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Introduction 

The Bologna Declaration (1999) and the Lisbon European Council (2000) marked 

the launching pad for one of the most radical and decisive transformations of 

European higher education institutions. Perhaps the most noteworthy of all the 

initiatives designed to promote higher education in Europe are those designed to 

increase the mobility of all those envolved in higher education. This is based on 

the feeling that it is a key issue in the consolidation of the single market and the 

concept of European citizenship (COM (2009) 329/3). The reasoning behind this 

is that, since the very beginning when the European Higher Education Area was 

created, mobility programmes have been considered the ideal means for “(…) 

personal development and employability, it fosters respect for diversity and a 

capacity to deal with other cultures. It encourages linguistic pluralism, thus 

underpinning the multilingual tradition of the European Higher Education Area and 

it increases cooperation and competition between higher education institutions. 

Therefore, mobility shall be the hallmark of the European Higher Education Area” 

(Conference of European Ministers, 2009, 5).  

If we cast a glance at higher education distance institutions, we see that these too 

are making an effort to bring themselves into line with the EHEA, in the same way 

as other European universities. Having said that, although they have taken 

considerable strides towards adopting the guidelines set out by the EHEA, for 

example the introduction of ECTS for student assessment, designing courses 

based on ability and learning objectives, the organisation of courses on a 3-level 

basis, etc., initiatives to promote student mobility have not been addressed in the 
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same way. For that reason, students are not being given the same opportunities 

for mobility as their counterparts in on-campus courses. 

If we consider the various mobility programmes which have been available to 

students in recent decades, we will see that, without exception, they have all been 

geared to mobility for on-campus study, thus excluding all students who for 

professional, family, personal or financial reasons are unable to register for such 

courses. On the other hand it seems incomprehensible that centres which offer 

distance courses cannot offer the same opportunities as in-class universities. With 

this end in view, we are carrying out a feasibility study for virtual mobility (VM) in 

higher education distance course centres either to complement or to serve as an 

alternative to on-campus exchange programmes, all the more so now that we 

have virtual learning resources which make the venture all the more practical. We 

are convinced that VM will be an attractive alternative both for the higher 

education centres themselves and for students. 

We understand VM to be an exchange in which it is not necessary to move 

physically to another university, and we reckon it is a complement to an “on-

campus” exchange. Whatever its exact nature, VM constitutes a learning 

dimension in itself.  In this way VM is aimed both at the preparation and promotion 

of classroom-based exchanges and at giving opportunities to students who could 

not otherwise benefit from these exchanges. VM can mean life-long unlimited 

access to all courses at any level of training and teaching irrespective of where 

the learner lives. It can be used to enrich programmes through academic 

collaboration, to offer students an international experience, to continue 

experiences begun on an on-campus exchange, etc. 

“Without doubt the possibilities afforded by VM are immense, all the more so in a 

society which has networking as an essential part of its make-up and in which 

virtual interaction is of the utmost importance in an increasingly international 

context. It goes without saying that education cannot remain aloof to this situation 
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and, consequently, it is undergoing drastic changes with the introduction and 

consolidation of the virtual learning experience at all levels and in all spheres. 

Through the development of new learning environments and new educational 

models based on Information and Communication Technology potential, virtual 

higher education and the exchange possibilities thereof, will be increasingly 

important at this level of education in the coming years.” (Ruiz Corbella, García 

Aretio, 2010, 256). 

1.- The aim of the report 

Two years ago the ACTIVE1 network carried out an analysis of the Masters 

Degrees on offer in the member countries of the EHEA. The goal at the time was 

to study the actual situation in terms of the post-graduate courses on offer in the 

context of Europe with a view to identifying the strengths and weaknesses and, 

subsequently, to consider how best to attract Latin American students to our post-

graduate courses. If up until now the focus had been on student mobility for 

different Masters courses, an analysis of VM viability should be an attractive 

project for many students who, for personal, family, financial or professional 

reasons have not been able to opt for on-campus mobility programmes.  

But before we go into more detail as to what elements make up this level of 

studies, it is important to analyse how the situation of the Masters Degrees has 

changed two years on - paying particular attention to higher education distance 

learning centres. They meet the guidelines set out in the Bologna Process and 

more specifically, have they internationalised their study programmes and their 

own objectives as is to be expected of higher education centres in the 21st 

Century. In short, we seek to analyse the overall situation of the Masters Degrees 

on offer at the EHEA distance learning institutions to enable us to highlight the 

possibilities and difficulties for the furtherment of VM among students.  

                                                           
1 ACTIVE – AIESAD – EADTU Credit Transfer in Virtual and Distance Education. 2005-3263 /001 – 001 
MUN –MUNB41 
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2.- Study Population 

To reach our objective, naturally we took as our population all the higher 

education institutions offering distance courses in the EHEA. We have taken into 

account both the answers of these centres to our questionnaire about the courses 

on offer in their official websites, and the developments highlighted by the 

governments of the member states of the EHEA and the European Commission 

itself through its official reports in this area. 

