to be in attitudes, self-confidence, 
adaptability and ability to cooperate with 
different kinds of people. This is ex-
plained by the effect of being ‘exposed’ to 

different situations, contexts and people, 
and being ‘forced’ to adapt in order to 
achieve positive outcomes, academic as 
well as non-academic, ie feeling happy 
and functioning well in the new sur-
roundings.

VIRTUAL MOBILITY

Bearing this in mind, it seems logical that 
virtual mobility activities, offered as an 
alternative to physical mobility, should be 
designed in a way to mimic this profound 
exposure effect. The model of Collab-
orative Online International Learning 
(COIL) has been developed over the last 
15 years to do exactly that and to offer 
similar or better outcomes to physical mo-
bility in terms of improved international 
and intercultural competences. Typically, 
the COIL modality is applied to a course 
or part of a course (‘COIL module’) with-
in a larger degree programme.

The COIL acronym contains the essen-
tial elements that define virtual mobil-
ity. In order to qualify, activities must 
absolutely meet the strict cumulative 
conditions of being:
• Collaborative: students are put in a 

position of needing to cooperate with 
their international peers to produce 
the required output. They might need 
to work in mixed teams on assign-
ments, need input, data or feedback 
from their colleagues. The collabora-
tion is not an ‘extra’ but is an essential 
condition for success. 

• Online: the interaction between the 
students and staff in question takes 
place online. However, in order to 
have a successful COIL module, the 
teaching staff involved should prob-
ably meet physically, at least in the 
preparation phase. During implemen-
tation, a model of blended mobility 
(limited physical interaction combined 
with longer online interaction) is 
probably ideal, but excellent COIL 
modules can also exist strictly online. 

• International: although COIL-like 
modules can of course be very useful in 
a national context (within one country 
or even within one institution), the 
goal of COIL as virtual mobility is of 
course creating meaningful interaction 
between staff and students in differ-
ent countries and cultures, leading to 
the development of international and 
intercultural competences.

• Learning: COIL modules are learning 
activities, and should be an integral 
part of the curriculum, not an optional 
and non-consequential ‘extra’. While 
grading is probably best done by the 
home professor, acquisition of academ-
ic competences and transferable skills 
should be an explicit goal, should be 
monitored and should be included in 
evaluation and grading. 

Only if a teaching activity fits all four 
of these characteristics of COIL should 
they be recognised as constituting virtual 
mobility. However, if they are met, COIL 
modules and their activities can take 
many different forms. Most common and 
very effective are joint student assign-
ments, in international teams of students, 
lasting a few weeks to several months. 

Those who engage in a mobility experience 
may be those who need it least
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Various other types of co-teaching and 
co-learning are possible too, using all 
kinds of synchronous and asynchronous 
online communication. The bottom line 
for both physical mobility and virtual 
exchange is that improved competences 
result from meaningful interactions in 
diverse groups, both online and offline.

ENSURING RECOGNITION

The COIL acronym provides a good defi-
nition of what constitutes virtual mobility, 
but how can we make sure it is recognised 
and valued?

In this context, ‘recognition’ can mean 
different things: at the student level, how 
do we make sure the activities undertaken 
as part of a COIL module are recognised 
within their curriculum and awarded 
credits? In this regard, the COIL model 
can be quite simple: since the COIL 
module is implemented in constant and 
intense cooperation between the pro-
fessors and their respective students, 
the students can in fact stay under the 
formal authority of their home professor 
at all times. There is no need to create a 
formal ‘ joint course’ with shared authority 
over the entire group, although this is 
a possibility. The simple solution is that 
the credits and grades are awarded by the 
home institution of the student.

At the institutional level or supra- 
institutional level: how can virtual 
mobility be recognised, measured, sup-
ported and potentially funded?  Firstly, 

it should be qualitatively established and 
documented that a specific course or 
module meets the four basic conditions 
described above. Based on this, a quanti-
tative assessment becomes quite straight-
forward. Number of students involved, 
number of credits: how large is the part 
of the course taken up by the COIL 

activities in terms of student workload? 
For example, within a 6 ECTS course, 
half of the students’ workload is direct-
ly related to the COIL activities, ie 3 
ECTS credits). This calculation could 
serve as a basis for awarding support at 
the institutional level and possibly in the 
framework of funding schemes.

The COIL methodology provides a 
solid framework for introducing virtual 
exchange into the core curriculum and 
giving it proper recognition. By holding 
our virtual exchange activities to the 
standards set by COIL – making them 
collaborative, online, and international 
learning – we can help university teaching 
and learning benefit from the best of what 
digitalisation has to offer.
— PIET VAN HOVE

The bottom line for both physical and virtual 
mobility is that improved competences result 
from meaningful interactions in diverse groups
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Teleconferen cing 
in the 
digital age
The financial and environmental 
costs of international travel are tra-
ditionally thought of as the great-
est obstacles to traditional student 
mobility, and recently we have wit-
nessed that pandemic outbreaks 
can present yet another barrier to 
in-person contact. With the Inter-
national Conference of Undergrad-
uate research, Bachelor’s students 
at universities on opposite sides 
of the globe are embracing virtu-
al mobility as a vehicle for sharing 
their research far and wide without 
ever booking a flight. 

Traditionally, undergraduate research conferences bring 
together students from a range of universities in one lo-
cation to share their knowledge with their peers. Such 

conferences play an important developmental role for students, 
providing a space for them to receive feedback and recognition, 
make connections with research-active peers and see how their 
own work interacts with a broader research conversation. The 
events are most commonly held on a local or national level 
(with exceptions such as the recently-developed World Con-
gress on Undergraduate Research), as the cost of international 
travel can be prohibitive.

However, the evolution of digital communication technologies 
has opened up new opportunities to internationalise the under-
graduate experience without the significant environmental foot-
print or financial barriers of international travel. The International 
Conference of Undergraduate Research (ICUR), established in 
2013, is an initiative developed by staff at the University of  
Warwick in the UK and Monash University in Australia (sup-
ported by the Monash Warwick Alliance). It provides students 
with the opportunity to present their research to an international 
audience through the use of videoconferencing technology.
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Teleconferen cing 
in the 
digital age

FINDING CONNECTIONS

From the outset, students from institu-
tions participating in the ICUR are asked 
to engage with organisers and resources 
through digital communication technol-
ogies. The website introduces students to 
the ICUR and helps them to understand 
what presenting at the conference will 
involve. Videos of previous conferences, 
statements from student presenters and ex-
ample materials all show how digital and 
international interactions may differ from 
a more standard conference experience. 
The rigorous abstract submission process 
challenges students to examine their 
research through a global lens, to draw 
out implications that will have impact 
throughout global research communities 
and to consider how local and subject- 
specific issues can translate to an interna-
tional and interdisciplinary audience.

At the conference itself, taking place 
over the course of 48 hours each Sep-
tember, students experience virtual 
mobility through live-streamed video-
conference sessions, where they hear 
the ideas of their global peers. Students 
present their research in sessions that 
are themed around different global 
research priorities – such as the environ-
ment and sustainability or health and 
well-being – and links are made to other 
participating institutions. Presenters and 
audience members from all locations are 
encouraged to find the connecting points 
between research presentations from dif-
ferent disciplines and different local con-
texts. They interact in extended Q&A 
sessions, taking questions that may come 
from very different ‘places’ in terms of 
both location and outlook. Through this 
process, students experience mobility 

from the original circumstances in which 
their research projects were devised.

CHALLENGING LOGISTICS

The ICUR consists of around 80 confer-
ence sessions taking place between 10 or 
more participating institutions over the 
course of two days. In the six months 
between the call for abstracts and the 
conference itself, more than 500 student 
researchers and hundreds of other student 
attendees and volunteers interact with the 
organisational team behind the event. In 
devising and executing such a complex 
event, strong international partnerships 
between students and staff at Monash and 
Warwick are essential.

Some of the complexities of organising 
a large international conference remain 
the same whether it involves physical 
travel or purely digital interactions.  

Illustration: Shutterstock
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The academic calendars of institutions 
across Asia, Australia, Europe, Africa and 
the Americas vary considerably, neces-
sitating a fixed date for the event at the 
end of September. This is the only time 
suitable for all of the institutions involved 
in the ICUR, when students are available 
to present their research simultaneously 
from each campus location. 

These local academic calendars still 
prove to be a challenge when considering 
which student cohorts will be in term 
time, which will have recently graduated 
and which will have completed research 
in time for abstract submissions or for the 
conference itself. For some students, exam 
preparation or vacation will take priority 
over research or conference preparation. 
Digital technologies have helped us to 
tackle these challenges, allowing students 
to connect even when, for example, they 
are travelling to locations far from their 
university campus.

Mobile digital technologies have also 
provided us with a mechanism to retain 
students’ interest and confidence in 
presenting during the long gap between 
acceptance of their abstract and the con-
ference itself. This gap can encompass 
exam periods, summer vacation, winter 
break or even graduation for some stu-
dents, and can contribute to significant 
attrition in attendance numbers before 
the event. Mobile videoconferencing has 
allowed us to bring students together 
in preparation groups to meet, discuss, 
devise and practise their presentations 
together, across disciplines and na-
tionalities, in the eight weeks prior to 
the conference. Students can join from 
home, work, university or other remote 
locations, keeping them on track and 
building their confidence despite other 
commitments and calendar clashes.

