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Report from the EUNIS 2014 Congress 
June 11–13, Umeå University (Sweden)

This year the EUNIS (European University Information Systems organisation) Congress was held 
at Umeå University (Sweden) and its theme was “Higher Education in the Digital Era”. The main 
topics focused on supporting teaching and learning, university management (Business Intelligen-
ce) and cooperation, software development and security. The experiences and insights in those 
areas were presented by over 100 speakers and approximately 250 participants attended the event.

I focused on the supporting teaching and learning track which entirely refers to my daily ro-
utine work, however the presentations on the universities’ collaboration were also very inspiring. 
The track included several good presentations on technical and pedagogical aspects of e-learning, 
assessment and feedback, a review on the MOOC revolution and a few interesting case studies.

Five of the papers submitted were shortlisted for the Jens Dørup E-learning Award and the 
winner was “Technology in Real Life Teaching of Distributed Software Development” (Bosnić, 
Žagar, Crnković, 2014). Ivana Bosnić made a presentation on a project-based course (Distribu-
ted Software Development) run simultaneously at three universities in Croatia, Italy and Swe-
den (for eleven years already). It is an elective e-course for students of Computing and Software 
Engineering Masters programs. Its innovative concept has given an opportunity for students to 
work in a real-life, distributed environment, with the help of technology. It prepares them to 
work on software engineering (SE) projects, covering all stages: defining the problem, gathering 
the requirements, creating the project plan, dividing the team roles, developing, testing and 
documenting the product. Thus, they explore what they are learning about by the participation 
in the course. The official course language is English (a foreign language for most students). 
They work in teams of 6–8 members (from different universities). It also gives them a chance to 
improve collaboration skills and responsibility through facing intercultural, language and team-
work challenges, which is definitely an additional value of the course. They also get knowledge 
from industry professionals giving guest lectures where they present their own experiences of 
distributed collaboration and advise on the teams’ projects development, discussing them in the 
real-world setting. An extraordinary option was participation in a software engineering contest 
and conference (organized by the International Conference on Software Engineering (ICSE)), 
being undoubtedly a precious experience for students, not available in the conventional course 
approach. Students practised making good presentations, communicating with the audience, 
giving public speeches in the foreign language, trying to advertise their own work, but also using 
the professional communication. Finally, they learnt peer-reviewing and improved self-asses-
sment abilities as the course put emphasis more on the learning process (even with the mistakes) 
than on the final product delivery. This learning method is fully built on a social constructivism 
ideology activities, supported by various technologies. 

The importance of the self-assessment abilities was also explained by Gill Ferrell within 
“Technology Supported Assessment And Feedback: Tackling The Issues Of Pedagogy, Process & 
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People” presentation (Ferrell, Stewart, 2014) based on the outcomes of the Jisc Assessment and 
Feedback programme (Sept 2011–Aug 2014), run in the UK. It explored large-scale changes in 
assessment and feedback practice, supported by technology. Over 30 HE institutions and over 
2,200 staff and 6,000 students were directly involved into the project. According to the survey, 
assessment and feedback, being crucial for the learning experience, remain the single biggest 
source of student dissatisfaction. Therefore, most universities are seeking to enhance their ap-
proaches to assessment and feedback to meet learner needs and expectations a in better way, but 
are having to do so in the face of the increasing resource constraints. To make  learning  process 
more effective, feedback has to provide learners with information as to  where they are in rela-
tion to their learning goals, enabling them to evaluate their progress, identify gaps or miscon-
ceptions in their understanding or knowledge and take remedial action. However, to develop 
students’ own evaluative skills, a feed forward should be also delivered, that looks ahead to the 
next assignment, offering constructive guidance on how to do better in future work. Thus, the 
feedback should be student-centred not teacher-centred as the ultimate purpose of assessment 
and feedback should be to develop the students’ own assessment skills to become less dependent 
on others to correct their work and more able to judge the quality of work themselves (Ferrell, 
Stewart, 2014).

To make the learning  process more effective, the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology (ETH) 
Zurich launched the “Online Exams at ETH Zurich” project (Halbherr et al., 2014). The paper 
“Making examinations more valid, meaningful and motivating: the online exams service at ETH 
Zurich” (Halbherr et al., 2014) provided a comprehensive overview of the institution-wide on-
line exams service. Based on pedagogical and psychometric considerations, a case was made 
for how online exam environments can help to improve the quality of examinations in higher 
education by making performance assessments more accurate and valid, as well as more moti-
vating and meaningful to students. Online exams reached over 10% of all written examination 
grades in the autumn semester 2013/2014. They are held in centrally managed computer rooms, 
in secure exam environments that restrict access to unwanted resources (Figure 1.)