If we are seeking to focus our study on “virtual” Masters Degrees, we must 

consider higher education institutions which offer distance courses. To do so, we 

have approached the universities which belong to the European Association of 

Distance Teaching Universities (EADTU), being an entity that from 1987 promotes 

distance education in Europe, and in a special way, worldwide, across the support 

and development of distance education institutions and the cooperation of all of 

them in strategic areas. 

As we know there are currently 45 countries which belong to the EHEA - countries 

which are not limited by the boundaries of the European Union but rather, have 

reached beyond geographic limitations to join together in a common project 

known as the Bologna Process whose objective is to provide quality lifelong 

tertiary education, which caters for the social needs of our global village. The 

EADTU works along those lines, with 27 distance universities from 19 European 

countries working together and currently training some 2,000,000 students.  

It should not be overlooked that we are talking about the EHEA with over 4,000 

centres of higher education accounting for more than 19,000,000 students. 

Considering the position of these centres in the world ranking we can see that, 

despite the number of universities operating in Europe and their longstanding 

tradition, they do not feature at the top of the ranking - what’s more, no distance 

learning centre is included in the ranking. That leads us to study what features 
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need to be changed in order to develop universities which really help in the 

furtherment of a more competitive and appealing economy on a world scale, as 

was set out as a primary goal in the Lisbon Strategy (2000): 

 Shangai Ranking   

Country Top 200 Top 500 

Germany 17 49 

Denmark 1 5 

Spain 4 27 

Finland 1 7 

France 1 16 

Italy 1 13 

Norway 3 4 

Netherlands 6 9 

United Kingdom 12 35 

Sweden 4 9 

Switzerland 3 8 

Adap. Shangai Jiao Tong University (2006). Academic Ranking of World Universities. Number of 

universities per country in each ranking 

If we analyse the data by continent, we see that Europe falls a long way short of 

the objectives set out when the EHEA was created. 
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 Shangai Ranking  

 Top 200 Top 500 

USA & Canada 121 206 

Europe 60 223 

Asia 10 40 

Adap. Shangai Jiao Tong University (2006). Academic Ranking of World Universities. Number of 

universities per country in each ranking 

3.- Methodology 

To carry out the report, several sources have been used: 

Firstly, an online protocol was created, aimed at the heads of the different Masters 

Degrees in all the institutions which make up the EADTU. To elaborate this 

questionnaire we split of the NetACTIVE Project (2005). From this document, the 

different indicators were debated by all the partners members of this project used 

in order to value the relevancy and clarity of each one of these. Finally it was 

agreed and approved his virtualización to proceed to the withdrawal of 

information.  The aim of the document is to gather the most relevant information 

regarding the academic and administrative structure of this type of course. Using 

this information, a comparative study of the completed protocols will be carried 

out, assessing how homogeneous these courses are and ascertaining real 

possibilities for mobility being offered by the universities of the EHEA. The 

sections which make up this protocol (see annex 1) are the following:  

1 Academic quality and the integral nature of the syllabus 

2 The language used and the policy for attracting foreign students 
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3 Admission and mobility criteria 

4 Quality, certification and programme assessment criteria 

This protocol, which was carried out online has been sent, together with an 

invitation and letter of presentation to all centres linked to the EADTU - 27 

universities from all over Europe. As is to be expected with this type of online 

study in which replies are voluntary, the response has been poor, with only 19 

valid replies.   

To complement the information obtained, we have examined the official pages of 

the 27 higher education centres, paying particular attention to the Masters 

Degrees on offer following the sections of the abovementioned protocol. 

Finally, together with the data gathered from the sources we have just mentioned, 

we have also used: 

 The EURIDYCE report Higher Education in Europe, 2009, which contains 

an exhaustive analysis of the current situation of Masters Degrees from the 

perspective of the Bologna Process. 

 The TRENDS V, report, of 2007, carried out by the European University 

Association (EUA), which analyses the introduction of the indicators set out 

by the Bologna Process in the context of the EHEA. 

 The general report by M. Kwieck for the Bologna 2020 conference. 

 The Trends in global Higher Education: tracking an academic revolution 

report by P. Altbach for the UNESCO World Conference on Higher 

Education, held in Paris July 2009.   

 The report by our own NetACTIVE group in 2007. 



 

 Active Asia. Agreement n. 2007-2309 MUN-MUNB41   
8 

4.- Initial presuppositions 

Collectively, these reports provide enough information to give us a clear idea of 

the Masters Degrees on offer in the EHEA in the higher education distance 

learning centres, and an idea of how feasible it would be to offer them within 

mobility programmes. Before we continue we must point out that each country’s 

laws in the field of education make no distinction between distance and on-

campus courses. Both formats must undergo the same quality assessment, 

carried out by the state quality control bodies which naturally means the offer, in 

academic terms, is the same, even though the learning methodology is different. 