ADAPTING TO DIGITAL COMMUNICATION

A distinctive feature of the ICUR is 
the collaboration of staff with student 
directors based in the UK, Singapore and 
Australia. ICUR student directors work 
together to deliver the conference at their 
home institutions. Collectively, student 
directors are responsible for:
• Developing and implementing an in-

ternational social media and commu-
nications plan to promote the ICUR

• Recruiting a keynote speaker relevant 
to international, interdisciplinary 
audiences

• Participating in the rigorous ab-
stract selection and panel scheduling 
processes

• Coordinating international and local 
teams of conference volunteers

• Helping to coordinate the conference 
itself

• Providing strategic input into the 
future direction of the ICUR from a 
student perspective

Student directors are exposed to the 
challenges and opportunities of working 
in an international team where digital 
communication technologies are the 
primary method of engagement. There 
are significant challenges when develop-
ing relationships through the means of 
digital technologies, particularly when 
students are doing so for the first time. 
Digital technologies disrupt traditional 
communication patterns, particularly by 
limiting body language cues, and can 
provide fewer opportunities for small talk 

when students are getting to know each 
other. Student directors learn to overcome 
these challenges and develop strong team 
relationships, adapting their communi-
cation style to digital and intercultural 
contexts. The Warwick and Monash staff 
who organise the event make use of these 
same digital technologies to coordinate 
the delivery of the event and all its com-
ponent programmes, and must navigate 
the same obstacles and challenges as their 
student counterparts. 

In a world where digital commu-
nication competence has come to be 
expected and great importance is placed 
on students’ gaining intercultural and 
international experiences and insights, 
the ICUR points to the future and tackles 
increasing concerns around the impact of 
international travel. The logistics involved 
in developing the ICUR highlight the 
opportunities and challenges posed by 
digital internationalisation: aligning aca-
demic calendars, technical capabilities and 

time zones; overcoming communication 
barriers; and helping students to step out 
of their comfort zone. All of this requires 
dedication and imagination. 

Yet the use of digital communication 
technologies has created a unique space 
for student connection, collaboration and 
engagement, accessible to all. The rewards 
will quickly become evident if you speak 
to any ICUR participant.
— KATE ALDRED & EMMA BARKER

Digital technologies disrupt traditional communica-
tion patterns by limiting body language cues and 
providing fewer opportunities for small talk
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embracing diversity with

blended 
learning  

The classroom doesn’t have to be fully digitised to bring teaching 
and learning into the digital age. Blended learning projects, 
like this collaboration between two schools of education in 

Germany and India, may offer students the best of both worlds, 
allowing them to brainstorm across borders and apply their new 

knowledge at home.}
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In societies and education systems all 
over the world, learning and teaching 
have become highly diverse and 

interconnected as a result of migration, 
globalisation and digitalisation. Because 
of this, the development of intercultural 
competencies is often discussed as one 
of the most important skills in teacher 
training, and it can be boosted by col-
laboration between students in different 
cultural settings. 

Ludwigsburg University of Educa-
tion in Germany has teamed up with 
Ambedkar University Delhi in India for 

a project that aims to develop intercul-
tural competencies among students and 
teachers. Its central topics are diversity 
and resilience in the educational systems 
of India and Germany, but it also aims to 
address the fact that, for many students, 
managing a full semester abroad as part 
of their studies is not possible. The col-
laboration aims to find a way to provide 
such students with the opportunity to 
gain international experience – and learn 
with and from international partner 
institutions – without necessarily having 
to spend a semester in another country.

The project – ‘Schools of education as 
agents for change: coping with diversi-
ty in the digital age’ – is backed by the 
Baden-Württemberg Stiftung, a foun-
dation that supports innovative collabo-
rations involving the state’s universities. 
The focus is on teacher training and how 

schools of education in India and Germa-
ny can act as agents of change in diverse 
and digitally connected societies. Schools 
of Education play a major role in devel-
oping digital and international strategies, 
and must be ready to deal with the known 
challenges in order to prepare students for 
learning and teaching in new contexts. 

Blended learning approaches, mixing 
face-to-face teaching with electronic and 
online materials, have proven particularly 
useful in intercultural and collaborative 
environments, as they offer tools for 
communication, interaction and shared 

learning between students and teachers in 
different countries. The two partner uni-
versities have therefore developed collab-
orative, interactive and blended learning 
courses as part of the project, as well as 
summer schools focusing on the themes of 
diversity and resilience in educational and 
social contexts in both countries. 

ENCOURAGING UNDERSTANDING

About half of the course sessions are 
conducted in classroom settings, with the 
other half carried out online, individually 
or in teams consisting of students from 
India and Germany. The online options 
are designed to: present course topics from 
an Indian and German perspective; offer 
input from proven experts; establish foun-
dations for collaboration; and encourage 
interaction between Indian and German 
students. Videos of Indian and German 

professors teaching in teams are used, a 
podcast with experts is available, common 
issues are presented through a selection of 
pertinent literature, and teams of Indian 
and German students are set up to devel-
op joint projects. Students are asked to 
make full use of the collaborative setting 
by interacting online, using communica-
tion tools of their own choice. 

In the first summer school, from 30 
September to 11 October in Ludwigs-
burg, eight students and three faculty 
members from Delhi collaborated as 
exchange visitors with seven faculty 
members and 14 students from the 
host university. The activities focused 
on developing students’ capacities and 
intercultural understanding on the theme 
of resilience in education. The students 
interacted in class sessions at the univer-
sity and joint projects at home. They also 
visited German schools in order to get a 
deeper insight into everyday school life 
and the connected educational structures 
and concepts. A second summer school 
took place in Delhi in March.

CREATING MEANING

The ongoing evaluation of the project 
uses a multi-method design and has so 
far focused on the initial stages of the 
blended courses and the Ludwigsburg 
summer school. From a quantitative per-
spective, all students said that they found 
the collaboration with international peers 
very helpful and 71% said they appre-
ciated the balance between online and 
classroom learning. Furthermore, 92% 
said they appreciated the independence, 
flexibility and individual pace of learning 
afforded to them by the blended design. 

For many students, managing a full semester 
abroad as part of their studies is not possible
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In a qualitative evaluation report pub-
lished in October, the benefits of self- 
regulated learning, interaction and diverse 
working options are discussed as very 
positive elements of the project. “When 
students from two diverse cultures brain-
storm together, in concentrated, time-
bound sessions towards a single goal, the 

process serves as an engine for a creation 
of meaning that is composite yet nuanced, 
a complexity of ideas that would perhaps 
be missing if the source came from a 
single context,” it says.

In general, the participating students 
were positive about the blended learning 
design of the courses: in particular, the 
mix of digital learning and classroom 
discussion, as well as the structure of 
the courses. The findings indicate that 
students valued the collaborative and 
interactive approach of the courses and 
summer school, and that they felt chal-
lenged to develop their learning skills and 
acquire new learning techniques. Finally, 
the evaluation shows that real, authentic 
and meaningful interaction via short-term 
programmes is highly appreciated.

SELF-ALIENATION

Looking beyond the project at the big-
ger picture, blended collaborative learn-
ing appears to be a medium through 
which students and teachers can shed 

their preconceptions and enhance their 
intercultural understanding. 

Blended collaborative learning envi-
ronments in intercultural settings need 
a structure that enables students to: find 
themes and prepare topics individually 
through online content and tasks; share 
their perspectives and develop shared 

knowledge through collaboration in 
class and online; develop new content 
and tasks for themselves and others; and 
meet face to face. 

The discussion of topics that are rele-
vant to all partners in an intercultural 
setting offers great learning potential. 
In this context, blended learning and 
intercultural collaboration can function 
as links between students from different 
countries and sociocultural backgrounds. 
At the same time, such learning sce-
narios can connect education systems 
in different countries, enabling them 
to share experiences, perspectives and 
concepts. Looking at similar questions 

and challenges from a variety of inter-
cultural perspectives and discussing one’s 
own views in mixed groups, both online 
and in the classroom, has great learning 
potential. It is clear that this potential, 
on a student and an institutional level, is 
particularly encouraged by the concept 
of alterity: the state of being ‘other’ or 
different.

On this topic, Wilhelm von Hum-
boldt once said: “Our encounters with 
the world are transformative in that they 
are mediated by ‘self-alienation’, that is, 
alienation from our taken-for-granted 
and habitual self-understandings. […] 
Bildung refers to the active and receptive 
self-other relation implicit in education-
al processes.”

Humboldt’s idea of alienation from 
one’s own world as a constructive means 

of learning can be described as a key 
element of the project. As a result, the 
design of our cooperative project has 
sparked a new discussion of curriculum 
development in both universities.
— CHRISTOPH KNOBLAUCH, 

JÖRG-U. KESSLER & NINA JÄGER

The evaluation shows that real, authentic and 
meaningful interaction via short-term programmes 
is highly appreciated

Blended collaborative learning is a medium 
through which students and teachers can 
shed their preconceptions and enhance their 
intercultural understanding
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twenty-first
century skills 
for staff 
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While digitalisation of higher education seems inevitable, 
the development of digital literacy among staff is decidedly 
not. A sharp digital strategy and state-of-the-art equipment 
won’t get your institution very far if staff isn’t equipped to 
work with it – but what’s the best way to get educators and 
administrators up to speed? 

However, reaping the benefits of such solutions 
necessitates not only procurement of a data cap-
ture tool but also extensive implementation and 
staff training on this tool. In order to cope in this 
fast-changing era of technology, it is imperative 
that universities ensure all their staff and students 
are digitally literate. While it is the duty of a pro-
curement team to upgrade or buy IT tools and that 
of the IT department to implement these in the 
university’s digital network, dedicated user training 
is required for a smooth transition to new or updat-
ed technology.

USER-FRIENDLY?

