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Abstract: Inter-university cooperation has always been a desideratum of higher education
institutions. It has developed at a slower or faster pace, for different reasons, depending on the
era. Gradually, this cooperation has become more complex, giving rise to a new concept - the
internationalisation of higher education. Supported by the development of technology and the
increasing liberalisation of borders, cooperation in education has evolved from bilateral
agreements to consortia of universities and eventually to European universities. Created at the
initiative of the European Commission in 2017, European Universities are transnational alliances
that over the last four years have brought about a paradigm shift in inter-university cooperation.
This paper aims to discuss the participation of the Technical University of Civil Engineering of
Bucharest (UTCB) in a European consortium, and its contribution to internationalisation at the
institutional level. We will try to identify the advantages of being a member of this alliance, as well
as the difficulties encountered throughout the cooperation and the means to overcome them.

Keywords: cooperation, higher education, internalionalisation, European university, EU-
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https://doi.org/10.24193/JRHE.2024.1.1



6 ¢ Journal of Research in Higher Education e Vol. VIII, No. 1, 2024

Introduction

Medieval cultural history shows us that institutions of higher education, even in
their early forms - monastic school, cathedral school, studium, studia generalia and up to
the first universities that appeared in the 12th and 13t centuries - showed an openness to
academic cooperation (Verger 1999), allowing, above all, peregrinatio academica, and the
forerunner of today's academic mobility. Inter-university cooperation has always been
the driving force behind the development of these higher education institutions, in
particular because of the circulation of ideas it facilitated. However, this cooperation has
developed at a slower or faster pace, according to the possibilities of the time. Jacques
Verger (1999) and Walter Ruegg (2011) are just a few of the authors who have explored
in detail the history of higher education institutions and cooperation between them.

With the industrial and later technological and digital revolution, this cooperation
has developed into a broad, complex and institutionalised process, evolving from bilateral
agreements to networks of universities and eventually to European universities. The
need to be able to theoretically analyse this dynamic of higher education gave rise to a
new concept, which would later become a tool for analysis, namely the
internationalisation of higher education. This concept has been defined, elaborated, and
further explored by theorists such as Jane Knight (1995, 1999, 2004, 2012), Hans de Wit
(1995), and others.

If in the European space, this cooperation has appeared since the end of the 12th
century and the beginning of the 13t century, through the existence of common curricula,
a universal examination system and the predominance of Latin in the academic
environment (Knight, de Wit 1995), on Romanian territory the first higher education
institutions appear only at the end of the 17t century (Camariano-Cioran 1971), when
universities in Europe had already gone through two reform processes (Ruegg 2011). The
first, in the 13t century, aimed at standardizing their organization in faculties, as well as
the levels of studies, and the second, in the 15t century, was imposed by the advent of
humanism, which determined a common humanistic education for all European states
(Ruegg 2011).

The time lag regarding the evolution of higher education and the periodization of
internationalization in the Romanian space, compared to the European one (Verger 1999,

Knight, de Witt 1995), can be attributed to the level of development and literacy in the
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Romanian space at that time, as well as to historical vicissitudes, and can be understood
in the broader context of the modernization of the Romanian Principalities (Barbu 2021).

The efforts that Romanian higher education institutions made to reduce this gap
by reconnecting with Western values and undergoing institutional reform are especially
visible after 1989. Thus, the main Romanian educational institutions did not miss the
opportunity to participate in what we consider the pinnacle of inter-university
cooperation, namely European universities. Created at the initiative of the European
Commission in 2017, these transnational structures have brought about a change in the
paradigm of cooperation in higher education. This paper aims to discuss the participation
of the Technical University of Civil Engineering of Bucharest in the EU-CONEXUS alliance,
and its contribution to the internationalisation of higher education at the institutional
level. We will try to identify the advantages of being a member of this alliance, as well as
the difficulties encountered throughout the cooperation and the means to overcome

them.

Theoretical framework

1. Internationalisation of higher education: core concepts

From the very beginning, higher education has been one of the main means of
fostering cultural exchange and facilitating interactions between different countries.
These exchanges became much more complex, prompting researchers to scrutinise what
had begun to manifest itself as a process per se. In the 1990s, a new concept was defined

and introduced by academia, namely the internationalisation of higher education.

Over the years there have been several definitions of the internationalisation of
higher education (Arum, van de Water 1993; van der Wende, 1997; Qiang 2003), but the
definition that stands out is the one formulated by Jane Knight (2012, p.22): ,the process
of integrating an international, intercultural and global dimension into the objectives,

core functions and outcomes of higher education at both institutional and national levels”.

[t is important to note, however, that almost all the proposed definitions describe

internationalisation as a process, a very important aspect that indicates a certain



8 ¢ Journal of Research in Higher Education e Vol. VIII, No. 1, 2024

consensus in the academic community on the nature of internationalisation and helps

both theorists and practitioners to approach it coherently.

Jane Knight and Hans de Wit (1995) also identify the motivations behind
internationalisation, which they initially classify as political and economic one one side,
and cultural and educational on the other. Later, for a better understanding of this process,
Jane Knight (1997) returns and classifies them into economic, political, academic, and
cultural motivations, and draws attention to the level at which they are pursued - national
and institutional - stressing the need for coordination between the two. In the new
context of European universities, we could add a third level, the international one, thus
making the internationalisation equation more complex, given the need to align the
motivations of the institutions involved, the countries of origin, and the international

community to which they belong.

Irrespective of the motivation, Jane Knight (1999) warns that internationalization

must prioritize:

e activities: curricula, student and staff mobility, technical assistance;

e competences: development of skills, knowledge, attitudes, and values, at both
student and staff levels, development of international programmes;

e ethos: creation of a culture and climate that values and supports international and
intercultural perspectives and initiatives;

e process: integration of an international and intercultural dimension into learning,
research and service provision combining a wide range of activities, policies and

procedures.

Regardless of the level at which internationalisation is pursued, the two sectors,
home and abroad, must be considered. This differentiation was made by Jane Knight in

2012 and provides further guidance for understanding internationalisation.

Thus, internationalisation at home aims at reforming the curriculum (by
introducing an international, intercultural, and global dimension in the curricula, not
limited to language teaching only), teaching and learning methods, research, but also
extracurricular activities involving both domestic and international students, thus

facilitating their exposure to multicultural contexts.
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On the other hand, internationalisation abroad will aim at facilitating academic
mobility (for students, teachers, researchers), not only diversifying such mobility (study
visits, sabbaticals, short-term fellowships, internships, or long-term study programmes),
but also internationalising study programmes by setting up double degree/cotutelle

programmes or online courses.

By their very nature, European universities approach internationalisation on both
levels, home and abroad, in a comprehensive attempt to create a European academic
climate where every member of the academic community feels at home, regardless of
their country of origin. It is very important for successful internationalisation that
attention is paid to both sectors equally, to achieve a balance, thus managing to both meet
the needs of the members of the academic community and strengthen its international

prestige.

2. Inter-university cooperation: typology

The complexity of today's world has led to a complexity of forms of cooperation
between higher education institutions, such as bilateral agreements, university

networks/associations, and, most recently, European universities.

Looking at the history of higher education, we note that the main means of
cooperation between universities has been bilateral agreements, which continue to play
an important role in the internationalisation strategy of each academic institution even
today. Although there is no unanimously accepted definition of a bilateral agreement in
the academic field, it can be seen as a mutual understanding between two higher
education institutions expressing a desire to achieve common, specific objectives, such as
research, student mobility, organisation of conferences, development of joint study
programmes, etc. Walter Ruegg (2011) notes that collaboration between different
European universities began on the basis of bilateral agreements and observes that until
1990, this was the most common form of cooperation, particularly in terms of mutual
recognition of studies in foreign countries (2011), although he acknowledges that these

were not the most effective mechanisms for promoting academic cooperation (2011).

Associations and networks of universities emerged, according to the periodisation

proposed by Jane Knight and Hans de Wit (1995), in the third period of
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internationalisation of higher education, which, as they state, began with the end of the
Second World War and continues to this day. Following the end of the war, higher
education and research institutions became increasingly important in the national
political system and their role changed, becoming partners with an active role in the
development of society. Thus, at the proposal of the Dutch government in 1948, the idea
of the International Association of Universities was launched, founded under the aegis of
UNESCO, which today has 600 members from 120 countries. As Andrew Gunn states,
,alliances are a longstanding feature of the higher education landscape” (2020, p.13), and
their number has grown steadily over the last 35 years, with some 38 such structures in
existence in 2007 (Moodie 2010). Other examples of associations and networks are the
European University Association (which brings together 850 higher education
institutions from 49 European countries), the American Association of Universities, the
Balkan Universities Association, the Black Sea Universities Network, Networks of

Universities in European Capitals, etc.

The most recent and complex form of inter-university cooperation in the European
area, but opening up to other geographical areas, are the European universities, which we

will discuss below.

3. What is a European university?

The idea of a European university was, in fact, originally a political project proposed in
1948 by the German economist Alfred Muller Armack, who believed that for a complete
European integration, it is necessary to have a ,community of intelligence” (Lehmann
2019, p. 77). It should be noted that the idea of such a structure emerged at the same
time as the idea of university associations, but unlike the latter, this project, due to its

complexity, could only be achieved in 2019.

In the post-war context, European leaders did not consider such a structure
necessary, and discussions continued throughout the 1950s, but without a consensus on
the financial and legal status, or the main mission - innovation and development versus

cultural integration (Orr et al. 2019).

The idea was not completely abandoned, and in 1960, the project of a European

university defined as an institution offering a two-year postgraduate studies for 500
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students in fields relevant to European integration was launched. Nevertheless, it was

rejected at the Bonn summit a year later (Corbert 2005).

Italy took up the discussion in 1969, proposing the creation of the European
University Institute, envisioned as a research and teaching institute for postgraduate and
postdoctoral studies in the social sciences. The institution was inaugurated in 1972 in
Florence, but lacked the character of a comprehensive supranational university (Palayret
1996). The institution still operates today, having the merit of bringing under one roof a
truly international academic community, from academic and administrative staff to
students. However, as we shall see below, it does not have the vocation of a European
university, as envisaged by the European Commission, but is rather an autonomous higher

education and research institution with its own premises and budget.

Consistent with the desire to create a true European university, Jose Manuel
Barroso, at the time President of the European Commission, took up the discussion,
proposing the creation of a European Institute of Technology, undertaking ,high level
education, research and innovation activities, both in some strategic thematic areas and
in the field of science and innovation management” (Barroso 2006). Member States were

opposed, which is why the idea never materialised (Meller 2006; Meller et al. 2006).

The election of the pro-European Emanuel Macron as President of France was
providential for the recovery of the idea of a European university, and his proposal was
welcomed by the European Commission, which in its report Strengthening European
Identity through Education and Culture reiterated the need for a European identity and
culture by , creating world-class European universities that can work seamlessly together

across borders” (European Commission 2017a).

Thus, the European University was born, defined by the European Commission as
,an ambitious transnational alliance of higher education institutions developing long-
term structural and strategic cooperation. Minimum of three higher education
institutions, from three EU Member States or other Erasmus programme countries are

necessary to form a European University”.

The call for the first round of funding closed at the end of February 19 and received
54 applications for new alliances. This resulted in 11 European Universities involving 114

higher education institutions from 24 Member States. The second call, opened in
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November 2019, confirmed a further 24 European Alliances (European Commission
2019). A new Erasmus + call in 2022 now confirms a total of 44 European universities
encompassing 340 higher education institutions from 31 countries, both EU Member

States and Iceland, Turkey, Serbia and Norway (European Commission).
Through a European University, the European Commission aims to create:

e seamless mobility for students, staff and researchers (physical, virtual or blended)
to study, train, teach, do research, work or share services at cooperating partner
institutions;

e transdisciplinary and transnational teams of students, academics and external
stakeholders tackle big issues facing Europe (such as climate protection,
democracy, health, big data, migration);

e flexible curricula designed by the students, leading to a European Degree;

e practical and/or work-based experience to foster an entrepreneurial mind-set and
develop civic engagement;

e aclearreflexion of the social, economic and cultural diversity of the population by

the students body. (European Commission).

Methodology

Aiming to explore how the membership of the Technical University of Civil
Engineering of Bucharest (UTCB) in a European university consortium, namely EU-
CONEXUS, enhanced internationalization at the institutional level, this research paper is

supported by both qualitative and quantitative analysis.

We have conducted an in-depth analysis of core documents elaborated by EU-
CONEXUS and UTCB (reports, progress reports, agreements, statements, and policy
documents), relevant for revealing the approach of these two entities towards four key
elements of internationalization, namely joint study programmes, academic mobility,

joint research projects and the development of international and intercultural campuses.

The study also includes a quantitative analysis based on statistical data gathered

from UTCB’s International Relations Department. The data covers the period 2019 (the
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inauguration year of EU-CONEXUS) - 2023 (the academic year 2022 - 2023). The data
will help us understand if UTCB’s membership in EU-CONEXUS has caused an increase in
the interest (expressed through the number of beneficiaries/participants) of academic
and administrative staff in more international and intercultural exposure over the years.

We are also interested in the degree of consistency of this progressive evolution, if any.

Broad context: Romania and the European universities

After the fall of the communist regime in 1989, Romania turned its gaze westwards
again, in a desire to catch up to the Western values it used to share. In the context of
capitalism that was alien to it, in an increasingly culturally complex world where cultural
exchange had become essential to the functioning of society, Romania had to take a giant

leap and catch up with what the West had been building for almost half a century.

Through small steps, universities reformed themselves according to democratic
principles, participation in international projects intensified (Tempus, Erasmus), and at
the national level, Romania joined the Bologna Process in 1999, succeeding in the
proposed reforms through legislative changes and the rethinking of the entire educational
process for a knowledge-based society. Accession to the EU has also supported Romanian

higher education, both through the exchange of best practices and funding.

When the European Commission launched the call for the establishment and
funding of European universities, Romanian higher education institutions were eager to
take part in this initiative. Today, 14 Romanian higher education institutions are members

of 14 European universities, according to the website of the European Commission:

CIVICA - The European University in Social Sciences (nine universities, among which

National University of Political Studies and Public Administration);

CIVIS 2 - A European Civic University Alliance (nine universities, among which University

of Bucharest);

CONEXUS - European University for Smart Urban Coastal Sustainability (nine

universities, among which the Technical University of Civil Engineering Bucharest);
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EUTOPIA - European Universities Transforming to an Open Inclusive Academy (ten

universities, among which Babes Bolyai University of Cluj);

FORTHEM - Fostering Outreach within European Regions, Transnational Higher
Education, and Mobility (nine universities, among which Lucian Blaga University of

Sibiu);

EU GREEN - European University Alliance for sustainability: responsible growth,
inclusive education and environment (nine universities, among which University of

Oradea)

INGENIUM - INGENIUM European University (ten universities, among which Technical
University Gheorghe Asachi of lasi)

E3UDRES2 - Engaged and Entrepreneurial European University as Driver for European
Smart and Sustainable Regions (six universities, among which Polytechnic University

Timisoara)

EC2U - European Campus of City Universities (seven universities, among which

Alexandru Ioan Cuza University of lasi)

EELISA - European Engineering Learning Innovation and Science Alliance (nine

universities, among which Polytechnic University of Bucharest)

EURECA-PRO - The European University Alliance on Responsible Consumption and

Production (seven universities, among which University of Petrosani)

Eut - European University of Technology (eight universities, among which Technical

University of Cluj Napoca)

NeurotechEU - European University of Brain and Technology (eight universities, among

which Iuliu Hatieganu University of Medicine and Pharmacy)

UNITA - Universitas Montium (six universities, among which West University of

Timisoara)



Oana Luiza Barbu & Raluca Mihaela Ghentulescu ¢ 15

Specilic context: UTCB AND EU-CONEXUS

Having its roots in the “School for Land Surveyors” and the “The School of Bridges,
Roads and Mines”, founded in Bucharest in 1818 and 1867 respectively, the actual basic
structure of the Technical University of Civil Engineering of Bucharest was established in
1948. It is the only Romanian university entirely devoted to education in civil engineering
and related fields, having a long history of successful contributions to Romanian research
and education. With a competitive and well-recognised academic staff, UTCB is a major

actor in higher education, research, consultancy, and design code regulations.

Over the years, the Technical University of Civil Engineering of Bucharest
concluded numerous cooperation agreements, currently having 23 active bilateral
agreements with 23 countries in Europe, Africa, Asia, North and South America and 60
Erasmus agreements. The Technical University of Civil Engineering of Bucharest (UTCB)
is affiliated to the following university associations and networks: European Civil
Engineering Education and Training Association, Agence Universitaire de Ila
Francophonie, Association of European Schools of Planning, Fédération Internationale du
Béton, International Project Management Association, Permanent International
Association of Navigation Congresses, International Association for the Exchange of

Students for Technical Experience.

Following the call of the European Commission for the creation of European
universities, La Rochelle University, as an applicant, supported by five other higher
education institutions (La Rochelle Université - France, Agricultural University of Athens
- Greece, Klaipeda University - Lituania, La Universidad Catolica de Valencia - Spain,
University of Zadar - Croatia, and the Technical University of Civil Engineering of
Bucharest - Romania) have submitted the Grant Agreement for action with multiple
beneficiaries under ERASMUS+:European Universities no. 612599/June 2019. Their
intention was to create a European University for Smart Urban Coastal Sustainability (EU-
CONEXUS) aiming to carry out a wide range of activities: joint study programmes,
mobility coordination, joint research, external and international relations, management
of projects, campus life, smart campus, sustainability and dissemination for three

academic years (September 2019 - August 2022). We can immediately identify in its work
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programme the fact that this new entity embodies almost all of the priority aspects

envisioned by an efficient internationalization.

The proposal won funding from the European Commission in the first round, in
the amount of 4 516 063 Euros for a period of 36 months, which led to the conclusion of
the Consortium Agreement from 20.09.2019 stipulating the terms of this cooperation for
the following three years. At the time of its creation, EU-CONEXUS included 41 223
students, 5 421 staff members, among which 3 529 teaching/research staff, 34 faculties
and 65 research groups (UTCB Report, 2019).

By winning funding for three more years after the 2022 call, three other
universities have joined as partners, namely the University of Rostock - Germany, South
East Technological University - Ireland, and Frederick University - Cyprus, therefore a
new Consortium Agreement (EU-CONEXUS PLUS) was signed in January 2023. According
to the information available on the EU-CONEXUS website, since April 17, 2024, a large
academic community has formed around it, counting 71 423 students, 8 173 employees,
including 4 848 academic staff members/researchers, 50 faculties, 72 research groups
and 928 study programmes for all levels. The development of this entity from six to nine
members after the second round is proof of not only its potential for the
internationalisation of higher education, but also the success of its approach taken on this

process after three years of intense activity.

EU-CONEXUS defines itself as a transnational European higher education and
research institution that covers smart urban sustainable coastal development from a
global point of view. EU-CONEXUS partner institutions are located in France, Greece,
Romania, Lithuania, Spain, Ireland, Cyprus, Germany, and Croatia. These partners are
united around common values such as academic freedom, responsiveness, diversity,

inclusiveness and gender equality, sustainability, transparency and multiculturalism.

At the management level, EU-CONEXUS has a Governing Board, responsible for
making strategic decisions, which includes the rectors of the partner universities. The
implementation of the alliance's activities is overseen by a Joint Management Board, made
up of institutional coordination managers. The strategic orientation and implementation
of joint study programmes or research projects is coordinated by an academic council and

a research council. Another body of EU-CONEXUS is the External Advisory Board, whose
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task is to regularly review the progress of the Alliance. Students from all partner
universities are also represented in the Student Board, participating in strategic decision-
making at all levels and even in the implementation of student activities. The alliance

counts also on the support of an an Executive Board and a Coordination Committee.

EU-CONEXUS aims to develop a European Coastal Policy, and, at the same time, to
create cross-disciplinary, multi-disciplinary and cross-sectorial study and research
programmes. The Alliance also focuses on the creation of an inter-university campus,
which promotes academic and administrative integration, thus facilitating the exchange

of best practices and, in the long term, improving the institutional climate of each partner.