We must remember too that all the learning institutions in question are becoming 

more and more alike given that all universities have their own virtual campuses 

and courses are increasingly being taught using Modern Information and 

Communication Technologies. This can be seen from how the differences 

between the distance and on-campus learning formats are shrinking thanks to the 

use of Information and Communication Technologies and the creation of the 

EHEA. It the not too distant future we can expect to see higher education centres 

offering different degrees or other courses either on-campus or as distance 

courses depending on the end-user. That is why we feel it is essential to work on 

both campus-based exchanges and also Virtual Exchanges.  

Another noteworthy factor is that, from the outset, one of the main objectives of 

the  EHEA has been to create a common structure in all member countries. With 

this end in view, from the very beginning an Undergraduate - Postgraduate 

system was established which soon became a 3-cycle format: Undergraduate 

Degree, Masters Degree and Doctorate. From the beginning and for the duration 

of the meetings held by Education Ministers,  it was kept at the forefront that what 

was being sought was training at an Undergraduate level, in other words, general 

training aimed at facilitating the graduate‘s entry into the job market. And from the 

beginning it was clear what was expected at this level of learning. 
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Following this line of thought, and beginning at the Education Ministers’ Summit in 

Berlin (2003) a decision was taken specifically to promote the Doctorate level of 

studies as a link between university, research and innovation. If one of the 

objectives of the European area is more competitive economies, a key step along 

that road is consolidated research. That will only come as a result of high quality 

Doctorates. However, this initiative left Masters Degrees without a clear objective. 

On the one hand, many countries have no clear tradition of Masters Degrees and 

no clear references as to how they should be organised or the their learning 

objectives given that they come half-way between two clearly defined learning 

cycles. That circumstance has led us to a situation in the world of education which 

varies from country to country. Official Masters Degrees and Masters Degrees 

with no official recognition in private centres are being taught at the same time - 

something which does not occur in the case of Undergraduate Degrees or 

Doctorates. As a result of this anomaly, we have a qualification which does not 

have the firm backing of either the university or the professional world. The very 

recognition of this qualification has been one of the most controversial issues 

surrounding and one of the weaknesses of the qualification itself. With the 

exception of some specific cases, this qualification has no clear professional or 

research reference and, as a result, its value depends almost entirely upon the 

quality of the institution where it is taught rather than the Masters Degree itself. 

Undoubtedly, the problem of the mercantilización of the studies of higher 

education about which so much one has spoken, is present of more evident form 

in this level of master.  

Finally, we wish to highlight the fact that, according to the data gathered, in the 45 

countries which make up the EHEA, there is a firm commitment to implementing 

the criteria set out in the Bologna Process. To be more precise, it is estimated that 

only 74% has been implemented so far, 8% more than in 2003. That, however, 

does not mean that all countries are advancing at the same rate, but rather each 

nation and its context for introducing these measures, is totally different. This is 

apparent in distance universities which are a perfect depiction of the situation of 
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the region where they are located.  

We must also state that there is still a great disparity when it comes to 

terminology, structures, labels etc. It has been noted that although working in the 

same fields, the meaning of each basic term differs considerably from one country 

to another and even from one university to another in the same country. The 

websites of the universities we are referring to are no more helpful when it comes 

to clarifying the terms used. As a result it is even more difficult to create 

transparent, comparable and compatible structures. Consequently it is even more 

difficult for students to be informed about such issues as mobility options.  

5.-  Data analysis 

5.1.- Academic quality and the integral nature of the syllabus 

Logically, the starting point for any analysis of the quality of the Masters Degrees 

on offer focuses on how it is structured. Generally speaking, each different country 

has had a flexible approach when adapting the structure proposed by the EHEA, 

seeking to cater for the demands of the job market, the demands and traditions of 

its universities and the specialist area in each field. As a result, several different 

structures co-exist 3 of which are of special interest to our study - all with the 

same academic value: a Masters qualification. Analysing the situation depicted in 

the following graph, we will see the most readily-accepted model is the 120 ECTS 

one, although 60 ECTS Masters programmes are still on offer in many 

universities. And a third structure that offers courses with diversity of values 

between 60 to 120 ECTS, and in some cases, extends this value. Many experts 

claim that the most logical thing to do is to design a teaching programme lasting 2 

academic courses with a load of 120 ECTS like the only valid design for this level.    

The EURIDYCE study confirms that, of the 29 regions analysed, most have 

adopted the 120 ECTS model. Bulgaria, Serbia and Scotland are exceptions in 

that they still offer 60-credit programmes. By contrast, Albania, Germany, 
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Belgium, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Cyprus, Slovenia, Spain, Greece, Republic of 

Ireland, Malta, Moldova, Montenegro, Netherlands, Portugal, United Kingdom, 

(England, Wales and Northern Ireland) and Romania offer programmes which 

vary between 60 and 120 ECTS. In some cases, for instance Belgium’s Flemish 

community, some Masters Degrees require between 180 and 240 ECTS. In the 

Czech Republic, too, they are planning a 180 ECTS Masters Degree. The 3 most 

common structures are: 

180 + 120 ECTS (3 + 2)2, the most widespread, present in 17 countries (Andorra, 

Croatia, Denmark, Slovakia, Estonia, Finland, France, Hungary, Iceland, Italy, 

Lichtenstein, Luxembourg, Montenegro, Norway, Poland, Switzerland and the 

Vatican State) 

240 + 60 ECTS (4 + 1) in place Bulgaria 

240 + 90 ECTS (4 + 2) followed in Scotland  

240 + 120 ECTS (4 + 2) Armenia, Georgia, Lithuania, Russia and Turkey 

In the other regions, no one single model is present but rather several different 

ones are in place at the same time. In Spain, for example, students can choose 

between 60, 90 or 120 ECTS Masters models.  

