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A CLOSE-UP ON OUR EPICA PARTNER: MAKERE UNIVERSITY ⎮ THE
INTERVIEW OF THE MONTH
Interview to Dr. Paul Birevu Muyinda, Deputy Principal, College of Educa<on and External Studies,
Makerere University, Uganda

We hear a lot about skills gaps between university graduates and the
labour market. What would you say are the main contribu9ng factors
that lead to this disparity?
Universi>es were tradi>onally created for knowledge genera>on and
dissemina>on. This means university graduates were meant to be
knowledge workers. This phenomenon has lingered on to date, even
when the world order is demanding that universi>es shiI away from
producing only knowledge workers to producing workers with a
blend of knowledge and skills. The world is also demanding that we
produce graduates with soI skills, that is, graduates with 21st
century skills.
This new requirement has implica>ons for faculty members, too. The faculty has to equip
themselves with new knowledge and skills. The universi>es have to change their teaching and
learning methods. The labour market has to embrace partnerships with universi>es, so that they
are part and parcel of the teaching and learning processes at universi>es. Industry however cannot
accommodate all the students in universi>es. Hence, universi>es have to devise teaching and
learning methods that bring prac>cal experience into the classroom. Authen>c teaching and
learning methods become the answer.The mee>ng also served the purpose to introduce and start
the collabora>on with the newly appointed External Advisory Board (EAB).
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From your vantage point, which academic ﬁelds, businesses or industries suﬀer the most because of
this, especially in Uganda?
I would think that all academic ﬁelds where there are limited internships are experiencing skills
mismatches. Fields like medicine and law with year-long internships, and legal prac>ce courses,
respec>vely, are producing graduates who are well endowed with needed skills. Educa>on too
subjects its students to rigorous school prac>ce of about 4 months, thus giving the students the
necessary teaching skills. Engineering and technology students are also given numerous
internships that equip the learners with the required professional skills. However, ﬁelds that have
shorter internship periods of, say, only one to two months, are indeed having the problem of
producing graduates with limited skills. These are ﬁelds with great student numbers who cannot
accommodate longer internship periods, for example in economics, ﬁnance, business, social
sciences, arts, etc.

What is an ePorBolio and how is it diﬀerent from a CV or a graduate cer9ﬁcate?
An ePorUolio is built from learners daily reﬂec>ons resul>ng from real life experiences. On the
other hand, a CV is an orchestrated composi>on of one’s academic qualiﬁca>ons and perceived
abili>es. An ePorUolio resides in the electronic domain while a CV or a cer>ﬁcate may be in the
electronic domain or not.

How, in your opinion, does having an ePorBolio ecosystem beneﬁt a student and graduate?
An ePorUolio beneﬁts a student, because they are able to make their experiences and exper>se
transparent for poten>al employers to see at any >me and in any place. The ePorUolio developed
by MyDocumenta visualises the student’s professional and transferable skills.

Who stands to beneﬁt from receiving access to an ePorBolio i.e. how will this be useful to
employers?
With an ePorUolio, employers do not select their prospec>ve employees on a trial basis. They are
able to select employees with 100% precision, because they are able to see the exact skills they
need. In so doing, they are able to save costs related to high staﬀ turn-over which is common when
employees with pseudo qualiﬁca>ons are recruited.

How has this idea been received by those who stand to beneﬁt from it?
When the idea of an ePorUolio is explained, the audience usually says, “Yes! This is what we have
been wai>ng for.” Their worry, however, is in how it will be implemented for them to be able to
freely access and enjoy the beneﬁts.
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Can you point to an instance where this idea has ﬂourished before? What can we learn from those
instances?
This idea is novel in Uganda. It has not been tried anywhere in Uganda. However, a few individuals
have LinkedIn Accounts where they update their CVs.

What do you think are the most crucial coming steps that need to be nego9ated for a successful
implementa9on of EPICA’s strategy, such as overcoming technological requirements, increasing the
visibility of the ini9a9ve, improving funding etc.?
In my view I think integra>on of EPICA’s ecosystem into present learning management systems of
universi>es becomes a crucial step. The sensi>sa>on and training of learners to adopt such an
ePorUolio ecosystem is another key factor. Furthermore, sensi>sa>on and mobilisa>on of poten>al
employers towards this opportunity is important, because when employers start using this
ecosystem to iden>fy poten>al employees, then adop>ons by students will follow almost
automa>cally.

IMPLEMENTATION OF THE EPICA PROJECT – MASENO UNIVERSITY
WRITTEN BY MICHAEL OPIYOH, EPICA PROJECT COORDINATOR, MASENO UNIVERSITY

EPICA is a new EU-African strategic partnership that is bringing together businesses, public sector
organisa>ons, and universi>es to design an innova>ve and scalable ePorUolio, developed by
MyDocumenta, which will improve the quality, visibility, and availability of new skills. The ini>a>ve
is made possible by co-funding from the European Commission’s Horizon 2020 and is scheduled to
run for a period of 36 months, from 1st January 2018 to 31st December 2020. The
implementa>on of EPICA is currently at month eight (M8) of the project life cycle, with a myriad of
milestones achieved so far.

