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Abstract 

The article reports on experience in applying the Bologna reforms at the University of Cyprus, 
particularly in implementing the ECTS requirements (workload, learning outcomes) to all pro-
grammes of study, under all three Bologna cycles, for both transferring and accumulating credits. 
The ultimate objective is to have a fully-fledged student-centred, learning-oriented education meth-
odology, comprehensively applied to all programmes. The article focuses primarily on the method-
ology used for implementing the reforms, including the obstacles encountered and how they were 
overcome or side-stepped. Through the implementation of the reforms, it transpired that the impli-
cations of these changes were much more far reaching than could have been initially perceived. 
The reforms will be fully accepted when the direct benefits of having a transparent and consistent 
system of learning outcomes and student assessment methods will impact at large on the students 
themselves, irrespective of any additional benefits from mobility and recognition. 
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1. Introduction and background 

The University of Cyprus (UOC) is the oldest state university of Cy-
prus, opening its doors to students in 1992. It currently has 3944 stu-
dents attending Bachelor programmes (Ptychio), 797 students registered 
on Master programmes and 316 doctoral students. The education sys-
tem of UOC always conformed to the three Bologna cycles (4 years for 
the 1st cycle, 3 to 4 semesters for the 2nd cycle and 4 years for the 3rd 
cycle, which can be reduced to 3 years if the student holds a Master 
degree in a relevant discipline). In Cyprus, even before the establish-
ment of home universities, holders of Bachelor degrees had full access 
to the labour market. Furthermore, at UOC and other universities in 
Cyprus, access to a 3rd cycle (doctoral) programme can be directly from 
a 1st cycle qualification, although such doctoral students have additional 
taught requirements over the holders of 2nd cycle degrees. 

UOC has a two-semester academic year. From the beginning, the uni-
versity adopted a credit-based system for all cycles, principally the 1st 
and 2nd cycle programmes, where courses1 run over a semester and 
course dependencies are expressed through prerequisites. Students 
have relative flexibility in planning their individual study schedules, 
and accumulating the credits required by their programmes of study. 
Thus the notion of “credit accumulation” was always in place. How-
ever, the initial credit system was based on teaching hours and not on 
student workload, although teaching staff were required to specify 
aims, learning outcomes and assessment methods for their courses. 
The assessment methods had to comply with the overall philosophy of 
the university, for continuous assessment. The level of detail in the 
specification of the learning outcomes varied substantially between 
courses, even courses of the same department. 

All 1st cycle programmes include courses from other departments. 
These are language courses and free electives that are potentially open 
to all students of the university, and courses specifically offered to 
students of one department by another department. 

The 2nd cycle programmes are considered stand-alone autonomous 
programmes, with their particular learning outcomes that could com-
prise a mixture of academic and professional knowledge and compe-
tencies. Thus they are neither considered (exclusively) as a top-up of 
1st cycle qualifications for labour market purposes, nor as a stepping 
stone (preamble) to 3rd cycle programmes (although specific pro-
grammes could serve exclusively such purposes). A 1st cycle qualifica-
tion is needed in order to gain access to a 2nd cycle programme. 

                                                      

1 The term “course” is used to denote the units comprising the taught compo-
nents of programmes of study. 

University of Cyprus 

The three cycles 
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The 3rd cycle programmes are structured and include taught courses 
and qualifying examinations, in addition to the central component 
which is the conducting of original research and the submission of a 
thesis, defended against a committee that necessarily includes mem-
bers external to UOC. 

UOC has participated in the Socrates/Erasmus programme since 1998, 
and has used ECTS as a credit transfer system since then. In July 2003 
the Senate of the university took the historical decision (given that there 
is no national legislation to this effect) to apply the ECTS requirements 
to all its programmes, in all three cycles, for credit accumulation.  

In practical terms, this meant:  
a) converting the existing system of credits to ECTS credits measur-

ing student workload  
b) specifying in a systematic and comparable way learning outcomes, 

teaching/learning and assessment methods for every course, and al-
locating credits to the courses2  

c) justifying the workload corresponding to credits in relation to the 
course requirements  

d) analysing the reformed programmes against the corresponding ge-
neric level descriptors proposed in the context of the Bologna pro-
cess (the Tuning project descriptors and/or the Dublin descriptors).  

The overall aim was to convert the UOC education system to a stu-
dent-centred, learning-oriented system. 

The reformed programmes started running in the academic year 
2005/06. This milestone had been preceded by the issuing in 2004 of 
Diploma Supplements to all graduates of 1st and 2nd cycle pro-
grammes, currently only in English, but free of charge. During the 
first year of running the reformed programmes there was a close fol-
low-up of the developments and sharing of experience between the 
departments of the university. The academic year 2006/07 was the 
second year of running the reformed programmes. The essence of the 
reforms appeared to have settled down, although further refinement 
and consolidation became necessary. 