Another ambition of EU-CONEXUS members is to succeed in setting up joint
European study programmes and even the possibility of awarding joint European
degrees, which of course requires access for international students, teachers, and
researchers. The main issues on which the proposed study programmes will focus are
marine biotechnology, aquaculture, coastal sustainability, marine hydrology, marine
environment engineering, civil engineering and port constructions, green transport,

energy efficiency, smart port city, etc.

In addition to the establishment of new study programmes, another goal is to make
existing programmes more accessible to Alliance members by offering courses or full
study programmes in an international language. This will also increase the mobility, both

physical and virtual, of teachers, students, and researchers.

Another ambitious project is the creation of a Living Lab to enable exchange of
ideas and collaboration between students and young professionals in order to bring

innovative solutions to problems the industry currently faces.

It is clear that the European university, through its approaches, encourages and
facilitates the internationalisation of each partner, both at home and abroad. On the other
hand, this joint approach makes their internationalisation process more coherent and

targeted than would have been the case with individual internationalisation.
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Findings on the contribution of EU-CONEXUS to UTCB'’s internationalisation

1. Joint study programmes

One of the main purposes and achievements of the EU-CONEXUS was the
accreditation of joint study programmes, two minor programmes - Blue Economy and

Growth and Costal Development, and a Joint Master Programme in Marine Biology.

A Minor programme (also called a "secondary specialisation") is a set of courses in
English offered by one of the six EU-CONEXUS founding universities that students can
choose to complement their main programme of study. To obtain an EU-CONEXUS
Certificate, students must accumulate 30 credits by taking five courses over three

semesters at three different universities in the alliance.

According to the report, the two Minor programmes proved to be successful and
increased the interest in cooperating at the Bachelor programme level in other fields.
These programmes enhanced the use of new pedagogical methodologies in other courses

as well, thanks to the training on teaching methologies they offered.

The language in which these Minor programmes are taught is English. Many efforts
were made to expand the accessibility of these courses by providing them in other
languages with the support of automatic translation tools or by creating subject related
glossaries. Unfortunately, as the report emphasizes, all those efforts proved to be
unsuccessful. However, in order to give access to a larger number of students to these

study programmes, a course of English for sustainability was offered.

Despite the language barrier, these two Minor programmes expanded the
academic offer in the English language of the universities involved, which intensified the
academic and teaching mobilities with 233 teaching staff members in physical or virtual
mobility within the Alliance. These programmes also imposed a harmonization of the
academic calendar, the recognition of non-curricular/ extra-curricular learning outcomes
in diploma supplements, and the development of a common online learning management

system through the EU-CONEXUS Moodle.
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Thanks to their interdisciplinary and cross-sectoral approaches, the universities
involved managed to make their curricula more flexible and to intensify management and

automatic recognition of new formats of physical, virtual, and blended mobilities.

These two minor programmes were an innovation at the level of European higher
education and were unique at the national level. They allow students to build up their

own academic path, being characterized by flexibility and multidisciplinarity.

UTCB has a valuable and consistent contribution to these Minor programmes,
launched in the second semester of the academic year 2020-2021, by coordinating one of
the two programmes and two sectors within them, and by offering ten courses taught by
45 UTCB teaching staff members, with the intervention of external experts in some cases.
The courses are attached to the curriculum of the English section of the Faculty of

Engineering in Foreign Languages.

The minor courses managed by UTCB are: Sustainable Transport Engineering for
Coastal Region Energy from Renewable Resources I (wind, waves, tidal, currents), Energy
from Renewable Resources II (solar, hydrothermal, biomass, osmotic, OTEC), Built
Facilities for Aquaculture, Performant built facilities for sustainable tourism, Natural
hazards in coastal regions, Sustainable Built Environment Effects of Climate Changes,
Geographic Information Systems and Remote Sensing Pollution / Depollution (water, air,

soil).

The evaluation questionnaires administered to the students participating in the
Minor programmes showed their appreciation of the teaching and interaction with the
teaching staff, as well as the quality of these programmes. Within the programmes, a
professional Minor course - Introduction to Underwater Archaeology, organized by

UNIZD, was piloted - four UTCB students participated in a physical format.

The other joint study programme offered within the EU-CONEXUS community is
the Joint Master programme Marine Biotechnology (JMPMB), successfully accredited by
the European Approach for Joint Programmes. It is one of the first three joint programmes
created by European University alliances and the only one with Erasmus Mundus funding.
The four-semester study cycle started in September 2022 with 25 students of 18

nationalities.
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This programme was created as a transnationally integrated multidisciplinary one
based on joint enrolment and administration with embedded personalised curricula,
innovative pedagogies, high insertion of professionals in the teaching process, hands-on
training, joint Diploma, etc. Its implementation helped to identify a series of barriers to
transnational collaboration and to overcome them by impacting national and
international decisions towards automatic recognition, European Degree, quality

assurance, and other tools.

UTCB is involved in this study programme by intervening in two courses, and
coordinating two research projects as well as dissertations if students choose a UTCB

coordinator.

A direct follow-up are the numerous expressions of interest from the staff
community to create more joint Master offers with EU-CONEXUS partners. The successful
implementation of this joint Master program led to the increased interest of the EU-
CONEXUS community in creating other joint MA programmes, such as an MA in Digital
Humanities, which has already won an Erasmus Mundus Design Measures funding and an
MA in Fisheries and Aquaculture Business Management, which is supported by the Greek
Ministry of Development and Investments and co-funded by the European Union under
the Greek Operational Program Human Resources Development, Education and Lifelong

Learning.

A Charter and Code of Conduct for Automatic Recognition will serve as a basis for
further deployment of the EU-CONEXUS joint educational offers and for easier mobility
of credits, thus facilitating personalized and flexible curricula. The joint pressure put on
Member States for legal changes facilitating the creation and implementation of joint
study programmes by the European University Initiative, actively supported by EU-
CONEXUS, has already led to modifications of the respective laws in Romania, Croatia,

Greece, and Spain.

In the Ph.D. area, the alliance worked on cataloguing Ph.D. topics on the EU-
CONEXUS theme, the development of a long-term joint Ph.D. programme, the initiation of
co-supervised Ph.D. programmes between the universities in the alliance, and the

organisation of a summer school for Ph.D. students from July to August 2021. The first
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EU-CONEXUS Ph.D. Summer School took place in July in Zadar, where UTCB had three

students and two teaching faculty members.

2. Student academic mobility

The joint programmes opened the path to new academic mobility possibilities,
incoming and outgoing, for both students and teachers. Based on the data obtained from
the International Relations Department of UTCB, we have managed to summarize the

dynamics of students’ incoming and outgoing mobility for the period 2020 - 2023.

Table 1. Dynamics of access to minor courses between 2020 and 2023

UNIVERSITY RATE OF
SEMESTER -~ "\UA | KU | LRUniv | SETU | UGV | UNIZD | UROS | UTCB | ToTAL | SRADUATION
Sprirzlg 22;’20 - 252 29 35 - 24 7 - 96 443 104 (23.4%)
Fall2021-2022 151 19 19 .25 9 9 75 307 179 (58%)
Spriggzzgu - 151 24 27 8 34 14 20 64 342 207 (60.5%)
Fall2022-2023 40 13 21 . 24 3 22 43 166 90 (54.2%)
Sprile(g)zzgzz - 75 19 51 - 16 13 38 57 269 179 (66.5%)
Total 669 104 153 8 123 46 89 335 1527 756 (49.5%)

The data in Table 1 shows an overall fluctuation in the dynamics of accessing the
courses offered by the two Minor programmes developed within EU-CONEXUS. The
highest number of applications was at the moment of its launch, in the Spring semester
of 2020 - 2021, when 443 students applied. The lowest number of applications was 166
and was registered in the Fall semester of 2022 - 2023. From 1527 applications, 767 were
for the Minor programme Blue Economy and Growth and 760 for the Minor programme
Costal Development and Marine Sustainable Tourism, which showed the attractiveness of

both Minor programmes among the students.

We can see that, considering the total number of applications over the five
semesters, UTCB is the second most active member within EU-CONEXUS in terms of
outgoing student academic mobility, with 335 applications, following the Agricultural

University of Athens, which had by far the largest number of applicants, 669.

However, the rate of graduation is a little less than 50%, although we can observe

that the rate of graduation has generally followed an ascending trend, from 23.4% to
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66.5%, despite the fact that the number of applications decreased. This can suggest that
the programme managed to acquire some coherence from both an administrative and
academic point of view, facilitating the access to courses and consolidating the

importance of these Minor programmes to the overall economy of the BA programme.

Table 2. Dynamics of graduation rate of Minor programmes between 2020 and 2023

RATE OF
SEMESTER TOTAL DROP-OUT FAILED N/A
GRADUATION
Spring 2020 - 2021 443 104 (23.4%) 82 5 255
Fall 2021 - 2022 307 179 (58%) 114 13 1
Spring 2021 - 2022 342 207 (60,5%) 128 7 0
Fall 2022 - 2023 166 90 (54.2%) 44 3 29
Spring 2022 - 2023 269 179 (66.5%) 58 22 13
Total 1527 756 (49.5%) 426 (27.8%) 50 (3.27%) 298 (19.5%)

As data in Table 2 shows, although the graduation rate has seen an overall increase
over the years, the rate is still under 50%. The data suggests that the biggest issue is the
tendency among the students to drop out somewhere along the course and, even if it
decreased over the last two semesters, the overall rate is 27.8%. An encouraging aspect
is the rate of failure among those students who went through the entire programme,
which is a little more than 3%. For a rate of 19.5% of the applicants there was no data

available regarding their progress within the programme.

Equally important from point of view of internationalisation is the number of
incoming student mobilities. According to the data received from the International
Relations Department of UTCB, in the period 2020 - 2023, UTCB was the host university

that received the highest number of applications, 415, as shown in Table 3.

Table 3. Situation of applications/host institution within EU-CONEXUS

INSTITUTION AUA KU LRU ucv UNIZD UROS UTCB
NUMBER OF
206 160 193 227 306 20 415
APPLICANTS:

It is important to analyse this number of applications at the UTCB level so that we
can draw conclusions regarding the impact on internationalization at the institutional

level. Results are presented in Table 4:
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Table 4. Dynamics of access to minor courses offered by UTCB between 2020 and 2023

YEAR OF STUDY STUDY PROGRAM
Costal
Blue RATE OF
ACADEMIC development
TOTAL economy GRADUAT
YEAR and maritime
and ION
N/A sustainable
growth
1 2 3 4 5 /6 tourism
2020-2021 25 61 43 14 57 0 200 76 124 52 (25%)
59
2021 -2022 7 25 18 12 19 30 111 37 74
(53.15%)
72
2022-2023 10 38 29 11 15 1 104 32 72
(69.23%)

Analysing the information in Table 4 we can observe a constant decrease in the
number of applicants, from 200 to 104. However, the rate of graduation has increased
significantly and constantly, from 25% to 69.23%. Another important observation is that,
if at the EU-CONEXUS level, both Minor programmes have more or less the same number
of applications, when it comes to the courses offered by UTCB accessed by students from
other partner universities, there is a clear and constant interest in the Minor programme
Costal development and maritime sustainable tourism. Compared to the overall dynamic at
the EU-CONEXUS level, we can point out that the number of applications and the rate of

graduation follow the overall trend.

3. Joint Research projects

Progress has also been made in the field of research, with the implementation of
the EU-CONEXUS Research for Society (RFS) project, which aims at the institutional
transformation of all partner universities in order to create favourable conditions for the
development of an internationally challenging and competitive multidisciplinary

research and innovation area based on a transnational inter-university campus.

The establishment of the EU-CONEXUS Joint Research Area was hindered by initial
barriers to mobility, but gained momentum through meetings, lab visits and

conferences/workshops. Summer schools for Ph.D. students were also successfully
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implemented and helped to raise awareness among young researchers and supervisors

about EU-CONEXUS and opportunities for researchers.

Another successful outcome of the intensified cooperation of EU-CONEXUS
researchers is the submission of 11 joint research projects. Research cooperation has
significantly intensified thanks to the first face-to-face scientific workshop in June 2022.
This meeting also provided an impetus for the cooperation and structuring of Joint
Research Institutes (JRI), which are the main fora for the exchange of ideas and the

development of joint research.

EU-CONEXUS Plus will further support this structuring and integration. Equally
important is the top funding provided by H2020 (EU-CONEXUS Research for Society),
through which institutional harmonization and transformation in research are taking
place and which will attract more researchers into the activities of the Alliance. In the
pursuit of excellence, EU-CONEXUS research laboratories have continued to receive
accreditation certificates. During the project period, one certificate was issued to AUA and
three more certificates for UCV, KU, and UTCB are pending approval. The best practices
identified through these pilot accreditations will continue into the full dissemination

phase.

A scientific mapping carried out in the first phase allowed a mutual knowledge of
research facilities. This mapping has been integrated into the research portal and each

researcher can identify potential collaborators through this information system.

The mobilization of common research interests also within the JRI by funding
project development and organizing research hours, funding research mobility,
organizing scientific conferences and workshops has led to the submission of 11 joint
research projects involving more than 60 researchers from all partner institutions. So far,

two projects have been accepted for funding (H2020-SwafS proposal and COST action).

The Alliance has also been organizing a series of scientific workshops/conferences
and research mobilizations which have proved to be very useful in creating a fertile
ground for further cooperation and development of the JRI. As a result of these activities,
new project proposals such as EIT-HEI, MSCA Doctoral Networks, and COST Action are

under preparation/in progress.
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As far as the development of UTCB’s research dimension is concerned, it must be
stressed that, through the Joint Research Package (WP4), a database of research units in
the partner universities has been established. In this package, eight working groups have
been set up and UTCB is coordinating working group 7 - the Coastal Engineering Institute.
It is worth noting that UTCB took the initiative to create a database of project proposals,
coming up with a package of 12 concrete proposals. As a result of the participation of
UTCB representatives in the respective work packages, information on relevant calls was
disseminated, support materials for laboratories were developed on the harmonization
of procedures, data for the completion of the research platform were collected and

submitted, and the Project Development Fund call was disseminated.

An important activity in this area is the submission of joint project applications by
consortium partners. The first winning project is EU-CONEXUS Research for Society, a link
on the Horizon 2020 funding line dedicated to European Universities. The aim of the
project is to support research in the universities of the alliance and to develop a joint
multidisciplinary research and innovation environment on Smart Coastal Urban

Sustainability.

The EU-CONEXUS Research for Society project has developed public policy
documents, development guidelines and exchange of best practices for research in the
alliance and at the European level on topics such as open and participatory science,
innovation, integrity, gender equality, etc. Three UTCB representatives were involved in
the Young Researcher Skills Training Programme and the first online conference was
organised; 11 UTCB representatives participated in the first physical alliance conference
on Perspectives in Smart Urban Coastal Sustainability Research and six UTCB researchers
benefited separately from Research for Mobility grants from the main project; a training
for laboratory accreditation was financially supported by the alliance for 20 UTCB
participants representing UTCB research facilities; EENVIRO involved three papers, two
keynote speakers and a workshop from the EU-CONEXUS alliance partners (LRUniv, AUA
and KU); three UTCB academics participated in La Rochelle in the Teaching in
Multicultural Environment training and in the Virtual Café online editions, and the whole
UTCB community of academics was invited; 13 Job-Shadowings were organised for UTCB

administrative staff within the alliance partners.

The main results of interest for UTCB within EU-CONEXUS in 2023 were:
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¢ Winning the Horizon project EU-CONEXUS ENABLES;

¢ “Promoting excellence through innovative eco-systems!” under the coordination
of UTCB and Professor Ilinca Nastase, the first project funded by the Horizon
programme won by UTCB as coordinator. The budget was about five million Euros
for all the ten partners;

¢ Winning the project “Building Student Identity for European Universities Alliance”,

coordinated by LRUniv and funded by the French ERASMUS+ Agency.

4. International and intercultural campus

Cultural activities have also been organised over the three years to promote
European culture and languages. Intercultural exchanges are particularly important
because, by getting to know our partners, we can ensure successful cooperation even at
times when opinions differ. Due to the pandemic, a good part of these exchanges was
organized online, but with the return to normal academic activity, these exchanges have

been carried out with physical presence. Summer and winter schools were also organised.

In the area of social and cultural activities, the first EU-CONEXUS virtual race was

organized with 419 runners participating.

At the EU-CONEXUS Cultural Festival in Klaipeda, UTCB was represented by 12
students, where they prepared a play written by them and sang songs known in the
partner universities. At the University Sport Games, the EU-CONEXUS basketball team
had four UTCB students.

The second edition of the EU-CONEXUS Cultural Festival was organized by UTCB
within ConstructFest, gathering 150 participants from the alliance, and involving the
Student Culture House, the Artists' Nest, artistic moments by UTCB students and ASCB.
Also during ConstructFEST, there was a presentation of the academic offer of the alliance
and professional development and orientation sessions in English for EU-CONEXUS

students.

The first EU-CONEXUS social entrepreneurship programme was also coordinated
by UTCB, in which 20 students from the alliance participated in learning sessions,

external mentoring (from Romania Climatosfera, Act for Tomorrow, Ateliere senza
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Frontiere, Red Cross, EcoVision) and proposed plans for the development of social start-

ups. Six winners went on international mobilities in the EU-CONEXUS countries.

UTCB also participated in Portathon, Lithuania with four students and one mentor,
and ranked at 6th place out of 16 teams with the proposal “Automatic Application for

Logistic Incidents and Predictive Threats”.

The EU-CONEXUS Career Center on JobTeaser coordinated by UTCB was developed
with 427 students and alumni registered from the alliance, and 80 job and internship
offers in EU-CONEXUS countries were posted by member universities. UTCB also
coordinated the EU-CONEXUS Career Forum online with jobs/internships in the IT field,
45 students from the alliance participated and 8 companies from different countries were

present.

The second edition of the EU-CONEXUS Summer School for EU-CONEXUS Ph.D.
students on Open Science took place in Valencia, with six UTCB students and two
facilitators. In the Student Civic Engagement project of the alliance four students and four
UTCB teachers and researchers participated in training on student civic engagement in

Klaipeda and Valencia and a debate with UTCB students was organised in Sinaia.

EU-CONEXUS Sports Games in Zadar had six UTCB students in the EU-CONEXUS
basketball teams, winning the 2rd female and 4t male place in the international
competition. EU-CONEXUS Final Sports Games in Zaton where traditional sports games
were organized counted 20 UTCB students ranking 2nd place in the music culture

competition.

Discussions and conclusions

Going back to the definition of internationalization quoted at the beginning of the
article, we can see that the European university is perhaps the most successful element
in accelerating the internationalization process at the level of each higher education

institution.
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Different from the status of a separate entity, the membership of a university in a
European consortium gives an additional push towards system-level reforms in the

attempt to harmonise different systems and institutional climates.

We believe that European universities have the potential to accelerate the
internationalisation process of the participating educational institutions by what they
propose. On the other hand, a larger number of educational institutions from the same
country involved in this type of cooperation could also accelerate the internationalisation
of higher education at national level. Last, but not least, such European universities,
through cooperation between their members, have a greater chance of helping to
implement European Union policies at the level of Member States, from an economic,

cultural and academic point of view.

For UTCB, EU-CONEXUS represents an opportunity to take the internationalization
process to another level by increasing efforts to reform the curriculum, to improve the
quality of research and to form a modern, international and multicultural campus that

responds to the needs of both the Romanian society and the European community.

