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Abstract 
The NetCU project, funded inside the Lifelong Learning Program 2007-2013, aims to define guidelines 
for the design and realization of networked academic curricula based on distance or blended learning 
at national and international level, and to provide and suggest tools that can support the didactic 
activities and the management inside networked curricula. After the first year of the project a deep 
analysis of several case-studies of networked curricula has been carried out, providing a large amount 
of data that will be useful to define the guidelines. In this paper the most important results of the 
curricula analysis are described. 
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Introduction 
The Prague Higher Educational Summit in 2001 encouraged international cooperation for the creation 
of modules, courses and curricula in partnership by institutions from different countries. In these 
years different cooperation forms have been widely developed in Europe in traditional Universities, 
also supported by national and international grant programs and international mobility programs. 
Such cooperation hasn't been developed so far for distance or blended learning programs. 
International cooperation programs promote cultural exchanges by sharing students and pooling 
resources, enlarge the didactic offer of the single Universities and allow them to offer more qualifying 
programs. Creating networked curricula means anyway to put together partners with different 
cultural behaviours, different teaching methods and administrative practices, adopting different 
didactic technologies and tools and eventually under different university laws. An inadequate 
planning of these aspects may create inefficiencies, delays and can compromise the success of the 
program. 
The NetCu project, funded inside the Lifelong Learning Program 2007-2013 and coordinated by 
EADTU – European Association of Distance and Teaching Universities, has started in 2010 to propose 
solutions for these problems. The project aims to define guidelines for planning new networked 
curricula, producing an useful and practical instrument for academic staff involved in the design and 
implementation of the different aspects of the program. 
The program, including 16 partners from 14 countries, has started with the analysis of several 
examples of successful networked curricula based on distance or blended learning modalities. A 
questionnaire was submitted to the partners, designed in order to investigate all the aspects of the 
programs. To complete the qualitative analysis of the curricula, the questionnaire was concluded with 
a quantitative investigation of programs key aspects. Receiving the filled questionnaires, a large 
amount of data has been collected. 
 
 
The analysis process 
The NetCU partnership is composed by European Universities with a large experience in networked 
curricula based on distance or blended learning. On the basis of the project proposal and sharing the 
different partners’ experiences in several online meetings, finally a questionnaire has been designed. 
It has been divided in several sections to deeply investigate in the different aspects of a networked 
curriculum, including open and closed questions. The questionnaire has been submitted to all the 

mailto:d.assante@uninettunouniversity.net
mailto:fred.truyen@arts.kuleuven.be


project partners and has shown to be very effective in collecting data. This has been possible also 
because of the efficient work of the partnership, which has made available several restricted data. 
The questionnaire has covered most relevant areas. The task of analyses was distributed under the 
WP-leaders after consulting their related background or preference. The main results of the 
questionnaire analysis are reported in the following sections. 
 
Basic information on the curricula 
The table below gives a first impression on the 19 different Networked Curricula that participate in 
this project. This basic info gives a first impression on the curricula that later are subject of a more in 
dept analysis. Involved in this project are:  
 

Table 1 Involved networked curricula 

Partner Name of curriculum 

VUB Blended learning program for statistics and research methodology: BLODA 

Uninettuno Med Net'U –Mediterranean Network of Universities 

Uninettuno Information and Communication Technologies Engineering 

UNED Euromime 1 

TU Digital Library Learning 

OUNL Free Technology Academy 

El Gate El Gate University International Department Management 

OUC SLU OUC-SLU Educational Studies 

CADUV Konstruktivismus 

FERNUNI LECHE The Lived Experience of Climate Change e-learning 

OUNL European Virtual Seminar on Sustainable Development (EVS) 

KULeuven LACE (Literature And Change in Europe) 

ANADOLOU Anadolu University-Empire State College, State University of New York e-MBA Program 

DMAD Doctor’s Degree in Digital Media-Arts 

KTU Distance Learning Systems and Theory 

KTU Support Systems in Distance Education 

MINSE International Master in Heat Treatment and Surface Engineering 

UFSchweiz Bachelor of Science Wirtschaftwissenschaft 

UFSchweiz Sciences économiques 

 
The first analyzed aspect is the kind of project where they are involved in. Most of the answers can be 
grouped in two categories: joint course and pilot project. Three to five of the projects are still in their 
first pilot phase, future will tell if these projects are sustainable. Four of the curricula are 
collaborating on the level of one of more joint courses. A minority of the partners are already 
involved in a joint or double degree and in open courses.  
 