The UOC experience could be usefully shared with other institutions. 
The methodology used, discussed in Section 2, could be adapted to the 
situation of another institution. In retrospect it is nothing else than a 
set of commonsense guidelines. Like most commonsense approaches, 
though, its initial perception (codification) was illusive, as we were 
                                                      

2 UOC has 30, 37 and 35 1st, 2nd and 3rd cycle programmes respectively, col-
lectively comprising about 1500 individual course units. 

Applying ECTS to all 
programmes
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looking for a more technical step-wise approach. UOC believes that 
the major obstacles encountered are not specific to its particular situa-
tion, but have wider relevance, as they are mostly concerned with 
human reaction to change and not necessarily with the lack of re-
sources. The obstacles and how these were dealt with are also dis-
cussed in Section 2. Section 3 presents the procedure used for follow-
ing-up the reforms and outlines the various matters that arose through 
the follow-up process. The article concludes in Section 4 by giving 
some perceptions of what remains to be done in verifying further the 
reforms and their outcome. 

2. Approaches to change, difficulties and 
obstacles 

When the Senate decision was taken to implement the Bologna re-
forms, the old education system had been running for 11 years, and 
students and teachers alike were satisfied with the state of affairs. “So 
why change a system that works?” was the obvious question directed 
to the university leadership. Giving the answer “to make it better”, or 
“to comply with the rest of Europe”, is not immediately convincing. 
As it turned out a lot more effort than was initially estimated was re-
quired to get the university community willing to join efforts in intro-
ducing such major reforms. Soon after the Senate decision a plan of 
action was drafted and approved according to which the reformed 
programmes could be in place and start running in a year’s time, i.e. 
from the academic year 2004/05.  

2.1 Approaches to change 

This initial approach was founded on a number of assumptions that 
shortly were shown to be false (see Table C 3.3-2-1). As a result the 
initial schedule was abandoned and a new substantially revised plan was 
formulated. The new plan succeeded in reforming the programmes and 
getting them into operation from the academic year 2005/06.  

Assumption Why the assumption was wrong 

1. The existing credit system 
could be directly translated into 
the new credit system. 

The underlying philosophies are 
very different. 

2. The university community 
(teaching and administrative 
staff, students) understood and 
shared the vision of the reforms 
and would react positively to-
wards them. 

There were widespread misunder-
standings (to some extent due to 
lack of information), and negative 
reactions to the changes, even 
unwillingness to see the other point 
of view. 

 

Why change a system 
that works? 

False assumptions 
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3. The reforms would be relatively 
constrained, revolving around 
the references to credits. 

The reforms had far reaching im-
plications since they were touching 
and changing the foundations of 
the education system. 

4. The reforms could be imple-
mented in a year’s time follow-
ing a specified plan of action 
with deadlines and intermediate 
outcomes. 

The required time at the end was 
twice as long, since people needed 
time to go through the motions. 

Table C 3.3-2-1 Wrong assumptions underlying initial  
approach 

The strengths of the revised approach as perceived by the author are 
listed in Table C 3.3-2-2. Starting from the premise that the UOC 
credit system, based on teaching hours, had to be replaced with a new 
credit system based on student workload, and an entirely different 
underlying philosophy (learning- rather than teaching-oriented educa-
tion paradigm), the first thing was to define the conceptual framework 
for this fundamental reform. 

Strength Reason 

1. Persuasion and argumentation, rather than 
enforcement. 

For such major reforms, the support of the university 
community at large is necessary, if there is to be any 
success; the support cannot be obtained through 
enforcement. 

2. A more relaxed, i.e. less time-pressed, plan 
of action. 

It is more important to reach the goal eventually, even 
if it takes longer, rather than not to reach it at all be-
cause a more forceful plan would collapse in failure. 

3. Open discussions with all members of the 
university community (one held at the be-
ginning and another halfway through the 
implementation of the reforms).  

Everyone should be given the opportunity to air 
openly his/her views no matter how controversial 
these may be. Minutes of the open discussions 
documenting all matters discussed and all opinions 
raised were circulated to all members of the commu-
nity. 

4. Frankness about the benefits and the 
drawbacks of what was attempted; open-
ness about difficulties and additional effort 
required. 

The university community should have the correct 
expectations of what it is required to do, and should 
have no misconceptions. 

 

 

 

 

Revised approach
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5. Extensive information dissemination, both 
general and university specific information 
(copies of the Tuning book circulated to all 
departments, many other articles circu-
lated, articles explaining the reforms and 
their implementation at UOC were written, 
circulated and discussed, and a web site 
was set up for further information dissemi-
nation). 

A major handicap in any attempt for substantial re-
forms is lack of information. The affected parties 
should be as objectively informed as possible, in or-
der to avoid misconceptions, wrong expectations, and 
negative reactions.  