On the other hand, there are many challenges that this alliance has faced and for
which solutions are still being sought. These are more of a legislative and administrative
nature, and concern different requirements for the accreditation and quality assurance of
joint programmes, different academic calendars and grading, different admission process.
Restrictions in the language of instruction in higher education courses are still an obstacle
to cooperation between partners, as well as the different institutional climates. There are

also financial obstacles, such as different funding systems and tuition fees.
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Introduction

In recent decades, the institutionalised academic mobility, managed by higher
education institutions in mutual relations and including a certain level of reciprocity
(Ballatore, 2010), has become broader and more innovative, providing opportunities for
study and/or research periods abroad, as well as traineeships, for both higher education
and training students and/or vocational education (Bhandari & Blumenthal, 2010;
Shkoler et al., 2020).

Especially starting from the Bologna Process (Reinalda & Kulesza, 2006; Crosier
& Parveva, 2013; Kraler & Worek, 2021) there has been an ever-greater cooperation
between European countries in the field of higher education. Indeed, the Bologna Process
played an important role in transforming mobility into a primary goal of higher education
policy as a means of consolidating Europe’s position in global competition (Papatsiba,
2006). In this sense, individual mobility is the main theme which continues to be in the
foreground of studies and analyses, as the “bedrock component of internationalisation
agendas in most institutions” (Rumbley & Altbach, 2016: 7), also leading to an
improvement of the education programmes, of the research and of the reputation of the
university involved in the programme (Hudzik & Stohl, 2009).

Moreover, participating in an academic mobility can enhance personal growth and
offer anew way of learning, bringing important changes in young people’s lives (Cankaya,
Liew & De Freitas, 2018; Nada & Legutko, 2022). Furthermore, thanks to the
implementation of courses taught in English and the interaction among local students
and students from abroad, academic mobility helps to increase the sense of European
identity among participants (Van Mol, 2022). In this sense, a real international
community has been created which has also involved people who have passively
witnessed these flows and not directly participated in them (European Commission,
2012).

Therefore, following these brief theoretical premises, the aim of the present study
is to analyse the impact of mobilities on the personal sphere of students from Sapienza
University of Rome who took part in mobility periods in a non-EU country during the
academic year 2019/2020 (last available and complete data before the COVID-19

pandemic). It has been decided to focus the attention on mobilities to non-EU countries
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because for a young student an experience in a context so different and far from his/her

‘comfort zone’ could not only be challenging, but also very enriching.

The strong points of academic mobility: why is it so important to do experience

abroad?

The advantages of academic mobility are evident and refer to multiple levels. First,
it helps academic institutions to increase their international dimension and the
attractiveness of the organizations involved (Gao, 2019). In this respect, several research
findings show that internationalization could be seen as an indicator of quality of the
institution who takes part to these programmes and that international branding is a
status symbol nowadays (Rabenu & Shkoler, 2020). Indeed, the universities engaging in
academic mobility programmes gain competitive advantages in preparing students to
face globalization (Teichler, 2009).

Secondly, the mobility experience can change the life of the people who benefit by
it, helping individuals to improve their professional career, and also contributing to their
personal and individual growth (Teichler, 2017). As analysed in the Report Erasmus+
Higher Education Impact Study (2019) that focused on almost 77.000 survey responses
with reference to the years 2014-2018, students who complete an Erasmus+ mobility for
studying or training in another university boost their employability skills, inter-personal
and inter-cultural skills, and competences too, as well as their self-confidence, ability to
achieve goals, and social and cultural openness.

Going into detail, as far as employability skills are concerned, according to the
European Commission 72% of Erasmus+ graduates stated that the mobility experience
had been very beneficial for them in finding their first job, around 80% of Erasmus+
graduates finding their first job after graduation in less than three months. In this respect,
previous studies already show that students who have taken part in institutionalised
mobility have a better and easier entry into the labour market, get better jobs and higher
responsibilities compared with their ‘sedentary’ peers (Brooks & Waters, 2011). The
research conducted by Ballatore and Ferede in 2013, by examining from a comparative
perspective participating and non-participating students in a mobility programme,
indicates that post-graduate Erasmus participants were more likely to look for

opportunities abroad both in Europe and elsewhere. Taking a closer look at the Italian
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context, Cammelli (2001), claims that those who have participated in an Erasmus+
Programme managed to find a job and are satisfied with it. It is, therefore, evident that
students who did a mobility experience through the Erasmus+ Programme were able to
find a job which corresponds to the skills that they have fostered abroad. These latter are
related to language competences, cultural and reciprocal understanding, and all the other
general skills gained by several means since their return (Barron, Maiworm & Teichler,
1997; Zapotoczna, 2019).

Looking at the improvement of the transversal competences, the European
Commission emphasizes that more than 90% of students report that they have
opportunities to use their knowledge and skills learned during the mobility period, 86%
of them affirm that they undertake challenging tasks and 9 out of 10 reported
improvements in adaptability, interactions with people from other cultures,
communication skills and intercultural abilities. As underlined by Dervin, “the main
purpose could be to observe contexts which demonstrate intercultural encounters and
strangeness and deconstruct them through observations, participative observation, as
used in anthropology and ethnography. The main idea would be to give students the
opportunity to look at themselves and others, as well as to reflect on their own discourse
and attitudes [...]. If students realize that, then they will most probably accept the
diversity of others more easily and refrain from drawing too many stereotypical
conclusions” (2009: 125).

Therefore, there is evidence to suggest that the mobility experience was found to
produce a positive impact on academic development, social engagement, and personal
development (Velliaris, 2019), even though some studies have focused the attention on
the role of the academic mobility in the reiteration of social inequalities both at the
institutional and individual level (Noble & Davies, 2009; Findlay et al., 2012; Ballatore &
Stavrou, 2017). On one hand, institutional inequalities are perceptible in the alliances
between similar institutions (indeed, some destinations are more popular among the
students); on the other hand, individual inequalities can be found in the socio-economic
status of the students and the related financial possibility to go to a certain country or to
another (Draelants & Ballatore, 2014).

However, the subject of the present paper is the added value that an academic
experience abroad could give to participants. Indeed, according to Erdei & Kaplar-

Kodacsy, “as student mobility programmes are means to connect people around the
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world, the programmes provide students with a life-changing experience in several
respects, hence the possibility to be prepared for living and working in a globalized world
[...]. Student mobility enables students to actively immerse into local cultures, experience
“normality” of life and maintain constant socialisation with peers (even outside the

classrooms) as well as it allows time for self-reflection” (2020: 15-19).

An overview of mobility opportunities in Italy and at Sapienza University of

Rome

According to the European Commission data related to Erasmus+ statistics
(2020b), during 2020 (last completed data), 93.688 participants in 1.087 [talian projects
benefited from mobility in higher education, vocational education and training, school
education, adult learning and youth for a total grant amount of €175.56 million. In
addition to this, the Erasmus+ Programme supported 122 capacity building projects in
the field of education and youth, 22 Erasmus Mundus Joint Master Degrees, 73
cooperation projects between higher education institutions and businesses (knowledge
alliances) and vocational education and training institutions and businesses (sector skills
alliance), 113 collaborative partnership in the field of sport and 39 projects aiming to
improve social inclusion and to exchange good practices between the participants.

Looking at the students’ mobility flows (Figure 1), it is possible to note that, on the
whole, starting from the academic year 2015/2016 to the academic year 2019/2020,
188.479 Italian outgoing students benefited from an academic mobility period abroad,
while 134.948 foreign students came to Italy (so-called incoming students). As it can be
observed in Figure 1, most of them are students rather than trainees. Moreover, it is
possible to note that a small percentage is made up of students or trainees to/from
partner countries (these are the countries around the world which are not included in

the 34 Erasmus+ Programme countries).
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Figure 1. Incoming and outgoing mobility flows in Italy (%)

In this respect, it is important to underline that in 2015, Erasmus+ opened the
possibility for students or staff to spend part of their academic path in other higher
education institution (HEI) from all over the world and not only from Europe. For this
purpose, the International Credit Mobility Programme (ICM for short) provide to all
European institutions the chance to implement mobilities with partners around the world
by signing an inter-institutional agreement. This led to support both for student mobility
(for studies and for research) and staff mobility (for teaching and for training) in any
subject area or academic discipline (European Commission, 2020a). Thus, the extra-
European mobility could be seen as one of the main factors that contributes to the
improvement and the integration of the internationalisation process that builds an
intercultural and global dimension into the goals, functions, and delivery of higher
education (Knight, 2017). In this respect, “the term process is deliberately included to
underscore the continuous and ongoing nature of internationalization; the verb
integrating is used to ensure that internationalization is central, not marginal to higher
education in today’s world; finally, the term purpose is used to refer to the overall role and
objectives that higher education has for a country or a region where individual
institutions have specific mandates and missions” (Giiriiz, 2008: 139).

However, even though the percentage of this extra-European mobility is not so
significant compared with the number of students and trainees from and to Europe,
analysing the absolute value, it is possible to note that, as far as the incoming students
from partner countries are concerned, there was an increase of 31.2% (from 304 students

in 2015/2016 to almost 400 students in 2018/2019) while, with regards to the Italian
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outgoing students, the increase was equal to 19.9% (from 1.138 students in 2015/2016
to 1.365 students in 2018/2019). Unfortunately, data from the academic year 2019/2020
show a kind of “reversal” (146 students and trainees from partner countries and 614
students and trainees to partner countries), which is explained by the difficulty created
by spread of the COVID-19 pandemic which affected the field of the higher education too
(Farnell, Matijevi¢ & Schmidt, 2021; Bista, Allen & Chan, 2022).

Among all the Italian higher education institutions, Sapienza University of Rome is
ranked in the top 3 Italian universities for incoming and outgoing mobility (Agenzia
Nazionale Erasmus+ Indire, 2019). At Sapienza several mobility programmes are
available, and, above all, we can find the Erasmus+ Programme that allows students to
spend 3-12 months at one of the 500 partner universities throughout Europe. There are
approximately 2,000 scholarships available thanks to over 1,500 bilateral agreements
that Sapienza has signed since 1987 with European universities.

Beyond Europe, there are also a number of programmes which allow students to
spend a mobility period in non-EU countries, such as: the Erasmus+ ICM Programme
(described above) where partner countries and consequently, destinations, may differ
every year since they depend on the approval of the project proposal (in fact, every year
Sapienza applies for partnerships with nearly 300 institutions all over the world); the
bilateral mobility agreements between Sapienza University of Rome and other
universities that, thanks to funding provided by the Italian Ministry of Education,
University and Research (MIUR), allows Bachelor’s, Master’s and PhD students (who are
not on scholarships) to enjoy a period of studies abroad, either to take exams or work on
their theses, in one of over 200 non-EU universities that have bilateral agreements with
Sapienza.

The interviews, which have been analysed in this work, have been conducted with
students who have spent a mobility period abroad within the last two mentioned

programmes beyond Europe.

“Like living 3.000 lives in one”: academic mobility seen by students

As previously mentioned, the academic mobility experiences of students from
Sapienza University of Rome were analysed through in-depth interviews, which is a

technique used in qualitative research. The interviews were based on a pre-established
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set of open questions which gave students the chance to better explain their personal
point of view about the mobility experience, summarized in Table 1, and it includes
individual interviews with a small number of respondents in order to find out their

perspectives on a specific idea, programme, or situation (Azam, 2022).

Table 1. Dimensions and questions used for the interviews

Dimension Questions
e  “Where have you been?”
Context
e “What exchange program have you been involved with?”
Expectations e “What were you expecting from this experience before arriving?”

e “How was communicating with natives or with other international
students?”
¢ “Did you meet someone special that you are still in contact with?”
Personal development
e “Doyou have any special memory?”
e “Would you do it all over again?”

e “What piece of advice would you give to someone that has yet to go?”

Source: Elaborated by the author

In this paragraph, we illustrate the results of the research carried out on 25
Bachelor’s and Master’s students’ interviews, the participants belonging to different
faculties, both STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics) and SSH
(Social Sciences and Humanities). The interviews, carried out mostly in Italian and part
of them in English too, have been examined through context analysis strategies. In this
respect, since the 1990s, computer-assisted content analysis has made the most use of
the increased potential of software. This can be divided into two large families: a) the first
one is characterized by the fact that each step of the analytic activity is mediated by a
work of interpretation and theoretical elaboration (Computer-aided qualitative data
analysis software); b) the second one is characterized by the fact that the activity of
interpretation is mainly concentrated on the output of the analysis largely automatic and
mediated by the application of statistical techniques (Statistical analysis of textual data).

Following this last approach, the collected material of the present research has
been analysed with the use of the software T-LAB, a statistical and graphical tool for text
analysis that allows the examination of textual data as if it were quantitative. The textual
corpus that has been taken into account is composed of 19,747 occurrences (words

token), 3,216 forms (lexical units), 1,994 lemmas (labels or/and tags with which the
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lexical units have been grouped and classified), 1,773 hapaxes (words which occur only
once in a corpus) (Lancia, 2012). All the used keywords are the ones with an occurrence
value greater or equal to the minimum threshold of 7.

On this matter, the content analysis carried out has been able to highlight not only
the most frequently used terms in the text but also the strength of the associations
between the different words (Neuendorf, 2017). Therefore, firstly, a purely descriptive
procedure has been implemented which offers an overview of the vocabulary used by the
students, emphasizing the terms with the highest number of occurrences (Table 2); then,
word association analysis was implemented, starting from the lemmas with the greatest

number of occurrences.

Table 2. Words with the highest number of occurrences

Lemmas Occurrences
Experience 147
Leave 139
People 96
Life 90
University 78
[taly 74
Language 74
Reality 65
Time 58
Know 57

Source: Elaborated by the author

As it can be seen from Table 2, the words that students used the most in their
interview refer more to the human aspect than to the academic one, since words like
“University”, “study”, “exam” are characterized by a lower number of occurrences. So,
starting from this preliminary analysis, it is possible to examine, as far as the first three
keywords are concerned, the associations that they have with the other terms to check
how co-occurrence relationships determine the local meaning of the selected
word/central lemma (Lancia, 2007). Generally, the analysis of the association between
words is based on coefficients that are used as weighted measures of the co-occurrences.

In T-LAB, specifically, the association index is given by the cosine similarity, the formula

of which is as follows:
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cxXYy=—2 Y
VX Y
where the cosine similarity between each pair of words (X, Y) is defined as the ratio of the
amount of their co-occurrences.

With regards to the word “experience”, the term with the highest number of
occurrences, it is possible to note based on Figure 2 that this word is strongly linked to
the type of the programme (“Erasmus”, “abroad”, “academic”) and to the perception of the

» o«

experience (“beautiful”, “change”, “opportunity”). Indeed, a mobility period to a non-
European country is an opportunity of a lifetime, which can radically change the future
outlook of the students who decided to participate in it (Murphy-Lejeune, 2002; Dolga et
al., 2015). As some students said, “it is not a waste of time because it is a kind of personal
training that makes you grow as a person” (student who spent a mobility period in Russia)
and “it allows personal development in a way that would not have been possible by
staying at home. It gives a great sense of independence and expands your world views,

offering the opportunity to learn a new language and culture” (student who spent a

mobility period in Australia).

Qhﬂn oe 1 1€ Abroad
FXperience
Be t1ful

Figure 2. Word association with “Experience”

Nevertheless, deepening this analysis through a sequential one by considering the
positions of the various lexical units relative to each other and allowing to represent and
explore any text as a network, it is possible to underline that specific terms are used
before the experience while other words are used after the mobility experience took
place. As Figure 3 reveals, before the experience students are, in a certain sense, anxious

about the new situation that awaits them, whereas after the experience, also described as
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“unforgettable”, they declare that they feel a change and improvement in their own
personality. In the words of other students, “well, before leaving 1 was very curious
because I was about to leave for America, a place I had never been before. I expected to
see new things, but at the same time I was a little scared because it meant staying away
from home for a long time, but, in the end, it was absolutely satisfying because I had so
many experiences, it was a justified curiosity” (student who spent a mobility period in the
United States of America); “I was a bit worried at the beginning but I expected to see
something different and to enter into a completely new context. This scared me a bit and
that’s what I liked the most because I got to know a different culture and to adapt into a
different place. I went out of my comfort zone and it was wonderful, since I met people
from all over the world and friends with whom I am still in touch” (student who spent a

mobility period in Argentina).

THINK

BEFORE .

LEAVE ‘ UNFORGETTABLE
‘ NEW LIFE .

WAIT IMPROVE

. CHANGE

ABROAD

Figure 3. Sequence analysis with “Experience”

Proceeding with the analysis of the association with the second lemma with the
highest number of occurrences within the textual corpus examined, we note that “leave”
is linked to words like “live” and “discover” (Figure 4). However, the deepening of this
lemma also reveals a particular attention to the academic field which is clearly an
important step for a student’s career. It is connected to the university path as well and
this has been confirmed by the fact that they ask for advice from students who already
did a mobility period abroad (this pattern is also confirmed by the sequence analysis with
the word “leave”). Following an extract of a student interview: “I would suggest getting in

touch with another student who already spent a mobility period abroad in order to be
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prepared and not to be too anxious because it will be a remarkable experience” (student

who spent a mobility period in China).

—r— 4 1M ( 1 4
N 'l B — LULALCAN L AL

Live | anguage

Figure 4. Word association with “Leave”

Finally, as far as the third specific lemma is concerned, there is evidence to suggest,
looking at Figure 5, that the word “people”, being strongly linked with other words such

»n o« » «

as “contact”, “moment”, “meet” and “know”, concerns the human dimension of the mobility
(the same issue is confirmed by the sequence analysis too). In the words of the students:
“if I think to my experience abroad, I have to say that at first | was very scared. The first
time [ entered the classroom, I could not understand anything, but thanks to the other
students and to the professors, | had the chance to become part of university life and I had
the most memorable time of my life” (student who spent a mobility period in Japan) and
“I would like to say that one of the most beautiful moments is finding ourselves in this
experience with other students who maybe come from completely different countries and
who study completely different things, but we are all animated and united by the same
desire to have a new experience, we all feel the same motivation and, therefore, it is
impossible not to build social relationships” (student who spent a mobility period in
Lebanon).

According to De Federico (2008), the friendships which are formed in a foreign
context thanks to a mobility experience abroad, are exceptionally important as people

with different ideological backgrounds can redefine their sense of belonging to certain

groups and places.
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Reality Know
Figure 5. Word association with “People”

Furthermore, in order to carry out a deeper analysis to emphasize the aspects
underlined by the students, a thematic analysis of the elementary contexts was
implemented, a tool that made it possible to construct a representation of the contents of
the corpus by composing clusters, each of which is characterized by a set of keywords
closely related to each other.

The thematic analysis of the elementary contexts allows, in fact, to construct a
representation of the contents of the corpus through a few significant clusters, each of
which: a) consists of a set of elementary contexts characterized by the same keyword
patterns; and b) is described through the lexical units (words, lemmas or categories) that
best characterize the elementary contexts from which it is composed. Therefore, it can be
stated that the result of the analysis proposes a mapping of isotopy (iso = same; topoi =
places) understood as “general” or “specific” themes characterized by the co-occurrence
of semantic traits. For this reason, each individual cluster, marked by sets of lexical units
that share the same reference contexts, allows the reconstruction of “a thread” of the
discourse within the overall texture made up of the corpus.

The software provided a five-cluster solution (Figure 6).
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Figure 6. Distribution of clusters on the Cartesian plane

Figure 6 shows that, within the Cartesian plane, there are two clusters (the third
and the fifth) which, probably due to the equality of the contents, are very close to the
origin of the axis; on the contrary, the distance between the first, the second and the
fourth clusters suggests that these are characterized by different themes. Going into more
detail, it is possible to note that the third cluster is characterized by terms such as “reach”,
“language” and “scholarship”, while the fifth cluster is characterized by words like “Italy”,
“return” and “memory”. The breakdown of these clusters and the analysis of the words
that make them up, clearly shows how they refer to an organizational sphere of the
academic experience (respectively, before and after the academic mobility) since together
they explain 62.54% of elementary contexts. Otherwise, the first cluster refers to more
psychological issues since it is characterized by terms such as “fear”, “discover” and
“challenge” which are typical elements of the pre-departure period. In addition to this,
the fourth cluster (that alone explains 15.27% of the elementary contexts) is denoted by
the positive impact that mobility has had in the lives of the interviewed students, the

» «u n «

latter being characterized by terms such as “people”, “know”, “create”, “encounter” which
perfectly shows the feelings at the end of the mobility period. Finally, the second cluster,

which explains the lowest percentage of elementary context of the textual corpus
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(10.6%), refers to the more formal and administrative aspects of the entire academic

n « n « »n o«

mobility process (“degree”, “program”, “semester”, “research”, “lesson”).