As shown in Fig 1.1 most of the partners are collaborating on a master level, but bachelor and PhD is 
represented as well.  

 
Fig. 1.1 Level of Study 

 
We’re working with mixed size of curricula, figure 1.2 shows us that the group is divided in single 
course curricula, but there’s quite a amount of curricula with a group of courses and entire curricula 
as well. The learning modality is in most of the cases blended, a minority is only working at a 
distance.  

 

 
Fig. 1.2 Size 

 
Most of the curricula include 25 until 50 students, but all sizes of student groups are well represented 
with between less than 10 until more than 75 students, as shown in fig. 1.3.  

 
Fig. 1.3 Number of Students 

 



Obviously the number of professors involved in one curriculum is smaller, most of the time 

less than 25.  

 

The curricula are collaborating on different grounds, as figure 1.4 shows, most of them are 

collaborating on the basis of a common subject, but a previous cooperation and 

complementary of the study program are popular as well. It’s striking that a couple of 

curricula are evolved out of a more informal way, like friendship between the partners.  

 

 
Fig. 1.4 Binding Factor 

 

Almost all of the curricula are bases on the ECTS system. When we have a look at the size of 

the curricula when it comes to the number of involved institutions the curricula are rather 

small, most of the time up to 4 institutions (fig 1.5). 

 

 
Fig. 1.5 Involved Institutions 

 



Most of the time the first initiative for the collaboration is taking by the partners, but as fig. 

1.6 shows projects and conferences are interesting for networking as well.  

 

 
Legend        

association 
initiative came from an association or 
consortium 

conference idea came about at a conference   
meeting  results from a meeting between partners 
partner(s) one or more partners wanted to collaborate 
project  a concrete project started it all   

Fig. 1.6 Initiative taken by … 
 

The majority of the projects don't have a very long history, most are born in 2008 or later. The 
orientation of the participating curricula is mainly international, only three projects are orientated 
towards a national level. Most programs have been created thanks to a grant (national or 
international).  

 
Management 
 
The management of administrative and didactic affairs has a key role in the success of every program. 
Networking curricula usually increases management problems, since every partner may have its own 
rules and procedures and the administrative staff is not usually involved in cooperation programs. A 
section of the questionnaire has been intended to investigate the different management strategies 
adopted in the networked curricula, in order to emphasize good and bad practices. 
 
The first analysed aspect is the level of interaction among the partners. Most of the answers can be 
grouped in two categories: joint management and consortium. A joint management means that the 
partners cooperates according to several academic agreements but they are separate legal entities, 
while a consortium is a legal independent entity that is constituted by the different partners. Since 
the consortium is a more formalized and structured entity, most of the existing networked curricula 
are organized as joint management, as shown in Figure 2.1. This is a more flexible form of interaction 
and allows dividing roles in an easier way according to specific needs. The consortium is usually 
adopted when specific reasons require that (e.g. grant rules) or in case of joint curricula, where the 
final diploma has to be awarded by a single entity. 
The interaction between the partners usually occurs at different levels: while the technical and 
didactic aspects are normally managed at department or faculty level, the university governance in 
generally involved for the formal agreements. 



 

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

Joint Consortium Other

 
Figure 2.1 - Kind of cooperation 

 
Examining the different kinds of management in detail, two aspects are particularly relevant. The 
management of the administrative aspects (enrolment, certificates, exams management) are 
organized in different ways: in some networked curricula each partner has an independent 
management of these aspects, in other cases all the services are centralized in one partner, finally in 
some cases part of the services are centralized and part of them are independently managed. Figure 
2.2 shows preference in the mixed system, anyway all the three systems are employed with good and 
bad points. 
The service centralization has the positive effect to simplify the management: only one partner has 
the responsibility to execute the services, the redundancy and effort is minimized and different local 
managements are avoided. Also students and staff have a single reference, this simplifies the 
interaction processes. Anyway, this kind of management requires that the administrative staff 
responsible of the services must have excellent skill (interaction and communication capabilities, 
helpfulness and professionalism) to satisfy requests coming from all the partners, with different 
cultural backgrounds, sometimes adopting different languages and laws. Not always the 
administrative staff is open to cooperation, especially at international level. This is a key aspect to 
ensure the efficiency of the centralized management and have to be taken into account designing a 
new networked curriculum. 
The independent management of services simplify the access of students and staff to administrative 
services, avoiding cultural and eventually linguistic and legal barriers, since each administration has to 
take care of its own group of students and staff. This also means that each administrative staff usually 
has to add only small changes to its normal procedures. Finally, this kind of management produces a 
greater involvement of all the partners in the networked curriculum, charging each of them of 
responsibilities. The negative aspect of this kind of management is the need of very efficient 
communication systems to share data. In the design of a networked curriculum with this kind of 
management it should be included the adoption of specific tools to share administrative data (or the 
creation, since they are uncommon tools) and to ensure good communication between the 
administrations. 
The mixed way of management is the more common, anyway it may unify the good and/or the bad 
aspects of the two models. It depends on how the centralized and localized services are divided and 
organized. An optimal mix can create an efficient interdependency among the partners avoiding 
contrasts and strengthening the cooperation. 
It is important to take care of the administrative aspects during the curriculum design phase, since 