Figure 1. The largest room (with a capacity of 160) for online examinations  
at ETH Zurich (Halbherr T. et al., 2014)

The pedagogical advantage of on-line exams is the possibility to involve multiple-choice qu-
estions, essay writing, designing a machine part with CAD software, conducting literature re-
view using online academic databases – or anything else which is technologically feasible. Many 
of the competences taught are enhanced by the use of IT tools (e.g. in statistics, design, program-
ming, or simulation). Even for competences that do not directly involve IT, authenticity may 
still be achieved best by modelling or simulating appropriate representations of real-world tasks 
with the computer (e.g. in medicine, morphology or systematics, as illustrated in Figure 2.). 
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Figure 2. A virtual herbarium serves as a competence-oriented exam environment  
for a course in botanical systematics (Halbherr et al., 2014)

As a result, students might focus their learning on the appropriate competences, and authenti-
city let them perceive their examinations as more meaningful and compelling, reinforcing their 
learning motivation and increasing the time and energy invested. Therefore, online exams help to 
improve the quality of assessment in higher education. They facilitate the design of valid and mo-
tivating examinations, and improve reliability and efficiency in scoring (Halbherr T. et al., 2014).

Another case study was presented by Mark Stubbs. The paper: “Transforming The Student 
Experience: Manchester Metropolitan University’s EQAL Project” was granted EUNIS Elite 
Award for Excellence. The EQAL Programme – “Enhancing Quality and Assessment for Le-
arning” was launched in 2010 (Stubbs, 2014). Its goal was to improve students’ satisfaction by 
refreshing the entire undergraduate curriculum thus making it more personalized. This change 
demanded reengineering the administrative processes to wrap the university’s information and 
online resources around each learner. So, the study information from across the university is 
aggregated for every student using web services. There were also special plug-ins created for a 
Moodle VLE and free smartphone App. Every undergraduate can reach their personal timetable 
and as well as personal assignment and examination calendar. As a result, Moodle receives over 
50 million hits a year and over 27 000 students have registered for the smart phone App. This 
technology facilitated a two-way communication between tutors and students, as well as ena-
bled learner analytics to provide business intelligence to drive improvements.

Lehti Pilt and Tõnis Tartes shared their experiences on introducing a new software tool Sisu@
UT into the University of Tartu (Pilt , Tartes and Marandi, 2014). They managed to encourage 
the university staff to create interactive learning modules on the basis of the free open source 
OpenScholar software. The teachers of the University of Tartu have a chance to experience a web-
-based cooperation thanks to some integrated modules/plug-ins (quiz, webform and glossary 
module, multiple content editor and popup plug-ins). Taking into account that no single acade-
mic or subject expert can generate knowledge totally adequate to the tasks, a multidisciplinary 
and cooperative model of development to create knowledge seems the most appropriate for the 
emergent network society. OpenScholar tools and features foster online collaboration and provi-
de relevant site sections, such as „Publications”, „Events”, „Blog”, „Classes”.  Therefore, Sisu@UT is 
meant for creating learning modules, portfolios, projects web sites and web sites aimed at studies. 
So, it plays the role of the university repository for open access learning content. The software was 
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tailored for the individual needs of site creators (via the Drupal’s Sweaver editor) which enables to 
customize the structure and layout of the sites. Thus, all sites might be specially designed to meet 
the goals and requirements of their creation (examples at Figures: 3 and 4).

Figure 3. Example of an individually designed site within Sisu@UT tool (Pilt , Tartes and Marandi, 2014)

Figure 4. Example of an individually designed site within Sisu@UT tool (Pilt, Tartes and Marandi, 2014)

Moreover,  Sisu@UT makes the management of learning modules easier and less time consu-
ming than other similar offline or online tools that do not enable adding interactive elements. In 
Sisu@UT the content of the first two MOOC run at the University of Tartu has been developed.  
The future plans include automatic storage of Sisu@UT web sites records into the University of 
Tartu digital archive DSpace which is a repository for all electronic materials including e-theses 
and e-publications (Pilt, Tartes and Marandi, 2014). 
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Another example presenting a huge digital repository is the runner up for the EUNIS E-lear-
ning Award paper: “Networked Teaching. The Story Of A Success On Creating E-Learning Con-
tent At Universitat Politècnica de València” (Turro, Despujol, Busquets, 2014). The aim of this 
challenge is to encourage the production of high quality e-learning materials being a companion 
material for the standard lectures. The technical standardization and the requirement of peda-
gogical review make the produced content reputable for the use both by individuals and by any 
Higher Education institution. As a result, since 2006, more than 3000 hours of recorded lectures 
and 10,000 video have been produced as well as 1,200 virtual labs, 120 Open Course Ware sites 
and 41 MOOCs have been created. Not only is this very impressive, but it also put UPV among 
leaders at the Spanish speaking e-learning scene. 