6. Open communication channel/ helpdesk. Everyone should be able to raise questions or request 
clarifications, at any point in the process and expect 
to get back replies promptly. 

7. Closed meetings with specific groups (de-
partments, students, student services, stud-
ies committees, etc.) to discuss specific 
matters arising. 

Such interactive meetings with specific groups are 
necessary since more focused discussions targeting 
matters of specific interest can be held. However, 
closed meetings were held on an if-needed basis, on 
the exclusive initiative of the requesting group. 

8. Regular discussions with the two commit-
tees in charge of the reforms, the Graduate 
Studies Committee and the Committee of 
Studies and Student Affairs. 

All the reformed programmes had to be evaluated by 
the relevant committees, before being approved by 
the Senate. The two committees had to coordinate 
their procedures. 

9. Conceptual framework for the reforms col-
lectively decided and approved by the 
Senate. 

The rules and regulations underlying the system of 
education of the university had to be revised and fixed 
before the programmes could be reformed. These 
rules/regulations constituted the hard constraints that 
had to be necessarily satisfied. Other, softer con-
straints were also specified, but these could be re-
laxed for particular cases, to give some breathing 
space (transition period) where this was justified.  

10. Transition rules for old students and trans-
fer of student records to the new system. 

A standard principle is that old students should not be 
adversely affected by reforms. Thus relevant transi-
tion rules had to be collectively decided. The objective 
was to convert all students to the reformed pro-
grammes, so that the old system of credits (and its 
underlying framework) ceased to exist when the re-
formed programmes started running. 

11. Mediation between departments. Mediation was necessary to resolve conflicts, espe-
cially regarding courses with mixed audiences (stu-
dents from different departments). 

Table C 3.3-2-2 Strengths of revised approach 

The centrality of the notion of credit became apparent when all the 
implicated concepts directly or indirectly affected by the change in the 
credit system were linked together (see Figure C 3.3-2-1). This way it 
was possible to identify where revisions in the university’s framework 
of rules and regulations were required, before the rethinking and ref-

Credits are central 
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ormation of the actual programmes could start. It is important to stress 
that in any system where a foundational change is attempted, this 
change has to be analysed conceptually and holistically so that all 
affected parts of the system are identified and a complete and sound 
revised framework may be defined. Otherwise, if the system is not 
viewed in totality, but instead the attempted change is approached 
syntactically and locally, inconsistencies and gaps are likely to occur 
in the reformed system. In other words, simply transliterating the ref-
erences to credits in the various rules and regulations, into the new 
system of credits is certainly not a recommended strategy. Not only it 
is likely to generate rules that are not aligned with the new education 
philosophy, but also it defeats the whole purpose of the reforms, which 
is to rethink all study programmes in a global way from the new edu-
cational perspective. 
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Fig. C 3.3-2-1 Centrality of notion of credit, and implicated concepts 
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Referring to Figure C 3.3-2-1, the notion of credit impinges directly 
on the notion of “full-time study”. The latter is central in the formula 
for computing the Full-Time Equivalent (FTE) of students, which in 
turn constitutes a critical parameter in the algorithm for computing the 
full-time equivalent of academic staff. This in turn affects substan-
tially the university state grant. This chain of implicated concepts goes 
to show that a change in the credit system could conceivably have a 
major effect on the university’s finances.3 Furthermore, according to 
State legislation in Cyprus, only full-time students can claim an annual 
state grant. Thus, changing the definition of “full-time study” could 
have affected negatively the status of some students. 

In the previous system of credits, programmes had a modular alloca-
tion of credits, i.e. all the course units comprising a programme were 
given the same number of credits, e.g. 3 credits for programmes in 
humanities, or 4 credits for programmes in sciences and engineering. 
Given that in the old system, credits denoted contact hours, a fixed 
allocation of credits within a programme was the natural thing to do. A 
modular credit allocation had the advantage that course intermixing 
from different university departments, a necessary requirement for all 
1st cycle programmes, was facilitated. However, under the whole re-
thinking of programmes and the new meaning of credits as student 
workload, modularity in the allocation of credits within a programme 
could not necessarily be sustained.  

UOC opted against the “enforcement” of some fixed number of credits 
for every course unit, i.e. requiring every course’s learning outcomes 
and overall content to conform to some “standard” workload. The 
courses comprising a programme can therefore vary in their allocation 
of credits. Thus the freedom/flexibility is given to define the learning 
outcomes and associated content of some course independently of any 
standard workload, but within the overall constraints that the total 
number of credits for one semester and for one academic year should 
be 30 and 60 credits respectively. However, in order to facilitate the 
required intermixing of courses from different departments in the case 
of 1st cycle programmes, some “standardization” was deemed neces-
sary and justifiable, namely that a course unit serving exclusively as a 
free elective course, or any foreign language teaching course, needs to 
have a workload of 5 credits. 