the later modification of inefficient administrative procedures may be hard. 
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Figure 2.2 – Organization of the administrative aspects 

 
The other interesting aspect emerging from the questionnaires is the student's management, 
essentially regarding the fees. Most of the examined networked curricula adopt a centralized 
management of this aspect, this means one partner collects the fees and shares them among the 
other partners. This solution seems to be the preferred one as it simplifies the money transfers. In 
some cases each partner collects the fees of its own local students, but the main reason of this 
solution seems to be the specific rules of the curricula. Few analysed curricula don't follow in the 
previous categories since the students benefit of grants or are not charged. The results of the analysis 
are shown in Figure 2.3. 
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Figure 2.3 – Organization of the students' aspects 
 
Apart from these specific aspects, from the analysis of the questionnaires some useful suggestions 
comes out for a successful design of the management aspects of a networked curriculum. Good 
communication is considered the most important aspect for a successful management, 
independently from the adopted system. Partners with communication problems (due to 



communication tools or very different time zone) highly suffer about that. 
Another aspect that has to be properly considered is the different academic law that Universities may 
be subjected to in respect to international programs. This often creates administrative problems that 
can eventually be minimized, but not avoided, with a good initial planning. This kind of problems has 
to be taken into account when deciding to activate a new international networked curriculum, 
considering that several problems will require to be faced time by time with a lot of willingness and 
flexibility. 
 
Teaching and learning aspects 
 
The first paragraph shows us how the curricula are designed. As you can see in fig 3.1 most of the 
curricula find their existence in a personal initiative of the involved staff, initiative of the university is 
the second popular first step. This makes it obvious that most of the involved staff (68%) already 
knows each other when the collaboration begins (fig 3.1). 
 

 
Fig. 3.1 How the curriculum came about 

 
Fig 3.2 indicates that all curricula have different needs that they want to solve with their curriculum. 
In-service training is the most popular. The respond to these needs is in the most cases 
'complementarity', but  'content' and 'innovation' as well (fig 3.3).  

 

 
Fig. 3.2 Needs to be addressed by the curriculum 

 
 



 
Fig. 3.3 Response to needs 

 
When it comes to the accreditation of the course, most of the partners (63%) have the same (or 
almost the same) university law, which makes collaborating easier. 63% is using the ECTS system.  
Further, 58% of the partners was required to accreditate the program. For 11 of the partners this 
accreditation was different from the usual one.  When it comes to the organization of didactic 
programs, the didactic materials are mainly available in English, and in many cases completed with 
materials in the own language of the university. Besides English, we find French, German, Spanish, 
Portuguese, Italian, Greek, Arabic and Lithuanian. 
 
Fig 3.4 shows that asynchronous communication is very popular for collaborating. Most of the 
curricula use all possible activities, like forum, wiki, blogs, video.  
 

 
Fig. 3.4 Asynchronous activities 

 
Synchronous activities are less popular for communication, although chat, videoconference and web 
lectures are being used from time to time (fig 3.5), most of the time this is in English as well. 
 



 
Fig. 3.5 Synchronous activities 

 
In 69% of the cases virtual communities are adopted during the course. The didactic timetable of 
most of the curricula is divided into two (semesters, one year) or four (semesters, two year) periods. 
Most of the exams (53%) are organized jointly between the partners, and in the most cases in 
presence between students and professors. Distance exams are not so popular (yet?). 63% of the 
curricula have a common evaluation system and common grading scale to work with. 
When it comes to students who have passed their exams, the response is not so big because most 

curricula are very young. But 7 of the curricula do have good results (90 to 100% passing rate). The 
groups of graduated students are of a mixed size. 