The ‘user-friendly’ tag that is put on certain digital 
solutions is hardly reliable, as it can have different 
meanings to different people. As such, the first 
impediment stems from variable digital skill sets 
across university departments and staff. The easiest 
and most common assumption is that everyone is 
digitally illiterate to start with, so that everybody 
is being trained from the same level. However, this 
is an inefficient way to approach training: there are 
certain prerequisites that might not even be met at 
ground zero, and there could be a lack of interest 
in lengthy basic training on the side of the more 
digitally literate staff. 

On the other hand, a top-down approach assum-
ing a standard knowledge base is unlikely to meet 
the needs of all parties. From the perspective of a 
digitally literate employee, it is easy to assume that 
everybody possesses certain technical skills, such 
as being able to create pivot tables in Excel. In fact, 
we’ve found that a substantial number of staff lack 
such skills, which is significant because they provide 
a fundamental understanding of the logic behind 
more advanced, ‘user-friendly’ systems. 

Digital transformation has become a meg-
atrend in higher education, where univer-
sities are competing globally for students, 

academics and research prestige. University custom-
ers are more tech-savvy and vocal than ever, and the 
traditional university model has had to dramatically 
adapt to meet new demands and stay relevant in the 
digital age. Innovative strategies have affected all 
areas: administration and infrastructure, learning and 
assessment, research and learning materials, stu-
dent recruitment, and interactions with society and 
businesses.

At Nottingham Trent University (NTU), 
we consider the key to a successful strategy to be 
high-quality data. Data is the fundament we base 
our decisions on, and because of this we must ensure 
we capture it, store it and use it effectively. Data 
informs us of our students’ needs, performance and 
satisfaction, and it helps us to monitor competitors, 

keep an account of partners and track potential ap-
plicants. While data has been and still can be hard to 
interpret, mainly due to inconsistency in the ways it 
is captured across different departments even within 
the same institution, an array of innovative digital 
solutions are promising to resolve this issue. Most 
of these essentially offer the same thing: centralised 
data, immediately accessible across departments. 

In order to cope in this fast-
changing era of technology, it 
is imperative that universities 
ensure all their staff and 
students are digitally literate

19DIGITALISATION
IN INTERNATIONAL EDUCATION



Rolling out advanced systems and forcing 
advanced training on end users who lack 
fundamental digital skills is counterpro-
ductive. Workloads increase as end users 
struggle with the new systems and are 
forced to duplicate work by relying on old 
methods to complete their day-to-day 
tasks. When systems are not used for 
their intended purpose, inconsistent or in-
correct data and frustrated staff members 
are the outcome, affecting not only the 
individual but also the department and 
university as a whole.

Hence, a bottom-up approach is 
preferable: an approach that considers 
everyone’s digital training needs – those 
of the team, the department and so on – 
until those can be matched to the overall 
needs of the university. 

UNREALISTIC EXPECTATIONS

About three years ago, NTU procured a 
digital solution for the capture of data on 
studying abroad and international part-
nerships. This was rolled out across de-
partments and has allowed us to connect 
to our central Student Information System 
and easily export data to other internal or 
external data systems when needed.

More than 30 members of staff had 
to replace administrative practices that 
had been in place for decades with a 
brand-new digital system. While NTU 
Global managed the implementation of 
the tool, the IT department managed the 
technical side and provided user training 
guides. Two years later, less than 50% of 
the staff members the platform was rolled 
out to were comfortable using it, despite 
having received training and guidance. 

And even though guides were 
created, roughly 57% of students found 
the system difficult to handle or needed 

support to use it. This is probably our 
most eye-opening finding. If students 
born and raised in the past two decades 
find it difficult to use this system despite 
being versed in myriad technological 
tools such as smartphones, tablets and 
computers and trained in a variety of 
apps, how can we expect staff who have 
often had fewer interactions with tech 
tools to absorb such new developments at 
such a fast pace? 

The answer is that we should not. 
Instead of expecting that staff will 
eventually adapt to the systems by simply 
using them for a long time and learning 
on their own, which seems to be  

a common expectation, we should instead 
allocate resources to meet their digital 
literacy needs. Such resources should go 
beyond standard training guides that 
assume everybody has the same level of 
knowledge and beyond online training 
videos, which are a great addition to a 
training curriculum but not sufficient on 
their own.

PERSONALISED SUPPORT

With more than 10m e-resources down-
loaded by our students in the past year, 
NTU is in the top 10% of UK universities 
using e-libraries. Still, the number of stu-
dents coming through the doors of our li-
braries has doubled in the past 12 months. 
This indicates that our students’ needs 
are far from being fulfilled by technology 
alone. This is also valid for our staff.

Although it was a difficult issue to tackle, 
we managed to get on the right track 
and developed a bottom-up approach to 
address the needs of all staff who required 
additional digital training. 

Our first action entailed personalised 
tutoring for individuals or small teams, 
where we addressed training needs. 
Rather than asking individuals to comply 
with our needs, we asked them how we 
could support them with theirs. Our 
second action consisted of a bimonth-
ly cross-departmental support forum 
where we addressed a variety of issues in 
the study abroad area, including digi-
tal literacy. Our third and most recent 

action consists of digital-focused monthly 
cross-departmental user group meetings 
that reconcile our multi-departmental 
digital skills needs with the wider univer-
sity’s digital strategy of achieving a single 
source of truth for all the various data 
systems it uses. 

We still have work to do to com-
pletely reconcile everyone’s needs, but we 
are certainly one step closer. There is no 
doubt that higher education will continue 
to become more and more digitalised; 
the question we should be addressing is 
whether all staff will be able to keep up 
with this digitalisation, and how we can 
enable them to do so.
— CATO ROLEA

If students born and raised in the past two 
decades find it difficult to use the system, how can 
we expect staff to absorb it at such a fast pace?
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Digital 
credentials
easing the transition 
The transformation of academic records from paper-based 
to digital documents is nothing new. What is new, however, 
is the surge in the number of universities, organisations 
and initiatives that are developing different technologies to 
manage digital credentials. }

Illustration: N. Nguyen
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The growth in electronic docu-
ment sources and technologies 
is not only reshaping notions of 

credential authenticity, ownership and 
content but is also playing its part in the 
global movement of students across bor-
ders and between institutions. With their 
transcripts and certificates just one click 
away in their digital wallets and cloud 
platforms, students can showcase their 
qualifications whenever and wherever 
they need to. 

It is estimated that more than 5 
million students today pursue higher edu-
cation outside their home country. One of 
the primary goals of the recently adopted 
UNESCO Global Convention on the 
Recognition of Qualifications concerning 
Higher Education is to improve student 
mobility and access to higher education 
between regions and continents. The 
convention gives international students 
the right to have their qualifications from 
abroad assessed in a fair, transparent and 
non-discriminatory manner.1 Digital 
academic records are an important tool to 
facilitate this, with electronic transcripts 
and diplomas becoming increasingly 
common. The China Higher Education 
Student Information and Career Center, 
one of the first to introduce a digital 
student database, has registered 117m 
qualifications so far and grows by 10m 
qualifications a year.2 My eQuals, a digital 
credentials platform for Australia and 
New Zealand, stores more than 500,000 
documents.3 

THE BENEFITS

For students, digital documents offer a 
sense of control and agency over their 
credentials. Instead of having to contact 
a registrar to request a transcript, they 

can now access their credentials directly 
through their online accounts. They can 
easily display their certificates and tran-
scripts on electronic devices, attach them 
as part of an online application or share 
them through a secure link. This direct 
access to one’s own credentials is not only 
empowering but also saves money and 
time, easing students’ transitions from 
one institution to another.

For institutions and employers, digital ac-
ademic records offer greater convenience 
and security, leading to more efficient 
processing. Electronic documents reach 
recipients almost immediately, can be pro-
tected with tamper-proof technology and 
can be stored in digital databases. To pro-
vide easier recognition and verification of 
qualifications across the European Union, 
the European Commission is implement-
ing the Europass Technical Framework 
for Digitally Signed Credentials. This 
will offer an interoperable, fraud-resistant 
system that is compliant with the General 
Data Protection Regulation and can be 
understood by education providers and 
employers across all member states.4 

Digital credentials also have the 
potential to redefine the content and 
layout of traditional academic records. 
The Higher Education Achievement 
Report is an example of a reinvented, 
enhanced transcript that is being used 
across institutions in the UK. It provides 

a more comprehensive insight into stu-
dents’ achievements by including not only 
their record of coursework and grades 
but also skills developed in the course of 
study, extracurricular activities, prizes 
and voluntary work.5 A similar initiative 
is being undertaken at North American 
colleges and universities. The American 
Association of Collegiate Registrars and 
Admissions Officers and the National 

Association of Student Affairs Profes-
sionals are developing a Comprehensive 
Learner Record that would, in addition to 
the information contained in a traditional 
transcript, record the experience that 
students accumulate outside the class-
room.6 This exhaustive transcript format, 
which stacks macro and micro credentials 
together with the competencies attained, 
can streamline university admissions and 
employers’ background checks by pro-
viding better matches to the educational 
programme or job.

THE CHALLENGES

Of course, it is not all plain sailing: 
there are challenges and risks posed by 
electronic documents, and these must be 
properly accounted for in order to reap 
the full benefits. Efficient implementation 
of portable digital student data requires 
secure and reliable technology, the costs 
of which can be a problem, particularly in 
developing countries. Digital databases 

This direct access to one’s own credentials is 
not only empowering but also saves money 
and time, easing students’ transitions from one 
institution to another
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require continuous scrutiny of received 
documents in order to ensure their trust-
worthiness. Databases can be compro-
mised, and IT departments need to work 
together with credential evaluators to de-
velop a set of skills for ensuring not only 
document authenticity but also privacy of 
shared data. 

