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“Ser cocinero antes que fraile”

Credits

First I would also to thank the UNICA network and management for allowing this unique exchange opportunity to IRO staff. Thanks so much!

I would of course like to thank José, Susana and Fernando and all their colleagues from the UAM and the UCM for the flawless and extremely professional organisation of my working visit in Madrid. Our three universities are very different organisations, certainly in size, but the sharing of best practises amongst us, the meetings with the Vice-Rectors IR, the deans of IR and all people involved with international relations in the central offices and the faculties have made my work in Madrid easy and in no time I felt as if I were part of their teams.

Muchisimas gracias colegas, amigos!

Aim of working visit

During the IRO UNICA meeting last spring in Zagreb we discussed the opportunity to try to share best practises in three rather different IR departments of UNICA partner universities.

We wanted to screen and compare the “existing” practises regarding the daily management of:

· Bilateral Socrates/Erasmus agreements;

· Incoming Erasmus students;

· Outgoing Erasmus students;

in a very large (Universidad Complutense de Madrid – UCM), a medium sized (Universidad Autonoma de Madrid -UAM) and a small (VUB) university in order to enhance:

· How databases are designed and updated and by whom;

· How databases are shared and used;

· How IR departments and faculties treat a very large amount of recurrent paperwork;

· How we can prepare recommendations to all UNICA partners for the simplification of some of the administrative recurrent processes in the future;

Next to this IR office task we wanted to check the possible future of collaboration with two universities in Madrid in the field of a “ Joint European Masters in Urban studies”. This is why we met academic staff in both universities who are specialized in this matter.

Planning of the working visit

In Annex 1 we list the exact planning of our visit and in Annex 2 the list of the people we worked with.

Results of the visit

Short description of the current IRO/Socrates organisation in each university

1. UAM (33.000 students – Erasmus in 900 – Erasmus out 700 – Contracts about 500 across 350 universities)

At UAM the IRO head officer/director reports to the Vice Rector of IR of the University.

At UAM the relatively few central IRO permanent officers work in very close collaboration with permanent officers in most faculties.  “Becarios” mostly PHD students with a grant work in the central office to assist the IRO officers and are also employed temporarily in the faculties. Most “becarios” work about 19h a week
 and get some work flexibility during exams. The education level of all personnel involved is extremely high (university degree or higher with excellent knowledge of IT and foreign languages). The enormous advantage is the availability of non-expensive extremely high qualified, multilingual personnel at flexible times.

The office has no IT manager and depends on the central IT services of the rectorate building. Each faculty has it’s own IT solution for student registration and no link exists with the central office.

The disadvantage of the work with “becarios” is that they go away once their research or study project is over and that the turnover causes temporary overload of fixed personnel.  Another disadvantage may be that some faculties lack permanent personnel and that all works is in hands of  “becarios”. Another disadvantage may be that peers treat confidential information about students.

Registration of Erasmustudents will be integrated in the central registration once the outside company SIGMA will have adapted the auto registration software. In the meanwhile a temporary solution will probably be bought outside (German company – Access application MOVE ON).

Grant payment is managed by the Erasmus office as well as the management of study results because it is linked to the central administration. Grants for outgoing students in Madrid include more than the amount given by the national agency because the following organisations add money to the grants:

· The ministry of education (the central government)

· The regional government of Madrid (La Comunidad de Madrid)

· The UAM itself

· The Caja de Madrid (a large bank) 

Search for accommodation is part of the IR office (becarios) and a database is made of rooms on offer in Madrid. Incoming students can go along upon arrival. A large band new on campus housing facility is available since winter 2004. It is managed by an external company. The price/quality ratio is excellent.

2. UCM (100.000 students -  Erasmus in 1500 – Erasmus out 2000 – Contracts)

At UCM the IRO head officer/director reports to the Vice Rector of IR of the University.

At UCM the large central IRO office is staffed by permanent personnel of highly qualified people (university degree or higher with excellent knowledge of IT and foreign languages). The office has his own IT manager who deals with all IT matters including HW and the database management and development (Homemade Access application).  Next to this most large faculties have also permanent IRO personnel, including a Dean of IR, with similar qualifications and are helped by “becarios” for routine administrative tasks. For example the Department of Economics treating 150 students in and 150 out over 40 partner universities has three permanent staff members who report to the Vice Dean.

Each faculty has it’s own IT solution for student registration and no link exists with the central office. Nevertheless some faculties are involved in a pilot project in order to try to avoid redundancy in work and data exchange.

Grant payment is managed by the central Erasmus office but not the management of study results. Grants for outgoing students in Madrid include more than the amount given by the national agency because the following organisations add money to the grants:

· The ministry of education (the central government)

· The regional government of Madrid (La Comunidad de Madrid)

· The UAM itself

· a large bank

Outgoing students are all invited for a language test before departure. IR pays language tests and UCM collaborates with the British Council, Goethe Institut, and Alliance Française etc. 