Another thing learned through the experience of the reforms at UOC 
is that there is never too much information, and that one should not 
worry about information overloading. The key items of information 
should of course be singled out in executive summaries; these can be 
supplemented with additional information to any extent. On the other 
                                                      

3 The university’s finances could have been adversely affected if the new 
definition of “full-time study” reduced considerably the FTE of students.  

Full-Time Equivalent 
student 

Credit allocation for 
modules 

Providing information 
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hand, lack of information about what is being attempted and the ra-
tionale behind it can be detrimental. It is well known that some people 
will read nothing, some will read everything, but most will read some-
thing. Information dissemination was significant because the univer-
sity community had to become adequately informed of the pursued 
changes, if it was to support these changes. Thus, the methodology 
gave particular emphasis to information dissemination and discus-
sions, both open discussions about the general matters, and closed 
discussions about specific matters (see Table C 3.3-2-2). Overall, two 
open discussions were held, one at the beginning during which the 
rationale of the reforms was presented and discussed, and a second 
one halfway through the process. Both open discussions were well 
attended and, especially during the second one, a lively discussion 
took place. More specifically, many queries/concerns were raised such 
as: 
• What does ECTS offer? What are the negative aspects of ECTS? 
• Why is it good for a new university to apply ETCS? Is UOC ma-

ture enough to get into such a difficult process? 
• Do we have to apply for the “ECTS Label”? Does this entail 

evaluation of the academic staff? What are the criteria for obtain-
ing the Label? Does the Label assure academic quality or any form 
of quality? 

• Can the ECTS requirements be applied without causing adverse 
effects and operational problems to the programmes? Is there any 
flexibility regarding the various constraints? Can some of these be 
relaxed, even temporarily? 

• How is the student workload estimated/computed? Does ECTS 
dictate how students should be assessed? Will we be “forced” to re-
lax our standards and make it easier for students to pass? 

• How do we deal with old students? 

These questions and many more had to be addressed and all issues of 
concern had to be clarified and substantiated in an objective fashion. 
Various positions were also stated. Some people were bluntly against 
the reforms. For example, some people advocated that “ECTS does not 
promote a student-centred philosophy but a labour market philosophy, 
where learning outcomes are geared towards the needs of the labour 
market, and in addition it does not assure the learning of fundamental 
knowledge, but instead it nullifies the significance of research and it 
nullifies plurality.” Furthermore, it was argued that “ECTS causes a 
substantial increase in administrative work, converting the academics 
into teachers and interfering with their academic freedom.” It was nec-
essary to argue convincingly against such provocative and unfounded 
claims. However, it was generally accepted that potentially observing 
that a given programme of study of the university entailed a substan-
tially lower student workload than the expected one based on its length 

Actively addressing 
concerns…

… in an open and frank 
way
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(4 academic years), that would in fact be a strong reason in favour of 
applying ECTS, rather than the opposite (because this way existing 
weaknesses could be brought to the surface). Thus, the whole rethinking 
of programmes under the new paradigm gave UOC a much better self 
awareness about its programmes, leading to improvements. If the per-
ceived improvements pointed to the need for extra resources, e.g. 
through the addition of new courses, then this need could be solidly 
justified on the basis of the reforms, so that the additional resources 
could be successfully sought. 

2.2 Practical difficulties 

Handout C 3.3-2-1 lists the major difficulties encountered. These cen-
tred around the allocation of credits to the course units comprising a 
programme, the estimation of student workload, the specification of 
learning outcomes and the sustainability of a modular credit allocation 
within programmes. Modularity facilitates the combination of course 
units/credits from different departments, but as already explained, a 
strictly modular allocation of credits within programmes could not be 
attained. Any choice for a fixed number of credits for all course units 
would have caused serious problems (for example, choosing 7.5 as the 
fixed number of credits, would have caused courses to be terminated 
or combined, while choosing 5 credits would have required the addi-
tion of new courses or the splitting of courses). However, as already 
mentioned, certain restrictions had to be decided and adhered to by 
everyone regarding language courses and courses offered exclusively 
as free electives.  

Practical difficulties 

• Allocation of credits to the courses comprising a programme, so that the relevant constraints 
were satisfied. 

• Difficulties encountered in using either the absolute or the relative approach to credit allocation. 

• A modular allocation of credits was not possible. Difficulties occurred in using a semi-modular 
approach. 

• Difficulties in conceptualizing the “typical” student and the workload required to successfully at-
tain the learning outcomes. 

• Variations in the specification of learning outcomes; a course template acted as a guide. 

• The teaching hours of certain courses had to be increased to account for the specified workload. 
Variations in the teaching hours of courses created difficulties in organizing the teaching loads of 
staff and also yielded teaching shortages. 