And although electronic academic 
records could particularly benefit refugees 
or students from countries with high 
levels of credential fraud, in reality they 
are mainly used in countries that are not 
particularly affected by these issues, such 
as Australia, China, Ireland, New Zea-
land, Norway, the United Kingdom and 
the United States.

EVOLUTION OF EVALUATION

World Education Services, a not-for-
profit social enterprise in Canada and the 
United States, has witnessed first-hand 
the impact of digitalisation. As recently as 
2017, applicants used only a few electronic 

sources to send their documents to us; 
today, the number of vetted universities 
or third-party providers that send their 
documents to us electronically exceeds 50.

From the perspective of credential 
evaluation, the two greatest advantages 
of electronically received documents are 
shorter processing times and improved 
fraud prevention. Unlike paper-based 
credentials, which need to be converted 
from analogue to digital format, elec-
tronic documents can be readily saved 

in a digital database. This significantly 
shortens the time needed for creden-
tial evaluation and eases the process of 
applying for university courses, jobs or 
immigration. 

Another time-consuming process 
within credential evaluation is the authen-
tication and verification of documents. To 
verify paper-based credentials that appear 
inauthentic, World Education Services 
communicates with the document’s issu-
ing institution. Depending on the institu-
tion, that process of verification can take 
anywhere from a couple of days to a few 
months. Digital documents, on the other 
hand, are instantly verifiable when secure 
integrations and transmission procedures 
are established. The most common elec-
tronic document format that we receive is 
a digitally signed and certified PDF. The 
issuer and integrity of such documents 
can be immediately validated in Adobe 
Reader, which makes authentication sig-
nificantly more efficient and secure. 

The criteria for securing, accepting, 
examining and evaluating electronic 
documents are evolving together with 
the documents themselves, and the lack 
of standardised procedures can cause 
occasional setbacks and delays in the 
process of evaluation. Yet despite all 
the challenges, there is a great deal of 
promise in digitalised academic records. 
Their potential to expedite the credential 
recognition process and enhance the in-
formation conveyed through transcripts is 

undeniable. It is safe to say that IT infra-
structure in different parts of the world 
and between institutions varies greatly, 
so getting institutions on board globally 
will happen inconsistently and over time 
– but the trend is towards a digital future. 
Credential evaluators would be wise to 
get started on setting up procedures and 
processes to deal with digital documents 
as overall capability grows. 
— DRAGANA DILAS
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The two greatest advantages of electronically 
received documents are shorter processing 
times and improved fraud prevention
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IN CONVERSATION WITH

JACOB GIBBONS 
EAIE 

dominic orr
In addition to serving as Adjunct Professor of Education 
Management at Nova Gorica University in Slovenia, Dominic 
Orr is also Research Lead at Kiron Open Higher Education, 
a free online learning platform geared towards refugees and 
other underserved communities. Having been intimately 
involved with the Bologna Process from the start, Prof Orr 
takes the long view on the ways in which digital technology 
are transforming higher education and mobility.

You were co-author of a white paper entitled 
‘Bologna Digital 2020’ in May of 2019. What was 
the key driver behind this report and how has 
the paper been received, both within the higher 
education community and at a policy level?
do: Digitalisation is everywhere, but because of that, 
people aren’t sure what it actually means for higher 
education. So some of us who had been involved 
in the Bologna process for many years realised that 
we needed to better explain how digitalisation can 
contribute to the classic goals of the Bologna process, 
one of which is of course student mobility. What we 
tried to do in the white paper was to make it clearer 
what contribution digitalisation can make, but also 
to remind everyone that digitalisation is not a goal in 
itself: it’s about harnessing digitalisation to achieve 
the goals we’ve been pursuing all this time. 

We really believed that the reason people get 
either overexcited or nervous about digitalisation is 
because they see it as a separate thing. So our whole 
idea was to try to make it less scary and explain how 
it fits into the things we’re dealing with every day.  

In essence, we’re arguing for the fact that digital 
should be used integratively within teaching and learn-
ing, within the entire higher education enterprise. 

We noticed that universities appreciated the ap-
proach we took in the white paper, but in particular 
policymakers found this very helpful because many 
of them had already started designing digitalisa-
tion strategies, but I think many of them felt they 
didn’t know what the end purpose was. So we have 
found in many countries that the white paper has 
been accepted as something really quite helpful just 
giving a kind of framework to think about how to 
move forward.

Will digitalisation allow for new opportunities 
in international higher education which we have 
not yet envisaged? Are there unforeseen risks or 
threats?
do: I’m currently writing a thematic paper about 
digitalisation and it’s led me back to some papers 
from about 20 years ago, and many of those papers 
you could have written today. So clearly, although 
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we get excited about this, we’re not really 
using digitalisation. Part of this maybe 
is because we’re not really seeing it in its 
whole context: digitalisation can make 
internationalisation more inclusive, but 
we have to make sure that certain risks or 
certain barriers are mitigated. 

We can only become inclusive if the 
learning environment is also pedagog-
ically reconsidered. This was recently 
illustrated by a case of two universities 
working together in ‘virtual teams’, a 
Spanish university doing an exchange 
with a university in South Korea.  

They had this idea that they could create 
virtual teams and enable the students 
to work together, but they never really 
thought about whether the students and 
teachers really had the kind of digital lit-
eracy you need to carry this idea through. 
They never thought about the fact that 
if you’re using digitalisation in that way, 
you’re creating a new learning space. 

The greatest risk is that of extremely 
low impact, and this will be the case 
unless you reconsider pedagogy and 
reconsider what people need to be able 
to actually act within this new space. 
That’s the reason that we can look back 
at papers published twenty years ago and 
see that in many cases we’ve made little 
progress: it’s because we didn’t go back to 
these key questions.

We’re having this conversation as 
the COVID-19 pandemic makes its 
way across Europe, forcing many in 
higher education and other sectors 
to switch to video conferencing and 
digital delivery of teaching and learning 
activities. Do you think the coronavirus 
and the current restrictions on 
movement and in-person contact will 
affect the course of digitalisation within 
higher education in the longer term?
do: I hope so. Certainly most univer-
sities and colleges across the world 
are currently joining what is being 

called ‘the great online experiment’. At 
present, however, COVID-19 is largely 
being seen as a problem of access to 
content. But content does not equate to 
‘higher education’. We should learn from 
the first wave of MOOCs that our focus 
should be on creating a high-quality 
learning experience based on interaction 

and exchange. This requires space and 
courage to experiment, even now. Many 
people are both working hard to solve 

the current issues and have a view to a 
better and more inclusive future of high-
er education, so I think there is reason to 
be optimistic.

What transformations do you 
envisage in teaching and learning in 
higher education thanks to the digital 
revolution? 
do: My hope is that in ten years, we 
won’t be thinking in this very limited 
way that digitalisation means that every-
one’s got a tablet or there’s a smartboard 
in the classroom, or that we have to 
see the technology for it to be having 
some kind of impact. Going forward, 
it’s going to be much more about us 
understanding how digitalisation is 
extending and broadening the learning 
environment. Part of that has already 
happened for the learners: there is no 
learner anywhere in the world who’s only 
learning in the classroom, who’s only 
learning through physical contact with 
people. They’re already using digital 
tools, but we’re not really harnessing it 
within teaching and learning activities. 

We’re going to need to be thinking 
much more than we’ve been able to 
before about the student being in the 

centre of the learning process. We’ve had 
student-centred learning as a topic for 
at least the last ten years, but it’s always 

Digitalisation can make internationalisation 
more inclusive, but we have to make sure that 
certain risks or certain barriers are mitigated

There is no learner anywhere in the world who’s 
only learning in the classroom, who’s only 
learning through physical contact with people
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Dominic Orr speaking at Open Education Global Conference 2019
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difficult to organise because we’re think-
ing of it in a classroom setting where in 
reality the lecturer is very much deter-
mining what’s happening. An interest-
ing alternative example is co-creation of 
the course, where students don’t just do 
an assignment which is then used to test 
what they’ve learned, but instead they 
do an assignment that has constructive 
value for the social enterprise side of the 
university. Another is peer assessment, 
where your student colleagues are assess-
ing you instead of just the teacher.

You are a dual citizen of Britain 
and Germany, hold a PhD from a 
German university and now work for 
a university in Slovenia. How did your 
highly internationalised career lead 
you to an interest in digitalisation in 
higher education?
do: There’s no way I could have these 
rich relationships with people all over 
the world if not through digitalisation. 
It’s very easy for me to feel British and 
German, and I love the idea of having 
this small professorship now in Slovenia, 
because it's about five and a half hours’ 
drive from where I live now, which means 
crossing borders. I’ve noticed that digital-
isation is helping me to cross borders like 
this, without always actually traveling so 
much. I’ve still got a fascination with this 
thing where you go to another country 
and see – wow, all the topics are com-
pletely the same. Last autumn I was in 
Cotonou, Benin, talking about digitali-
sation and learning, but I could have just 
as easily been in Cologne; the topics were 
the same. It’s about teachers and learners 
adopting a ‘digital mindset’ and  

harnessing the digital opportunities, 
and of course about the affordability and 
quality of internet connectivity. 

One of the major things I’ve been 
working on for the past fifteen years or so 
is how to try and make higher education 
more inclusive. I spent ten years running 

a big study called ‘EUROSTUDENT’ on 
what kinds of measures universities could 
be taking to help them become more 
inclusive. A lot of what we found was that 

many of the efforts being made were just 
too small and not about changing how we 
think about higher education. 