Search for accommodation is done in collaboration with the housing department of the university but very few places are available as the university is virtually located in the centre of Madrid.

3. VUB (6900 students Erasmus in 100 – Erasmus out 100 – Contracts 333 across 166 universities)

At VUB the Socrates Officer reports to the Vice Rector of Education. One person staffs the office. The office has no IT or secretarial support. There is no permanent administrative Erasmus personnel in the faculties except for the professors in charge who take the administration and guidance of students on top of their own work.

The faculties have no database of their foreign students but all data is delivered on a regular basis from the central office to the faculties.

Grant payment is partially managed by the Erasmus office but not the management of study results because it is not linked to the central administration. Grants for outgoing students at VUB only include the amount given by the national regional agency and are low.

No systematic language test for outgoing students (except in the faculty of Psychology).

Accommodation is provided for about incoming 65 students per year. Other students have to search on their own. No systematic service is provided.

Screening and some comparison of existing practises

1. Bilateral agreements

The bilateral agreements proposals are the responsibility of the professors of the universities. At UAM there is close monitoring of these contracts via “normativas” (norms) including the questions what contract with whom and why. The academic staff receives “creditos” (credits) for this work done in internationalisation meaning that they get time to do contract prospecting and follow up. The university responsible (Vice Rector IR) is backing the idea of quality of contracts.

At UCM and UAM very comprehensive brochures are available for staff in order to understand “international mobility” and how to proceed. At VUB level nothing is available yet nor on paper nor on the Internet.

The administrative management of the bilateral agreements is done centrally in the three universities. This important task cannot be delegated to students or “becarios” because responsibility involved is too high. 

UAM and UCM are very well organised in the electronic production of their own proposals for new bilateral agreements. Data entry is done manually. All data are entered directly in the Erasmus database and the form that has to be signed is rolled out automatically. Foreign proposals have to be entered manually. No online bilateral agreement available that could be filled in on faculty/academic level in any of the three universities.

Very efficient reporting system exists towards foreign partner universities.

No electronic signature of Vice Rector IR available.

Paper filing is also very clear in telescopic drawers classified per country and in each country per partner university. Only valid contracts are available. Old ones are transferred to archive files each year.

VUB is still in the paper age and most contracts were filled in manually by academics. This affects the quality of the data a lot. Partial info has been entered manually in a database last year by the Socrates officer and is still ongoing. UAM and UCM organisation have been taken as an example to reorganise the filing and work is in progress for the moment. Electronic version (on line) of the bilateral contract is in project phase will be developed in 2005 (available on the intranet for the academics).

Paper filing is evolving well and has been copied on the model used by UCM and UAM.

No electronic signature is available for contracts.

No reporting system towards partner universities in place yet.

2. Outgoing students

Info sessions are given to all potential outgoing students in the three universities. At VUB students can be contacted very easily because they all own a university email address and have access to a learning platform (Blackboard now switched to Pointcarre).

At UCM and UAM very comprehensive brochures and information on the web is available for outgoing students. At VUB limited information is available on the web and this needs to be improved soon.

At UCM and UAM published “regulations” are available regarding the rights and duties of exchange students. Their university lawyers do this. At VUB nothing is available yet except the regulations and duties specified in the “student charter” and the elements stated in the grant contract.

A library with paper documentation and access to Internet is available at the central IRO office at UCM but not used that much by outgoing students. Some faculties have their own library (filed per language of host country because students choose language first and second destinations linked to that language). At VUB limited documentation is available at central office.

UAM and UCM are very well organised at central level to process the files of the outgoing students. Their peers at faculty level have each their own procedures depending on staff availability and amount of files to be treated. Nevertheless manual data entry creates gigantic workloads at the central office twice a year. At VUB the pilot project of on-line registration of outgoing students was judged very successful for 2004-2005. The initial fear of miss usage was not confirmed and next year VUB will just enhance the system to make it more user friendly. Registration is done only once a year and is feasible.

Previous curriculum of students is one of the criteria of eligibility in the three universities.

At UAM and UCM some faculties have developed their own outgoing student data bases (Access). There is no link between data at central office and faculties. At VUB Erasmus office centralises data and dispatches it to faculties who use it according to their own needs.

The UCM has an excellent procedure for testing the language knowledge of outgoing students. The testing is done for all students between January-march preceding the year pf departure. The IRO office is paying external partners for testing (7euro per language per student, each student can test max 2 foreign languages). This means that faculties are not supposed to do ad hoc language testing. At UAM language testing is done at faculty level. At VUB it is not done at all except in one faculty just before departure.