Handout C 3.3-2-1 Practical difficulties encountered 
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Regarding student workload, and learning outcomes, the principles 
suggested in the context of the Tuning project were applied. Copies of 
the report on the first phase of Tuning (Gonzalez, Wagenaar 2003) and 
other relevant material were circulated to all departments, and dis-
cussed in closed meetings with the departments. Learning outcomes 
had to be specified for entire programmes and for the individual 
course units comprising each programme. The granularity of the 
specification is different at the level of programmes and at the level of 
individual course units. However, there are no gold standards, just 
rules of thumb. The learning outcomes could include knowledge, com-
petencies and skills. The analytical exposition of the learning out-
comes for the individual courses within the same programme (and to a 
reasonable extent across programmes) was expected to be comparable. 
Furthermore, for the course units, a direct linkage between the learn-
ing outcomes and the means for assessing the attainment of the par-
ticular outcomes by the learners was expected. In other words, the 
association between the learning outcomes and the specified assess-
ment methods was required to be as explicit as possible.  

The current specifications of the learning outcomes, the assessment 
methods, etc. simply represent a first iteration that needs to be subse-
quently refined. The learning outcomes of each programme, and the 
decomposition of that programme into component courses, are de-
cided by the board of the department offering the programme. The 
board consists of all the academic members of the department and a 
number of student representatives. Based on the fundamental principle 
of academic freedom, the learning outcomes of an individual course 
are essentially decided by the academic member of staff teaching the 
course (who is expected to specify the particular learning outcomes 
within the overall context of the learning outcomes associated with the 
entire programme). The details of the content of each programme and 
the required learning resources need to be approved by the Senate of 
the university.  

The course unit classification proposed by the Tuning project that 
defines semantic levels for courses was also adopted. Departments 
were also requested to evaluate each of their programmes against the 
generic learning outcomes defining the level of a programme’s given 
cycle (level descriptors). Both sets of descriptors were used, namely 
the Tuning descriptors and the Dublin descriptors. The latter were 
subsequently adopted by the conference of Ministers in Bergen as the 
qualifications framework for the European Higher Education Area 
(Bologna Working Group on Qualifications Framework 2005). In 
order to facilitate the specification of courses in accordance with the 
ECTS requirements and in order to have adequate uniformity, a course 
template was decided by the Committees in charge of undergraduate 
and graduate studies, and sample course specifications using the tem-
plate were circulated to all academic staff for illustration. The course 
template is given in Appendix I. 

Defining learning 
outcomes

Programme vs. course 
outcomes

Level descriptors
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2.3 Obstacles 

Handout C 3.3-2-2 lists the major obstacles encountered. The key 
obstacle was the instinctively negative reaction of people to change, 
primarily due to the extra effort required. Inertia is bliss, especially if 
the status quo is considered satisfactory. Informing people about the 
significant strengths of the pursued reforms and explaining objectively 
and in detail what is required of them, can lead to the necessary posi-
tive reaction. 

Obstacles 

• People instinctively react negatively to change, due to the extra 
effort required but for other reasons as well. 

• Misconceptions can be deeply rooted and difficult to dispel; some-
times they are based on some ideology. 

• Information is circulated but people do not read it to get informed. 

• Additional resources required (e.g. additional teaching staff), that 
were not readily available. 

• Overcoming the mental barrier about number of credits and 
course significance. 

• Getting across the message that the reforms did not affect the 
teaching load that continued to be counted in terms of contact/ 
teaching hours. 

Handout C 3.3-2-2 Obstacles encountered 

However, some students and staff continue to insist that ECTS is the 
cause of all ills, ascribing a kind of super status to ECTS and refusing 
to see it as merely a transparency tool. Some of these critics have not 
tried to understand the essence of ECTS, advocating instead that it 
makes their programmes more difficult and demanding (students) or 
that it interferes with their academic freedom (staff), as already men-
tioned, or that it is a tool for controlling and assessing them (staff). It 
is hoped that time, more targeted efforts in explaining and communi-
cating the benefits of the reforms, and most importantly experiencing 
in reality their benefits, will gradually succeed in dispelling such 
negative (and unfounded) beliefs and attitudes. 

In the case of some programmes, the reforms brought to the surface 
the need for extra teaching resources that were not readily available. 
Although this has not yet changed, at least now the university has the 
necessary evidence (e.g. through the validation of student workload) 
to persuading the State to make such resources available. In fact, it 
was already known that relevant strengthening of the particular pro-

Negative reactions to 
change 

Need for targeted efforts 

Extra teaching  
resources 
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grammes was required through additional course units and/or practical 
work. These extra resources can now be justified and argued for in the 
light of the rethinking of programmes based on a new education phi-
losophy advocated at European level. This development is quite im-
portant. 