I’m really finding at the moment that 
looking at digital higher education brings 
you right back to that age-old question: 
what is higher education? This is the ques-
tion we should start from for any kind of 
reform initiative. But I’m optimistic: we 
can do better in higher education, and 
digitalisation will help us. 

Looking at digital 
higher education 
brings you right 
back to that age-
old question: what is 
higher education?
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data breaches 
understanding
the threat 

Digitalisation brings 
with it a suite of new 
opportunities for higher 
education, but with 
every blessing comes a 
curse. The decentralised 
and digitally opened-up 
university environment is 
particularly vulnerable to 
hackers seeking valuable 
student data – and it’s up 
to universities to ensure 
the safety of students, 
staff and their data.

While the wheel revolutionised travel and the transport of goods, and 
electricity laid the groundwork for countless technological advance-
ments, neither of these innovations, nor any other, has directly changed 

the fabric of human interaction to the degree that digitalisation has. In the context 
of international higher education, it is clear to see that digital technology brings both 
benefits and dangers. While the benefits are numerous and often discussed, I would 
like to focus on a darker aspect of digitalisation: unauthorised information transmis-
sion from systems, or data breaches.

Around the world we are seeing increases in cybercrime, with theft of 
data among the most common varieties. Universities hold a treasure trove of 
personal information about their students, faculty and staff – and the data on 
students tends to include substantial information about parents or guardians, 
so family data can be leaked as well. In almost all cases, databases contain basic 
information such as names, addresses, email addresses and phone numbers, but 
they can also include personal identification numbers, credit card numbers and 
bank details. One student’s data has the potential to harm multiple individuals, 
which compounds universities’ responsibility to handle that data safely. But 
how well are they managing this?

PRIZE DATA

It is fair to say that it depends on the institution, but, generally speaking,  
universities have a somewhat unfavourable reputation for data security.  
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data breaches 
understanding
the threat 

They are known for their open-access cul-
ture, multiple remote server access points 
and decentralisation – all of which are 
cybersecurity risks. They have therefore 
become prime targets for cyberattacks, 

particularly since the data universities 
hold is among the most valuable currency 
on the dark web, the home of most online 
criminal activity. 

Kevin Gosschalk, the co-founder and 
chief executive of Arkose Labs, an inter-
national cybersecurity firm that works 
to stop online fraud, says that personal 
information on university-aged students 
is particularly prized by cybercriminals 

because it may give them the opportunity 
to collect information on those students 
for the rest of their lives. It is therefore 
not surprising that in 2018 alone, 200 in-
stitutions in the UK recorded more than 

1000 attempts to steal data or disrupt 
their digital services, and these num-
bers are likely to have risen significantly 
in 2019. Unfortunately, many of these 
attempts were successful.

HOLISTIC APPROACH

Protecting personal data is not just the 
responsibility of the IT department at 
our universities – it is the responsibility 

of the university community as a whole. 
That means that cybersecurity should be 
on the executive-level agenda of every 
institution; just as institutional leaders are 
regularly engaged in strategic planning, 
fundraising, and alumni and trustee rela-
tions, they should be engaged in promot-
ing cybersecurity. 

There should be some form of data 
protection officer who serves on the pres-
ident’s cabinet or at least has easy access 
to those who do. These officers need the 
authority to implement security controls; 
otherwise, it is difficult for safeguards 
to be put in place. And those safeguards 
should include both system protections 
and education initiatives for staff, faculty 
and students in order to build better 
organisational awareness and breach 
responsiveness.  

This summary of data protection 
considerations may seem abstract and 
perhaps unrelated to the day-to-day work 
of most of us in international education. 
However, I would argue that it is very 
relevant to our jobs. When we work with 
student mobility, we have the responsi-
bility to ensure student safety to the best 
of our abilities, which includes keeping 
their personal data safe. Whether we are 
welcoming international students to our 
programmes or sending our students to 
partner universities, we need to proac-
tively do our part to protect student data 
from breaches.

DIFFERENT STANDARDS

Europe has long been the leader in data 
protection, and its General Data Protection 
Regulation has been the model on which 
other countries have based their own. 

In 2018 alone, 200 institutions in the UK 
recorded more than 1000 attempts to steal 
data or disrupt their digital services
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However, many countries still do not have 
formal regulations, and levels of account-
ability differ. For example, Japan has 
implemented the Act on the Protection 
of Personal Information; however, former 
cybersecurity minister Yoshitaka Sakurada 

publicly admitted in 2018 to never having 
used a computer and not knowing what a 
USB was. 

Astonishing as this may seem to some 
of us, it is not that surprising in Japan, 
because cybersecurity has not been an 
issue of serious consideration until very 
recently. Companies do not typically have 
cybersecurity officers and it is even less 
common for universities to have them. 
Thus, it is unlikely that student data in 
Japan is as safe as it is in Europe. We 
should acknowledge the fact that safety 
varies from country to country and from 
institution to institution.

MUTUAL SUPPORT

It is easy for us to turn a blind eye to 
things not directly affecting our daily 
routines, but a data breach is serious:  
it can cause significant financial loss, 
damage a university’s reputation and 
disrupt how an institution functions. 

So what can practitioners in inter-
national higher education do? A simple 
step is to support each other by holding 
ourselves and our partner universities to 
account and asking questions about data 
security. Basic questions can remind our 
partners to advocate ongoing cybersecu-
rity development at their institutions and 

remind us that we should be doing the 
same. Some basic questions to consider 
using for this dialogue include:
• Is the requested student information 

necessary? Is there a clear purpose? If 
not, the data should not be provided.

• What happens to students’ data when 
they finish a programme? Is it kept? 
If so, why, for how long, and in what 
manner?

• Is there a data protection officer who 
oversees cybersecurity? If so, who is 
it? If not, who is responsible for tak-
ing action if a data breach occurs?

• What is the protocol after a data 
breach? What can students expect 
to be done and how will they be 
supported?

• Has the institution previously expe-
rienced cybersecurity issues? If yes, 
what precautions have been put in 
place to prevent future incidents? 

Of course, these are just examples. There 
are many other questions that can be 
asked, but the takeaway is that cyber 
threats employing increasingly sophis-
ticated techniques surround us, and we 
should all proactively learn about the 
cybersecurity of our partner universities 
and our own institutions. Having expec-
tations of each other can raise awareness 
and push us towards building more 
robust protection. It is our responsibility 
to prepare for cyberattacks, because the 
reality of today is that it is not if we will 
experience an attack but when. Working 
together with our partners, we can create 
a stronger culture of accountability and, 
in turn, more secure defences to keep our 
students’ data safe.
— JUANITA HEIGHAM

The reality of today is that it is not if we will 
experience an attack, but when
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The digital 
disconnect for

Disadvantaged 
students 

Digitalisation is widely seen as opening 
doors and making higher education more 

accessible, and often this is the case. 
However, the impact of digitalisation 

on disadvantaged student populations 
isn’t so straightforward. As the digital 

era marches on, higher education 
institutions need to critically evaluate their 

assumptions about the ways students 
engage with technology and education. }
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In today’s world, ‘digitalisation’ is 
a synonym for ‘progress’. It makes 
higher education more efficient, 

more transparent, more affordable, 
more tailored, more accessible and more 
flexible. This applies to administration 
(such as admission and recognition pro-
cedures) as well as to teaching (such as 
online and blended learning). While the 
advantages surely outweigh any draw-
backs, all this innovation can have some 
unintended consequences. In particular, 
how can digitalisation affect the position 
of some of our most vulnerable (poten-
tial) students? 

ADMINISTRATIVE PROCESSES

In general, I am a firm believer in dig-
italisation and I see the huge benefits it 
can bring for all students. For example, 
it makes recognition of prior qualifica-
tions smoother and more flexible through 
innovative systems such as Open Badges. 

It allows for competences acquired in 
informal learning to be recognised more 
easily, and students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds will certainly benefit from 
this. Paperless admissions processes can 
be a huge benefit for people in diffi-
cult circumstances as well. However, I 
believe we must keep our eyes open to 

the fact that digitalisation can introduce 
new obstacles for some.

Vulnerable students don’t always live 
in a world where access to digital tools is 
easy. Participating in the digital revolu-
tion, at least in the way often expected 
of students in higher education, can be a 
distant dream for them. In a small survey 
I conducted among a group of displaced 
Syrian students in Turkey, I found that 
while 94% of them had a mobile device 
(phone or tablet) with internet access, only 
35% of them reported having access to 
a computer. This is a problem given that 
many processes rely on having access to an 
actual computer: completing online forms 
and uploading files often does not work 
from mobile phones. For vulnerable stu-
dents, especially in the phase when they 
are still trying to apply for scholarships 
and enrol at a university, not yet having 
access to computers in libraries and com-
puter labs is an issue. Universities should 

take this into account and make smart-
phone apps available for their admission 
procedures.

TEACHING AND LEARNING

For most students, digitalisation in 
the teaching and learning process will 
bring great benefits: online and blended 

learning give them additional choices 
and much more flexibility, without any 
real downsides. Of course, online and 
blended learning have very positive sides 
for vulnerable students as well. In some 
situations, these innovations can be cru-
cial to allowing disadvantaged students 
to participate in higher education in the 
first place. Online and blended learning 
will make it easier to combine studies 
with other responsibilities such as jobs 
and family, since students have more 
freedom in organising their own time. 

However, online learning environ-
ments can come with some drawbacks. 
The social process of learning is key in 
bringing disadvantaged students the ‘soft 
skills’ they will need so badly for success 
in later life. Even more important than 
technical knowledge and skills (which 
soon become outdated anyway), these soft 
skills – such as flexibility, self-confidence, 
team collaboration and effective oral 
and written communication – depend 
on co-learning with peers. For many 
students, this is less essential because 
they have been and will be in plenty 
of social settings where they can bond 
and co-learn with peers in formal and 
informal ways. For vulnerable students, 
the classroom can be their only chance at 
forming links with fellow students and 
learning how to fit into student life and, 
later, professional life. 