Conclusion

As it is shown in this work and underlined by the empirical results of this research,
the mobility experience is a crucial event in the career of a university student, not only
from a professional point of view but also from the individual one. Indeed, the mobility
experience can be considered both an innovative practice for learning as well as a chance
to improve the students’ own international identity. The mobility period abroad not only
helps students of all ages and backgrounds to develop and share knowledge and
experience at institutions and organizations in different countries but also helps them
acquire transversal skills, which is a specific added value essential for international
profiles ready to face global challenges, as highlighted in the interviews and therefore
from the voice of the students.

By enhancing skills and intercultural awareness also through the facilitation of
people becoming engaged citizens, the academic mobility can be seen as a cultural
intelligence process (Kim, 2017) in the sense of “capability to function affectively across
national, ethnic, and organizational cultures” (Livermore, 2015: 4). In this respect, there
are four elements that characterize the process of cultural intelligence: a) the motivation,
that is the enthusiasm to acquire knowledge about a new culture; b) the cognition, that is
the learning aspect of a nation and its habits, beliefs, behaviors and values; ¢) the behavior,
that describes the ability to act appropriately and accordingly in a range of culturally
different situations; d) finally, the metacognition, that takes into account the lessons
learned about the new culture factoring them into a new perspective (Van Dyne et al,,
2012; Gooden, Doreen & Creque, 2017).

Overall, the statistical output of the present study confirms that student mobility
can be seen as one of the most powerful drivers for change and improvement in higher
education. In recent years both the incoming and outgoing flows of mobility (particularly
from outside Europe) are even more consistent, demonstrating that the essence of higher
education can be viewed as not being confined by borders since the concept of knowledge
and the logic of science are universal. In this sense, the universities are more international

in scope than most other organizations, and many scholars harbor cosmopolitan views
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(Teichler, 2012). Likewise, thanks to the new Erasmus+ Programme 2021-2027 which is
evolving itself and will have almost double fundings compared to the past editions (70%
of the funds will be earmarked for mobilities in Europe and beyond its borders whereas
30% will be dedicated to cooperation projects), more and more students should consider
participating in this study abroad opportunity (European Commission, Directorate-
General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture, 2021).

Therefore, under the slogan “Enrich your life, open your mind”, Erasmus+ becomes
a powerful learning experience which offers development opportunities for all
participants, since the key priorities of the new Erasmus+ Programme are also designed
to reach young people with specific needs of fewer opportunities and aims to actively

involve them in the project and in society itself.
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Preliminaries

After the 1848 revolution, the subsequent creation of the United Romanian Principalities
(1859) and later of the modern Romanian state (1866-1877-1881-1918), academic peregrination
to Western European universities was a customary rite of passage for the Romanian socio-political

and cultural elites. This trend had at least several explanations.

One reason, common for the entire region, was the understandable desire of the emerging
national states of Eastern Europe and the Balkans to modernize themselves and overcome their
developmental gap with the help of a well-trained elite. For some of these countries, obtaining a
graduate or postgraduate diploma from a Western University was very highly valued and ensured
better integration into the local labour market, especially in public administration or academia.
In return, this often translated for the Western powers - such as France or Germany - into an
opportunity to exert a significant influence over Eastern Europe, under the pretext of cultural
affinities (Karady, 2003, 24-25). Another cause was the situation of the Eastern national
universities: they were not only young ones, lacking experienced specialists and an appropriate
teaching and research infrastructure (in Romania, the University of lassy was founded in 1860
and the University of Bucharest in 1864), but also many disciplines - particularly in the field of

applied sciences - were not even taught here.

Furthermore, universities in the Austro-Hungarian and Russian empires, as well as in the
surrounding states, were still reluctant at the turn of the 20th century to receive certain categories
of potential students. The most affected by such selective admission policies were the Jews, closely
followed by women (Karady, 2003, 25-26). Given that such discrimination was less apparent in
Western Europe, understandably, there were not only men seeking to deepen and improve their
knowledge at Western universities, but a lot of young female candidates went to study abroad as
well. Until the breaking of the First World War in fact, “the proportion of female students among
foreign students enrolled at Western universities consistently exceeded that of female students in
their home countries, and even that of native students in the West” (Karady, 2003, 27). For
example, in the academic year 1905-1906, in France, 57% of the female students enrolled in the
Paris University and other superior schools were of foreign origin, while in Switzerland, in 1906-
1907, statistics registered a total of 1832 female university students, out of which 92.57% were

foreigners, coming predominantly from Russia, Romania, Bulgaria or Serbia (Nastasa, 2006, 110).
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After 1918, the intensity of this academic peregrination fluctuated, with highs and lows
directly influenced by social, economic and political factors. The brutal instauration of

communism put an end after 1945 to this East-West dynamic, but its effects were long-lasting.

The academic peregrination of young Romanians has been studied quite extensively by
scholars, who have decrypted and described its main characteristics (Sigmirean, 2000; Nastasa
2007, 166-237; Nastasa-Matei, 2014; Siupur 2019, et alii). As previously mentioned, studying in
the West was a decisive step in the appearance of intellectual and, subsequently, professional and
political elites in all of South-Eastern Europe, Romania included. For these young men, Western
education provided not only the means for social promotion within their nations, but equally the
context and the needed leverage for becoming agents of change and modernization (Sigmirean,
2010; Siupur, 2014, 116-126; Nastasa, 2016, 13-31). However, there are still very few
comprehensive and systematic works analysing female academic peregrination and, furthermore,
the professional outcomes of their studies abroad after these women returned to Romania
(Sigmirean, 2021). In fact, most of the gender focused research is exploring the mechanisms and
the various stages through which women have established themselves as distinctive voices in the
Romanian public life, obtaining political emancipation (Mihdilescu, 2001-2005; Cosma and Tarau,
2002; Mihailescu 2002; Dimitriu, 2011; Bucur and Miroiu, 2018, et alii). The cultural and
charitable associations and societies women were involved in had been equally investigated,
although to a smaller extent (Stan, 2010a; Chioveanu, 2004; Negri, 2016 et alii). Even less
consideration has been given to the women'’s professional positions, value and influence, and to
the way these things would contribute to the transformation of the feminine status within

Romanian society.

Our article intends to partially fill this gap. It aims to study this female peregrination
phenomenon, highlighting the late 19t century and the interwar years. While looking at the
general trends, this research focuses on how Western educated Romanian women integrated and
expressed themselves on the social and cultural scene of their country of origin. More precisely,
based on a number of individual feminine biographies, it examines how these women forged
careers in the Romanian educational and scientific world (with a particular interest on higher
education institutions) or, as an alternative, how they became important figures in the charitable
sector. Comparing various professional and personal trajectories, as well as information about
stay-at-home female students versus those who chose to study abroad, will offer a more accurate

image regarding the progress of the Romanian society in the last two centuries.
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Romanian Women Students to Western Universities — Trailblazers and Role
Models

Romanian women'’s accession to academic education was not an easy process. Women
were confronted with the traditional mentality of the times, based on a specific ideology of
femininity and expected to give priority to marriage over a professional career (implying
advanced studies). In addition, there was also a limited number of secondary schools designed to
prepare them for university admission. In 1864-1865, when the two local universities (the one in
lassy and the one in Bucharest) were starting to function, there were only four secondary level
schools for girls in Romania, offering young females the possibility of graduating a full school
cycle/ obtaining a baccalaureate, and, subsequently, of being admitted to university (Caramelea.
2007, 60). The situation would gradually improve, starting in 1880-1890 for the Old Kingdom of
Romania, and then from the 1920s onwards, after the creation of Greater Romania (the state that
incorporated all the Romanian provinces, formerly belonging to the Austro-Hungarian and the
Russian empires - namely Transylvania, Bukovina and Bessarabia), although the gap between
girls’ and boys’ high schools remained significant (Nastasa, 2006, 108-09; Caramelea, 2007, 61-
62).

However, the most ambitious and intellectually curious Romanian girls did not hesitate to
enrol in the universities, many opting to be educated by private teachers in order to succeed in
this endeavour. Unsurprisingly, there was a marked difference between their presence in the

academic establishments of their country of origin and the ones from Western Europe.

At the University of Iassy, the first academic institution founded in Romania, in 1864,
women are present since the academic year 1879-1880, but until 1883, we can speak only of
young females who attended, as in listened to, various faculty courses, without having a proper,
full-scale academic enrolment. The academic year 1883-1884 is the first one when three girls
managed to obtain their baccalaureate degree and subsequently enrol as full-fledged students.
(Rados, 2010, 16-17). Unsurprisingly, women favoured the Faculty of Letters over the others, with
the Faculty of Law being the last one to attract their attention. Thus, the percentage of female
students at this faculty of the University of lassy increased from 14% in 1894-1985 up to 48% in
1896-1897, a significant trend, even if not all those enrolled actually completed their academic
training and obtained their diplomas (Rados, 2010, 33). In fact, the first female graduate of the
Faculty of Letters was registered in 1892, while for the Faculty of Science, the first female graduate

was registered in 1894. (Rados, 2010, 30).
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In Bucharest, the first woman graduated from the Faculty of Letters of the local university
in 1883, the first science graduate followed shortly after, in 1887, while the first female medical
graduate was registered in 1890. A similar tendency to the University of lassy can be detected in
the Romanian capital - that is the preference of young girls to study humanities, as statistics show
a growth from 5,8% to 14% of female students in the Faculty of Letters, in the first decades of the
20th century (Sircuta, 2006, 136).

As for the universities founded later, i.e. the universities of Cluj and Cernauti, which
opened their doors only in the autumn of 1919 as higher education institutions teaching in
Romanian language, the presence of female students would be a constant feature from the
beginning, even though the statistics cited them distinctively with a certain delay. Thus, in Cluj, in
the academic year 1925-1926 the official reports mentioned 484 female students out of a total of
2297 enrolled students, while in the academic year 1938-1939 there were 628 female students
out of a total of 2466 enrolled students. (Anuarul..., 1928, 8; Anuarul..., 1940, 4).

The rather slow but steady progress of female students in the Romanian universities
needs to be compared with the presence and performances of Romanian women in the Western
academic world. Those who could afford it, did not hesitate to travel to France, Switzerland or

Germany and study in their top institutions, often reaching the highest academic level.

Thus, in 1884, Sarmiza Bilcescu enrolled at the Faculty of Law at the Sorbonne, in Paris.
Initially accepted with reticence by the professors, she not only obtained her Law degree in 1887,
but went on and, on June 12, 1890, was awarded a PhD title in Law. Miss Bilcescu was the first
female candidate to obtain a PhD in Law in France, with a doctoral dissertation titled De la
condition légale de la mére en droit roumain et francais [On the Legal Condition of the Mother in
Romanian and French Law], in which she aimed to demonstrate the equality of women and men
in marriage and regarding the rights of the child. (Boutillier and Laperche, 2006, 7; Chaperon,
2001, 104.) While the honour of being the first European woman that received a PhD title in Law
belonged to Marie Popelin, from Belgium, who got her diploma in 1888 (Biographie Nationale,
1976, 734), Bilcescu held another enviable position: she was the first woman in Europe to have
been accepted, in 1891, as a member of a bar association, a title she was granted upon her return
in her native Romania by the Bucharest bar association. However, she would never practice full-
time as a barrister (most likely due to reticence from the general public as well as indirect
opposition from her male peers), just offer occasional legal advice, focusing instead on charity
work and feminist activities (Ciupala, 2003, 59-60 and 85; Ciochircd, 2003, 52-53; Moceanu,

2017, “Portret: Sarmiza Bilcescu - prima femeie avocat...”).
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Another Romanian woman who can be counted amongst the first European females to
study Medicine and go as far as a PhD was Maria Cutzarida. Born in 1857, into a minor aristocratic
family (her father was a pantler boyar and magistrate), Miss Cutzarida went abroad and finished
her secondary studies in Switzerland before enrolling in 1877 to the Faculty of Medicine of the
University of Zurich. She would transfer shortly after to the University of Montpellier, in France,
where she got her bachelor’s degree in medicine, then continued her medical training in Paris. In
1884, she received her medical doctoral degree in France, after writing a paper on gynaecological
diseases (Mihdilescu, 2021, "Dr. Maria Cutzarida Cratunescu..."). Like Sarmiza Bilcescu, Miss
Cutzarida also opted to return to Romania after her studies. With perseverance, but not without
difficulty, she managed to integrate and work in the Romanian medical system, even leading the
gynaecology department of the Philanthropia hospital in Bucharest for a short while: 1891-1894
(Marcu, 2009, 89-90). Later on, she would get involved in social work, founding several charities
for orphans and poor or abandoned children and she also established some of the first nurseries

in Romania (Mihdilescu, 2021, "Dr. Maria Cutzarida Cratunescu...").

Embodying a slightly different type of academic peregrination (from Eastern Europe to
Romania), but a rather similar professional trajectory, was Alma Mohora-Popoviciu. Born in 1896,
in a Romanian family from the Banat region, which at the time was part of the Austro-Hungarian
Empire, Alma Mohora started her medical studies at the University of Budapest. After the end of
the Great War and the union of Transylvania and Banat with Romania, Alma Mohora continued
her training at the Romanian University of Cluj. In 1921 she obtained her medical doctoral degree
and married a colleague, dr. Traian Popoviciu, who would later become a full university professor
of gynaecology in Cluj. In the same year, Alma Mohora-Popoviciu was hired at the local Faculty of
Medicine as a paid university tutor and would subsequently start an academic career teaching
dentistry and training generations of medical students for almost 13 years (she is considered the
first female Romanian dentist). Since 1933, Alma Mohora-Popoviciu chose to dedicate herself
exclusively to her medical practice and quitted teaching but remained in closed contact with the

academic environment (Mosoigo, 2011, 292).

After France, German universities were a favourite destination for the Romanian students,
who studied mostly law, economics and/or administrative sciences. The numbers speak for
themselves: out of the 2700 Eastern European students enrolled in German universities until
1880, about 1150 were of Romanian origin (Siupur, 2014, 123). However, the first Romanian
female students in Germany can be found starting from the beginning of the 20th century. Thus, in
1908, three young ladies - Constanta Evolceanu, Beatrice Dimitriu and Gertrud Tiktin - enrolled
in the University of Berlin (Nastasa, 2006, 111). Atleast one of them, namely Constanta Evolceanu

(married to university professor Dimitrie Evolceanu) would return to Romania and pursue a
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career as a high school teacher. During the Great War, when, in 1917, Bucharest, the Romanian
capital, was under German occupation, Constanta Evolceanu would temporarily become the

director of the prestigious Scoala Centrald de Fete - the Girls’ Central School.

Just a year later, in 1909, another Romanian woman, Eliza Leonida, became a student at
the prestigious Royal Technical Academy of Berlin and graduated in 1912, despite receiving little
encouragement and support from her university professors or her male colleagues. (Sircuta,
2006, 148). Miss Leonida, who chose to specialize in chemical engineering, is also a pioneer, as
the history of science mentions her amongst the very first females in Europe to get a degree in
engineering, after the Irish Alice Perry, who graduated in 1906 from Queen’s College Galway, or
the Portuguese Rita de Morales Sarmento, who in 1894 had graduated as a chartered engineer
from the Polytechnic Academy in Porto!! Despite being offered a job in Germany after her
university graduation, Eliza Leonida opted to return to Romania too and had a prolific career at
the Romanian Geological Institute. Known professionally as Eliza Leonida-Zamfirescu, under her
married name, she excelled in research work, identifying and analysing new coal, oil shale, natural

gas, chromium, bauxite or copper resources. (Marcu, 2009, 147-48; Nastase, 2002, 65-127).

Romanian women equally performed in humanities when they chose to attend Western
universities. One example is that of Alice Voinescu (née Steriadi). After a short-lived attempt to
study medicine, she would switch to the Faculty of Letters at the University of Bucharest,
graduating in 1908 with a degree in Philosophy, under the supervision of Titu Maiorescu. At his
advice, Alice Steriadi continued her studies in Germany and France, and in 1913 was the first
Romanian woman to obtain her PhD diploma in philosophy at the Sorbonne, in Paris. Her thesis,
titled "L'interprétation de la doctrine de Kant par I'Ecole de Marburg. Etude sur I'idéalisme critique”
[The Marburg School’s interpretation of Kant's doctrine. A Study in Critical Idealism] and
supervised by the famous French philosopher and anthropologist L. Lévy-Bruhl, was well received
and appreciated by specialists in the field. The success of this PhD brought her several job offers
in the academic world, both in France and in the United States. However, mostly for personal
reasons, as she was at the time engaged to be married to the lawyer Stelian Voinescu, Alice chose
to return to Romania. Subsequently, she tried to occupy the chair of modern philosophy at the
University of Bucharest, but was rejected by the examining commission, not because of her
qualifications, which were exemplary ones, but because “a woman cannot be a university

professor”. However, in 1922, Alice Voinescu obtained her professorship, not at the university, but

ISee https://www.europeana.eu/ro/exhibitions/pioneers/elisa-leonida-zamfirescu (accessed April 17,
2023)
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at another superior school, the Romanian Royal Academy of Music and Dramatic Art in Bucharest,
where she successfully taught theatre history and aesthetics in the interwar years and into the
late 1940s. At the same time, she would become a most influential public intellectual and writer,

with numerous cultural contributions in the press and at the radio. (Craciun, 2012, 20-23).

For her part, Eliza Constantinescu-Bagdat, initially a graduate of the Faculty of Letters in
Bucharest (1901), obtained a degree in Letters in Paris at the Sorbonne in 1917, and then, in 1918,
a degree in classical languages from the same university. A short while later, she continued her
studies at the Swiss University of Fribourg, where on July 23, 1924, she would receive her PhD
diploma, with a doctoral dissertation entitled La Querela Pacis d'Erasme. This was a
groundbreaking study in pacifism, favourably received by the likes of the French historian
Alphonse Aulard or the Dutch professor N.J. Singels, from the University of Rotterdam. In 1925,
an extended edition of her PhD research, titled De Vauban a Voltaire, was printed in Paris, also
enjoying success. The same year, Eliza Constantinescu-Bagdat returned to her native Romania and
from 1926 began a career at the Academy of Higher Commercial and Industrial Studies in Cluj
(Transylvania), teaching French. As she moved up through the ranks and tried to reach full
professorship, she encountered unexpected adversity. One of her male colleagues, Constantin
Lacea, who was professor of German at the same Academy, accused her of plagiarism, more
precisely of having copied information from some French authors in the language teaching
manuals she had signed and presented as original works. Mrs. Constantinescu-Bagdat was able to
retaliate to these accusations, showing that her colleague had adopted a rather similar attitude
for his own publications. This scandal went beyond the walls of the Commercial Academy, but
neither did it end up in a court of law, nor serve its original purpose, namely, to prevent the
professional advancement of Eliza Constantinescu-Bagdat. In 1934, her colleagues, as well as the
Ministry of Education, approved her appointment as full professor; and she continued to have a
successful career until the late 1940s (Stan, 2010b 247-54). In our opinion, the accusations
launched by Professor Lacea were mostly motivated by peer envy and gender bias, especially as
Mrs. Constantinescu-Bagdat had impressive results during her Western university studies. In his
turn, Professor Lacea had also studied in the West, more precisely in Munich, Leipzig and Paris
and even held some secondary diplomatic position in the French capital around the end of the
Great War. The fact that Mrs. Constantinescu-Bagdat was a widow, and equally a staunch feminist
militant, could have triggered the attack of Professor Lacea, given that Romanian mentalities

remained predominantly traditional in the interwar years.