 
Fig 3.6 and 3.7 show that most curricula don't involve yet stakeholders in their management (79%), 
nor in there didactic activities 53%.  

 

 
Fig. 3.6 Stakeholders involved in management 

 



 
Fig. 3.7 Stakeholders involved in didactic activities 

 
 
Key aspects 
The last part of the questionnaire has been designed in order to complete the qualitative analysis of 
the curricula performed in the previous section with a quantitative analysis. So project partners have 
been asked to evaluate the importance they would give to several key aspects in the design of a new 
networked curriculum. 
 
Designing the question in a tabular form, it is possible to easily perform a quantitative analysis. It 
have been decided to associate to the different answer a linear scale from 1 (very low importance) to 
5 (very high importance). With this scheme it is possible to evaluate the average importance level of 
each key aspect, the result of this evaluation is represented in Table 2. 

 
Table 2 – Average and standard deviation of key aspects importance level 

Key aspect 
Average 

importance level 
Importance level 

standard deviation 

Design of contents 4,71 0,47 

Co-production of contents 3,65 1,00 

Management aspects 4,12 0,78 

Administrative aspects 3,71 0,99 

Financial aspects 3,71 0,77 

Complementarity of content 3,47 0,92 

Community 3,91 0,83 

Technological infrastructure 3,88 0,99 

Shared technological platform 4,06 0,56 

Language of the learning contents 3,88 0,93 

Language of the learning environment 3,41 1,12 

Accreditation procedure 3,88 0,78 

Mobility of students and professors 3,41 1,28 

Use of interactive tools for students and professors 4,00 0,87 

QA process 3,88 0,99 

Involvement of stakeholders 3,47 1,12 

 
All the key aspects has reached an average level higher than 3, that is “normal importance”. From the 
analysis, the most relevant are the following ones: 

 Content design, commonly recognized as much more important than any other aspect. A 
joint content design is essential to satisfy all the specific needs of the program respecting the 
cultural and didactic differences of the partners, and to create a strong cooperation. 



 Management, often undervalued, if properly designed in advance allows to simplify the 
cooperation and the interactions during the program delivery. 

 Interactive tools, important to make distance learning effective and to quickly satisfy the 
students didactic and technical needs. 

 Shared technological platform, essential for an efficient delivery of all the contents and 
services at distance and for the management and interactive activities. 

Key aspect with a low score (anyway higher than 3) are the complementarity of contents, the 
involvement of stakeholders and, above all, the language of the learning environment and the 
mobility. 
In order to better evaluate the trustfulness of the key aspect importance levels, it is interesting to 
calculate the standard deviation of the scores given to the different key aspects. A smaller standard 
deviation means more similar scores, so a more coherent opinion with respect to a given key aspect 
and so the average is a more trustful representation. As higher the standard deviation, as less 
coherent the partners' opinions. The standard deviation is reported in Table 2, too. For example, 
regarding content design, management aspects or the shared platform the standard deviation 
analysis evidences a common opinion among the partners. On the other hand, the scores of learning 
environment language, involvement of stakeholders and mobility are related to a higher standard 
deviation and so they are the results of more divergent opinions. This allows being less confident 
about the average importance level previously evaluated for these key aspects. 
A probable interpretation of these different results regarding the standard deviation is connected to 
the specific role of the key aspects. Content design and management are aspects that have to be 
carefully taken into account in each networked curriculum, so the level of importance that the 
partners give to these factors is high and it is quite similar. The learning environment language or the 
mobility are factor whose importance in more connected to the specific features of each program, 
and this of course influences the partners’ opinion. 
 
Conclusions 
The questionnaires analysis has evidenced several interesting results in different aspects and has 
offered a good overview of different kinds of networked programs at national and international level. 
This analysis will be the basis to define the best practices for designing and implementing a successful 
networked curriculum. 
 
References 

 Assante, A. and Sepe, R., (2011), An international cooperation experience between the 
International Telematic University Uninettuno and the Helwan University: the double degree 
in ICT Engineeing, Procedings of IEEE EDUCON 2011, 4th-6th April 2011, Amman, Jordan. 

 Cörvers, R. and de Kraker, J. (2009), Virtual Campus Development on the Basis of Subsidiarity: 
The EVS Approach, In: M. Stansfield and T. Connoloy (Eds.), Institutional Transformation 
through Best Practices in Virtual Campus Development: Advancing ELearning Policies, pp.179-
197. 