Amounts of grants given to outgoing students vary between the three universities. Grants tend to be higher for the Spanish outgoing students because “sponsoring” is searched outside the help of the national agency and the universities themselves also add some money to the pot. At VUB grants are imposed by a formula decided by the national agency and doubt exists about the realistic approach of this formula. Since 2004 2005 the travel allowance is arbitrarily lowered by the agency because they want to lower the flow towards e.g. Spain. Neither the VUB nor the city of Brussels add money to the grants which makes it very difficult (at least financially) for outgoing students to go abroad.

3. Incoming students

At UCM and UAM incoming students have to fill in another long paper form (application) whereas they already did in their home institution. This is generally done to easy data entry in the host university because the number of files to treat is gigantic and similar forms in one language are far easier to enter manually.

At VUB pre registration is now done via the online form (this includes only basic student data) but the learning agreement has still to be filled in manually.

In the three universities definition and filling in of learning agreements before arrival is a nightmare of unreadable papers and faxes or blank documents. No online version exists yet.

At UCM and UAM very comprehensive brochures and information on the web is available for incoming students. At UCM an ECTS guide is provided funded by EU money (2002). No update is available so far. At VUB no structured information is available on courses and faculties disseminate information on an ad hoc basis. None of the three universities has an ECTS label. 

Upon arrival all incoming students have to register at the IRO office in the three universities. This situation is extremely confusing and creates severe information gaps towards faculties. The three universities think it is vital for the future of the programme to integrate Erasmus student registration (and all other exchange student registration) in the normal enrolment process of the universities. UAM has the commitment of the university responsible to have this ready in the next version of the SIGMA software they are using. UCM depends also on central decision making for this topic as it will be part of the renewal of the total IT system of the university (it is exploding currently because of the amount of students and the fast evolvement of IT needs e.g. email addresses for each student). At both Spanish universities additional registration has to be done at faculty level and the IT system allows for registration per course chosen (with some hassle and adjustments if courses are cross faculty which is allowed). This means that incoming Erasmus students are logged in the system and that exam results can be rolled out centrally or via the IRO. At VUB Erasmus students don’t “exist” in the IT system and this creates unnecessary workload on faculty and IRO level and no control is possible. The aim is to integrate incoming students in the university owned IT system from the academic year 2005-2006 on.

UAM and UCM are very well organised at central level to process the files of the incoming students. Their peers at faculty level have each their own procedures depending on staff availability and amount of files to be treated. Nevertheless manual data entry creates gigantic workloads at the central office twice a year. At VUB the pilot project of on-line registration of incoming students was judged very successful for 2004-2005. The initial fear of miss usage was not confirmed and next year VUB will just enhance the system to make it more user friendly. Registration is done only once a year and is satisfactory.

At VUB incoming students are welcomed one by one (on appointment) and they receive a “getting started package” including a guide to the university (with only relevant information for Erasmus students) and documentation about living in Brussels and Belgium. Incoming students receive regular general information via email from the central IRO. All incoming students receive a temporary email account from the VUB and can access the learning platform (Pointcarre).

At UAM and UCM some faculties have developed their own incoming student data bases (Access). There is no link between data at central office and faculties. At VUB central office centralises data and dispatches it to faculties who use it according to their own needs.

The UCM and UAM offer Spanish classes to incoming Erasmus students starting in summer just before arrival. VUB offers EILC course in Dutch three weeks before the academic year starts. In general language knowledge of the language of the host country is poor or insufficient (except for the language students) and this in the three universities. The only way to better this situation is to promote foreign language acquisition at central university level for all students and to give “credits” (or a bonus) to students who do take courses and succeed in the exams (even if outside the normal curriculum). Also language courses could be made compulsory at the host institution before departure (providing that the destination and language of host is chosen/known well enough in advance).

The best of three worlds (UCM-UAM-VUB) a few suggestions/ideas for enhancement of the work of Erasmus Offices in general

There is no doubt that the three UNICA partners have each very strong points regarding the management of their Erasmus central offices. In order to cope with the future challenges imposed by the EU, the evolving education and research community and the pressure of the outside world, we can suggest 6 ideas that could help to stay ahead in IR and the Erasmus offices in particular. These ideas are based on our modest experience and the sharing of best practises but we hope that each of the UNICA partners will be able to pick and implement some of them or at least develop new ideas based on them.