Sometimes Romanian women studying abroad followed a different trajectory, namely
after a degree in their native country they would undertake several research internships in

prestigious Western universities or superior schools, and then return to Romania to defend their
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PhD, under the coordination of very influential local academic mentors. This was the case of Maria
Holban, who graduated with a bachelor’s degree from the Faculties of Law and, respectively, of
Letters and Philosophy of the University of Bucharest, and then completed four research
internships at the Ecole Nationale des Chartes and the Ecole des Hautes Etudes in Paris, France,
between 1929 and 1939. In the summer of 1939 she defended, in French and with a subject of
French history, her doctoral thesis in history, in front of a scientific committee led by the great
Romanian historian Nicolae lorga, obtaining the highest mark (Pippidi, 2001, 377; Roman, 2010,
138-39). In parallel with her research activity, from 1931 to 1948, Maria Holban worked as a
substitute and then as a full professor of Latin palaeography at the Archives and Palaeography
School in Bucharest. In 1949 Maria Holban became a researcher at the Institute of Universal
History in Bucharest (today the "Nicolae lorga" History Institute of the Romanian Academy), and
used the methodological experience she had gained in France to create and coordinate a group of
specialists who would publish a series of important volumes of documents on Romanian history,

seen from the perspective of foreigners (Roman, 2010, 138-46).

Much like Maria Holban, a few others of her colleagues - who can all be included in the so-
called first cluster of relevant Romanian female historians - graduated at the University of
Bucharest, where they were noticed and supported by Professor lorga, then continued to
specialize abroad, notably in France, before returning to Romania and either working in research
institutes or teaching at undergraduate and graduate level. This was the case of Maria-Matilda
Alexandrescu Dersca-Bulgaru (born in 1912), who studied at the Faculty of Letters and
Philosophy in Bucharest, taking up courses not only in history, but also in sociology and
psychology. In 1937-1938 she went to Paris and attended the Ecole des Langues Orientales and
some courses at the Sorbonne, then, in 1940, she publicly defended her PhD research in front of
Nicolae lorga and other prominent Romanian historians. After Mrs. Dersca-Bulgaru was awarded
her doctoral title, she worked in several historical research institutes in Bucharest and also taught
for a short period (1946-1952) at the Faculty of History of the Bucharest University (Barbu, 2009,
97-107).

A somewhat similar example to the previous ones was that of Stefania Cristescu (married
Golopentia), a graduate of the Faculty of Letters and Philosophy at the University of Bucharest,
who received several scholarships between 1932 and 1934 which allowed her to study in France
and get another bachelor’s degree from the Institute of Ethnology at the Sorbonne. Returning to
Romania in the autumn of 1934, Miss Cristescu resumed the activities she had started in 1929
within the renowned sociological institute led by Professor Dimitrie Gusti, and did a lot of
fieldwork in various Romanian villages of the Oltenia region, preparing several, very interesting,

research papers. She enrolled for a PhD under the supervision of Professor Gusti in the academic
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year 1935-1936, but, due to personal and socio-political circumstances, she would not finish her
doctoral degree, opting instead to focus on a career as a secondary school teacher (Golopentia,
2013, 184-93). However, through her published works from the 1930’s and 1940’s, Stefania
Cristescu-Golopentia would influence future generations of Romanian ethnographers and

sociologists, and established herself as a role model in this field. (Cuceu, 2013, 211-22).

As a general rule, the majority of the very few women who managed to integrate into the
Romanian academic system as university professors in the first half of the 20t century had in
their CV’s an episode of studies in western universities. In addition to the examples mentioned
above, we consider here the case of Vera Myller, who was appointed in 1918 full professor at the
University of lassy, at the Faculty of Sciences, where she was to teach mathematics. When her
candidacy to full university professorship (a premiere for Romania) was discussed in the lassy
University Senate, some of the male professors who had to approve it pointed out not only that
Vera Myller had obtained a PhD in mathematics from the University of Gottingen in 1906, but also
that by appointing her, the University of lassy would be "as proud, as the University of Paris was
proud with Marie Curie and the University of Stockholm with Sofia Lovalis Laya". (Sircuta, 2006,
151). Other Romanian female academics with relevant scientific training in Western universities
were Elena Densusianu-Puscariu and Gabriela Chaborski. Elena Densusianu-Puscariu had been a
graduate and postgraduate student of the Faculty of Medicine at the University of lassy, where in
1899 she had been awarded her doctoral degree in Medicine. She then continued her
specialization in Paris, where she worked with and specialized under the guidance of medical
personalities such as professors André Victor Cornil, Emille Roux and Ilia Ilici Mecinikov. After a
period in which she worked as a doctor in various hospitals in Bucharest and Iassy, in 1920 she
was appointed head of the Ophthalmology Clinic in lassy and professor of ophthalmology at the
local Faculty of Medicine. (Stefan and Firoiu, 1975, 156-60.) For her part, Gabriela Chaborski, a
graduate of the Bucharest University (Faculty of Sciences) in 1916, subsequently obtaining a
doctorate in chemistry from the University of Geneva in 1919, became in 1920 a university
lecturer at the Department of General Chemistry and Electrochemistry in her native Alma Mater
(Sircuta, 2006, 151). Also in a foreign university, but this time in Central Europe, studied Elena
Eftimiu, who obtained her PhD in Slavic studies in Prague. After the First World War and the
unification of Transylvania with Romania, she would be part of the teaching staff of the newly

created Romanian University in Cluj (Sircuta, 2006, 152).

In quite a similar fashion, some of the best and more renowned female teachers in
Romanian secondary schools also had in their CV’s semesters or years of study abroad, typically

in France, Switzerland, England or Germany. To illustrate this idea we mention the case of Ana
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Conta-Kernbach, Constanta Dunca-Schiau, Margareta Miller-Verghy or Tereza Stratilescu

(Caramelea, 2022, 205-06 and 214-15).

It is therefore obvious that for Romanian women interested in scientific careers and
scientific performance in the late 19t and early 20t centuries, holding a masters’ or doctoral
degree from a foreign university (usually a Western one), was an important asset for obtaining
the desired positions in the Romanian labour market. It offered them a much-needed advantage
over their male colleagues, who were preferred for the vast majority of positions in the Romanian
educational system. However, it is worth pointing out another important fact, namely that, for the
most part, these women who have succeeded in academia or in research, also benefited from an
influential personal social network, as they were often the daughters, wives or relatives of the
Romanian male elite of the times (senior civil servants, politicians, university professors, writers,

etc.).

As we progress into the interwar years, the number of Romanian female students studying
abroad, either with the direct financial help of their families or with the support of various types
of scholarships granted by the Romanian state, would increase exponentially. However, not all of

them would put their international academic experiences to good use.

Another common scenario was the one when, upon returning to their native country,
many women would accept the traditional social roles of wives and mothers, giving up the idea of
a job or career of their own, to which their foreign training would have entitled them to. Often,
highly trained young ladies would become the life partners of important local Romanian
personalities and, as a consequence, accept to take a step back, permanently or temporarily, using
the education they received only in the family circle or in slightly larger socio-cultural contexts,

which did not overshadow their husbands.

A typical example in this respect was Mrs. Veturia Ghibu (née Nicolau). Born in Bucharest
in 1889, in a rather wealthy family of Transylvanian origin (her father was a merchant), Veturia
Nicolau studied for several years at the Conservatory of Music in Bucharest, then continued her
academic training in Germany. In 1908, she obtained a physical education teacher diploma from
the Voigt Institute in Erfurt, while continuing to study piano. Also in Germany, in Goéttingen, she
gave her first public piano recital. In 1911, she married Onisifor Ghibu, a well-known pedagogy
teacher. After the unification of Transylvania with Romania and the establishment of the
Romanian University in Cluj, where Onisifor Ghibu was appointed full professor of pedagogy,
Veturia Ghibu settled in the city on the Somes River with her husband and their four children.

Although she was offered the opportunity to become an academic herself, namely to hold a piano
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chair and teach at the Conservatory of Music in Cluj, Veturia Ghibu refused this prestigious

position due to her family’s insistence.

However, she continued her musical activity and training, and from 1924 onwards, she
also made her debut as a performer of classical music (lieder) and folk music. After a recital with
famed composer and violinist George Enescu in 1925, Veturia Ghibu was encouraged to improve
her singing. She went abroad again, to Vienna and Paris, where she studied with some
personalities of the time. On her return to Romania, she frequently gave recitals in various cities.
In 1927, she recorded five albums of songs (the first such recordings ever made in Romania, under
the aegis of the Columbia Society). She also had numerous radio appearances after the

establishment (in 1928) of Radio Bucharest, directed by Mihail Jora (Cosma, 2019, 140-46).

In her turn, Marioara Blaga, cousin of the prominent Transylvanian poet Lucian Blaga,
married the university professor Mihail Serban, who would become dean and later president of
the Academy of Agriculture in Cluj. Miss Blaga had enrolled at the Faculty of Letters of the
University of Budapest before the Great War, interrupting her studies in 1916. After the war she
briefly frequented the University of Uppsala, before studying and graduating at the Sorbonne, in
France. Although she had prepared for a career as a secondary school teacher, she chose not to
practise and instead became the most trusted collaborator of her husband - for whom she typed,
translated or rephrased various texts. While also caring for her three children, Marioara Serban
(née Blaga) was involved in many local women'’s associations and charity work. She even tried her
hand at politics, as she was elected to the City Committee of the local organization of the National

Peasant Party. (Sircuta, 2006, 134; Cosma, 2022, 15).

Regardless of the professional or personal paths that the Romanian women who attended
Western universities followed after graduation, it should be noted that these periods of academic
learning played a defining role in their lives. Not only did they open up the horizons of the exact
sciences or the humanities, but they also familiarized Romanian women with other cultures and
mentalities. Usually, the host countries or, more precisely, the host cities where the young ladies
have perfected their educational path were fondly remembered and held in high esteem.
Nevertheless, critical accents were not lacking from time to time, highlighting the fact that being
a female student was still a rather singular status: "I am extremely surprised that in Paris, [the
city] with so many students, interesting courses are attended by no more than 20 (at [professor]
Vendryeés I am the only girl [to attend] besides seven boys)", said Stefania Cristescu in one of her

1930s letters from Paris (Butoi, 2013, 278).

In an attempt to preserve and develop a hard-won educational status, the Association of

Romanian University Women was founded in Cluj in 1921. This society intended "to bring together
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all women with doctorate or bachelor's degrees living in Romania"”, regardless of the university
where they obtained their diplomas. (Asociatia..., 1930, 2). The founder and first president of this
association was a Swiss lady of French origin, Alice Jeanne Pierrette Rodrigue, who in 1906 had
married a Romanian scientist, botanist loan Grintescu. Since 1919, Ioan Grintescu had been
appointed full professor at the Romanian University of Cluj and consequently the family settled in
this Transylvanian city. Mrs. Alice Grintescu, a PhD holder herself, from the University of Geneva
(actually she had been the first woman to obtain a doctorate in Sciences at this university), is a
singular example of a westerner who had moved to the East, thus making a reverse academic
peregrination. (Cosma, 2022, 18-19). The Association of Romanian University Women aimed to
strengthen the ties of friendship between "university women of all nations and especially between
Romanian University women", and also "to establish and support useful women’s works".
(Asociatia..., 1930, 1). Until 1930, almost 300 Romanian women became members of this society,
out of which a small contingent held foreign academic degrees. Besides Alice Grintescu, we
encounter here some familiar names, such as Vera Myller or Marioara Serban (née Blaga), but also
other examples of graduates and postgraduates of foreign universities: Ludmila Haidel (PhD
holder from the University of Vienna), Viorica Belea (PhD holder from the University of Jena, in
Germany), Elena Dragoescu and Margareta Miller-Verghy (graduates from the University of
Geneva), Maria Buia (Medical doctorate holder from the University of Budapest), and so on.
(Asociatia...,, 1930, 5-29.) We can therefore say that the process of feminization of Romanian
society, in the sense of the entry of increasingly qualified women into the labour market, gradually

accelerated in the first half of the 20t century.

Conclusions

The academic peregrination of young Romanian women to Western universities was an
important phenomenon in the late 19t century and the first half of the 20th century. They often
achieved remarkable results in the domains they chose to study, putting their intellectual abilities
to good use. They demonstrated that women could also work in fields previously considered
‘male-only’ or more suited to men. In many cases, Romanian women have actually been amongst

the trailblazers for the professional status of women in Europe.

The Romanian female academic peregrination to the West also validates the general
pattern of the academic peregrination of Romanian students - namely that, at least until the

outbreak of the Second World War, most of these young ladies chose to return home and make a
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career in their home country, or start a family. Although we have very little data and statistical
research regarding the number of young Romanian women (scholarship holders or not) who
successfully completed their university studies abroad between 1880 and 1945, or what was the
actual percentage of those who remained in their host country, compared to their country of
origin, the known examples show a clear tendency to come back to Romania, as well as the desire
of these women to put into practice the knowledge they have acquired and to change the
traditional stereotyped images of femininity of the times - which refused them an influential

public and scientific standing.

Another relevant characteristic of the Romanian female academic peregrination to be
pointed out is that it varied according to the development of the national teaching system. If, at
the end of the 19t century and until 1918, a significant number of the Romanian women who
chose to pursue university studies went abroad for a full academic pathway - that is from
undergraduate courses to the PhD -, as we enter the interwar years, the academic options became
more varied and flexible - either only graduate studies (masters) and a PhD abroad, or only
specialized studies in the Western universities, that doubled or deepened the bachelor’s degrees
previously obtained in the Romanian universities or superior schools. This proves in fact that
these academic institutions evolved and became more and more welcoming towards local female
students as we advance in the 20t century. The quality of academic training for women (and for
men also) improved, albeit slowly, and could subject itself to be honourably compared with the

Western models.

Last but not least, it should be pointed out that these ladies played the role of unofficial
ambassadors, a kind of liaison agents between Romania and the Western countries where they
have completed their university training. For example, they would propagate certain ideas that
were much debated in the West, but less considered in Romania. This is what Professor Eliza
Constantinescu Bagdat did: she was one of the few Romanian representatives of a renowned
pacifist association - L'Union universelle «pour supprimer ce crime, la guerre » [The Universal Union
"to suppress this crime, the war"], founded by the French lawyer Henry Demont in 1921. In this
quality, in 1934 and 1935, Mrs. Bagdat advocated Demont’s pacifist concepts and plans through
several public conferences that she gave in Transylvania. Basically, she tried to persuade the
Romanian audiences to support the idea of the total elimination of war as a means of resolving
world conflicts (Stan, 2010b, 256-57). It should be pointed out that Mrs. Bagdat's activity
continued in a somewhat different direction form the research interests that she had developed

during her PhD studies in Switzerland and France.
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In other cases, Romanian women would try to transpose into Romanian reality various
social practices or institutions that they had seen working successfully in Western Europe and
that they considered necessary for the local society. Sarmiza Bilcescu-Alimanisteanu, Maria
Cutzarida Cratunescu, Marioara Serban and other highly academically trained women founded or
supported numerous and varied associations, which dealt, as a priority, with children in difficult
financial or social conditions (such as orphans), young mothers in precarious situations, pupils
or students who lacked money for continuing their education or did not have proper
accommodation during their high school or university years. It was no accident that these
Western-educated women, knowing the value of a proper, competitive schooling, got involved in
charitable work aimed at general welfare and the educational progress of the new generations of
Romanians. This attitude shows that they wanted to develop their country of origin, thus bridging
the gap between East and West. To conclude, further detailed studies are needed in order to fully
understand and evaluate the role played by these women in transforming Romania into a modern,

truly European state.
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Introduction

The digital transformation of higher education institutions (HEIs) has become
increasingly prevalent in recent years, reshaping how teaching, learning, and
administration are conducted. This study aims to conduct a systematic literature analysis
to compare the impact of digital transformation in public and private sector HEIs. As
technology evolves, HEIs are pressured to adapt and innovate to meet the changing needs
and expectations of students, faculty, and stakeholders (Romero-Garcia et al., 2020).
Understanding how digital transformation initiatives differ between public and private
sector institutions can provide valuable insights into practical strategies and best

practices for navigating this complex landscape.

Digital technologies have brought about significant changes in higher education,
enabling new modes of instructional delivery, such as online courses, virtual classrooms,
and adaptive learning platforms (Mengual-Andrés et al., 2016). Moreover, digital tools
and platforms have revolutionised administrative processes, including admissions,
registration, financial aid, and student services, increasing efficiency and effectiveness
(Madsen et al, 2018). Public and private sector HEIs have embraced digital
transformation to varying degrees, each facing unique challenges and opportunities
based on their organisational structures, funding models, and institutional priorities
(Lopez-Belmonte et al., 2019). In the context of public sector HEIs, factors such as limited
funding, bureaucratic processes, and regulatory constraints may present barriers to
adopting and implementing digital technologies (He & Zhu, 2017). However, public
institutions often benefit from government support and funding initiatives to promote
digital innovation and improve access to higher education for underserved populations
(Jiménez-Cortés et al., 2017). On the other hand, private sector HEIs may have more
significant financial resources and flexibility to invest in cutting-edge technologies and
infrastructure (He & Li, 2019). Nonetheless, they may face challenges related to
competition, market demand, and return on investment (ROI) considerations

(Henriquez-Coronel et al., 2018).
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This study offers a rigorous and comprehensive approach to examining the
existing body of research on digital transformation in higher education (Larraz, 2013). By
synthesising findings from multiple studies, this study seeks to identify trends, patterns,
and discrepancies in the adoption and impact of digital technologies across public and
private sector HEIs. This analysis will provide a nuanced understanding of the factors
influencing digital transformation initiatives in higher education and shed light on
potential areas for future research and intervention (Munoz, 2008). The comparative
analysis of digital transformation in public and private sector HEIs holds implications for
policymakers, administrators, educators, and other stakeholders involved in shaping the
future of higher education (Ortega-Sanchez & Gomez-Trigueros, 2017). By identifying
successful strategies and lessons learned from both sectors, this study can inform
evidence-based decision-making and guide the development of policies and initiatives to
foster digital innovation and excellence in higher education (Pettersson, 2018).
Furthermore, this research contributes to the broader discourse on digital
transformation in the public and private sectors, offering valuable insights into the
dynamics of organisational change, technology adoption, and institutional performance

(Navarro et al., 2016).

Hence, this study seeks to advance our understanding of the impact of digital
transformation on higher education institutions by conducting a systematic literature
analysis of public versus private sector HEIs. By comparing and contrasting the
experiences and outcomes of digital initiatives in these contexts, this research aims to
generate actionable insights and recommendations for fostering innovation and

excellence in higher education.

Literature Review

This study explores a literature review for a comparative analysis of digital
transformation's impact on higher education institutions, specifically focusing on the
public versus private sectors, providing a comprehensive understanding of the current
state of research in this area. Digital transformation in higher education has emerged as

a critical topic due to the rapid advancement of technology and its potential to reshape
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teaching, learning, and administrative processes (Alaeddini & Enayati, 2021). In recent
years, numerous studies have investigated the implications of digital transformation for
both public and private higher education institutions, highlighting the various challenges
and opportunities associated with this phenomenon. The role of digital technologies in
enhancing access to education and improving student outcomes is critical to higher
education. Scholars suggest that digital transformation initiatives, such as online learning
platforms and digital resources, can democratise education by providing greater
flexibility and accessibility to learners from diverse backgrounds (Alshahrani & Bahattab,
2020). However, disparities in access to technology and digital skills remain a concern,
particularly in public institutions serving marginalised communities (Al-Fraihat et al,,
2020). Addressing these inequalities ensures that all students benefit from digital

transformation efforts.