Another obstacle which required overcoming was the mental barrier 
about the number of credits and the significance of courses. As men-
tioned in the ECTS literature, particularly the ECTS Guidelines of the 
European Commission (ECTS Guidelines 2007), the status and impor-
tance can be managed in a variety of ways but not through the alloca-
tion of credits. This was the message the UOC attempted to covey. 
After all, the status of course units at the university, in the context of a 
programme, is determined by their classification as mandatory or op-
tional for that particular programme. If a course is classified as man-
datory, even if it is allocated 1 ETCS credit, no student can graduate 
from the particular programme unless s/he satisfies the learning out-
comes of the given course. In addition, modularity was used within 
the same category of courses, so that it could not be argued that an 
optional course was more or less appealing to the students on the 
ground of its credits. 

Finally, it was necessary to get across the message that the reforms did 
not affect the teaching, which continued to be counted in terms of 
contact/teaching hours, independently of the ECTS credits and hence 
also of the student’s workload. Some people suggested that it was 
unfair to continue to base the teaching load on contact hours, and that 
an analogous way for measuring teaching workload should be devised. 
They argued convincingly that a course with 100 students enrolled 
cannot be compared to a course with 5 students enrolled (5 being the 
minimum number of students for an optional course to take place), 
irrespective of whether the two courses are counted the same with 
respect to their contact hours. This is especially true given UOC’s 
standard requirement for continuous assessment, accentuated by the 
student assessment reforms in relation to learning outcomes. To a 
large extent these arguments applied to the previous system as well. 
This is why courses with large audiences (especially mandatory 
courses) are assigned teaching assistants. 

 

 

 

 

 

Number of credits and 
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Teaching load and 
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3. Follow-up process 

During the first year of running the reformed programmes, there was a 
close follow-up of the developments. More specifically, there were 
visits to all departments to examine particular matters arising and in 
order to evaluate the overall application. In parallel, an open commu-
nication channel through email was established with students, which 
was utilized by a number of students. In addition there were meetings 
with the Student Union, and a joint information day was held at the 
end of the first year of running the reformed programmes to exchange 
views on the actual implementation of the reforms, their benefits and 
other Bologna matters. The general conclusion of the follow-up pro-
cess was that the departments and the majority of students did not face 
any particular problems or difficulties with the reformed programmes. 
This was especially rewarding for everyone concerned given the effort 
expended. This section summarizes the general matters that arose in 
the follow-up process, as listed in Handout C 3.3-2-3. 

As already indicated, the reforms did not just amount to a simple re-
distribution of some new total of credits. Instead each and every pro-
gramme was rethought along the Bologna lines. As a result pro-
grammes were revised, in some cases substantially revised, where new 
courses were added, the status and content of courses was changed, 
and the flow of programmes was modified (courses were moved from 
one semester to the other, etc). Clearly, the decision comprehensively 
to apply the ECTS requirements for credit accumulation, gave UOC 
the opportunity to rethink and revise the programmes in their entirety. 
No doubt this has led to improved programmes and thus improved 
education provision on the part of the university. For practical reasons 
(since the learning resources could not allow us to run both the old 
and the reformed programmes in parallel until the former were faced 
out), but also because we wanted the “old students” to share the bene-
fits of the improved programmes, these students were also transferred 
to the reformed programmes. The majority of “old students” were 
adequately covered by the transition rules, which were defined on the 
basis of the principle that “old students” should not be adversely af-
fected. Some problems did arise though and were dealt with through 
specific measures taken by the departments concerned. 

Matters arising during the first year of running the reformed pro-
grammes 

• How the “old students” have been affected. 

• Coordination between departments. 

• The practical problem of 4 contact hours per week (instead of the 
norm which is 3). 

 

First year of reforms 

Status of “old students” 
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• The interpretation of credits in relation to doctoral programmes, 
and attending taught courses in parallel with the conducting of re-
search. 

• The validation of credits/student workload. 

• What happens if the majority of students on some programme 
finish their requirements in less time than the normal full-time 
duration of the programme? 

• Using the course template. 

• Course catalogue, student exchanges and transfer of credits. 

• Utilizing the summer period. 

• The next steps. 

Handout C 3.3-2-3 Follow-up process: matters arising 

Due to the fact that modularity (in the allocation of credits) across 
programmes could not be imposed, some departments had to work 
hard towards attaining the necessary coordination between their pro-
grammes. Some problems still exist in this respect, but possible solu-
tions are under discussion. For example, one department may wish to 
allocate 5 and another 6 credits to the same mandatory course attended 
in parallel by students from both departments. A possible solution is to 
have two distinct courses with substantial overlap, but also where the 
difference of 1 credit is visible. Several departments were also con-
cerned about the decision that standard taught courses of 10 ECTS 
credits should have 4 contact hours per week instead of 3 and had to 
figure out ways of covering the extra teaching4; thus the concern was 
due to the existing shortage in teaching resources. 

