
EduAkcja. Magazyn edukacji elektronicznej
nr 1 (7)/2014, str. 80–85

The Digital University in Porto

The University of Porto is the largest and best assessed university in Portugal. It ranks in the first 
hundred top-rated European universities and enjoys cooperation with other well-known univer-
sities around the world, e.g. MIT (Massachusetts Institute of Technology). There are 16 faculties 
and 60 research institutes at the university. However, for our „Erasmus staff ” exchange the most 
attractive unit is constantly developing Digital University, and the projects it is involved in. 

The aim of our visit was to exchange experience and share best practices in the field of 
distance education (e-learning) which is the main focus of our work at the Centre for Open and 
Multimedia Education at the University of Warsaw. We discussed not only the methods and 
tools, but also the organization of work in the context of universal principles and in relation 
to the specifics of a particular university. We were also interested in the projects the Digital 
University is engaged in. All these have turned out to be an inspirational source of information 
to our work development.

1. From the web to the integrated data management system (SIGARRA) 
The University of Porto serves more than 31.000 students, 2.300 teachers and researchers and 
1.700 non-teaching staff. Offering more than 600 training programs (including integrated 
masters, doctoral programs, continuing education, specialization courses), it provides higher 
education programs in all major areas of knowledge, in line with the Declaration of Bologna. 

The design of the University of Porto website (http://www.up.pt) clearly emphasizes its identity. 
The website offers standard information on the functioning of the university – as it is perceived 
by the external user. Once logged in, however, it is the gateway for access to more advanced 
functionalities by SIGARRA system. Depending on the role assigned to a user, different “doors” 
to the sets of data are opening. Students can see e.g. all their educational path, the subjects 
they have attended or are assigned to (including the internet courses), their own marks and 
ECTS credits. However, the administration staff have an access to much broader data packets 
such as the management of places allocated to the lecture/exercise group, the flow of students 
on Erasmus exchange, the payment system or the status of students’ tuition fees (studying in 
Portugal is payable). SIGARRA is also integrated with the Moodle e-learning platform on which 
classes are run online. This significantly facilitates the work of teachers, e.g. after putting their 
course description to the SIGARRA system, the internet course is automatically created on the 
Moodle platform. The same thing happens with the data of students enrolled in SIGARRA and 
with their marks. Moodle (2.6) is integrated with the system for the web conference, Dropbox 
and anti-plagiarism software.

2. Repository
Interestingly, the origin of SIGARRA system is linked with the creation of the repository. The 
initiator of the implementation of this idea was, inter alia, Prof. Ligia Maria Ribeiro – the Vice-
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-Rector (2006–2014) for ICT and the Head of the Digital University, who has been involved in 
the development of SIGARRA to its present form (Matos Fernandes E., Ribeiro L., 2010). Not 
surprisingly then, the same system has been used as the „gateway” to the repository. In the 
open access database there are all the papers and theses produced at the University of Porto 
(more than 11 000). They can be searched for by means of various criteria: subject, names, 
departments, key words. According to Eugenia Fernandes (Head of the repository), the database 
(SIGARRA and repository) facilitates cooperation within the university as well. For example, it 
makes it easier to find a proper partner for a joint project.

