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Аннотация. При содействии органов государственного управления и Европейской Ко-
миссии высшие учебные заведения должны поддерживать усилия вузовских преподавателей 
по развитию ими навыков реализации онлайн и других форм обучения, доступных в эпоху 
цифровых технологий, и должны использовать возможности, предоставляемые техноло-
гиями, для повышения качества преподавания и обучения. В статье рассматриваются но-
вые грантовые программы Европейского Союза, направленные на повышение цифровой гра-
мотности в сфере высшего образования, развитие сотрудничества и преодоление вызовов 
во время пандемии коронавируса. Детально описан проект нового Европейского университе-
та и представлена инициатива создания международного консорциума для сертификации 
преподавателей высшей школы с участием российского партнёра.
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1. Introduction
Aiming for an inclusive digital society that 

benefits from the Digital Single Market, build-
ing smarter cities and villages, improving access 
to digital services and digital skills will develop 
a truly digital European Society. The Digital 
Europe program [1] (Fig. 1) focuses until 2027 
among other objectives also on the advanced 

digital skills, by supporting the Industry 4.0 
based on the Education 4.0., and therefore shift-
ing to a new paradigm.

The new paradigm [1] is, in the European 
Union, based on high number of devices avail-
able, therefore enabling new methods and forms 
of work and education, e.g. BYOD – Bring Your 
Own Device [2; 3]. Also, Interactive learning 

Fig. 1. Digital Europe Program 2021–2028 (budget in Euro)
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and blended learning are therefore creating 
new educational roles, namely the: Pedagogi-
cal roles; Management roles; Social roles; and 
Technical roles [4].

2. Digital literacy
The purpose of the digital education [5; 6] 

strategy is to: open education to new methods 
and ways of learning through digital technolo-
gies; improve students’ competencies in working 
with information and digital technologies; and 
to develop students’ computer thinking. 

The competence model of an educator 
working with ICT has many facets [7; 8; 9]: 
Strategy (knowledge of goals, practice in the 
classroom); Content of education and learning 
environment (teaching planning, learning en-
vironment, student role, assessment, commu-
nication and cooperation, special educational 
needs); Pedagogy (planning, problem-based 
teaching, pupil experience, ethics and risks of 
virtual space, cooperation projects, creativity); 
Digital technologies (software tools, authoring 
tools, Internet, communication and collabo-
ration, administration, student learning); Or-
ganization and administration (integration of 
digital technologies, classroom management, 
reasonable and legal use); Further education 
(planning, teacher cooperation, non-formal 
learning). 

3. European University  
for the Digitalization of Societies

The European heads of states and govern-
ments called, in the European Council conclu-
sions of 14 December 2017, on the Member 
States, the Council and the European Com-
mission to take work forward in ‘encouraging 
the emergence of some European Universi-
ties. These European Universities, consisting 
in bottom-up networks of universities across 
the EU which will “enable students to obtain 
a degree by combining studies in several EU 
countries and contribute to the international 
competitiveness of European universities” [10]. 
The Education Council Conclusions of 22 May 
2018 highlighted that “the European Universi-

ties could play a flagship role in the creation of a 
European Education Area as a whole” [11].

Answering this call and after a competi-
tive process among all the European higher 
education institutions, Instituto Politécnico do 
Porto (P. PORTO) is currently leading one of 
the European Universities, named, Advanced 
Technology Higher Education Network Alli-
ance (ATHENA): European University for the 
Digitalization of Societies (Fig. 2). ATHENA is 
a federation of seven mid-size higher education 
institutions from seven European countries.

The mission of ATHENA is to deliver in-
clusive, innovative, high-quality international 
education permanently aligned with global 
market needs, addressing societal and environ-
mental challenges as well as European research 
priorities, thus granting the highest employabi- 
lity standards, effective career transitions to our 
students, and added value to our ecosystem.

The vision of ATHENA is to be a worldwide 
renowned federation of higher education insti-
tutions that deliver highly qualified profession-
als for the labour market assuring a swift and ef-
fective transition from Education to Labor and 
advance the transfer of knowledge and research 
results to society. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has not only lim-
ited the way people can relate to each other and 
perform their most basic everyday tasks but has 
also had a significant impact on the regular de-
livery of education, training, and youth policies. 
At such a critical time for our societies, access 
to education is proving, more than ever, to be 
essential to ensuring a swift recovery while pro-
moting equal opportunities among people of all 
backgrounds.