In this sense, the large-scale transi-
tion to online courses takes away crucial 
learning and socialisation opportunities. 
If we want higher education to play its 
role as a major force for social cohesion 
and providing opportunities for all, 

Many processes rely on access to an actual 
computer: completing online forms and 
uploading files often does not work from 
mobile phones

32 DIGITALISATION
IN INTERNATIONAL EDUCATION



the importance of the social aspect of 
learning – formal and informal, curric-
ular and extracurricular – should never 
be underestimated. A well-balanced 
blended programme will be the ideal 
solution: offering plenty of flexibility but 
still ensuring enough opportunities for 
interaction between students and with 
professors. 

FINDING THE RIGHT BALANCE

It would be interesting to know more 
about student success rates in online 
courses, whether as a full degree or not, 
as well as the recognition rate of the 
qualifications obtained online for further 
studies or job placements. We need an 
evidence-based discussion of these topics, 
so real data and statistics are crucial. This 
is the only way to develop programmes 
that are accessible and achievable for 
vulnerable target groups while making 
sure the time and effort they put in will 
not be wasted. 

Entering the third decade of the 21st 
century, we are all in favour of digitalisa-
tion, in either a narrow or a broad sense. 
However, we shouldn’t be blindfolded 
or complacent; we need to search for 
the right implementation for the right 
contexts and target groups. That’s how 
we can be innovative and serve society’s 
actual needs. 

Digitalisation does mean progress. It 
brings benefits for all students. It opens 
doors and can bring hope to those people 
who need it most. But whenever new steps 
in the digitalisation process are envis-
aged, care should be taken to assess the 
impact they will have on various groups of 
(potential) students. Do they risk creating 
additional obstacles for some?  

Will they have unintended effects, 
widening the gap between privileged and 
disadvantaged students instead of closing 
it? These questions can only be an-
swered by taking a step back and placing 
ourselves in the shoes of students from 
different backgrounds. Digital processes 
and environments should be introduced 
in a balanced way, and alternative options 
should always be given to students who 
want or need them.
— CEREN GENC

 

The large-scale transition to online courses 
takes away crucial learning and socialisation 
opportunities
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Digital technology is 
often seen as a threat to 
privacy, but this doesn’t 
always have to be the 
case. The anonymity of 
digital communication can 
help create a safe space 
for students belonging to 
socially stigmatised groups 
by allowing them to access 
identity-specific resources 
without forcing them to 
announce that identity to 
the world.

Alerts, rings, and pop-up messages constantly steal our attention as 
life’s tempo increases around the world. Accessing information is 
no longer a challenge, thanks to the faithful friends found in our 

pockets and pocketbooks that can rapidly research information, answer 
questions, and enable us to instantly communicate with one another across 
the globe. 

Sure, there is the inevitable challenge of wading through the flood 
of information available around the clock and determining accuracy and 
reliability, but digitalisation offers significant benefits to universities in the 
USA and elsewhere. While it has undoubtedly increased the efficiency of 
disseminating international mobility information, great potential remains 
untapped: digitalisation can also play a significant role in delivering sen-
sitive, identity-specific resources to marginalised groups and creating the 
necessary space to further diverse and inclusive internationalisation efforts.

PRESERVING PRIVACY

Students may not feel comfortable disclosing to administrators and academics 
that they are first-generation university students, low-income students, stu-
dents in the LGBTQ+ community, students with disabilities etc. By digitalis-
ing resources on international mobility offices’ websites and online platforms, 
universities can allow students to privately access what they may need without 
having to ask for it and/or self-disclose their identities in the process.

Leveraging 
technology
for inclusive 
internationalisation 
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For many students in the USA, advising 
has shifted to a student-driven approach. 
Materials and communications have 
moved online so students can access 
resources remotely and complete pre- 
departure activities and processes on their 

own timelines, from within the comfort 
of their own homes. The sense of privacy 
that comes with digitalisation is essential 
for fostering inclusive access to resources. 

Many universities are now lever-
aging digitalisation to achieve greater 
transparency in inclusive materials and 
other information students can consume 

privately. This practice of providing dig-
ital resources publicly protects students 
from unnecessarily – or even forcibly – 
needing to disclose their private identity 
or identities. These digital resources 
range from online lists of programme 

alumni that can be contacted for specific 
questions, to host country organisations’ 
websites that provide identity-specific 
resources to various affinity groups. 

For example, IES Abroad offers 
comprehensive country-specific diversity 
resources on their website, with infor-
mation on topics like race and ethnicity, 

gender and sexuality, religion, health and 
ability etc for a variety of countries. Uni-
versity administrators should highlight 
these resources and where they can be 
accessed online in an advising session or 
pre-departure orientation for every stu-
dent. This way, students can then know 
where to privately access information 
specific to their unique identities.

IMPACT ON STAFF

Digitalisation, however, does not only 
benefit students. The international edu-
cation teams managing programmes and 
advising students must be well-equipped 
for a variety of evolving questions, con-
cerns, and challenges. Through advance-
ments in technology, these staff and 
faculty members can now rapidly provide 
online resources to students. Addition-
ally, they can connect prospective study 
abroad students with past participants 
and alumni for digital communication, 
fostering the exchange of information and 
recommendations.

While these digital tools are readily 
available, institutions may find that their 
administrative staff are not fully trained 
in the resources and technologies. With 
all of the benefits of digitalisation, it 
becomes clear that university leadership 
must emphasise the need for greater 
training in order to fully utilise these 
digital tools and better equip mobility 
advising teams with stronger, pertinent 
resources for all student populations.

DEVELOPING DIGITAL RESOURCES

One exciting idea that some USA univer-
sities are implementing for outbound mo-
bility is the development and electronic 

Leveraging 
technology
for inclusive 
internationalisation 

Providing digital resources publicly protects 
students from unnecessarily – and even forcibly 
– needing to disclose their private identities
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dissemination of identity-based resources 
through international offices’ websites. 
Advisers can point out the webpage(s) 
with a listing of resources so students 
know where to find the information and 
select what they personally need. It is 
important for these resources to be easily 
accessible in private, though, so students 
can choose what information they need 
based on their specific identities that 
they may not publicly wish to share. 

This is especially critical for  
LGBTQ+ students, including many who 
may not be out publicly to their peers 
and communities but still need specific 
resources — perhaps even more so than 
their peers who are out. As a result, it is 
essential for advisors to direct students to 
where they can read information on their 
own and determine what they need based 
on the identity or identities with which 
they personally identify. By placing all of 
the resources publicly on office websites, 
universities can offer a comprehensive 
listing of study abroad resources for all 
identities. The power of privacy and 
anonymity that comes with this type of 
information sharing is only made possi-
ble by global digitalisation.

Another great example of how 
digitalisation is building a more inclusive 
experience in international education 
is through the use of electronic polling 
applications and software in classroom 
discussions and pre-departure orienta-
tions. The anonymity provided by live 
polling applications empowers students 
to ask vulnerable questions confidentially 
from behind the safety of their screens. 
They can acknowledge concerns and 
voice sensitive questions in real-time 
without having to identify themselves 
publicly to their peers.

DIGITALISATION POST-DEPARTURE

The pre-departure stage is only one area, 
however, in which digitisation is improv-
ing the international education landscape. 
Once students are on the ground there are 
still great benefits to the rapid access to 
information made possible by smartphones 
and other electronic devices. If a student 

is in a pinch to find a specific in-country 
resource for a certain minority or affinity 
group with which they identify, they can 
simply get out their device and quickly 
access information about what’s available 
locally. What’s more, students identifying 
with certain minority and affinity groups 
may find benefits in country-specific apps 
while abroad that can quickly connect 
them to those groups within their local 
communities.

While some critics may argue that 
digitalisation has eroded the authenticity 
of the international experience once on 

the ground, due to students’ ease of access 
and inability to fully disconnect, the 
digitalisation of pre-departure materials 
and identity resources can greatly aid in 
preparing students for their global expe-
riences. International professionals are 
divided, and there is often heated debate 
between those encouraging students 

to disconnect and enjoy the experience 
abroad and others praising being plugged 
in so students have the ability to privately 
access potentially life-saving information 
and resources.

Regardless of the side you choose 
in this debate, critics and proponents of 
digitalisation would agree that what’s 
important is achieving a conscious bal-
ance of living a disconnected experience 
while also leveraging the opportunities for 
privacy that are inherent in our growing 
digital world.
— WILLIAM BONFIGLIO

 

Digitalisation of pre-departure materials and 
identity resources can greatly aid in preparing 
students for their global experiences
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distance
learning
for the 
developing
world 
For the many rural communities in Nepal that 
struggle to access quality education, open and 
distance learning programmes are a blessing. 
In this collaboration between two Finnish 
institutions and one Nepali faculty of education, 
digital technology has helped facilitate 
intercultural knowledge on multiple levels. }
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In Nepal, as in many developing coun-
tries, the human rights of women, 
minority ethnic groups and people 

living in remote and rural areas are chal-
lenged by a lack of access to education. 
From 2017 to 2020, our institutions in 
Finland – Jyväskylä University of Applied 
Sciences and Häme University of Applied 
Sciences – carried out a project aimed at 
improving access to higher education for 
these groups. The Teacher Preparation 
Programme, or TPP Nepal, involved de-
veloping the delivery of open and distance 
learning (ODL) at Tribhuvan Univer-
sity. It also focused on student-centred 
education and the role of guidance and 
counselling in supporting students and 
helping them to obtain a degree.