This pattern is repeated in the higher education distance universities offering 

Masters Degrees of between 60 and 120 ECTS .  

                                                           
2 ECTS Bachelor + Master 
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EURIDYCE, 2009 

 180 ECTS (3 academic years)    120 ECTS (2 academic years)   60 ECTS (1 

academic year)   Different structures exist  No Masters Degrees exist  No data 
available  

These data indicate that there are major differences between one country and 

another and even between the universities of one single country. This makes it 

difficult to have mobility opportunities between programmes.  
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Neither is there any clear model as to what constitutes a Masters-level Degree, 

despite the fact that the learning objectives which a student who completes the 

course should reach are stated in the (European Framework for Higher Education 

Qualifications). The fact that these courses are designed with differing focuses: 

academic, professional, research, leads to even greater confusion in the area of 

defining the level of this degree. It goes without saying that the qualification 

bestowed by any particular course will vary if the focus of the courses itself is 

professional, academic or research-based. Any attempt to fit these three 

dimensions into a single programmes causes even more confusion rather than a 

more integrated study programme. As an example, we could talk about the case 

of Spain - most courses on offer try to include at least two of these features with a 

resulting loss of clarity of learning objectives. On the other hand we have the case 

in which, depending upon the type of centre, the Masters Degree has one 

connotation or another. This is the case in Belgium with its universities and 

hogeschool, Finland with universities and polytechnics or Portugal with its 

universities and institutos politécnicos. This creates confusion for students from 

other regions. 

Despite the efforts being made by all countries to bring in the structure proposed 

by Bologna, it is clear that we still have the case of old-style Masters Degrees 

existing alongside modern ones and, even more surprisingly, methodologies and 

course management styles which are completely different from those set out by 

the EHEA in the new design. Official Masters Degrees exist alongside private 

ones, thus creating a kind of double standard, with different guidelines being used 

for their structure and design and resulting in a loss of prestige for the degree 

itself. This double standard  is to be observed in the distance universities which 

make up the EADTU. Taking Spain as an example, the UNED (Spain’s Open 

University), offers some 130 Masters Degrees of which only 35 have official 

recognition, only one is delivered in English and the course duration varies 

between 60 and 120 ECTS in the case of official degrees and credits in this 

university’s own courses. In the case of the UOC (Catalonia’s Open University), of 

the 46 Masters Degrees on offer, only 5 give officially recognised qualifications 

and they all have a duration of 60 ECTS.  

When comparing the number of courses on offer per country, it appears to depend 

upon the policy of the respective institution delivering a distance Masters course.  
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It is surprising to see the two categories of qualification co-existing (the official 

one, following the guidelines of the EHEA) and the one which follows the specific 

criteria of the institution in question. Research shows that the latter are more 

common, in which the criteria for comparisons are more difficult to set due to the 

fact that no common over-arching norm exists. The vast majority are courses 

being offered by the university itself and it is highly unusual to encounter inter-

university courses and almost unthinkable for them to have any sort of 

international nature. Thus we conclude that there is no tradition of distance-

learning universities working together to offer courses, joint programmes or 

offering courses in a second language.  

We would also like to point out that very few Masters Degrees which follow the 

Bologna guidelines are being offered. Some effort has been made by these 

universities to comply with the EHEA but the results leave a lot to be desired. 

In order to analyse the distribution of post-graduate courses which comply with 

Bologna guidelines in terms of the area of study, we have taken into consideration 

the system for the Socrates-Erasmus mobility programme. The results, going from 

most- to least-commonly offered are: Business Studies and Economics, 

Engineering, IT, Education and Teaching, Environmental Science. These areas 

account for the majority of courses on offer.  

The first thing we notice is the variety which exists in terms of study areas for 

distance Masters Degrees although it is also true that Business Studies Degrees 

are, by far, the most common - this was also the finding of the European Union’s 

ACTIVE Report in 2007. 

There are, however, significant shortfalls in the new study areas being demanded 

as a consequence of how society is evolving, particularly in areas which the job 

market requires or in innovative areas which could broaden horizons for finding 

work. (SEC(2008) 3058). The ability to innovate and respond to the needs of 

society is a lot slower than the pace at which society itself is evolving. On top of 

that, even though at a European level we can say that the main study areas are 

catered for, at a national level this is not the case - rather we are clearly lacking 

and there does not seem to be any impetus towards a joining of forces and 

resources to cater for common study areas. As a general rule, study programmes 
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are designed by a single university and offered solely in the local language.  