This pandemic has pushed education to new 
scenarios forcing a sudden adoption of latent 
teaching/learning paradigms that had never 
before stood out. From the pedagogical point 
of view, it raised awareness of the potential of 
online teaching and virtual mobility. It also 
shed light on the need to master ICT for lifelong 
learning and to overcome the primary digital 
division – students who cannot fulfil their aca-
demic assignments because they have no com-
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puter or proper Internet connection – that was 
undercover or at least not so evident before.

The P. PORTO has been researching in the 
field of sustainable education and has embraced 
many of its facets and produced several out-
comes of relevance, such as: developing spe-
cific sustainable master programs, developing 
blended mobility project courses, or creating 
remote labs [12; 13]. As a result of this continu-
ous work, P. PORTO is now coordinating the 
ATHENA European University project focused 
on the digitalization of societies that stands on a 
set of pillars of sustainable education, including 
the European green education and inclusion.

The goals of the European university, 
ATHENA, are:

–  Address the digital transformation of soci-
ety and industry 4.0 requirements, contributing 
to creating A Europe Fit for the Digital Age;

–  Create worldwide renowned federation of 
HEIs;

–  Deliver highly qualified professionals for 
the labour market;

–  Assure a swift and effective transition from 
Education to Labor;

–  Advance the transfer of knowledge and re-
search results to society;

–  Increase the internationalization of the 
European Higher Education Area;

–  Support the transformation of Europe 
into a global reference point as a centre of ex-
cellence, innovation, and collaboration in High-
er Education and Research;

–  Foster the development of an inclusive, 
sustainable, and safe digital economy.

Focusing initially on the domains of informa-
tion technology and electronic engineering, be-
fore broadening the scope to all academic fields 
covered in the alliance, the ATHENA European 
University research and learning community 
will be well-positioned to tackle a range of glob-
al challenges for action, underlying the future 
Horizon Europe program, related to Digital and 
Industry; Climate, Energy, and Mobility; Inclu-
sive and Secure Society. 

With its thematic focus, P.PORTO is well 
aligned with the European Union’s 2021–2027 
Digital Europe program and will contribute in 
particular to two of its goals: the development 
of advanced digital skills and the wide use of 

Fig. 2. ATHENA Logo and Geographical distribution
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digital technologies across the economy and so-
ciety. P.PORTO is thus in tune with the new Eu-
ropean Commission’s goal to create A Europe 
fit for the Digital Age and to equip its students 
with the necessary knowledge, skills, platforms, 
and tools to work towards the attainment of 
several Sustainable Development Goals identi-
fied by the United Nations.

4. Professional Educators Registration
In light of the current exceptional circum-

stances, the Erasmus+ Program took the chal-
lenge to confirm its role as the main EU instru-
ment supporting innovation in education, train-
ing, youth, and sport as well as providing oppor-
tunities for the personal, socio-educational, and 
professional development of people in Europe 
and beyond, with the aim of leaving no-one be-
hind. To respond to the circumstances created 
by the pandemic, in 2020 the Erasmus+ pro-
gram [1] exceptionally supported: Partnerships 
for Digital Education Readiness (in the fields 
of school education, vocational education and 
training, and higher education). These projects 
aim at equipping education and training systems 
to face the challenges presented by the recent 
sudden shift to online and distance learning, in-
cluding supporting teachers to develop digital 
competencies and safeguarding the inclusive na-
ture of learning opportunities. 

Being already coordinator of the European 
University ATHENA, P.PORTO has initiated 
a new project called Professional Internation-
al Recognition of Tertiary Level Educators 
(PROFEDU) aimed to create a digital interna-
tional individual registration procedure to as-
sess and certify the level of professional compe-
tence of the tertiary level educators, including 
but not limited to the digital competencies. If 
the achieved level of the educators’ professional 
competences corresponds to the criteria based 
on the best international practices, the proce-
dure regulates the registration of the educator 
and will issue an international digital profession-
al card, allowing broader recognition of profes-
sional educators’ qualifications worldwide. The 
International Professional Educator Register 

provides transparency and empowers the higher 
education institutions (HEIs) to consider certi-
fied educators from different countries for their 
high-profile faculty vacancies. Simultaneously 
the proposed certification induces educators to 
improve their skills and competencies in gene- 
ral, and digital ones in particular.