The TPP Nepal project was a con-
tinuation of an earlier venture, known 
as Training of Trainers for the Teacher 
Qualification Upgrading Programme in 
Nepal, which we carried out from 2012 to 
2015 in cooperation with Tribhuvan Uni-
versity. At the time of that earlier project, 
the Faculty of Education at Tribhuvan, 
Nepal’s largest higher education provider, 
was unfamiliar with the blended learning 
model and the basics of ODL. While 
the project was successful in developing 
understanding and knowledge among the 
participants, the results were restricted to 
three main subjects: Nepali language ed-
ucation, health education, and curriculum 
and evaluation.

The 2017–2020 project was therefore 
set up to meet the development needs 
still faced by Tribhuvan. Seven campuses 
in disparate regions around the country 
were involved in the project, all of which 
needed to improve their ODL delivery 

and cooperation to meet modern stand-
ards of education. Teachers needed to 
upgrade their ICT (information and com-
munication technology) skills and their 
understanding of pedagogy and distance 
education, while campuses needed to 
improve their ICT environments.

AIMS AND METHODS

The TPP Nepal project provided practical 
development support at the regional 
campuses, including pedagogical training 
in distance education and in modern 
approaches to student-centred educa-
tion, as well as understanding of the role 
of guidance and counselling in student 
graduation rates and overall learning per-
formance. The specific outcome statement 
in the project plan was: “[Tribhuvan’s 
Faculty of Education] has achieved a 
capacity to independently deliver and 
develop ODL as a means of increasing 
access to and quality of teacher education 
throughout the country.”

The activities to reach this outcome 
were manifold. A baseline SWOT 
analysis was carried out at the regional 
campuses, which resulted in a learning 
needs assessment for ODL coordina-
tors and tutors, ICT experts, library 
staff, campus chiefs and master trainers. 
Regional analyses were also carried 
out to discover the ODL potential at 
each campus, especially concerning the 
participation of minorities and women in 
education. The infrastructural limitations 
and possibilities were very different at 
each campus, with mountainous areas 
having few or no transport possibilities 
and bad or non-existent data connections 
and ICT equipment.

DIFFERENT NEEDS IN DIFFERENT REGIONS

Because of the vastly different develop-
ment needs at each campus, the practical 
training and support programme was 
carried out with the help of regional 
visits by trainers from our two Finnish 
universities. Campus staff were trained 
and supported in organising their own 
training sessions for their teachers. At 
most campuses, this training focused on 
basic ICT skills and use of the Moodle 
learning platform, while at others the 
teachers already possessed these basic 
skills and the training could focus more 
on ODL pedagogy and guidance. 

The training and support programme 
was designed to meet the needs of teach-
ers with very different levels of ICT and 
ODL pedagogy skills. At some campuses, 
the teachers had extremely slow internet 
connections and no servers of their own, 
while at others the use of Moodle was 
already part of their daily teaching activ-
ities. These differences were natural for 
the regions in which the campuses were 
located: students close to Kathmandu 
and other population centres were better 
equipped to access and use online learning 
environments and open materials than 
students in regions where internet access 
was spotty or very slow. Taking into 
consideration the very different working 
environments, we decided to customise 
the training for each region, beginning 
from their current needs. 

Naturally, the cultural context is 
also very different between Finland and 
Nepal. In Finland, teachers have a lot of 
freedom in how they design and run their 
courses, what tools they use and how they 
assess their students. In Nepal, on the 
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other hand, teachers follow strict curric-
ula given to them from above and their 
students attend university-wide examina-
tions at the end of their courses. Students 
are used to being given specific and clear 
assignments.

It therefore made no sense to attempt 
to transpose Finnish education practic-
es to Nepali campuses. For this reason, 
the approach taken was based mostly on 
mentoring and support activities. Expert 
trainers visited each campus to get to 
know their situations before they began 
training the staff in situ. General seminars 
were arranged where selected staff mem-
bers from all the campuses came together 
to learn and share ideas and experiences.

LESSONS FROM FINLAND

A core group of teachers were invited to 
Finland to attend a month-long training 
course, where they received in-depth 
information about the Finnish approach 
to teaching and guidance. The goal of the 

programme was to provide understanding 
of how Finns approached teaching and 
ODL pedagogy, and also to provide the 
attendees with further tools and under-
standing of how they could adapt this 
thinking to their own cultural context.

The Finnish team presented examples 
of the sociocultural approach and how 
guidance and counselling were  

intertwined into this structure at all 
levels. In addition, the difficulties that the 
Finnish education system has faced, and 
their possible solutions, were openly dis-
cussed. These examples were not shown as 
models to adopt in the Nepali context, but 

as descriptions and explanations of how 
the Finnish system has become the way it 
is. The Nepali participants were given the 
responsibility of recognising and adapting 
to their use any such practices that might 
work in their own context. The site visits 
after this training period focused on sup-
porting the teachers in their development 
work at campuses.

These two projects achieved a lot of 
progress in delivering ODL programmes. 
Major impacts include a change in 
attitude of administrators and faculty 
members towards ODL programmes 
and increased encouragement to use ICT 
technology. However, there are still many 
challenges: weak marketing of ODL 
programmes, limited ICT skills among 
students and poor ICT infrastructure, to 
mention just a few – but we are still very 
positive that these challenges can be over-
come. If we are to meet the requirements 
of equal access to education in developing 
countries, ODL programmes like these 
are a necessity.
— SEIJA KOSKELA & MARKO SUSIMETSÄ

If we are to meet the requirements of equal 
access to education in developing countries, 
ODL programmes like these are a necessity
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Preparing students for a

digital 
society
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Digitalisation is not just a phenomenon affecting higher 
education, but also a field of study in its own right.  
In the fall of 2019, Maastricht University welcomed its first 
highly international cohort of students to a new bachelor’s 
programme designed to instil in students the critical 
capacities needed to navigate digital society.

about new forms of social and political engagement, 
but not everyone has the skills needed to participate 
so some people are at risk of being excluded. 

Both the advantages and disadvantages of digi-
talisation are addressed in the curriculum. We aim to 
produce a new generation of socio-technically knowl-
edgeable and engaged humanities and social science 
graduates who are able to critically assess, anticipate 
and shape the social, political and cultural impacts of 
digital transformations. Graduates will be equipped 
to understand the technical aspects of social issues, 
and the social aspects of technological developments.

BRIDGING DISCIPLINARY BOUNDARIES

The BA Digital Society bridges the humanities 
and the social sciences to reflect upon and address 
the socio-technical challenges and opportunities of 
digitalisation, especially as they relate to society, cul-
ture and politics. It integrates research from history, 
philosophy, media and cultural studies, science and 
technology studies, digital arts and heritage stud-
ies, critical data studies and political science. The 
programme also incorporates knowledge and skills 
originating in data and computer science. Students 
acquire the skills required for ‘computational think-
ing’, namely the creative and critical capacity to assess 
how digital technologies may solve as well as raise 
societal concerns.

Interdisciplinarity is core to the design of the 
curriculum, and core to all of the work of the 
Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences. The faculty’s 
motto is ‘moving boundaries, building bridges’. 
Different teaching and research programmes are all 
concerned with the relationships between Europe-
anisation, globalisation, scientific and technological 
changes, political change and cultural innovation. 
Paying attention to the historical contexts in which 

Maastricht University welcomed its first co-
hort of students for a new Bachelor’s pro-
gramme in ‘Digital Society’ in September 

2019. This three-year, interdisciplinary programme 
provides students with a unique opportunity to 
develop skills required for a career at the intersection 
of technological developments and societal changes, 
with the goal of producing graduates who can help 
to shape and implement effective and ethical digital 
transformations. 

To fully appreciate the ways in which digitalisa-
tion is affecting how we live and work, it is necessary 
to take an international perspective. Digital tech-
nologies have enormous potential to connect people 

around the world, and their production is a good 
example of global production. But national laws and 
local customs and cultures still guide many activities, 
so digitalisation does not necessarily make the world 
a uniform place.

Digitalisation promises tremendous benefits, but it 
also presents challenges. For example, robots can take 
on tasks that are dangerous for people – but at the 
same time can put people out of work. Digital data 
collection may improve healthcare by providing more 
personalised treatment – but it may also challenge pa-
tient privacy and autonomy. Digitalisation has brought 

Digital technologies have 
enormous potential to connect 
people around the world, but 
local customs and cultures still 
guide many activities
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technologies and cultures emerge and 
intertwine is also key to the teaching 
and research of the Faculty of Arts and 
Social Sciences.

We aim to train ‘interactional 
expertise’ in order to be able to mediate 
between different groups in society. They 
will be able to translate the questions 
and concerns of policymakers, private 
companies, civil society organisations 
and cultural institutions into prob-
lems understood by computer and data 
scientists. Equally, our graduates will 
understand enough about programming 
and systems in order to translate possible 
solutions in terms that can be understood 
by those who do not know that technical 
language. Graduates will also be able 
to imagine the range of possible future 
implications of emerging digital transfor-
mations, and thus will be able to foresee 
ethical and societal concerns.