 Cörvers, R., Leinders, J. and van Dam-Mieras, R. (2007), Virtual seminars – or how to foster an 
international, multidisciplinary dialogue on sustainable development, In: Crossing 
Boundaries, Innovative Learning for Sustainable Development in Higher Education, Joop de 
Kraker, Angelique Lansu, Rietje van Dam-Mieras, (Eds.), pp.142-187, VAS (Verlag für 
Akademische Schriften), Frankfurt am Main, Germany.  

 Kuppens, A. and Truyen, F., (2010), LACE: how open ICT helps to build international Masters in 
the Bologna philosophy, Proceedings of EDULEARN10 Conference, 5th-7th July 2010, 
Barcelona, Spain. 

 Megías, D., Tebbens, W., Bijlsma, L. and Santanach, F. (2009), Free Technology Academy: a 
European initiative for distance education about Free Software and Open Standards, In: 
Proceedings of the 14th Annual ACM SIGCSE Conference on Innovation and Technology in 



Computer Science Education (ItiCSE'09, Paris, July 2009). ACM, New York, 2009; pp. 70-74.  

 Potters, H., Berlanga, A. and Bijlsma, L., (2011), Peer production & peer support at the Free 
Technology Academy, Computer Science Education Research Conference (CSERC'11, Heerlen, 
April 2011). ACM, New York, 2011. 

 Teixeira, A., Teixeira Pinto, M. and Olivera, I., (2011), El-Gate’s University International 
Cooperation Model: Promoting the globalization of ALtin American Universities, Signos 
Universitarios, Buenos Aires, USAL, 30:46, 2011. 

 Teixeira, A., Teixeira Pinto, M. and Olivera, I. (2011), A Sustainable Community of Learning: 
The Case of El-Gate, Proceedings of the Eden Annual Conference 2011, Dublin. 

 Tebbens, W., Megías, D., Jacovkis, D. and Bijlsma, L. (2010), Free Technology Academy: 
Towards sustainable production of free educational materials, 3rd Free Culture Research 
Conference (FCRC 2010, Berlin, October 2010). 

 Tebbens, W., Megías, D., Jacovkis, D and Bijlsma, L., (2010), Free Technology Academy: A joint 
venture of Free Software and OER.7th Annual Open Education Conference (OpenEd 2010, 
Barcelona, November 2010).  

 
Websites 
 

 http://www.eadtu.eu/netcu 

 http://www.euromime.org/ 

 http://drupal.arts.kuleuven.be/lace/ 

 http://www.elgate.eu/ 

 http://emba.anadolu.edu.tr/index_eng.php 

 http://www.fernuni.ch/studiengaenge/wirtschaft/bsc 

 http://ftacademy.org 

 http://www.leche.open.ac.uk/ 

 http://www.consorzionettuno.it/mednetu/ 

 http://www.virtualcampuses.eu/index.php/Med_Net%E2%80%99U 

 http://www.minse.net 

 http://www.ouc.ac.cy 

 http://www.ou.nl/evs 

 http://www.evssd.eu 

 http://www.ur.idistance.ch/filieres/economie?set_language=fr 

 http://www.zcu.cz/konstruktivismus 

 http://uais.cr.ktu.lt/plsql/mod_dest/stp_report_ects.mdl_ml?p_kodas=T120M052&p_year=2
011&p 

 _lang=LT&p_stp_id=4195 
 
 
 

http://www.eadtu.eu/netcu
http://www.euromime.org/
http://drupal.arts.kuleuven.be/lace/
http://www.elgate.eu/
http://emba.anadolu.edu.tr/index_eng.php
http://www.fernuni.ch/studiengaenge/wirtschaft/bsc
http://ftacademy.org/
http://www.leche.open.ac.uk/
http://www.consorzionettuno.it/mednetu/
http://www.virtualcampuses.eu/index.php/Med_Net%E2%80%99U
http://www.minse.net/
http://www.ouc.ac.cy/
http://www.ou.nl/evs
http://www.evssd.eu/
http://www.ur.idistance.ch/filieres/economie?set_language=fr
http://www.zcu.cz/konstruktivismus
http://uais.cr.ktu.lt/plsql/mod_dest/stp_report_ects.mdl_ml?p_kodas=T120M101&p_year=2011&p
http://uais.cr.ktu.lt/plsql/mod_dest/stp_report_ects.mdl_ml?p_kodas=T120M101&p_year=2011&p
http://uais.cr.ktu.lt/plsql/mod_dest/stp_report_ects.mdl_ml?p_kodas=T120M101&p_year=2011&p