By way of illustration, the first few pages of the official websites of our institutions 

have been translated into English as an international and common language, but 

when more specific information is required or when it comes to a specific Masters 

Degree, the relevant pages appear only in the local language. All these institutions 

have their principal front page of his web page in a second language, usually 

English. But this option disappears in when one accedes to other pages of the 

same institution, trying to locate already a more precise information to manage a 

possible mobility. Undoubtedly, the institutional web pages only are thought for the 

students of the own country, or that dominate this language. Never with a 

international view. Likewise, only very few Masters Degrees are created with any 

interuniversity nature and a minority feature some sort of international 

cooperation.   

On the other hand, the terms used to describe each Masters Degree may vary 

from one course to another even though the area of study and competences is the 

same. If courses were described using a single, common style, it would help us to 

analyse and compare the offer.  

Turning to the academic structure of the Masters themselves, we observe, 

amongst other things; the use of ECTS, flexibility in how the course is developed, 

teaching-learning methods, assessment, and the languages used.  

Even though most countries and most institutions have introduced the ECTS 

system for measuring students’ progress in learning, the development and 

application of this system have been carried out differently, thus creating a 

complex situation in which ECTS are interpreted differently. This leads us to 

conclude - in line with a recent EURIDYCE report - that because of the wide 

variety of practices, we are still a long way from achieving any homogeneity in the 

interpretation and application of the ECTS. A long process of adjustment between 

countries awaits us. To illustrate,  countries have been grouped together in 5 

different categories according to how they interpret and use ECTS. 
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EURIDYCE, 2009 

 Over 75% of all institutions and programmes use ECTS both for transfer and 
accumulation of credits. These ECTS credits are based on the learning achievements 
and students’ coursework.  

 Over 75% of all institutions and programmes use ECTS both for transfer and 
accumulation of credits. These ECTS credits are based solely on students’ coursework.  

 Over 75% of all institutions and programmes use ECTS both for transfer and 
accumulation of credits. These credits are based either on class hours or a combination 
of  class hours and students’ coursework. 
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 75 % or less of all institutions and/or programmes use ECTS both for transfer and 
accumulation of credits. Credits are defined from several perspectives. 

 The national credit system is used alongside or in conjunction with ECTS. This credit 
system is almost always used with the sole function of transfer.  

Naturally, all Masters Degrees designed according to the Bologna criteria use the 

ECTS system. There are still discrepancies as regards course duration and the 

number of credits required but, whether they are 60- or 120-ECTS Masters, the 

degree has the same value.  

This, however, clashes with an ongoing offer of Masters Degrees in these 

institutions based on the national credits system. When examining the offer, the 

different interpretations vary enormously  and we find Masters Degrees with only 

30 credits as is the case of the UOC, and others with 180 credits. This situation 

makes it almost impossible to gauge the value of this qualification or to harmonise 

the EHEA in any real way.   

An agreement must be reached urgently in the area of a single assessment 

system, taking into account the proposal of ECTS, the class hours and credit 

score which should make up this qualification, all within a logical range for the 

common qualification. This would also lead us to specify the duration of these 

Masters Degrees (one or two years except in the case of study areas which 

demand a much longer time span). At the same time, however, we must take into 

account those who claim that any specialisation requires at least 2 years training 

and, consequently, any course which only lasts one year should not be deemed a 

Masters Degree.  

This whole idea of the duration of a Masters, be it in semesters, terms, modules or 

whatever, takes us back to the problem of diversity among nations and the 

institutions themselves regarding:- the proposal of a modular system, 

administrative and academic calendars, differences in the required teaching-

learning methodology, the resources at a student’s disposal for re-sitting subjects 



 

 Active Asia. Agreement n. 2007-2309 MUN-MUNB41   
18 

or credits which they have failed etc. This situation, which institutions claim falls 

within the ambit of their autonomy as an institution, means it is very difficult for 

students to gain access to any sort of mobility between universities. 

Another important feature is the combination of study modules. For example, 

some courses are delivered wholly online or as distance courses, whereas others 

are a combination of both or require attendance at tutorial classes. This is the 

case with the Masters Degrees from the UNED or the Fernuniversität, which are 

taught mainly as distance courses but which include some compulsory contact 

hours, particularly for assessment purposes. To a certain extent this contradicts 

the whole distance course concept. Fancy terms are used (“collaborative 

learning”, e-learning, tutorial consultancy, distance education systems, mixed 

learning, etc., but a traditional mentality can be clearly seen when designing new 

courses and their learning process. It is called the attention increasingly 

sophisticated virtual campuses used in the whole process of education learning, 

but that do not manage to be applied in the moments of the evaluation of the 

student. The exigency of face to face exams continues being an unquestionable 

point that impedes enormously the mobility.  