3. E-learning trainings for teachers
Both the University of Warsaw and the University of Porto provide trainings for their staff on 
e-learning, especially focused on the methodology and techniques of creating online courses 
on the Moodle platform. Having discussed it with Isabel Martins (Head of Department of New 
Technologies for Education), we have already known that the individual face-to-face trainings 
work best as they take into account the specific needs of a single lecturer, just like at the Univer-
sity of Warsaw. However, for several years the unit of New Technologies for Education has been 
introducing a new functional and easy to use tool that allows for the creation of video along 
with their editing by the lecturers. The University of Porto owes this possibility to a ministerial 
project Educast@FCCN carried out on a national scale. Its goal was to create a platform on 
which the multimedia educational materials can be stored and shared (in a cloud). The suffi-
cient equipment for the lecturers autonomy is a simple recording set: a camera, a microphone 
and a user-friendly program for recording and editing, which can be done on-line as well (due 
to storing in the cloud). The project has included 37 Portuguese universities and institutions. 
Currently, at the Educast platform around 6.000 videos are embedded and used by more than 
2.000 users. The project has also allowed to consolidate a national community of experts in 
content development for e-learning and blended learning (especially the audiovisual compo-
nents). The University of Porto, positioned as a pivotal entity in the network of experts, has 
trained over 80 employees on how to prepare the audiovisual content by trainings, workshops, 
distance learning courses about this technology and service. The project Educast@FCCN has 
been rewarded by the EUNIS organization for the best, practical and innovative educational 
project in 2013 (Martins S., Ribeiro H., Ribeiro R., Dias N., 2013). 

Certainly, not all the teachers at the University of Porto use the tool for recording and most 
courses are still led in a traditional (or blended) form. On the other hand, creating internet 
courses on the platform constantly grows in popularity among the lecturers and there is a very 
practical reason for this – the verification of the knowledge by the digital assessment. Some 
courses are created just for this purpose – digital assessment is done in the classroom on the 
computer but checked automatically on the e-learning platform , what exempt the teacher from  
a tedious work of manual checking. Skills of assessing are also enhanced at the UP by the two-year 
project TALOE – Time to Assess Learning Outcomes in E-Learning (http://taloe.up.pt) imple-
mented with the support of the European Commission’s Lifelong Learning Programme of the 
European Union. TALOE intends to promote the internal consistency of online courses by using 
the ALOA model (Aligning Learning Outcomes and Assessment). The main goal of TALOE is to 
develop a web-based platform in order to help teachers and trainers decide on the e-assessment 
strategies they would like to use.

4. Streaming at the Faculty of Medicine
The Faculty of Medicine at the University of Porto has the leading position in the country. 
What makes it especially interesting for us is the fact that most of the lectures are led in a live 
streaming (broadcast). The listeners may be present in the classroom or any other place in front 
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of a computer, tablet or even a mobile phone and just be connected to the videoconference 
system. They can both listen to the teacher and see his/her presentation as well as ask questions 
on the chat. If some students cannot attend the lecture in real time, they can get back to the 
recording later, although they have to take it into consideration that the recordings are available 
only for a certain period of time (to motivate students to a regular work). The recording of the 
lectures is supervized by Irene Monteiro: “It greatly facilitates learning as medicine students are 
very busy with trainings and practices in hospitals. Thus, this system lets them better combine 
both theoretical and practical classes. At the same time, it is a great solution for students staying 
on scholarships, conferences and for our foreign students, particularly those who are staying 
in Brazil and Angola, where Portuguese is also the official language”. Irene also presented an 
example recording of a lecture which included an video tutorial on how to carry out a certain 
surgery. We were impressed by that – as it was really the best and most flexible way of teaching 
we could have observed.

5. The University open to the students’ needs  
An e-learning café (http://elearningcafe.up.pt), open 24 hours a day, 7 days a week is a project 
of the University of Porto “tailored” for the 21st century globalized society. It faces challenging 
demands that arise along with the life-long-learning needs and the necessity to accommodate 
new, emerging technologies in the learning process. Its concept is based on the idea of creating 
some physical space for students where they can meet, exchange ideas and study, increasing their 
acquisition of attitudes and skills essential to handle professional relationships and to facilitate 
learning, personal development and entrepreneurship along with fostering interdisciplinary and 
innovation. Thus, during the day the café resembles a digital reading room, where students can 
access the Internet and rent laptops (PC rental system is integrated with SIGARRA). Various 
types of events are held there, e.g. exhibitions, social and cultural gatherings and workshops. 
Moreover, open lectures, lessons for children and debates take place there as well as many other 
initiatives suggested by students.