Professor Yves Epelboin admitted that the MOOCs phenomenon cannot be ignored but, exac-
tly as an example of UPV shows, this is a project for a large team, not for a single academic (Epel-
boin, 2014). Thus, before jumping into the development of costly resources, a university should 
scratch its objectives, categorize the possible interests of a MOOC and thoroughly consider what 
could be the result of going in this direction. One of the fundamental questions is: what MOOC 
and for what purpose? Profesor Epelboin gives some examples of the usability of these courses. 
Among them special consideration should be devoted to SPOCs (Small Private Online Course), 
which might be an important constituent of a change in education, including the first year in 
university as one of the concerns is to train them to be autonomous. This approach, however, has 
some limitation since the campus social life is an important aspect for young people. Thus, this 
should go along with the offer of learning spaces where they may work together, watch courses 
or lectures. MOOCs might also be an offer at the start of the studies at a university as many 
students do not know really the discipline they have chosen. Hence, a specialized short MOOCs 
could help them realize the direction in which they undertake studies, and also to assess their 
skills in order to avoid disappointment. MOOCs might also meet the modern approach for li-
felong learning, a specific specialization or improvement of professional skills. They can also be 
appreciated by the international students who cannot access higher education or attract good 
students from all around the world at bachelor or master level to make them better prepared for 
studying before arriving at a university. Some MOOCs may also be useful for students who miss 
their first examinations to acquire the fundamental knowledge that they were supposed to know 
from the High School (Epelboin, 2014).

Considering the importance of learning spaces for students, it is necessary to mention the 
University of Porto experience (Pinto, Marques, Valente, 2014). It developed a strategy to re-
inforce cohesion and identified the need to create new and innovative places where students 
can socialize and engage in studying activities, promoting the interdisciplinary knowledge and 
experience exchange. Thus, the e-learning café of University of Porto was created, which suc-
cessfully implemented these objectives. Its goal is focused on diverse pedagogical and cultural 
activities, to develop students’ skills essential to handle professional relationships and to facili-
tate learning, personal development and entrepreneurship, being now of main importance for 
many higher education students.

On the other hand, the paper: “Interactive Lectures With Moodle And Students’ Devices: 
BYOD at Paris Descartes University” (Bouziane, et al., 2014) shows that creating engaging envi-
ronments for learning and teaching (and supporting interactive lectures) might be implemented 
by the BYOD (Bring Your Own Device) programs into the learning process in order to enhance 
learning and have impact on students’ motivation. The paper presents the learning activities 
based on the Moodle LMS that were carried out in different lectures on a BYOD mode (mostly 
laptop computers, smartphones and tablets).

Another example on how to generate student’s engagement, interaction and motivation is 
to introduce digital educational games into lessons (Badeau-Mahmoud, Deloche, Koscielniak, 
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2014). Educational games have the potential to create active and engaging environments for lear-
ning and for supporting problem-solving, communication and group activities. Thus, the games 
motivation potential was tested (within the experimental and control group) in the economics 
courses (Experimental economics and Introduction to law economics analysis) at the Game 
Theory lessons. An online n-player “Chicken” game (from the free educational games website 
Economics Games) was used and the experiment group students played online on their phones, 
tablets or laptops. Indeed, a great improvement in the students’ motivation because of the game 
used in the classroom was observed. Moreover, its use provided the students with a safe playful 
environment in which they could make mistakes without serious consequences. They could 
experience how the theory works in action, depending on their individual choices and actions, 
and it allowed them to explore new concepts and ideas without fear of consequences.

All presentations gave a broad overview of trends and developments in the area of e-learning 
and on ICT in Higher Education in general. Moreover, year to year presentations give a scope 
on how long-term projects are progressing and what is their outcome. All that not only enables 
benchmarking but creates a platform to exchange experience and practical findings. 

The papers of the e-learning track: Supporting Teaching And Learning, of the EUNIS 2014 
Congress, are published in the first issue of the Eunis Journal of Higher Education IT.

The next EUNIS Congress is scheduled for 10–12 June 2015, at Abertay University in Dundee 
(Scotland).
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