Concerning the material being used, all Masters Degrees use the internet and 

back that up with written material. Written material is more widely-used but they 

also have a wide range of material available on their websites. In this point we 

must emphasize the effort that the university libraries are doing to facilitate great 

part of his funds across virtual environments of opened access. 

When it comes to teacher-student communication and the system used for 

tutorials, email is the most commonly-used medium. Together with the other tools 

afforded by virtual communication (like forums, virtual conference and chat), email 

is the fastest and most efficient means by which to communicate with the teacher. 

The latest mobile technology has not yet taken off as an alternative with the 

obvious exception of engineering and IT-based courses. 



 

 Active Asia. Agreement n. 2007-2309 MUN-MUNB41   
19 

5.2. The language used and the policy for accommodating foreign 

students 

When we consider the language for the delivery of a course, we discover that it 

tends to be the local language. This is in stark contrast to the proposal from the 

Bologna Process to internationalise. Courses taught in a second language, those 

which are bilingual or those which use English as a common language are scarce. 

It is a question of very concrete cases, that in the main they are a fruit of 

agreements between institutions. 

It is very noticeable how institutions tend to reflect the policies of their country. 

Having said that, it does make sense given the environment which gave rise to 

them and where they have developed. Thus, Spain for example tends to look to 

Latin-American rather then anywhere else and its Masters Degrees tend to be 

aimed at that market. The United Kingdom looks to the Commonwealth and 

English-speaking countries, so there is really no need to offer courses in second 

languages. Turkey, too, seeks to cater for Turkish citizens living in other countries, 

consequently it places emphasis on promoting mobility with ex-patriot students to 

attract them to courses in Turkey and in Turkish. For example, the Anatolou 

University only offers a Master in English inside the joint program with the State 

University of New York (USA). 

It must be said that, whatever the reason, language is one of the greatest barriers 

for any possible mobility, problem furthermore relevant in the design of the MV. 

5.3. Admission and mobility Criteria 

The prerequisites for entry to a Masters Programme are amongst others to hold a 

Bachelor Degree or similar. In the University of Tallinn they require at least 3 

years professional experience in the area of information management, in the 

Netherlands, they require a Bachelor Degree in the same area or a “bridge 

programme” in a recognised institution. In France the requirement for a 240-credit 
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Masters Degree is a 180-credit Bachelor and for a Second 300-credit Masters 

Degree, you need a 180-credit one.  

In the United Kingdom, the Masters Degree candidates must prepare a 

dissertation which they must defend before examiners (this may mean an oral 

exam), or written exams, or a combination of both. Most universities expect a 

hefty academic background to access Masters Degrees, with prerequisites which 

vary according to how good a reputation the course has obtained. Some M.Sc. 

Masters Degrees and all Masters in Engineering Degrees (M.Eng.) are awarded 

only after the student has completed extensive integral degree programmes which 

normally last one year longer than Honours Degree programmes. Other longer 

research programmes lead to a Masters in Philosophy (M.Phil.) which, as a 

general rule, have even more demanding admission requirements. 

All these programmes have the same academic value as other Masters 

Programmes. In Russia the “Magister” Degree is awarded after the student has 

completed one or two additional years after they complete the “Bakalavr” Degree. 

The 2-year programmes focus on scientific research and advanced studies. 

Students possessing Magister Degrees are eligible for Doctorate studies.  

In Spain the only requisite is to have an undergraduate or equivalent Degree. As 

we can see, admission to European Masters Degrees depends largely upon the 

university offering the course in question, which creates differences between 

institutions and means no clear regulation exists.  

The enrolment process and its corresponding admission criteria, student 

selection, requirements etc., is adhered to in each country in accordance with the 

established norms. This situation does not facilitate mobility programmes as it 

leads to completely different circumstances from one country to another and the 

great difficulty when recognising and adapting degrees. In addition to all of this, 

there is  the fact that flexibility is not a widespread characteristic during the 



 

 Active Asia. Agreement n. 2007-2309 MUN-MUNB41   
21 

enrolment process since students are often required to enrol for the whole module 

or sometimes even the whole degree. There are exceptional cases - normally 

when there is some sort of agreement between universities - in which students are 

allowed to enrol for individual subjects. To deal some module or a subject it isn’t 

contemplated at present in the design of the másteres. The students' mobility of 

this postgraduate level is still an option not contemplated in our universities.   

If we consider course fees, the differences, again, are blatant and can be anything 

from 900 to 8,200 euros. This all goes to show the lack of flexibility and ease of 

access to other universities even though all courses advertise their ease of 

transfer.  

Regarding how Masters Degrees are qualified, this is mainly done on an 

academic basis. Having said that, it appears that no “common” formula exists in 

the countries of Europe for describing the “academic qualification” (different 

names for degrees, whether degrees are considered official, professional etc.). 

Where we do notice a greater acceptance and application, especially in the public 

sector, is the Diploma Supplement, as an annex to the degree to provide all the 

necessary data for interpreting and evaluating the degree. 