Another important aspect explored in the literature is the impact of digital
transformation on teaching and learning practices. Studies have highlighted the potential
of digital technologies to facilitate innovative pedagogical approaches, such as blended
learning and personalised instruction (Bates et al., 2020). By leveraging digital tools and
resources, educators can create engaging and interactive learning experiences that cater
to the diverse needs of students. However, the effective integration of technology into
teaching requires adequate training and support for faculty members and careful
consideration of pedagogical principles and best practices (Bower et al., 2021).
Furthermore, this study examines the role of digital transformation in shaping
administrative processes and institutional management. Digital technologies offer
opportunities for streamlining administrative tasks, improving communication and
collaboration, and enhancing data-driven decision-making (Bilbao-Osorio et al., 2019).
For example, implementing digital management systems can optimise workflows, reduce
paperwork, and increase efficiency in admissions, enrollment, and student services.
However, data privacy, cybersecurity, and infrastructure readiness challenges must be
addressed to ensure the successful implementation of digital solutions (Bottino et al,,

2020).

Moreover, studies affirm the impact of digital transformation on the overall
student experience and satisfaction. Thus, research indicates that digital tools and

platforms significantly shape students' perceptions of their educational journey (Bracco
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et al, 2021). For instance, access to online resources, virtual support services, and
collaborative learning environments can contribute to a more engaging and fulfilling
student experience. However, concerns have been raised regarding the quality of online
education and the potential for digital technologies to exacerbate feelings of isolation and
disconnection among students (Bawa, 2020). Balancing the benefits and challenges of

digital transformation is crucial for ensuring positive student outcomes.

Additionally, this study highlights the importance of institutional culture and
leadership in driving successful digital transformation initiatives. Organisational factors,
such as leadership support, strategic vision, and resource allocation, play a critical role in
shaping the adoption and implementation of digital technologies (Carvalho et al., 2020).
Studies emphasise the need for strong leadership commitment, effective change
management strategies, and a culture of innovation to navigate the complexities of digital
transformation in higher education. Collaboration and partnership between academic
and administrative stakeholders are also essential for fostering a shared vision and
promoting a culture of continuous improvement (Chandio et al,, 2021). Furthermore, the
authors address the issue of sustainability and scalability in digital transformation efforts.
While many institutions have embraced digital technologies to enhance their operations
and services, questions still need to be answered regarding the long-term sustainability
of these initiatives (Chaudhry & Qureshi, 2021). Factors such as financial investment,
technological infrastructure, and human capital are critical determinants of the
sustainability of digital transformation projects. Moreover, scalability refers to the ability
of institutions to expand and adapt their digital capabilities to meet evolving needs and
challenges (Choudrie et al.,, 2020). Ensuring the scalability of digital transformation
initiatives requires careful planning, investment, and collaboration across departments

and disciplines.

Overall, the literature review provides valuable insights into the multifaceted
nature of digital transformation in higher education, highlighting its potential benefits,
challenges, and implications for institutions, students, faculty, and administrators. By
synthesising existing research findings, this study aims to contribute to a deeper
understanding of the comparative impact of digital transformation in public and private

higher education sectors and to inform future research, policy, and practice in this area.
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Nexus between Digital Transformation and Students' Academic Achievements

in South African Higher Education Institutions

Digital transformation has significantly shaped the landscape of higher education
institutions (HEIs) worldwide, including those in South Africa. It encompasses integrating
digital technologies into various aspects of academic and administrative processes,
aiming to enhance efficiency, accessibility, and the overall quality of education. In the
context of South African HEIs, digital transformation holds immense promise for
improving student academic achievements. Reimers and Schleicher (2018) emphasised
that leveraging digital technologies can facilitate personalised learning experiences
tailored to students' individual needs and learning styles, enhancing their academic
performance. Moreover, digital tools enable interactive and engaging learning
environments, fostering active student participation and knowledge retention (Hdkkinen
et al,, 2018). However, the nexus between digital transformation and students' academic
achievements in South African HEIs also presents several challenges. The digital divide,
which manifests as characterised by unequal access to digital resources and skills among
students, particularly those from marginalised communities (Hargittai & Hsieh, 2012), is
a significant cause for concern. This disparity exacerbates educational inequalities,
hindering academic success for students who lack access to essential digital technologies
and internet connectivity. Additionally, the rapid pace of technological advancement
necessitates continuous faculty development initiatives to ensure educators possess the
requisite digital competencies to effectively integrate technology into teaching and
learning (Bates, 2019). Insufficient training and support for faculty members may impede
the successful implementation of digital transformation initiatives and compromise their

impact on student academic achievements.

Moreover, integrating digital technologies in South African HEIs must accompany
robust infrastructure and institutional support to realise its full potential in enhancing
student academic achievements. As Barbour et al. (2019) highlighted, inadequate
technological infrastructure, such as unreliable internet connectivity and outdated
hardware, poses significant challenges to effectively implementing digital transformation
initiatives in educational settings. HEIs must invest in upgrading their infrastructure and

providing adequate technical support to ensure seamless access to digital resources and
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tools for students and faculty members (United Nations, 2019). Furthermore,
institutional policies and regulations must be aligned with the principles of digital
transformation to foster a conducive environment for innovation and experimentation in
teaching and learning (Van Deursen & Van Dijk, 2019). Despite these challenges, digital
transformation prospects in South African higher education are immense. By harnessing
the power of digital technologies, HEIs can expand access to quality education,
particularly for underserved populations in remote or disadvantaged areas (Brown &

Lippert, 2011).

Additionally, digital transformation enables the development of innovative
pedagogical approaches, such as blended learning and flipped classrooms, which have
been shown to enhance student engagement and academic outcomes (Garrison &
Kanuka, 2004). Moreover, integrating data analytics and learning management systems
(LMS) in HEIs can provide valuable insights into student learning behaviours and
performance, enabling educators to tailor instructional interventions and support
services to meet students' diverse needs (Siemens & Long, 2011). Hence, the nexus
between digital transformation and students' academic achievements in South African
higher education institutions offers opportunities and challenges. While digital
technologies hold the potential to revolutionise teaching and learning processes and
improve student outcomes, addressing issues such as the digital divide, faculty capacity
building, infrastructure limitations, and policy alignment is crucial to realising these
benefits. By adopting a comprehensive approach that addresses these challenges and
leverages the opportunities afforded by digital transformation, South African HEIs can
enhance student academic achievements and contribute to the advancement of the

country's higher education sector.

Prospects and Challenges of Digital Transformation in South African Higher

Education

In the context of South African higher education, the prospects of digital
transformation offer significant opportunities for advancing access, equity, and quality in

learning. With its diverse student population and geographically dispersed institutions,



Oluwatoyin Ayodele Ajani & Sibongamandla Dlomo ¢ 79

digital technologies have the potential to bridge educational divides and democratise
access to higher education (Casey & Evans, 2011). Online learning platforms, virtual
classrooms, and mobile technologies can facilitate flexible learning opportunities,
catering to the needs of working adults, rural communities, and historically marginalised
groups (Pimmer et al.,, 2016). Moreover, digital transformation can enhance the quality of
teaching and learning experiences through interactive multimedia resources,
personalised learning pathways, and real-time feedback mechanisms (McQuiggan et al.,
2018). By harnessing the power of digital tools and resources, South African higher
education institutions can create inclusive and engaging learning environments that
foster critical thinking, creativity, and collaboration among students (Tennant &

Willcoxson, 2019).

However, despite the promise of digital transformation, South African higher
education faces several challenges in realising its full potential. One of the foremost
challenges is the digital divide, which exacerbates existing inequalities in access to
technology and internet connectivity (Gumbo et al., 2019). Many students, particularly
those from disadvantaged backgrounds, need more reliable access to devices and internet
infrastructure, hindering their participation in online learning activities (Chigona &
Chigona, 2012). Additionally, there are concerns about students' and educators' digital
readiness and skills capacity, necessitating comprehensive training and support
programmes to ensure the effective use of digital tools (Olcott & Wright, 2017). Moreover,
regulatory and policy barriers impede innovation and experimentation in digital learning,
including outdated accreditation frameworks, intellectual property regulations, and data

privacy laws (Czerniewicz et al., 2019).

To address these challenges and maximise the benefits of digital transformation,
South African higher education institutions must adopt a multifaceted approach
encompassing policy reforms, infrastructure investments, and capacity-building
initiatives. Firstly, there is a need for coordinated government interventions to expand
broadband infrastructure, reduce data costs, and promote digital literacy among
underserved communities (Chigona et al, 2014). Public-private partnerships can
leverage corporate resources and expertise to support digital inclusion initiatives and
community-based learning centres (Swart et al.,, 2018). Additionally, higher education

institutions should prioritise faculty development programmes that equip educators with
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the pedagogical skills and technological competencies needed to design and deliver

practical online courses (Aluko & Mavetera, 2019).

Furthermore, South African universities must embrace innovative pedagogical
models and technologies catering to diverse learner needs and preferences. Blended
learning approaches, which integrate face-to-face instruction with online activities, offer
a promising pathway for enhancing student engagement and achievement (Gachago et al.,
2016). Similarly, open educational resources (OER) and massive open online courses
(MOOCs) can broaden access to high-quality educational content and support lifelong
learning initiatives (Czerniewicz & Trotter, 2018). Moreover, adopting learning analytics
and artificial intelligence tools can provide valuable insights into student learning
behaviours and inform personalised interventions to improve retention and success rates

(Ali etal., 2020).

Ultimately, the successful implementation of digital transformation in South
African higher education requires a holistic and collaborative approach that addresses
systemic barriers and fosters a culture of innovation, experimentation, and continuous
improvement. By embracing digital technologies as enablers of educational change rather
than mere supplements to traditional teaching methods, South African universities can
empower learners, enhance institutional resilience, and contribute to national
development goals in the digital era (Deacon et al., 2020). However, concerted efforts are
needed to ensure that digital transformation initiatives are equitable, inclusive, and
sustainable, focusing on social justice, human rights, and ethical considerations

(Czerniewicz & Goodier, 2019).

Specific Implementation Strategies and Examples of Successful Digital

Transformation Initiatives

Implementing successful digital transformation initiatives in higher education
requires strategic planning, robust infrastructure, and a commitment to faculty and
student engagement. A prominent example of a successful digital transformation is the

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) initiative. MIT's OpenCourseWare (OCW)
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project has set a benchmark for how digital platforms can enhance accessibility to
educational resources globally. This initiative provides free and open access to course
materials for various courses offered at the institution. It exemplifies how digital
technologies can democratise education and extend learning opportunities beyond

traditional classroom boundaries (Abelson, 2008).

Another effective strategy is the integration of Learning Management Systems
(LMS) with adaptive learning technologies. Georgia State University implemented an
adaptive learning platform that utilises data analytics to provide personalised learning
experiences to students. This system analyses individual student performance and tailors
instructional materials to better meet students' learning needs. The initiative has
improved student engagement and academic success, particularly in extensive

enrollment courses where individualised attention is challenging (Renfro, 2019).

Collaborative platforms that enhance interaction between students, faculty, and
industry experts have also proven successful. The University of Pennsylvania integrated
collaborative projects into its digital transformation strategy by partnering with various
tech companies to provide students with real-world problem-solving experiences. These
collaborations have enhanced the learning experience and improved student
preparedness for the workforce, bridging the gap between academic theory and practical

application (Hannon et al., 2020).

Furthermore, using digital badges and micro-credentials is an emerging trend
showing significant promise in recognising and motivating student learning and skill
development. The University of Illinois has pioneered using digital badges to certify
mastery of specific skills across various disciplines. This initiative supports lifelong
learning and provides students with tangible evidence of their recognisable skills in the
job market, encouraging continuous personal and professional development (Oliver,

2021).

These examples underscore the diverse strategies institutions can employ to
harness digital technologies effectively. The key to successful implementation is ensuring
these technologies align with the institution's educational goals and are supported by

adequate training and resources for all stakeholders involved.
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Institutional Theory as the Theoretical Framework

A suitable theoretical framework adopted is institutional theory for a comparative
analysis of digital transformation's impact on higher education institutions. Institutional
theory focuses on understanding how institutions, including organisations and social
structures, shape behaviour and outcomes through formal and informal rules, norms, and
practices (Scott, 2014). In the context of higher education, institutional theory provides a
lens through which to examine how public and private institutions respond to and adapt
to digital transformation. Institutional theory offers several advantages for this study.
Firstly, it provides a framework for understanding the broader institutional context
within which digital transformation initiatives occur. Public and private higher education
institutions operate within distinct regulatory, cultural, and economic environments,
influencing their responses to digital transformation (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). By
examining how these institutional factors shape the adoption and implementation of
digital technologies, the study can gain insights into the differences and similarities
between public and private institutions. Institutional theory emphasises the role of
institutional isomorphism, which refers to the tendency of organisations to adopt similar
structures, practices, and behaviours over time (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). In digital
transformation, public and private institutions may face pressure to conform to prevailing
norms and practices in higher education, such as adopting learning management systems
or online learning platforms (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). Understanding the mechanisms of
institutional isomorphism can help explain why specific digital transformation initiatives

become widespread while others do not.

Thus, institutional theory recognises the importance of organisational legitimacy,
which refers to the perception that an organisation's actions and practices are
appropriate and desirable (Suchman, 1995). Public and private higher education
institutions may seek legitimacy through digital transformation efforts by demonstrating
their commitment to innovation, quality education, and student success (Scott, 2014).
The study can shed light on the strategic motivations behind digital initiatives by
examining how digital transformation contributes to institutional legitimacy in both
sectors. Institutional theory offers a robust theoretical framework for investigating the

comparative impact of digital transformation in public and private higher education
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institutions. By exploring how institutional factors shape the adoption, implementation,
and outcomes of digital technologies, the study can provide valuable insights into the
dynamics of change within the higher education sector and inform policy, practice, and

future research endeavours.

Justification for this theory

A suitable theoretical framework for the comparative analysis of digital
transformation's impact on higher education institutions could be the Innovation
Diffusion Theory (IDT). IDT, proposed by Everett Rogers in 1962, offers a comprehensive
understanding of how innovations, including technological advancements, are adopted
and diffused within a social system (Rogers, 2003). In the context of higher education,
digital transformation represents a significant innovation that is reshaping teaching,
learning, and administrative processes. IDT provides a lens through which to examine the
factors influencing the adoption and diffusion of digital technologies in public and private
higher education institutions. One of the critical strengths of IDT is its emphasis on the
characteristics of innovations and the social context in which they are introduced.
According to Rogers (2003), people and organisations are more likely to adopt
innovations that they perceive as advantageous, compatible with current practices,
simple to understand, and observable. By applying IDT, researchers can assess how these
innovation characteristics influence the adoption of digital technologies in higher

education and compare the adoption patterns between public and private institutions.

Additionally, IDT highlights the role of communication channels, opinion leaders,
and social networks in facilitating the diffusion of innovations. In the context of digital
transformation in higher education, understanding the influence of these factors can
provide valuable insights into the dynamics of adoption and diffusion across different

institutional contexts (Dyck & Smither, 1994).

Furthermore, IDT allows researchers to explore the various stages of the
innovation-decision process, including knowledge, persuasion, decision, implementation,

and confirmation. This framework can help identify barriers and challenges that may
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hinder the adoption and implementation of digital transformation initiatives in public
and private higher education institutions (Damanpour & Schneider, 2006). By examining
the factors influencing each stage of the innovation-decision process, researchers can
develop strategies to promote the successful adoption and diffusion of digital
technologies in higher education. The adoption of IDT as a theoretical framework for the
study provides a structured approach to analysing the complex dynamics of digital
transformation in higher education. It offers valuable insights for informing policy and

practice in this area.

Research Methodology

A systematic literature review (SLR) methodology was employed to analyse the
impact of digital transformation on higher education institutions. This approach allowed
for the comprehensive identification, selection, and analysis of relevant scholarly
literature. The SLR process followed established guidelines for conducting systematic
reviews (Kitchenham & Charters, 2007) and involved several distinct stages. Firstly, a
thorough search of electronic databases such as Web of Science, Scopus, and Google
Scholar was conducted using predefined search strings related to digital transformation
in higher education (Shamseer et al, 2015). These search strings were designed to
capture a broad range of relevant literature across public and private sector institutions.
Following the initial search, the retrieved articles underwent a systematic screening
process to identify those that met the predefined inclusion criteria. These criteria
typically included relevance to the study topic, publication in peer-reviewed journals, and

availability of full-text articles in English.

The screening process involved reviewing titles, abstracts, and keywords to
determine the eligibility of each article for inclusion in the study. Articles that did not
meet the inclusion criteria were excluded from further analysis. Once the relevant articles
were identified, data extraction was performed to extract critical information such as
research objectives, methodologies, findings, and conclusions. This information was
systematically recorded in a data extraction form to facilitate the subsequent analysis. The

extracted data were then synthesised and analysed to identify common themes, patterns,
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and trends related to the impact of digital transformation on higher education
institutions. This analysis involved comparing and contrasting findings from different
studies to identify similarities and differences between public and private sector
institutions. Finally, the findings of the systematic literature review were synthesised to
draw conclusions and implications for research and practice. The limitations of the SLR
methodology, such as potential publication bias and the reliance on existing literature,
were also acknowledged. Despite these limitations, the systematic approach adopted in
this study ensured the rigour and reliability of the findings, providing valuable insights
into the comparative impact of digital transformation on higher education institutions in

the public and private sectors.

Results

The findings of the systematic literature review reveal varied insights into the
impact of digital transformation in higher education across both the public and private
sectors. Key observations include the differing readiness levels for the adoption of digital
technologies across institutions. For instance, while some private universities have
substantially invested in digital infrastructure and pedagogical innovations, many public
institutions still need to grapple with significant limitations in resources and
infrastructure (Huynh et al, 2020). This disparity significantly affects student
experiences and outcomes, influencing institutional competitiveness in the evolving

digital landscape.

Additionally, the success of digital transformation initiatives across educational
institutions shows considerable variance. In some cases, private universities effectively
leverage digital technologies to augment educational delivery; however, others encounter
obstacles like faculty resistance and insufficient training, which underscore the necessity
of proficient change management strategies and leadership in driving digital

transformation (Gonzalez et al., 2019).

Another critical aspect identified is the evolving role of faculty in response to

digital integration, which requires new competencies in digital literacy and pedagogical



86  Journal of Research in Higher Education e Vol. VIII, No. 1, 2024

practices. Nevertheless, faculty members often need help with barriers such as time
constraints and inadequate professional development opportunities impeding effective

digital integration in teaching (Dobbin et al., 2019; Nguyen et al., 2015).

Moreover, the analysis highlights significant gaps in student digital literacy, which is
essential for navigating digital learning environments effectively. Despite the crucial role
of digital literacy in educational success, many students lack the necessary skills,
impacting their academic performance and future job market preparedness (Wang & Wu,

2019; Gikas & Grant, 2013).

Lastly, the findings underscore the broader societal implications of digital
transformation, particularly regarding access and equity. The potential of digital
technologies to enhance educational access contrasts with the risk of exacerbating
existing inequalities, emphasising the need for equitable digital access initiatives (Selwyn,

2016; Eynon & Geniets, 2016).

The systematic literature review further identifies significant themes concerning
the governance and management of digital transformation within higher education
institutions. One pertinent issue is data management, privacy, and security challenges,
which have become increasingly crucial as institutions transition to digital platforms.
Research by Bates (2015) and Belanger and Carter (2018) indicates that many
institutions need help with data integration and security, highlighting the need for robust

digital governance frameworks to manage risks effectively.

Another critical finding pertains to the impact of digital transformation on
curriculum development. Institutions that embrace digital tools and platforms have
begun to see shifts in curriculum structures to accommodate more flexible, student-
centred learning modalities. Tait and Mills (2018) suggest that these changes facilitate
more personalised learning experiences, although they require substantial faculty

support and technological infrastructure to implement effectively.

Additionally, the review underscores the role of digital transformation in
enhancing institutional competitiveness. Higher education institutions that effectively
integrate digital technologies are better positioned to attract and retain students by
offering enhanced learning experiences and broader access through online programmes

(Kirkwood & Price, 2014).
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Discussion

The discussion integrates these findings with institutional theory and quality
management models to provide a nuanced understanding of digital transformation in
higher education. Institutional theory explains the observed disparities in digital
readiness and implementation as products of different institutional pressures and
cultural norms within the education sector. This theoretical perspective helps us
understand why some institutions align closely with global digital standards, whereas

others prioritise local needs and challenges (Scott, 2008).