The European University ATHENA aims for 
the Digitalization of Societies as its founding fo-
cus. The PROFEDU project develops a register 
that accounts, also, for the digital competencies 
of the educators. The project will contribute to 
the completion also of the European university 
goals, through activities that facilitate the re- 
cognition and validation of digital knowledge, 
skills, and competencies acquired through for-
mal, non-formal and informal learning.

The PROFEDU is a Strategic Partnership. 
As a general rule, Strategic Partnerships target 
the cooperation between organizations estab-
lished in Programme Countries (EU). However, 
organizations from Partner Countries (outside 
EU) can only be involved in a Strategic Partner-
ship as partners, if their participation brings an 
essential added value to the project. In the case 
of the PROFEDU Project, the Association for 
Engineering Education of Russia (AEER) joined 
this project at the application stage. AEER in-
volvement in the project is explained due to 
the unique competences and experience of the 
organization in which activities are not limited 
to just a national context. Although AEER is 
located in Russia, it has also a strong European 
focus by being a founding member of the Euro-
pean Network for Accreditation of Engineering 
Education (ENAEE), and by being one of the 
internationally recognized accreditation agen-
cies that award the EUR-ACE. AEER has also 
a global perspective due to its membership in 
Washington Accord (WA) [14]. There are no 
such partners among ERASMUS+ program 
countries institutions that can perform the same 
activities. Adding to this, AEER is not only an 
accreditation agency but a certification body 
that successfully implements the system of pro-
fessional registration of engineers to carry out 
a comprehensive assessment of their competen-
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cies at the international level due to its member-
ship in APEC Agreement. Within the Covid-19 
lockdown, AEER has also developed regulations 
and successfully implemented the online format 
of the accreditation audit visit, transforming 
the international accreditation procedure to 
the digital format, providing virtual training of 
experts who were involved in the online assess-
ment procedure. Such experience provides the 
consortium exceptional benefits in the develop-
ment of the new system of professional registra-
tion of tertiary-level educators based on the 
best practices involving experienced and quali-
fied experts in the process.

5. Conclusions
The outbreak of COVID-19 and necessary 

measures that were taken to tackle the spread 
of the virus, may cause significant disruption to 
the provision of education, training, and mobi- 
lity opportunities for learners, teachers, and  
educators across the world. The European 
Commission, as well as the governments of many 
countries all around the world, are cooperating 
to coordinate, complement, and initiate mea- 
sures to deal with every aspect of the coronavi-
rus pandemic impact.

Higher education institutions play a vital 
role in overcoming arising challenges, having 
a significant impact on supporting students, 
teachers, and the society at large and providing 
necessary skills, knowledge, and tools to ensure 
their wellbeing. There is a crucial need to unlock 
the potential of digital technologies for learning 
and teaching and to develop digital skills for all.

Education and training are the keys to per-
sonal fulfilment, social cohesion, economic 
growth, and innovation [15]. It is therefore of 
paramount importance to keep international 
cooperation of HEIs under several grant pro-
grams and initiatives, making even more efforts 
to implement those action plans that will finally 
allow us to benefit from digital transforma-
tion. European University initiatives are leading 
the future of higher education in Europe and 
ATHENA by focusing on the digital society, 
will have a profound impact in this domain.

The Professional International Recognition 
of Tertiary Level Educators will guarantee that 
the educators of the future will be the catalyst 
to achieve the incoming transformation and 
contribute to creating HEIs that are preparing 
the society for the Digital Age.