Turning to student mobility, the differences from one region to another and 

between one higher education centre and another are highly significant. Thus, 

some 18 countries have a rate of student mobility of under 3%, or  the cases of 

the UK, Russia and the Ukraine where the figure does not surpass 1%. By 

contrast, 10 countries have rates over 10%, which is a considerable improvement 

but is still low. The situation can be seen in the following figure:  
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EURIDYCE, 2009 

 Less than 1%      Between 1% and 3%      Between 3% and 6 %    Between 

6% and 10% 

 Over 10%  

When we study the countries which receive exchange students, the most 

important ones are: the UK, France, Germany, Austria, Belgium, Sweden, and 

Switzerland which account for more than 10% of all students. The reasons for 
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their popularity are not so much the quality of the courses on offer but rather the 

actual possibilities of admission to the courses, possibilities of grants, the 

qualifications obtained etc. These are all key issues when choosing between one 

university and another. It would be interesting to study the same features for 

distance universities, to check how similar or not they are to on-campus mobility 

programmes. 

5.4. Quality and assessment criteria for the programme 

The higher education system and corresponding accreditation of Masters Degrees 

in Europe are controlled by government agencies and, consequently, they are 

only accredited at a national level. Great strides are now being taken towards 

convergence in these agencies and in the drawing up of quality protocols which 

help clarify this Europe-wide scenarios. 

The system for organising and accrediting Higher Education may be more or less 

complex depending on how each country’s government is structured. In the same 

way the offers and accreditation of private universities and also public higher 

education centres depends on each country’s system. An additional problem for 

higher education distance learning centres is that no accreditation has been 

drawn up specifically to cater for that area of teaching. Quality accreditation is 

being required for these centres and the qualifications awarded using the same 

guidelines as on-campus universities and in many instances this is detrimental to 

the courses which distance universities can offer. In response to this situation, 

EADTU took the initiative of developing a quality framework for e-learning: The E-

excellence Project, a quality evaluation tool. (www.eadtu.nl/e-xcellence), that is 

contributing indicators to validate the quality of these institutions of distance higher 

education institutions. And in that the MV, together with the physical mobility, will 

be, undoubtedly, a key indicator of quality. 
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6. Conclusions 

Without doubt we are on the road to an internationalisation of higher education 

courses. Our society, faced with the globalisation of the economy, culture, 

services, etc., demands it. We find examples of a response to this situation in the 

private sector, for instance the consortia of higher education centres offering a 

joint MBA in which the student must attend classes in a different member 

university each semester. Another example is that of universities which have 

centres in different countries giving their students the possibility of studying in 

different real-life situations.  

This goes to show that current internationalisation and mobility models have 

become obsolete. New consortium models must be set up (joint programmes, joint 

degrees, agreements, etc), more must be done to take full advantage of how 

technology can facilitate international cooperation. It not only offers more 

possibilities but also cheaper ones. Hybrid methodologies should be introduced 

where the virtual campus gives real support to the teaching-learning process and 

the interaction between the players involved. Different types of exchange should 

be on offer since they can be complementary in this new scenario. 

To make mobility possible, we need a homogeneous and common credit system. 

The ECTS system meets this need and not to use it would lead European 

universities to encounter serious difficulties when it comes to the recognition of 

mobility, the validation of courses studied abroad, the translation of degrees and 

the transfer of credits. Many people have already been calling out for a 

“European” application of the ECTS model which overcomes the inconsistencies 

caused when there is a national or institutional focus.   

Turning to the Masters Degrees on offer at higher education distance course 

centres, we discover that they have been able to manage an impressive scenario 

of postgraduate courses in Europe even though they tend to reflect the classic 
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offer of on-campus universities and lack a distinctive feature which makes them 

stand out from standard courses. Neither are they particularly impressive from an 

innovation point of view nor for efficiently solving the problems which are thrown 

up by today’s society.  

From the analysis which has been carried out so far in this European report, we 

can conclude that the possibilities for foreign students are clear. However the 

main problem is that of the diversity between the different EHEA universities 

offering courses, added to their tendency to focus primarily on local students. 

Consequently, we have come across several difficulties when it comes to 

promoting virtual mobility with students: linguistic problems, admission, credit 

transfer and the “fit” between one course and another. 

Language is probably the main problem for foreign students wishing to attend 

programmes in Europe. Although the Masters Degrees mentioned in our report 

cover all main study areas, most are taught in the local language. Only some are 

delivered in a second language, normally English, which is recognised as the 

common language in the academic and research world. Exempting the masteres 

offered by the Open University (UK) that are given, since it turns out to be obvious in English, in 

the rest of distance universities the offer of these programs in this language or in a second 

language it does not come to 10 %. The problem posed by the delivery language is a 

serious one and it amounts to one of the key hurdles to be overcome if we are to 

offer courses on a worldwide scale.  