In terms of quality management, the varied success in implementing digital
transformation initiatives can be partly attributed to the quality of change management
and the institutions' strategic approaches (Rodrigues, 2017). Quality management
models emphasise the importance of aligning digital transformation with organisational
goals and comprehensive stakeholder engagement (Deming, 1986; Sallis, 2002).
Moreover, the challenges related to faculty resistance and integrating digital tools into
pedagogical practices can also be analysed through these theoretical lenses (Ajani, 2023).
Quality management models advocate for continuous training and support systems to
cultivate a supportive culture for digital initiatives, suggesting a path forward for

institutions struggling with these issues (Juran, 1992).

Furthermore, the implications of digital literacy on student success reflect the
urgent need for educational institutions to prioritise comprehensive digital literacy
programmes, aligning with both institutional theory and quality management principles,
which support adaptive learning environments responsive to student needs (Sandhu,
2018). The broader societal and equity challenges associated with digital transformation
in education underscore the importance of considering the socio-cultural and normative
elements of institutional theory. Policies and strategies should be crafted to foster
technological adoption and ensure it does not widen existing social disparities, which is

critical for realising the transformative potential of digital education (Selwyn, 2016).

Overall, these theoretical frameworks give us a solid way to understand how

complicated digital transformation is in higher education (Ajani, 2023) and help us make
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intelligent choices about how to use digital initiatives best while considering each

institution's unique needs and the bigger picture of society.

The results discussed relate closely to the theoretical frameworks of institutional
theory and quality management models. Institutional theory elucidates how cultural
norms and regulatory frameworks influence the adoption of digital technologies in higher
education. It suggests that institutions are often compelled to adopt digital innovations
not only by competitive pressures but also by normative pressures to meet educational
quality standards (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). From a quality management perspective,
the disparities in digital readiness and implementation can be seen as opportunities for
continuous improvement (Wade, 2019). Quality management models like TQM
emphasise the importance of stakeholder (including student and faculty) involvement in
quality assurance processes. Integrating digital tools offers a pathway to more dynamic
and responsive educational practices, aligning with global educational standards while

meeting local needs (Deming, 1986).

Moreover, the discussion highlights the necessity of addressing faculty resistance
and the integration barriers of digital tools in educational practices. According to quality
management principles, addressing these challenges requires infrastructural
investments and a change in institutional culture to support innovation and risk-taking

(Juran, 1992).

The findings focus on data management and security, highlighting the need for
strategic investments in digital infrastructures prioritising security and privacy. This
approach aligns with institutional theory, which stresses the importance of regulatory
compliance and normative frameworks for institutional legitimacy and trust (Scott,

2008).

Lastly, the discussion around the implications of digital transformation for
curriculum development and institutional competitiveness reinforces the need for a
holistic approach considering technological, pedagogical, and strategic dimensions. This
comprehensive approach is advocated by both institutional theory and quality
management models, which promote the alignment of digital strategies with institutional
missions and global educational trends. The extended discussion and results emphasise

the multifaceted impact of digital transformation in higher education, driven by internal
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and external factors. Effective management of this transformation requires adherence to
global trends and a deep understanding of local institutional contexts facilitated by robust

theoretical frameworks and strategic management practices.

The global implications of digital transformation in higher education underscore
the necessity for institutions worldwide to embrace technological advancements
strategically, ensuring that they not only enhance educational delivery and accessibility
but also effectively address diverse cultural and economic contexts (Maphalala & Ajani,

2024).

Emerging Trends and Future Directions in Digital Transformation within

Higher Education

Emerging trends in digital transformation within higher education indicate a shift
towards more integrated and immersive  technological  environments
(PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2018). As institutions globally continue to navigate the
complexities of digital integration, augmented reality (AR) and virtual reality (VR) are
becoming increasingly prevalent (Adam & Nhamo, 2018). These technologies enrich the
learning experience and simulate real-world environments that students may not
otherwise access. Studies such as those by Santos, Lacerda, and Pires (2021) highlight AR
and VR in medical training programs, allowing students to perform virtual surgeries or
patient interactions, significantly enhancing both the learning process and outcomes. As
this trend gains momentum, the role of immersive learning in shaping future educational
experiences becomes more pronounced, suggesting a broader adoption across disciplines

(Bhuasiri et al.,, 2012).

Another significant trend is using artificial intelligence (AI) to personalise
students' learning journey (Hess et al., 2016). Al's capacity to analyse large volumes of
data allows for creating customised learning pathways, adaptive learning environments,
and personalised feedback mechanisms (Gobble, 2018). Researchers like Zheng,
Pinkwart, and Oliveira (2019) discuss the potential of Al-driven platforms to dynamically

adjust content and assessments based on individual performance and engagement levels,
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thereby optimising the educational experience to meet unique student needs. As Al
technology continues to evolve, its integration within educational systems is expected to
facilitate more nuanced insights into student learning behaviours and preferences,

potentially reshaping curricular designs and pedagogical strategies (Grab et al., 2019).

Lastly, the future of digital transformation in higher education will likely see an
increased emphasis on cybersecurity and data privacy (Mazibuko, 2020). As institutions
become more dependent on digital platforms, student and faculty data security is
becoming paramount. The push towards digital transformation has expanded the attack
surface for cyber threats, making it imperative for universities to invest in robust
cybersecurity measures. According to a report by McGraw and Edwards (2022),
educational institutions are prioritising the development of sophisticated cybersecurity
protocols to protect against data breaches and ensure the integrity of academic
information. This trend highlights the technical aspects of digital transformation and
underscores the need for a cultural shift towards greater awareness and proactive
management of cybersecurity risks in higher education settings (Kaminskyi et al., 2016).
These trends underscore the dynamic nature of digital transformation in higher
education, pointing to a future where technology seamlessly integrates with educational

delivery to create more effective, engaging, and secure learning environments.

Conclusion

This systematic literature analysis sheds light on the comparative impact of digital
transformation on higher education institutions, delineating the nuanced differences
between public and private sector contexts. Through a rigorous review of scholarly
literature, key findings emerge regarding the distinct approaches, challenges, and
outcomes of digital transformation initiatives in these sectors. While public and private
institutions strive to leverage digital technologies to enhance teaching, learning, and
administrative processes, disparities in resources, infrastructure, and organisational
culture shape their respective trajectories (Alexander & Beamish, 2020). Public
institutions often need to grapple with bureaucratic hurdles, funding constraints, and

legacy systems, which may hinder the pace and scale of digital innovation. In contrast,
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private institutions exhibit greater flexibility, autonomy, and agility in adopting and
implementing digital initiatives driven by market forces and competitive pressures.
However, concerns regarding equity, accessibility, and social responsibility loom large in
the private sector, necessitating a balanced approach prioritising commercial imperatives
and public interests. By synthesising these findings, this study underscores the need for
tailored strategies and interventions that account for the unique contexts and challenges
public and private higher education institutions face in navigating the complexities of
digital transformation. Moving forward, interdisciplinary collaboration, stakeholder
engagement, and evidence-based decision-making will be critical in shaping a more

inclusive, equitable, and sustainable future for higher education in the digital age.

The implications for practice from the study on digital transformation in higher
education underscore the institutions' need to embrace technological advancements in
order to enhance educational delivery and administration actively (Johnson et al.,, 2016).
As digital technologies continue to evolve, higher education institutions must prioritise
integrating tools like Al, AR, and VR to enrich the learning environment and prepare
students effectively for a digitally-driven world. This involves the adoption of new
technologies and the continuous professional development of faculty and staff to ensure
they are adept at leveraging these tools for educational excellence. Institutions should
also strengthen their cybersecurity measures to protect sensitive data and maintain the
trust of their stakeholders. By doing so, they will improve the quality of education and
align more closely with global standards, enhancing their competitiveness and appeal in

the international educational landscape.

Recommendations

To optimise the impact of digital transformation in higher education, specific,
actionable recommendations tailored to various stakeholders are essential. First, for
educational policymakers, developing and enforcing policies that support the seamless
integration of digital technologies into the educational framework is crucial. This could
include funding digital infrastructure improvements, offering incentives for institutions

that innovate in digital education, and creating clear guidelines on digital education



92 e Journal of Research in Higher Education e Vol. VIII, No. 1, 2024

standards. Policymakers should also consider forming partnerships with technology
providers to facilitate access to cutting-edge tools and resources at subsidised rates,

ensuring that financial constraints do not hinder technological adoption.

Second, it is recommended that higher education administrators prioritise the
training and continuous professional development of faculty and staff regarding digital
tools and educational technologies. This could be achieved through regular workshops
and seminars in collaboration with tech companies to keep educators up-to-date with the
latest digital teaching methods and tools. Administrators should also focus on fostering a
culture of innovation within institutions, where internal funding and recognition
programs encourage and support experimentation with new teaching technologies and

methods.

Third, for faculty members, the recommendation is to actively engage with
available digital tools and learning management systems to enhance pedagogical
practices. Faculty should be encouraged to integrate digital resources into their
curriculum, such as virtual labs, digital field trips, and Al-assisted assessments, which can
provide more affluent, more diverse learning experiences for students. Additionally,
faculty can contribute to the broader academic community by publishing their findings

and experiences with digital education, thus sharing best practices and lessons learned.

Lastly, for technology providers in the education sector, it is advisable to work
closely with educational institutions to tailor products that meet the specific needs of the
academic community. This involves not only the development of robust, user-friendly
platforms but also ensuring that there is adequate customer support and training
available to help institutions maximise the benefits of these tools. Moreover, technology
providers should consider creating scalable solutions that can be adjusted for different
institutions and educational settings, enhancing their applicability and impact across the

educational spectrum.
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Definitions of Terms and Concepts

Digital Readiness: This refers to an institution's preparedness to effectively adopt and
integrate digital technologies, encompassing the necessary infrastructure, skills,
attitudes, and organisational culture to enhance educational and administrative

processes.

Institutional Agility: This concept highlights a higher education institution's ability to
rapidly adapt to technological advancements and changes, efficiently modifying

operations, teaching methods, and curriculum to remain relevant and competitive.

Digital Infrastructure: This term covers the technological frameworks, tools, and
systems, including hardware, software, and network capabilities, that support delivering

digital services and functions within an institution.

Faculty Resistance: This occurs when teaching staff are reluctant or oppose adopting
new digital tools or methods, often due to unfamiliarity with new technologies, fear of

increased workload, or doubts about the effectiveness of new approaches.

Digital Literacy Skills: Essential for students and faculty, these skills enable effective
navigation, evaluation, and creation of information using digital technologies, which is

crucial for the optimal and responsible use of digital resources in higher education.

Change Management Strategies: These are systematic approaches used to help
individuals, teams, and organisations smoothly transition from their current state to a
desired future state during digital transformations, aiming to minimise resistance and

maximise acceptance.

Pedagogical Alignment: This involves integrating digital tools and methods into teaching
and learning to support and enhance educational goals and outcomes, ensuring

technology aids rather than disrupts the educational process.
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Abstract: To align with society’s ever-changing needs, the principal goal the university seeks to
achieve within the community shifted from providing knowledge through teaching to the
strategic role of knowledge production by applying skills. Accordingly, the implementation of the
L.M.D. system in Algerian universities focused on supporting the students’ learning process and
emphasized student work; this imposed new pedagogical teaching methods and raised the need

to improve the pedagogical skills of university teachers.

This study aims to determine the impact of pedagogical training in higher education for newly
employed teachers at Algerian universities on their approach to teaching, as measured by the
Approaches to Teaching Inventory list, and on their self-efficacy beliefs, as measured by the
Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire. Data were collected in a pre-post design; a
questionnaire was designed based on the measurement methods and sent electronically twice to

a sample of 50 newly employed teachers before and after pedagogical training.

The study finds no statistically significant differences in the teacher-centered or in the student-
centered approach among newly employed teachers, and no statistically significant differences in
their self-efficacy beliefs before and after pedagogical training. Pedagogical training is not helping

newly employed university teachers to center their teaching approach around the student.
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Introduction

The university’s principal role shifted from providing knowledge through teaching
to a new strategic role of knowledge production by applying and investing skills due to
the rapid changes in the cultural, social, economic, and technological nature of knowledge
and society. This shift increased interest in higher education’s quality and university
outcomes and made teaching approaches and methods adopted in universities a real
concern; thus, teacher capacity development has become increasingly essential (Demir &

Cetin, 2022).

Teachers often need to be prepared to deal with these changes, especially at the
beginning of their professional careers, where they tend to focus solely on imparting
knowledge through their teaching methods. Improving the efficiency of teachers and the
equity of education requires competency from teachers so that their teaching is of a high
standard and is accessible to all students. “In particular, the broad consensus is that
teacher quality is the single most important school variable influencing student
achievement” (OECD, 2005, p. 2). As a result, the need to improve university teachers’
pedagogical skills has become more urgent, and the idea of pedagogical training has
become widespread. Many countries, such as Norway, Britain, and Finland, have adopted
mandatory training programs for higher education teachers (Trowler et al., 2008) to
introduce teaching methods and improve university teachers’ pedagogical skills and
abilities. In this context, the European Science Foundation stated, “Excellent teachers are
made, not born; they become excellent through investment in their teaching abilities”
(European Science Foundation, 2010, p. 8); teachers are crucial actors in the process of
enhancing the quality of education and students’ achievement. To qualify as a teacher, an
individual must receive pedagogical training to assist students in acquiring the necessary
knowledge, attitudes, and abilities (Okeke et al., 2019). However, despite the importance
of research and teaching in doctoral training traditionally regarded as a preparation for
an academic career, doctoral and postdoctoral programs tend to focus on academic

research (Ibrahim et al., 2020).

Algerian universities witnessed many fundamental changes, the most important
of which was the implementation of the L.M.D. system as a new system for higher

education starting in 2004, instead of the classical system. The L.M.D. system falls within
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higher education reform, consisting of three main phases: Bachelor’s, Master’s and
Doctorate. The mostimportant feature of this system is that it revolves around the student
as the center of the educational process instead of the teacher. In contrast, the teacher is
one of many sources of information. To achieve its desired goals, this system imposed

entirely different pedagogical methods in teaching at the university.

On the other hand, Algerian universities witnessed a continuous increase in
student numbers; the number of graduate students increased from 181,350 in 1990 to
1,250,310 in 2013, while the number of post-graduate students increased from 13,967 in
1990 to 54,317 in 2013 (Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research, 2013),
resulting in an apparent shortage and deficiency in supervision, sometimes reaching
40%, each teacher facing 70 students. This significant expansion in higher education, the
vast numbers of students, and the disproportionate number of teachers made the idea of
training and preparing university teachers to adapt to such changes crucial. This proposal
was relatively new in Algeria; the first signs of genuine interest in the training of
university teachers started at the beginning of the last decade during academic days and
conferences organized by different Algerian universities. Then, numerous national
pedagogical conferences were held at the direction of the Ministry of Higher Education
and Scientific Research to discuss pedagogical issues aimed at increasing the
effectiveness of higher education in Algeria, such as teaching methods in universities and
the design of curriculum evaluation methods. This proposal became official with
Ministerial Decree No. 932, dated July 28, 2016, which sets out a pedagogical training
program for newly hired university teachers. The decree established support cells for
newly hired university teachers in various universities to provide them with knowledge
and skills in teaching methodologies and pedagogy during their internship period. These
methodologies focus on pedagogy, educational psychology, educational legislation, the
use of information communication technology, and distance teaching methods recognized

as complementary to traditional teaching in Algerian universities.

This study aims to determine the impact of pedagogical training programs on the
teaching approaches of newly employed teachers in Algerian universities. To align with
the L.M.D. system objectives, we focus on whether such training helps the new teacher to
center their teaching approach on the student rather than on information transfer, since

turning from a student-centered to a teacher-centered approach after finishing the
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training and becoming less teacher-centered is seen as a proxy for becoming a better
educator (Odalen et al, 2018). The study also aims to identify the effect of training
programs on teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs: their confidence in their teaching skills and

their role as university teachers.

The study is organized as follows: Section 1 establishes the theoretical and
institutional framework of the study and presents an overview of the existing literature
on the issue. Section 2 presents the methodology adopted in the study regarding sample
selection, variable measurement methods, data collection, and analysis methods. Section

3 presents a discussion of the results.

Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses Development

1. The Pedagogical Training of University Teachers

We define pedagogical training in teaching and learning as activities designed to
improve teachers’ skills and competencies in order to enhance students’ learning (Taylor
& Rege Colet, 2010). Boud and Brew (2013) emphasize the importance of integrating
academic development activities within professional practice, addressing academics’

skills and knowledge, and considering all aspects of academic work.

2. Two Different Approaches to Teaching

Kember (1997) describes two broad approaches to teaching: the conceptual
change/student-centered approach (CCSF) and the information transfer/teacher-
centered approach (ITTF). He finds that the student-centered approach is based on the
idea that “the student is the center of the educational process, in which knowledge is built
by students, and the role of the teacher is to facilitate and guide the learning process
rather than simply presenting and narrating information” (Kember, 1997). Rogers (1983,
p.188) argues that an essential element in this teaching method is the need for a leader

who is considered an authority in the learning process, who is competent and feels
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sufficient security within himself and in their relationship with others, giving them
essential confidence in their ability to think for themselves and learn on their own.
Burnard (1999, p.244) emphasized the importance of choice in the learning process; he
explains Rogers’ (1983) ideas about the student-focused approach to teaching: “Students
may not only choose what they study, but also how and why a particular subject matter
may be studied.” Burnard (1999) also stresses the importance of the student’s ideas,

perspectives, and different perceptions.

Student-focused teaching focuses on student learning and what they do to achieve
it rather than what the teacher does (Harden & Crosby, 2000, p. 335). This definition
emphasizes the concept of “student work.” Therefore, according to Trigwell et al. (1999),
in the teacher-focused approach, the teacher focuses on organizing, presenting, and
evaluating the content, teaching methods, and behavior in teaching, with the goal of
assessing how well the student understands the information. The teacher-centered
approach focuses on the teacher who transfers knowledge from an expert to a novice
(Harden & Crosby, 2000, p. 335). In contrast, the student-focused approach focuses on
supporting the students’ learning process so that they acquire and develop relevant
concepts. Lea et al. (2003, p. 322) summarize some of the characteristics of a student-
centered teaching approach: (1) reliance on active learning (student work) rather than
passive learning (receiving knowledge and instruction from the teacher); (2) focus on
deep learning and understanding; (3) increasing student responsibility in learning; (4)
increasing the learner’s sense of independence; (5) the interconnection between the
teacher and the learner; (6) mutual respect in the teacher-learner relationship, and (7)
both the teaching and learning processes being reflective of both the teacher and the

learner.

From a theoretical standpoint, the student-centered teaching approach is closely
related to the constructivist view of learning, given its emphasis on activity, discovery, and
independent learning (Carlile & Jordan, 2005), it is primarily associated with physical
activities. In contrast, cognitive theory is based on learning as a mental process. The
student-centered teaching approach is also related to the social constructivist view, which
emphasizes the importance of activity and the role of others in the learning process. In
the student-centered approach, the learner is the result of the learning experience, which

is entirely different from the traditional teaching and passive learning approaches. It is
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based on the student’s choice of what they want to learn and focuses more on the
student’s work and activity than the teacher’s (active learning vs. passive learning). It

emphasizes strong relationships between the student and teacher.