 Photo 1. E-learning cafe (photo: Anna Pacholak)
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By contrast, in the evenings  the same place may change to a sort of club, where meetings or 
discussions of some working groups as well as cultural events like concerts or film projections are 
held . The café is equipped with multimedia projector, screens and a sound system. The multi-
functionality of space is possible thanks to the architectural design in the form of open space. 
There are a lot of items, including the furniture, which can be easily moved and arranged in  
a desired way, depending on the needs. What additionally makes the place original and modern, is 
a set of sound-absorbing lamps (especially designed for the café) which surround round tables from 
the top. Thanks to them groups of people gathered at different tables do not disturb each other.

Photo 2. E-learning cafe (photo: Anna Pacholak)
We visit the café just after lunch – it is full of students, and yet, to our surprise, not too noisy. 

We got curious about how it functions.“Were there any cases of devastation when the café is left 
with no „official” supervision in the evening?”, we ask. “Absolutely not.”, Professor Ligia Ribeiro 
replies. “On the contrary, we have noticed that new equipment has appeared – it must have been 
brought in by students. They are aware that this is their space, created especially for them, and 
left under their supervision. We are constantly open to their comments, suggestions and ideas. 
Thus, for example, a website of the café has been created, informing on events having place here 
or a microwave was bought for their needs. And recently students have initiated here a point for 
books exchange”, she explains. 
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Photo 3. E-learning cafe (photo: Anna Pacholak)
The e-learning cafés project has been coordinated by Maria Pinto, the co-author of the award-

-winning article of EUNIS e-Learning Award in 2013 (Ribeiro L., Pinto M., Neto, P., Vieira, A., 2013).

 Photo 4. E-learning cafe (photo: Anna Pacholak)
The e-Learning Café of Asprela we have visited is located on the largest campus in Porto (near 

technical faculties) in the garden between students’ dormitories. It is available not only to students 
and teachers of the University of Porto but also to other members of the higher education academic 
community. A special questionnaire has been created to gather information about people’s opinions 
on the space configuration, cafeteria, multimedia space, chill out space and working space – and 
corresponding website, resources availability and events’ annual program. The users’ responses 
are collected and analyzed annualy. Thanks to that, the encouraging answers has already led to the 
extension of the project and a new e-Learning Café, located on a second campus of the University 
of Porto is now being constructed (the e-Learning Café Botanic Garden).
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6. Interesting solutions 
The University of Porto can also be proud of the TVU (http://tv.up.pt), which is a multime-
dia platform for presenting audio-visual materials for the promotion of science, culture and 
education. To meet with the head of an independent university television, Joana Miranda, 
we go to the Faculty of Journalism. The TVU promotes the University of Porto by producing 
(including a professional recording, editing and sharing) interesting lectures, projects and 
materials documenting the events at the university. For example, the TVU has produced  
a movie advertising the University of Porto. It also lends the recording equipment for the needs 
of other faculties. One of the most interesting projects we were presented was a series of lectures 
about time, its perception and understating by the great specialists of various scientific fields 
like a quantum physics, psychology, medicine. A tool, which is commonly used by TVU staff, is 
Adobe Connect. We were shown how it works on the example of lecture streaming with quota-
tions being displayed together with relevant links that refer to publications and sources being 
connected. “Such recording modules have a great chance to become widely used in e-learning 
and in open education, e.g. massive open online courses (MOOCs)”, remarks Joana Miranda. 

7. Conclusions 
After the meetings we attended with great pleasure, we are strongly convinced that increasing 
the level of education is one of the most important issues for the authorities of the University of 
Porto, what finds a positive feedback in the rankings of the world universities. We also assume 
that it is the Digital University which became the main driving force of the progress and modern 
approach to teaching. We are really grateful for letting us find many sources of inspiration and 
creative solutions and hope to have a chance to use in our daily work at the University of Warsaw.
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