In addition to that, the vocabulary used when explaining the syllabus and course 

content has still not been unified across Europe. In terms of organisation and 

administration at university level, experiences are well documented - they reflect 

real breakthroughs in this area but when it comes to homogeneity of the terms 

used in the fields of distance methodology and virtual learning, not enough is 

being done. Undoubtedly, this is highly significant for the development of VM 

courses as a learning option. Similarly, we are lacking a “common” way of 

describing an “academic qualification” throughout European countries. If we could 
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agree on common definitions it would reduce the differences between the various 

Masters courses and facilitate student mobility. 

On the other hand, the move toward internationalisation has not reached websites 

either of the institutions or of the programmes themselves in which there is a 

marked lack of information for foreign students. That is why websites must 

improve considerably as far as information for foreign students is concerned and 

the option of studying the course in a second language should feature on the 

homepage. One possible solution to this problem may be the creation of platforms 

of courses on offer which are currently being developed. Examples of these are 

Ploteus or EPICS, for the offer of higher education distance institutions. 

When we consider students’ mobility options and possibility of admission, each 

country and/or programmes has its own specific requirements. Even though most 

courses are available to foreign students, the admission process is likely to be 

complex and time-consuming. What’s more, there is a certain lack of flexibility 

when enrolling for some subjects or specific modules of the courses on offer. 

These shortfalls were already highlighted in the  IV  Trends Report (2005) for the 

EUA, which sets out the main impediments for student mobility: excessively 

complicated application procedures, criteria differences when acknowledging 

credits in mobility programmes, academic calendars which clash, etc.  

After considering all these points it is imperative that we put forward some ideas to 

help institutions to converge in keeping with the Bologna Process and to help 

promote VM among students. These are:- 

1 To provide information in a second language, particularly English as a 

common language. The information should appear both in the university 

websites and those of the different programmes. All information must be 

translated.  

2 To provide comprehensive information about the Masters Degrees on offer, 
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including distances course or virtual options. 

3 A glossary giving the equivalent terms at a European level. The work which 

has already been carried out by EURIDYCE may be useful. It must include the 

terminology which is characteristic of distance methodology.  

4 Clarify the scheduling of administrative and academic calendars. 

5 To offer the possibility of online admission and enrolment.  

6 To increase the flexibility of and accessibility to Masters Courses.  

7 To reduce the demands for in-class attendance in degree courses, taking 

advantage of the facilities afforded by Information and Communication 

Technologies (ICT) to reach the objectives in the area of student mobility. 

8 To offer alternative assessment techniques other than those which require the 

physical presence of students. As with the previous point, the ICTs mean it is 

possible to use alternative assessment methods - these are just as reliable 

and valid as ones which require the physical presence of students. 

9 To improve the EU-wide recognition of Masters Degrees by using common 

guidelines. 

10 To establish specific indicators of quality for the distance higher education 

institutions and for the courses that are given in these. 
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Annex 1 

 
Protocol Distance Postgraduate Courses 

 
Area of study: University 

 
Country: 
 
Public            Private  
 
Web page:  

Title of Master Program: 
 
 
Type of Master Program: 
 
Academic                   Professionalising                    Research   
 
 
Structure of Program: 
 
University             Inter-university               International    
 
 
Partner Universities  (in joint programs): 
Coordinating University: 
 
 
Credits: 
Nº of credits:            1 credit = ______ hours 
 
Nº of ECTS:           1 ECTS  credit =  ___ hours 
 
Total number of academic hours __________ 

Lenght (months):  
 
Date 
start:                    end: 

Keywords: 
 
 
Academic Structure (modular, courses, subjects ...): 
 
 
Materials: 
 
Printed               Multimedia             Electronic media         ICT               
 
Other: _____________ 
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Protocol Distance Postgraduate Courses 

 
Teaching-learning Methods: 
 

- Independent study on the Internet  
- Mandatory Face to face sessions           N. of hours ________ 
- Opional Face to face sessions  
- Mandatory face to face evaluation  
- Other _________________ 

 
Communication methods (teacher/ student): 
 

- Face to face  
- Conventional mail  
- E-Mail  
- Telephone  
- ICT (web, plataforms, chat, forum...)  
- Other _______________ 

 
Type of evaluation: 
 

- Portfolio  
- Assignements  
- Exam/s  
- Exposition  
- Other __________ 

 

Marks (0…10; A….F; 0….20; etc.): 
 
Evaluation: 
 
- Face to face 
- On line 

Recognisement of the Title : 
 
Academic     Professional      Private             
 
Language of program 
 
Possibility to be followed in another language : 
Second language: ______________  

Cost (local currency): _______ 
 
Cost (EURO): _________ 

Flexibility for modular registration : 
 
  
Mandatory admítance requirements:  
 
 
Accesibility of the Program for foreign students  
 
Conditions _____________________________ 
 
Complementary Selection Criteria:  
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Protocol Distance Postgraduate Courses 

 
Deadline for registration  
 
 

Requirements (documents, payments, 
etc.) 

Accredited Program:          Yes           No          
 
Accreditation Agency / Institution:  
 

 

 