The interpretation of ECTS credits with respect to doctoral pro-
grammes was raised by most departments, and the existing situation 
regarding the 3rd cycle in the Bologna process was explained. In par-
ticular, it is now understood that the credits assigned to the research 
part of a doctoral programme simply count time, and as such it has 
been further decided that no credits will be allocated for periods that 
exceed the normal duration (4 years) of a doctoral programme.  

 

 
                                                      

4 10 ECTS credits is the maximum allocation for standard taught courses of 
one semester duration. Although not stipulated, most courses with a credit 
allocation above 7 have 4 teaching hours per week. 

Coordination between 
departments

ECTS and doctoral 
programmes
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The most significant matter that arose in the follow-up process, cer-
tainly from the point of view of the students, was the validation of the 
credits and hence the student workload. Given that students attend 
courses of the same level from different departments as well as courses 
of different levels within the same department, intra- and inter-
departmental comparisons were inevitable. Thus comments such as 
“advanced courses carry more credits but are less demanding in terms 
of student workload”, or “there are significant differences in the student 
workload between courses of the same level and the same number of 
credits within the same department and across departments”, under-
standably dominated the follow-up discussions. While putting across 
the message that some differences are expected and justifiable, given 
the inborn differences between disciplines (e.g. engineering and hu-
manities), at the same time one expects to find adequate comparability.  

The Tuning project proposal for an iterative process regarding work-
load validation was discussed at length in the follow-up meetings, in 
conjunction with the analytical course unit template (see Appendix 1). 
This requires detailed analysis and justification of the credits allocated 
to a course, in direct relation to the learning outcomes and the student 
assessment methods. Relevant literature was also circulated. However, 
it was decided not to impose a central procedure for the validation of 
credits, leaving it instead an open matter for the departments to em-
ploy their own approaches, in close collaboration with their students. 

Some departments had already started a validation process. For exam-
ple, Figure 2 summarizes the initial findings of the Department of Com-
puter Science regarding its 2005/06 Spring Semester courses5. For each 
course they had attended, students were requested to complete ques-
tionnaires retrospectively, in which they listed the total workload in 
hours for study including exercises, for completing their projects and 
assignments, and for preparing for the mid-semester and the final ex-
aminations. Although the methodology used needs refinement, and the 
findings are not completely accurate, these initial findings were never-
theless quite interesting and revealing. For example, it was interesting to 
note that more than half of the students attending course CS132 during 
the particular semester found the course less demanding on their time 
than its credit allocation implied. Given the range of hours per credit, 
i.e. 25-30 hours, “less time demanding” meant that the student actually 
needed to spend less than 25 hours per credit to achieve the learning 
outcomes, while “more time demanding” meant that s/he actually 
needed to spend more than 30 hours per credit. In this case, the CS132 
course teaches advanced principles of computer programming, and 
always had the reputation of being a rather demanding course. 

                                                      

5 Special thanks to Christoforos Panayiotou for providing these validation 
results. 
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Fig. C 3.3-2-2 Workload validation for the 2005/06 spring semester courses,  
Department of Computer Science 

All programmes are designed so that their load is 60 credits per aca-
demic year (or more accurately 30 credits per semester6). This load is 
based on typical students. However students may choose to take a 
lower load, especially if they attend a programme part-time, but for 
other reasons as well. Likewise, students may be allowed to take a 
higher load, purely based on academic criteria. The main reason for 
doing so is in order to attend in parallel a minor programme. Some-
times, though, students want to finish their programme in a shorter 
period of time than the normal period (fast-tracking). Some depart-
ments expressed concern regarding the possibility of a situation 
whereby most students on a programme are able, if allowed to do so, 
to complete their programme in a shorter period of time, say 3 instead 
of 4 academic years for a 1st cycle programme, and suggested that 
students should not be allowed to take a higher load. Obviously such a 
suggestion could not be accepted since a system should be as flexible 
as possible to the needs and abilities of the students. Furthermore, 
assuming that the credits allocated to the courses of a programme in-

                                                      

6 Given that the Winter Semester is somewhat shorter than the Spring Semes-
ter, in the normal flow of a programme it is allowed to have a slightly lower 
load (between 1 to 3 credits, i.e. 27-29 credits) in winter semesters and hence 
a slightly higher load in spring semesters, provided of course that the load of 
the two semesters comprising an academic year adds up to 60 credits.  

Should students 
be allowed to take a 

higher workload?
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deed match the actual workload, then such a state of affairs is an 
unlikely possibility. Thus, it again emphasises the importance of vali-
dating the implied workload against reality through reliable means. 

Other matters discussed included the course catalogue, student ex-
changes and the recognition process regarding transfer of credits. 