PROBLEM-BASED LEARNING

Problem-based learning (PBL) is core 
to Maastricht’s teaching philosophy. 
Students work together in small groups 
of 15, with a tutor, to define their 
own learning goals. There are four key 
principles of PBL. First is constructive 
learning, in which students draw on 
prior knowledge and experience to help 
them understand new information from 
lectures and reading. Second is collabo-
rative learning, in which students learn 
from one another and develop a sense of 
shared responsibility. Third is contextual 
learning, in which new information is 
placed in relevant contexts, to help stu-
dents learn to transfer knowledge across 
different situations and to bridge theory 

and practice. The fourth principle is self- 
directed learning, in which students play 
an active role in planning and evaluating 
their own learning. This is particularly 
important for digital society students. We 
know the situation is constantly chang-
ing, and thus students need to become 
confident life-long learners.

THE FIRST COHORT

Seventy-five students from twenty differ-
ent countries started the programme in 
September 2019. This multicultural group 
provides students with opportunities 

to learn from one another, and to share 
experiences, consistent with the PBL 
principles outlined above. Digitalisation 
is often presented as a universalising 
process, but local and national contexts 
still play an important role in shaping 
how digital technologies are incorporated 
into people’s lives. Having students from 
different countries helps us to understand 
why some countries still use cash for 
small transactions whereas others operate 
already almost entirely with direct 
payment systems. Such a diverse group 
of students also sheds light on different 
reactions to phenomena ranging from 
surveillance to fake news. Some students 
come from countries where surveillance 
has been a feature of their lives and their 
parents’ lives, and may be regarded as 
benevolent or at least as normal.  

Healthcare systems are nationally organ-
ised and regulated but the World Wide 
Web and social media make it possible 
for people to learn about experimental 
treatments not yet available in their own 
countries, perhaps leading to innovation 
or to frustration.

We do not expect students who 
join the programme to have a technical 
background; all are welcome. As well as 
learning from staff, students will have 
many opportunities to learn from each 
other and to share technical, academic 
and professional skills.

QUESTIONING THE TAKEN-FOR-GRANTED

I prepared this text while Maastricht 
University was suffering the after- 
effects of a major ransomware attack that 
brought all of the university’s educational 
and administrative systems to a close for 
two weeks (and some even longer). This 
served as a stark reminder to us all not to 
take for granted the ways of working and 
learning offered by digital technologies. 
Once the crisis has passed, we will reflect 
not only on what the disruption means 
for how the university organises but also 
what it means for how we think about 
digital societies now and in the future.
— SALLY WYATT

Such a diverse group of students also sheds 
light on different reactions to phenomena 
ranging from surveillance to fake news

42 DIGITALISATION
IN INTERNATIONAL EDUCATION



How higher education institu-
tions can respond to COVID-19
The COVID-19 outbreak has left many in 
the higher education community with 
more questions than answers. Thankfully, 
examples are rapidly emerging of how we 
can take action.

http://ow.ly/ipdG50yVmya

19 
MAR

Strategic hiring: identifying the 
ideal international officer
Hiring a new international officer in the near 
future? Someone with a passion for travel 
is great, but make sure they also have these 
crucial qualities.

http://ow.ly/1ut650yVmgL

14 
JAN

Supporting students affected by 
coronavirus
Public health concerns should be front 
and centre, but we can’t overlook the 
diverse ways in which students of different 
backgrounds can be affected by disease 
outbreaks.

http://ow.ly/laIr50yVmwc

20 
FEB

Expanding our boundaries as 
scholar-practitioners
The life of an internationalisation schol-
ar-practitioner is a busy one, but it’s full of 
rewards both personal and professional.

http://ow.ly/rByk50yVmeE

09 
DEC

In between Forum issues, visit the EAIE blog for news, views and 
insights, anywhere and at your fingertips. Just grab yourself a 
comfy seat and start browsing!

New EAIE report on the impact 
of COVID-19
How is COVID-19 affecting international 
education so far? This March 2020 survey 
of European practitioners offers some 
preliminary perspectives.

http://ow.ly/AQcX50yVmC0

24 
MAR

5 questions to ask during 
strategic internationalisation 
planning
When working on strategic international-
isation planning for your department or 
institution, don’t forget to ask yourself these 
5 questions. 

http://ow.ly/IXgR50yVmk4

02 
MAR

EAIE BLOG SPOT

COVID-19 RESOURCES
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The trend of digitalisation has emerged 
alongside the growth of the knowledge 
economy, which drives cities and countries 
across the world to compete to attract 
global talent and make the biggest impact 
in science and technology. Barcelona – host 
of the 32nd Annual EAIE Conference and 
Exhibition – is no exception. Empowered 
by Spain’s decentralised approach to 
higher education, Catalan universities are 
embracing their local strengths to punch 
above their weight on the global stage.

Globalisation brings with it a wealth of 
opportunities, but it’s not entirely harmless 
– the reshaping of economies and socie-

ties risks increasing inequality and leaving entire 
countries, regions or communities behind. These are 
the challenges that Catalonia’s ‘2024 Strategy for a 
Knowledge Society’ seeks to address by strength-
ening research, technological development and 
innovation in order to create high-quality jobs, long-
term employment and sustainable economic growth. 
Higher education in general, and internationalisation 
in particular, play a central role in this scheme. 

CATALONIA AS KNOWLEDGE HUB

Catalonia is one of the most dynamic European 
regions in terms of producing knowledge and talent. 
The foundations of this buoyant ecosystem are a 
strong scientific backbone and competitive academic 

CATALAN
UNIVERSITIES
FOSTERING A NEW KNOWLEDGE SOCIETY
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institutions delivering highly-skilled 
graduates, which in turn act as a beacon 
to attract and retain more talent to the 
ecosystem.

Catalonia overperforms in the main 
science indicators: despite making up 
just 1.5% of the population of the EU, 
Catalonia produces 3.7% of all European 
scientific papers, about 60% of which 
involve international collaborations. The 
main research centres of Catalonia are also 
European flagships, such as the Barcelona 
Supercomputing Centre and the Euro-
pean Molecular Biology Laboratory. This 
scientific infrastructure provides a unique 
environment for the 12 universities and 60 
research centres of the region to conduct 
world-class research. 

COMMITMENT TO SDGS

Catalonia offers international students 
access to a higher education system of 
quality in an excellent teaching envi-
ronment, according to various interna-
tional rankings. Catalan Universities are 
among the top 200 in the Times Higher 
Education and QS 2020 World Univer-
sity Rankings, and five of the region’s 
universities are among the top 100 in the 
Times Higher Education 2019 Teaching 
Rankings for Europe. 

Also remarkable is Catalan insti-
tutions’ considerable progress towards 
achieving the UN Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs), in the form of both 
outputs of their research activities and as 
outcomes of their organisational policies. 

For example, 43% of the Horizon 2020 
and ERDF-funded initiatives in the 
region (€655.6m, 1107 projects and 664 
institutions) from 2014 to 2019 address 
at least one of the SDGs.1 Furthermore, 
Catalonia’s Interuniversity Council leads 
a task force to implement coordinated 
actions and strategies to face 2030 Agenda 
challenges, with individual committees 
addressed to Gender Balance, Climate 
Emergency, and Inclusive Education.

THE CATALAN UNIVERSITY SYSTEM

In parallel to internationalisation, some 
countries – Spain among them – have 
undergone different degrees of decentral-
isation of their higher education systems 
at the subnational level. Since the 1980s, 
Catalonia has been able to partially 
develop its own system, as a reflection of 
the economic, social, cultural and politi-
cal reality on the ground locally. 

Catalonia overperforms in the main 
science indicators: despite making up just 
1.5% of the population of the EU, Cata-
lonia attracts over 3% of the most com-
petitive EU research funds and produces 
3.7% of all European scientific papers, 
about 60% of which involve international 
collaborations.

The result of such strong collab-
oration within a complex system and 
under the right policies is a quality of 
‘systemness’, an undeniable signature 
of Catalonia’s university system in its 
different internationalisation activities. 
For more than 30 years the collaboration 
between universities and the government 
has been one of the cornerstones of the 
system. The Inter-university Council of 
Catalonia (CIC), the coordinating body 

Photos courtesy of author
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of the Catalan University System, has 
become an essential instrument for col-
laboration between universities and with 
the government on all university matters, 
such as gender policy, internationalisa-
tion, employability or the action plan for 
achieving the SDGs.

The CIC works through more than ten 
committees and several working groups 
in all the university matters, such as 
linguistic policy, academic staff policy, 
students, research, access and admis-
sions, programmes and international 

relations. As an example, since 2007 the 
International Affairs Committee, made 
up of the vice-chancellors in charge of 
International Relations and members 
of the government, has determined the 
main strategies to promote the Catalan 
system on the international stage, such 

as the creation of the programme ‘Study 
in Catalonia’, or joint participation in 
international higher education forums. 
The good health of this collaboration has 
been key to achieving the positive results 
that we have highlighted.

Catalonia’s knowledge hub is well-known 
in Europe and around the world, largely 
due to the prominent role that the region 
has in the European Research Area and 
in the European Higher Education Area. 
One of the main guiding principles of the 
2024 Strategy for a Knowledge Society 
is that the knowledge economy is built 
on intellectual capital. Universities play 
a key role in this, and their coordinated 
involvement will help make this vision 
a reality by continuing to increase their 
impact at the local, regional, European 
and global level. 
— FR ANCESC X AVIER GR AU I VIDAL,

Secretary for Universities and Research,
Government of Catalonia

1. Data from http://ris3mcat.gencat.cat
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Catalonia has been able to partially develop 
its own system, a reflection of the economic, 
social, cultural and political reality on the 
ground locally
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Coping with COVID-19: 
International higher education 

in Europe 

Preliminary perspectives on 
COVID-19’s impact on mobility, 

campus culture and more
Download the report 

www.eaie.org/covid-report



www.eaie.org/barcelona

See you at Europe’s leading 
international higher education conference

Registration opens 17 June