References
1. Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, The Council, The European 

Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the Digital Education 
Action Plan Com/2018/022 Final. Brussels, 2018, 17.1. Available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/
legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2018:22:FIN (accessed 07.12.2020)

2. Kerr, D.V., Talaei-Khoei, A., Ghapanchi, A. (2018). A Paradigm Shift for Bring Your Own Device 
(BYOD). AMCIS. 

3. Kerr, D.,Koch, Ch. (2014). A Creative and Useful Tension? Large Companies Using “Bring Your 
Own Device”. IFIP Advances in Information and Communication Technology. Vol. 429,  
pp. 166-178, doi: 10.1007/978-3-662-43459-8_11

4. Kaleta, R., Skibba, K., Joosten, T. (2007). Discovering, Designing and Delivering Hybrid Courses. 
In: Picciano, A.G., Dziuban, C.D. (Eds.). Blended Learning: Research Perspectives. Needam, 
MA: The Sloan Consortium, pp. 111-143.

5. Vourikari, R., Punie, Y. (Eds.), Brečko, B., Ferrari, A., (2016). The Digital Competence Frame-
work for Consumers. JRC Science for Policy Report, doi: 10.2791/838886

6. Fielder, A., Vuorikari, R., Rodriguez-Priega, N., Punie, Y. (2016). Background Review for De-
veloping the Digital Competence Framework for Consumers: A snapshot of hot-button issues 
and recent literature. JRC Technical Reports doi: 10.2791/780656

7. Vuorikari, R., Punie, Y., Carretero, G.S., Van den Brande, L. (2016). DigComp 2.0: The Digital 



131

Synergy – 2020

Vysshee obrazovanie v Rossii = Higher Education in Russia. 2021, vol. 30, no. 1.

Competence Framework for Citizens. Update Phase 1: The Conceptual Reference Model. Lux-
embourg Publications Office of the European Union, doi: 10.2791/520113 

8. Redecker, C., Punie, Y. (Ed.). (2017). European Framework for the Digital Competence of 
Educators: DigCompEdu Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg, doi: 
10.2760/159770 

9. Ferguson, R., Brasher, A., Clow, D., Cooper, A. Hillaire, G., Mittelmeier, J., Rienties, B., Ul-
lmann, T., Vuorikari, R. (2016). Research Evidence on the Use of Learning Analytics: Implica-
tions for Education Policy. JRC Science for Policy Report, doi: 10.2791/326911

10. Altbach, P.G., Reisberg, L., Rumbley, L.E. (2019). Trends in Global Higher Education: 
Tracking an Academic Revolution. Rotterdam: UNESCO and Sense. Available at: https://
www.cep.edu.rs/public/Altbach,_Reisberg,_Rumbley_Tracking_an_Academic_Revolu-
tion,_UNESCO_2009.pdf (accessed 07.12.2020)

11. Gunn, A. (2020). The European Universities Initiative: A Study of Alliance Formation in Higher 
Education. In: Curaj A., Deca L., Pricopie R. (Eds). European Higher Education Area: Chal-
lenges for a New Decade. Springer, Cham, doi: 10.1007/978-3-030-56316-5_2

12. Quadrado, J.C., Zaitseva, K.K. (2019). Sustainable Development Principles for Engineering Edu-
cator. Vysshee obrazovanie v Rossii = Higher Education in Russia. Vol. 29, no. 6, pp. 75-82, doi: 
https://doi.org/10.31992/0869-3617-2019-28-3-50-56

13. Quadrado, J.C., Galikhanov, M.F., Zaitseva, K.K. (2020). New Pedagogical Approaches to In-
duce Sustainable Development Goals. Vysshee obrazovanie v Rossii = Higher Education in Rus-
sia. Vol. 28, no. 3, pp. 50-56, doi: https://doi.org/10.31992/0869-3617-2020-29-6-75-82

14. Tolkacheva, K.K., Pokholkov, Y.P., Mogilnickiy, S.B., Chervach, M.Y., Quadrado, J.C. (2016). 
AEER accreditation of educational programs: quality assurance aims and requirements. Paper 
presented at 2016 ASEE International Forum, New Orleans, Louisiana. Available at: https://
peer.asee.org/27231 (accessed 07.12.2020)

15. Digital Education Action Plan (2021–2027). Resetting Education and Training for the Digital 
Age Mode of Access. Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/
digital-education-action-plan_en?2nd-language=dehttps://ec.europa.eu/education/sites/
education/files/document-library-docs/deap-communication-sept2020_en.pdf (accessed 
07.12.2020)

The paper was submitted 18.11.20
Received after reworking 02.12.20
Accepted for publication 07.12.20