1. OWNERSHIP

By ownership we mean that each one involved in the (Erasmus) student exchange process fulfils his or her own small share of the administrative burden (the only way to eat the elephant is to cut it up in small “digestive” pieces). Underneath are some possibilities:

· incoming students fill in their data only once on an online form and these data can be used by all (IRO, faculties, central administration, partners abroad, etc). The idea is that only the student can spell his/her name and personal data correctly and as he/she “owns” his/her personal data he/she should be responsible for the data delivered; no duplication of effort should be allowed

· outgoing students fill in their data only once on an online form and these data can be used by all (IRO, faculties, central administration, partners abroad, etc). Again the idea is that only the student can spell his/her name and personal data correctly and as he/she “owns” his/her personal data he/she should be responsible for the data delivered; no duplication of effort should be allowed;

· academics should “own” bilateral contracts meaning that dozens to hundreds of academics should at least sign one bilateral contract in his/her teaching area (the contact and thus contract could be based on previous research contacts/experience); this ownership makes the academic responsible not only for the contract but also for the knowledge of the curriculum of the partner university in his/her expertise area and the dissemination of that knowledge towards incoming and outgoing students; this makes the academic also an “owner” of part of the internationalisation process and enhances quality of the exchanges.;

· administrative personnel in faculties own the management of the paper files of the learning agreements; they are responsible for the “picking” of courses inside their faculty/department and for the gathering of approval of academics

· administrative personnel of IRO can concentrate on providing structure = online forms for students and bilateral contract proposals and thus a central Erasmus database, browsing possibilities of these data but no changes, feedback and information towards faculties (via queries and report) and partner universities (via queries and reports).

· EU: would it not be nice if the EU would gather (develop a web based data entry form) the central information of all the eligible institutions and dispatch or make these data available to all partners in a readable format (if one does not dream nothing happens anyway). This would avoid duplication and data entry x N (N = 

number of eligible institutions being more than 4000 universities in Europe) at all eligible institutions. There is no need to stress that Return on investment would be huge.

· each eligible institution (the Erasmus office) “owns” its data meaning that if we don’t provide “our own” data (our name, address, responsible people, website = our own datasheet but in a unique format) to the EU we will not be known correctly at our partner institutions; on the other hand we only have to provide one set of data on regular basis; if all institutions have access to their own data it becomes very easy to do.

· university decision makers (rector, vice rectors, deans and vice deans)  “own” the responsibility to draw and communicate the “internationalisation policy” of the university and this inside the university/faculties first and of course to key players outside; experience and studies show that top down communication is vital to make internationalisation work which does not include involvement of other layers in the policy making process;

2. CENTRALISE TO DECENTRALISE

Based on the ownership principle it is clear that as data is gathered only once (centralised) duplication of data is avoided and error risk is lowered significantly. Of course all this valuable data should be disseminated (decentralised) towards the faculties or foreign partners in a “user friendly way” remembering that the majority of academics have a high entry barrier to IT and software. Small one hour training sessions could be organised by IRO staff in the faculties to “sell” the idea and show IRO involvement/concern. We can suggest the usage of the data via the web or directly on the database (with special access levels). Also the reports could be generated automatically for each faculty/department on demand (they print their own reports not the IRO’s; so no slow mail, faxes and photocopies anymore).

Same principle for EU towards eligible institutions.

3. FROM DATA GATHERING TO INFORMATION PROVIDING

The data gathered is not interesting as such (it remains a useless collection of “just” data). But once the structure is made in the database, as to make transformation possible, it becomes useful for decision making on central university level, IRO level and faculty level. 

The idea is PLAN LONG (for the people designing the database upstream) and WORK short (for ALL users especially for just users not used to IT itself downstream).

At this stage the IRO office becomes a full-blown “information provider” for the university.

4. POLICY INVOLVEMENT

This leads to a position where the IRO officers evolve from “administrative donkeys” to “policy drivers” for IR of the university and beyond.

5. SUBCONTRACT (ROI will be positive in the long run)

The ownership principle may extend itself towards subcontractors (= we delegate part of the work). Universities and large administrations in general have the tendency to keep some tasks inside the organisation because some people may be “able” to do them or even because some people are “idle “ and may have a go at something new.

We think it is an extremely dangerous attitude that affects quality of output in medium and long term (things don’t get DONE in the end or are given up or no follow up or maintenance is foreseen).

We can suggest subcontracting in areas such as database design, web applications, accommodation providing to students and academics, language course delivery, brochure lay out, translations etc.

6. DO IT (NOW) ATTITUDE

We can recommend this attitude in whatever we undertake at the IRO. Procrastination should not be part of our attitude or vocabulary even if the burden of the heavy university administration sometimes tends to push us in a wait and see attitude.

The possible trap of our “do it (now)” attitude is that we may forget to take time to think and sit back and redesign some of our workflows and another drawback is that we’ll start doing things for the others who may stop doing the work they should “own”.

The only way to remain in a healthy do-mentality is to speak up and to keep improving our own workflow first and to keep making constructive suggestions to our university decision makers, faculties and peers with the IRO motto “our excuses are our limits”.



















� Some work 35h a week at Rectorate level


�For more info on the external partner see:  www.resa.es
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