3. The Self-efficacy Beliefs of University Teachers

Bandura (2000, p. 36) defines self-efficacy as not just beliefs about the skills and
abilities an individual possesses but rather the belief in their ability to perform using
those skills and abilities under certain circumstances. Therefore, university teachers may
have strong beliefs about their teaching abilities in a familiar instructional setting but may
need clarification about their ability to teach in an unfamiliar teaching situation or in front
of an assertive audience. Teachers’ self-efficacy is defined as their belief in their capability
to successfully handle tasks related to their professional work. Teachers’ self-efficacy
beliefs may differ for different subjects: they are subject-specific (Bandura, 1997). The
self-efficacy of teachers impacts important academic outcomes, such as the students’
well-being, achievement, and motivation (Barni et al, 2019). In their study, Shah &
Bhattarai (2023) concluded that there are four factors that contribute to Nepali teachers’
self-efficacy: (1) students’ engagement efficacy; (2) instructional preparation efficacy; (3)

efficacy in behavioral competence, and (4) teaching skills efficacy.

4. Pedagogical Training, Teaching Approaches, and Teachers’ Self-efficacy Beliefs

Gilbert & Gibbs (1999) were the first to point out the need for more evidence of
the relationship between training and teaching quality in higher education, either
because few studies addressed this relationship or because previous research was more
descriptive than experimental. They emphasized the need to establish training
effectiveness in improving higher education quality because evidence of training
effectiveness was required to guide the efforts of educational development units in

designing training courses in the UK.

Gibbs and Coffey (2004) conducted the first quantitative study. The study

examined the impact of university teacher training on their teaching approaches and
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skills and their students’ learning approaches in a sample of teachers and their students
during two periods: the first at the beginning of the teacher training process and the
second after one year of teacher training. They considered that the teacher’s approach
became less focused on the teacher and more centered around the student by the end of
the fourth to the eighteenth month of training. In addition, the teachers’ teaching skills
improved significantly according to their students’ ratings. The students’ approaches to

learning also became more profound, but this change was not statistically significant.

Thus, most early studies on the subject found positive effects of pedagogical
training. However, their results were not generalizable due to their reliance on small
samples, such as the study by Stefani and Elton (2002), which included only one
university. Thus, there was consensus on the positive effects of pedagogical training, but
its effects remain weak (Stes et al., 2012; Trigwell et al., 2012), and the idea of its positive
effects remains to be seen. For example, Norton et al. (2005) conducted a study comparing
the teaching methods of teachers who participated in pedagogical training and those who
did not. The results showed no significant differences between the two groups, indicating

conflicting results regarding the effects of pedagogical training in universities.

In addition, studies that focused on measuring the effects of training relied on
using measures known as teachers’ conceptions and pedagogical approaches. One of the
measurement methods used is the ATI (Approaches to Teaching Inventory), which helps
the researcher determine which of the two approaches is used by the teacher in teaching:
the student-centered approach or the teacher-centered approach. Many studies have
relied on this method, such as Gibbs & Coffey (2004), Hanbury et al. (2008), Postareff et
al. (2007), Stes & Petegem (2011), Trigwell et al. (2012), Nevgi & Lofstrom (2015), Bailly
et al. (2015). Odalen et al. (2018) used the ATI in six Swedish universities; they started
with a high level of student-centeredness before the participants started the training and

they found no changes in the level of student-centeredness approach.

These studies have often found a positive relationship between long-term training
(more than 45 hours) and changes in trainee teaching approaches; teachers moved from
an approach that focuses on knowledge transmission (teacher-centered approach) to an
approach that focuses on changing concepts (student-centered approach). The duration

of training is one of the main variables that lead to changes in teachers’ knowledge, skills,



104 « Journal of Research in Higher Education e Vol. VIII, No. 1, 2024

attitudes, and beliefs (Connolly et al., 2018). On the other hand, it is noticeable that the
relationship is less evident when the training is of short duration (Bailly et al., 2015). In
addition to time duration, other characteristics leading to effective training include: (1)
content focus: the training focuses on specific subject matter content, (2) active learning:
participants engage in activities such as discussions or group work rather than listening
to lectures for example; (3) coherence: the consistency and integration of training
activities, and (4) collective participation: the involvement of a group of individuals who

can facilitate interactions and discourse (Fabriz et al., 2020).

The impact of pedagogical training on university teachers’ practices has yet to be
adequately proven, especially as training programs are designed according to specific
criteria or requests. The evaluation of these programs often depends on the participants’
short-term evaluation (satisfaction) (Stes et al., 2010). With the increasing interest in
researching the effects and effectiveness of pedagogical training in higher education,
recent studies have adopted a more significant number of quantitative, qualitative, and
even mixed methods and methodologies. For example, Stes et al. (2010) argue that
systematic evaluation studies that include pre-testing, quasi-experimental, and mixed
methodologies can measure the long-term effects of pedagogical training for university

teachers.

Pedagogical training is also related to self-efficacy beliefs; Albert Bandura’s works
in the past decades are considered detailed and wide-ranging. Since the publication of
Albert Bandura’s seminal article entitled “Self-Efficacy: Toward a Unifying Theory of
Behavioral Change” (Bandura, 1977), countless social and behavioral science researchers

have used self-efficacy to predict and explain a wide range of human behavior.

However, research on teacher self-efficacy beliefs was primarily conducted with
schoolteachers, similar research on higher education teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs
remaining limited. Studies conducted on the effectiveness of schoolteachers and student
learning outcomes indicate that teachers with high self-efficacy tend to achieve better
learning outcomes with their students (Bandura, 2000). Norton et al. (2005) made a
comparison between a group of 72 teachers who had no training and a group of 50
teachers who had a program on teaching and learning in higher education in the UK; they

found no significant differences between the two groups on scales measuring teaching
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beliefs and intentions. Postareff et al. (2007) found a negative relationship between
training and teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs; teachers who have received training for a short
period tend to feel less confident after training than at the beginning. Odalen et al. (2018)
found a relatively weak positive effect but considered the relative increase in confidence
statistically significant. Fabriz et al. (2020) found significant results between and within
the pre- and post-measurements for self-efficacy and self-concept and within subjective
knowledge in a sample of academic staff at Goethe University, Germany, who finished a
professional development program on academic teaching between the winter of 2013

and the summer of 2019.

Previous studies often focused on participants’ change of attitude or approaches
to teaching and learning in higher education while disregarding other aspects of teachers’
learning; researchers keep conducting empirical research on the impact of professional
development programs in the field of teaching and learning, and the results are not
without ambiguity (Fabriz et al., 2020). The effects of teacher training in higher education
are questionable; there is only a little evidence that the training would affect teaching
behavior (Norton et al, 2005), and there needs to be more evidence of whether

participation has the mentioned effects (Sadler & Reimann, 2018).

Based on a review of previous studies and research literature, as well as the aim of

the study, we formulate the following null hypotheses:

H1. There are no statistically significant differences in the teacher-centered
teaching approach among newly employed teachers before and after pedagogical

training.

H2. There are no statistically significant differences in adopting the student-
centered approach among newly employed teachers before and after pedagogical

training.

H3. There are no statistically significant differences in the self-efficacy beliefs of

newly employed university teachers in their roles before and after pedagogical training.



106 ¢ Journal of Research in Higher Education e Vol. VIII, No. 1, 2024

Institutional Framework

The institutional framework of our study is the characteristics of higher education

in Algerian universities with the L.M.D. system.

1. Higher Education Philosophy in Algerian Universities

The L.M.D. system is based on the competency-based approach to teaching. This
approach relies on the student’s independence; it aims to develop students’ ability to
adapt to changes and use new technologies continuously; it achieves this by assigning

students to pedagogical projects.

The Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research considers that “teaching
is a profession that must be learned, and that no matter how competent and
knowledgeable a professor is in his field of specialty, he cannot be considered a true
instructor; therefore, pedagogical and methodological training is a must” (Ministry of
Higher Education and Scientific Research, 2016, p. 01). The Ministry also considers that
“the profession of a teacher-researcher requires two integrated skills necessary to
perform his tasks satisfactorily: (1) active participation in scientific research and (2) a
constant strive to improve and develop methods to transfer knowledge to his students.
This basic task to prepare future scholars and researchers requires good preparation and
acquiring pedagogical knowledge” (Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research,

2016, p. 02).

2. Pedagogical Training Programs for Newly Employed Teachers in Algerian

Universities

Based on its concept, ‘art of teaching’, the Ministry of Higher Education and
Scientific Research considered that the curriculums in L.M.D. are centered on the student
and achieving learning outcomes based on the general and specific competencies he

acquires at the end of his academic path. There was an urgent need to move from a model
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of education to a model of learning and from verticality to horizontality. Quality assurance
should be vital in implementing curriculums (Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific
Research, 2016, p. 10). The student is a mature partner responsible for his education

(Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research, 2016, p. 22).

On this basis, the Ministry prepared a training plan for newly hired teachers to
achieve the mentioned goals. This plan was based mainly on Ministerial Decree No. 932,
dated July 28, 2016, which specifies the procedures for organizing pedagogical support
for newly hired teachers at Algerian universities. This order came into effect starting with
the 2016-2017 academic year to enable newly hired teachers to acquire skills in higher
education during their probationary period. Decree No. 208-130 defines the newly hired
professor trainee duties; it is divided into twelve (12) different missions. Fulfilling these
missions lies at the core of the national training program. The decree also specifies the
topics, objectives, activities, tasks, and the total number of total training hours, which is
130 training hours. The pedagogical training program consists of 22 axes. The decree also
creates Training Cells in each higher education institution to establish a program and

monitor the pedagogical support of newly hired teachers.

Methodology

1. Sample and Data Collection

This study uses a cross-sectional design conducted among newly employed
university teachers during the academic year 2021-2022 in various Algerian universities,
university centers, national schools, and higher schools across different faculties. The
Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research scheduled the training in groups
(group 1: February, group 2: March, and group 3: April 2022). This study uses data from
an online survey sent via email to the total number of the 3 groups, 1,040 teachers. The
survey was available in both languages (French/Arabic), so the teachers could choose the

language in which to complete the electronic survey.
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The questionnaire was designed based on the mentioned measurement methods
and sent electronically twice. The questionnaire was sent to newly employed teachers on
their personal and professional emails when the list of training groups was released.
Then, it was sent for the second time after they completed their pedagogical training and
their first professional year. At the beginning of the academic year 2022-2023 we asked
the teachers in the first round of questionnaire distribution to answer relying on the basic
modules they teach. In the second round, we asked them to keep referencing the same

module they relied on in their first answers.

The first part of the questionnaire is the Approaches to Teaching Inventory (ATI),
used to measure the teachers’ approaches to teaching. The second part is the Motivated
Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ) used to measure the teacher’s self-efficacy
beliefs. We evaluate answers on a five-point Likert scale ranging from Strongly Disagree
(1) to Strongly Agree (5). The third part was devoted to personal information. We
distributed one thousand forty (1,040) online questionnaires in the first round, and 157
teachers answered, with an average response rate of 15.09%. Only 56 teachers responded
to the questionnaire when distributed for the second time. The sample consists of 51.10
% males and 48.90 % females. 56.20 % of the sample is between 30 and 39 years old, and
all hold PhD degrees.

2. Measures and Instruments

We rely on the Approaches to Teaching Inventory (ATI) developed by Trigwell et
al. (2005) to measure a teacher’s teaching approach. The ATI consists of 22 items, each
expressing an idea or a belief that reflects the instructor’s vision of their teaching method.
Eleven (11) items relate to the student-centered approach, and the other eleven (11)
items relate to the teacher-centered approach, using a five-point Likert scale ranging from
1 (rarely) to 5 (always) for evaluation. The ATI is considered one of the most widely used
methods for identifying the teaching approach; it is a well-designed tool that relies on the
characteristics of psychological measurement (Poole & Igbal, 2011). The two approaches
- teacher-focused and student-focused - are independent measures where a teacher can

score high in both equally (Gibbs & Coffy, 2004, p. 5).
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ATI has been translated into many languages to be used in different countries. Goh,
Wong & Hamzah (2014) translated (ATI) into the Malay language; Lindblom-Yldnne et al.
(2006) into the Finnish language; Pedrosa-de-Jesus & da Silva Lopes (2011) and Rosario
et al. (2013) into the Spanish language; Stes et al. (2010) into the German language, and
Zhang (2001) into the Chinese language. However, according to our knowledge, this
method has not been translated into Arabic in previous studies. Therefore, the
questionnaire items were translated into the Arabic and French languages as described
by the World Health Organization’s Translation Process (WHO, 2005). It is worth noting
that although the questionnaire items are simple and the language is clear and direct, we
relied on a bilingual expert to review them; he contrasted the back-translated versions
with the original English ones. The translation’s discrepancies were examined and settled.
Finally, 15 volunteers took partin a pilot test of the translated measures. Some items thus

needed minor linguistic correction.

In our measurement of university teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs, we used four
statements on a five-point Likert scale for evaluation. These phrases were adapted from
the Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ) by Pintrich et al. (1989),
modified to fit the teaching profession instead of learning. These statements measure the
extent of the teacher’s confidence in their role and teaching skills. Previous studies have
shown that self-efficacy beliefs are related to the long training period (exceeding 45
hours); the training period for newly employed university teachers in Algeria is 130

hours, which we consider to be a long period of training.

3. Data Analysis Approach

The differences in the three variables: teacher-centered approach, student-
centered approach, and the teacher’s self-efficacy beliefs were measured before and after
participation in pedagogical training using appropriate tests: paired t-tests for normally
distributed differences and Wilcoxon signed-rank tests for non-normally distributed

differences.
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Results

Below, we present the results of the study. First, we answer whether the
pedagogical training courses affect newly hired teachers’ approaches to teaching. We then
go on to compare the before-training and after-training results in the teachers’ self-

efficacy beliefs.

Table 1. Changes in the three variables before and after pedagogical training

N Mean Dejit:t.ion St(;'[f:;or Minimum Maximum
Teacher-centered (before training) 50 4,0992 ,47920 ,06777 3.18 5.00
Teacher-centered (after training) 50 4,0864 ,49710 ,07030 3.09 5.00
Student-centered (before training) 50 3,7880 ,58785 ,08313 2.45 5.00
Student-centered (after training) 50 3,6954 ,61587 ,08710 2.45 4,90
Self-efficacy beliefs (before training) 50 4,2550 ,48046 ,067795 3.00 5.00
Self-efficacy beliefs (after training) 50 4,3150 ,52443 ,07417 3.00 5.00

1. Were Newly Hired University Teachers’ Approaches to Teaching Affected?
Teacher-centered Approach Before and After Pedagogical Training

Table 2. t-test for the teacher-centered approach
Paired Differences

95% Confidence .
Std. Std. Sig. (2-
Interval of the t | df ]
Mean | Deviatio | Error tailed)
Difference
n Mean
Lower Upper
Teacher-centered approach
(before training) - teacher- 0128 0826
centered approach (after 0 ,58425 3 ‘,15324 ,17884 ,155 49 ,878
training)

To analyze whether there are differences in teacher-centered approach before and

after attending pedagogical training, we measured changes using a paired t-test. There
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was a difference in the mean of teacher reliance on the teacher-centered approach before
(4.0992) and after (4.0864) the training, indicating a decrease in reliance on the teacher-
centered approach. However, this difference was not statistically significant at a
significance level of 5%. Therefore, the null hypothesis H1 is accepted: There are no
statistically significant differences in the reliance on the teacher-centered approach

among newly employed teachers before and after pedagogical training.

Student-centered Approach Before and After Pedagogical Training

Table (3): Wilcoxon’s test of the student-centered approach
Test Statistics 2

Student-centered approach (after training) - Student-centered approach (before

training)
Z -1,282b
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) ,200

a. Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test

b. Based on positive ranks.

To analyze whether there are any differences in the student-centered approach
before and after pedagogical training, we measured changes using the Wilcoxon test.
There was a difference in how much teachers relied on the student-centered approach
before (3.7880) and after (3.6954) their training. However, this difference was not
statistically significant at a 5% level of significance, as the level of reliance of 26 teachers
decreased after the training compared to 19 teachers who increased their reliance on this
approach. Five (5) teachers remained at the same level. Thus, the null hypothesis H2 is
accepted: There are no statistically significant differences in the reliance on the student-
centered approach among newly employed teachers before and after pedagogical

training.
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2. Did Newly Hired University Teachers Become More Confident in Their Role as

Teachers?

Self-efficacy Beliefs Before and After Pedagogical Training

Table (4): Wilcoxon’s test of the teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs

Test Statistics 2
Self-efficacy beliefs (after training) - Self-efficacy beliefs (before

training)
Z -, 775°b
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) ,438

a. Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test
b. Based on negative ranks.

Changes were measured using the Wilcoxon test to analyze whether there are any
differences in teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs before and after pedagogical training. There
is a difference in teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs before (4.2550) and after (4.3150) training,
with an increase in the level of self-efficacy beliefs among the teachers. However, this
difference is not statistically significant at the 5% significance level, as self-efficacy beliefs
decreased for 14 teachers, increased for 18, and remained the same for 18. Therefore, the
null hypothesis H3 is accepted, which states that there are no statistically significant
differences in the confidence of newly employed teachers in their roles as university

teachers before and after the pedagogical training.

Discussion

The study aimed to determine the impact of pedagogical training on newly
employed university teachers’ approaches to teaching, focusing on whether the training
helps teachers center their teaching approach more around the student rather than
focusing solely on information transfer. Additionally, the study aimed to determine the
effect of these training programs on the teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs and the extent to

which they feel confident in their teaching skills and role as university teachers.

In line with Hypothesis 1, the study found no statistically significant differences in
the Information Transfer/Teacher-Focused Approach (ITTF) among newly employed

university teachers in teaching before and after completing pedagogical training. In line
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with Hypothesis 2, the study found no statistically significant differences in the
Conceptual Change/Student-Focused Approach (CCSF) among newly employed
university teachers in teaching before and after completing pedagogical training. What is
noticed is that there is a negative impact of the pedagogical training on the teachers’
reliance on the student-centered approach; there was a difference in the mean of how
much teachers relied on the student-centered approach before (3.7880) and after
(3.6954) their training, even though the difference was not statistically significant ata 5%
level of significance. This result contradicts previous findings (Gibbs & Coffey, 2004;
Postareff et al., 2007; Stes & Petegem, 2011; Nevgi & Lofstrom, 2015; Bailly et al.,, 2015).
We can tell from this study that pedagogical training does not help newly employed
university teachers to center their teaching approach more around the student rather
than focusing solely on information transfer. At the same time, in line with Odalen et al.
(2018), we could argue - as suggested by Postareff et al. (2007) - that approaches to

teaching are hard to affect in a short-time perspective.

The study attributes this insignificant centeredness around the student to poor
understanding of the training goals; newly employed teachers still consider expertise in
their field of spatiality as the distinguishing characteristic of a university teacher, and
since scientific research is the focus of university activities, obtaining a PhD degree and
publishing in scientific journals are the primary criteria for a successful academic career.
Teachers also consider their mastery of the module and the large amount of knowledge
they have as the basis for teaching it well. Most teachers need more connection between
the subject matter of the module they teach and the pedagogical and educational aspects.
Another reason could be the negative feedback expressed by the surveyed trainee
teachers; some consider the training to be exhausting since it coincides with their

academic career beginning.

In line with Hypothesis 3, the study found no statistically significant differences in
newly employed teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs before and after completing pedagogical
training requirements. We could argue, as Norton et al. (2005), that this result suggests
that genuine development will come about only by addressing teachers’ underlying

conceptions of teaching and learning.
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In this study, the pre- and post-measurement design allowed us to determine the
impact of pedagogical training on teaching approaches and self-efficacy beliefs in higher
education among newly employed university teachers. However, this approach has some
limitations that should be considered when interpreting the results. First, the data
analyzed was collected through self-report questionnaires. Second, it is difficult to
conclude the effectiveness of the pedagogical training program, as the study design did
not include a control or waitlist control group because of the obligatory character of the
pedagogical training for newly hired university teachers in Algeria. We have also raised
the sample size problem, which is always a challenge in studies with faculty members;
further research should survey a larger number of participants. Finally, it is important to
note that the difference in the field of specialty and the difference in teaching methods
vary considerably between hard disciplines and soft disciplines; this might make our
results concerning approaches to teaching not entirely straightforward and further

research should consider the field of study in studying approaches to teaching.
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