Finally, in the follow-up meetings, many departments discussed ways 
of utilizing the summer period for 1st cycle programmes as an integral 
part of their programmes (since 2nd and 3rd cycle programmes already 
do so), e.g. preparatory work for dissertations, industrial training, etc, 
and assigning learning outcomes and credits, under the understanding 
that a summer period load should be around 15 credits. 

4. Further actions and conclusions 

The author believes it is fair to say that during the last three and a half 
years a lot has happened at the University of Cyprus regarding the 
implementation of the Bologna reforms, and in particular the reform 
of all study programmes at all three Bologna cycles, along the Bolo-
gna lines (ECTS for credit accumulation, learning outcomes, level 
descriptors, student-centred approach, etc). the UOC experience has 
been shared with other institutions of higher education in Cyprus, both 
public and private, that are going through the same motions (Kerav-
nou-Papailiou 2006 A).  

Undoubtedly further evaluation and consolidation of the reforms is 
necessary. All aspects need to be validated, especially the student 
workload. The adoption of the course template calls for a fairly ana-
lytical exposition of the learning outcomes and assessment methods, 
and for a detailed justification of the implied workload. This is a nec-
essary step if adequate transparency, consistency and comparability 
are to be achieved. Analytical course descriptions constitute key input 
to the validation process. Differences still exist at various levels. This 
is understandable and expected. The rough edges, though, need to be 
gradually smoothed out. 

In parallel to the reforms discussed in this article, the university is 
developing its internal mechanisms for quality management and en-
hancement based on the European standards and guideline (ENQA 
2005), thus promoting its internal quality culture (Keravnou-Papailiou 
2006 A, 2006 B). The reform of the programmes constitutes a funda-
mental step for the internal quality assurance of the education provi-
sion of the university. The existing internal quality assurance mecha-
nisms regarding the establishment of new programmes and the ap-
proval of programme modifications are considered appropriate and 

Ongoing evaluation and 
consolidation 

Internal quality culture 
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comprehensive. These mechanisms are fully accepted by the academic 
staff and the students, and they do have an impact on the design of 
curricula. More specifically, the approval of a new programme goes 
through various quality assurance stages involving the board of the 
proposing department, the Senate committees on planning and devel-
opment, and studies, and ultimately the Senate. Students are repre-
sented in all these bodies.  

The quality criteria used for deciding the development of a new pro-
gramme include:  
a) demand and supply (based on the needs of the labour market, the 

societal goals as expressed through state policies, and the student 
preferences) 

b) university capacity to support the students (building infrastructure, 
lecture rooms, library, central computing facilities, student support 
services) 

c) capacity of the proposing department to support the programme 
(academic and other teaching staff, administrative staff, specialized 
laboratories, student increase) 

d) sustainability of a high level of quality (incoming students, the 
potential for acquiring new academic staff, etc.) 

e) financial sustainability of the programme regarding minimum 
number of students, and state support. 

At present there are no mechanisms for the periodic, holistic review of 
programmes. Likewise, the existing mechanisms for the continuous 
monitoring of programmes could be enhanced. In particular, student 
evaluation of courses through questionnaires is mandatory but it is 
used solely for the self-evaluation of teaching staff and as such the 
results of the questionnaires are disclosed only to the teaching staff 
concerned. So far there is resistance on the part of the academic staff 
for extending the purpose of the course evaluation questionnaires to 
anything beyond self-evaluation. The evaluation of visiting and spe-
cial teaching staff is however taken into consideration for the renewal 
of teaching contracts. However, internal quality assurance mecha-
nisms are now under discussion for the continuous monitoring and 
periodic review of programmes, involving additional quality criteria to 
the ones mentioned above, i.e. criteria specifically concerned with the 
delivery of programmes per se and the quality of the graduating stu-
dents (for example in the labour market).  

The ultimate objective of the reforms discussed in this article is to 
create a learning environment in which everyone (students, teaching 
and administrative staff) appreciate the benefits of the reforms and 
accept that the added value of these reforms was worth the extra effort 
required.  

Quality criteria

Review of programmes
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The author believes that true acceptance of the reforms will result 
when the direct benefits of having a transparent and consistent system 
of learning outcomes and student assessment methods, will impact at 
large on the students themselves, irrespective of any additional bene-
fits from mobility and recognition. Obviously, at European level, the 
opportunity to practice the benefits of having a common language of 
credits, and common structures, levels, and quality standards in the 
higher education systems and the qualifications that these lead to, in 
other words for students and staff to experience horizontal and/or ver-
tical mobility for studies, research or work, will gradually give mean-
ing to the word “unification” for the higher education area of Europe 
(Bergen Communiqué 2005). Although there is still work to be done at 
all levels (institutional, national, European), it is principally on the 
ground, i.e. at institutional level, that this change will have most con-
crete impact on students. For this to become a widespread reality, this 
change also needs continued facilitation at the higher levels. 
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