1 . 1 I M P L E M E N TA T I O N A T M A S E N O U N I V E R S I T Y
EPICA is currently being implemented at the eCampus of Maseno University. The eCampus has an
eLearning plaUorm modelled around Moodle, an open source learning management system (LMS).
The eLearning plaUorm is used for delivering online courses to both on-campus and oﬀ-campus
Maseno University students. The plaUorm is also being used to deliver common undergraduate
courses with very high enrolments such as PHT 112 (HIV/AIDs Determinants, Preven>on and
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Management) and AEN 105 (Communica>on Skills 1), as well as other Communica>on Skills
courses to regular students.
The EPICA Project implementa5on team at Maseno University comprises:
• Mr. Michael Opiyoh, Project Coordinator, Head of Technical Team, and Lead Developer. Mr.
Opiyoh has a wealth of experience in eLearning and has implemented eLearning solu>ons in
a number of Kenyan universi>es and ter>ary ins>tu>ons.
• Dr. Mildred Ayere, Head of the Project Pedagogical and Technological Team. Dr. Ayere is
the Ac>ng Director at the eCampus and also a Lecturer in the Department of
Communica>ons Technology (COMTEC). Dr. Ayere has over 15 years’ experience in the ﬁeld
of pedagogy.
• Ms. Beatrice Okoth, Head of the Project Secretariat. A communica>ons expert, she is the
Coordinator in charge of Learner Support Services at the eCampus and also a Lecturer in the
Linguis>cs Department.

1.2

STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES OF THE EPICA EPORTFOLIO

1.2.1 STRENGTHS:
• An ePorUolio meets the immediate needs of businesses and professions. Students who have
an ePorUolio ecosystem are either working and advancing within their company, or, if
unemployed, are more likely to be employed once qualiﬁed.
• It enables learners with work or
family commitments to study at
their own pace.
• For some students, an ePorUolio
speeds up the >me to comple>on
of a qualiﬁca>on by enabling prior
learning to be recognised.
• Students get individual support and
help from their mentors, as
opposed to what occurs on other online educa>on plaUorms.
• The tui>on fees are aﬀordable, and programmes can be self-funding from tui>on fees alone
since the courses use already exis>ng study materials and, increasingly, open educa>onal
resources (OERs)

1.2.2

WEAKNESSES:

The main weakness is that it works well in some learning environments and less well in others.
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In par>cular, an ePorUolio:
• focuses on immediate employer needs and is less focused on preparing learners with the
ﬂexibility needed for a more uncertain future;
• does not suit subject areas in which it is diﬃcult to prescribe speciﬁc competencies or where
new skills and new knowledge need to be rapidly accommodated;
• takes an objec>vist approach to learning; ignores the importance of social learning;
• does not ﬁt the preferred learning styles of many students.

1 . 3 B E N E F I T S A L R E A DY P E R C E I V E D
1 . 3 . 1 L O C A L S TA K E H O L D E R S S E N S I T I S E D O N C O M P E T E N C Y- B A S E D L E A R N I N G ( C B L ) :
Prior to the Maseno University Chapter Open Day that was held on 27th April 2018 at the Kisumu
Hotel, the local stakeholders were given ques>onnaires, which they completed and returned. The
main aim of the baseline survey was to ﬁnd out the level of awareness regarding competencybased learning in the region. The completed ques>onnaires were analysed and the results shared
during the Open Day with the stakeholders. The local stakeholders who par>cipated in the survey
included universi>es/colleges, employers, regulatory bodies such as the Kenya Ins>tute of
Curriculum Development (KICD), and students. One of the greatest achievements was that all local
stakeholders were trained and sensi>sed on competency-based learning.

1.3.2

A C A D E M I C S TA F F T R A I N E D I N C B L D E S I G N M E T H O D O L O G I E S :

The pre-training online workshop organised by the University of Catalonia in conjunc>on with
MyDocumenta ran for six weeks; four academic staﬀ members from Maseno University were
trained online in competency-based design methodologies. This involved skills they did not
possess, but which were needed to develop content for competency-based learning. The training
materials were delivered eﬀec>vely to the academic staﬀ, who were trained as Trainers of Trainers
(TOTs) and could now design their online courses using competency-based methodologies.

1.3.3

I N S T I T U T I O N A L S E L F - A S S E S S M E N T:

The EPICA ePorUolio Maturity Session that was held on Saturday, 1st September 2018 at
10.00am gave representa>ves from the Maseno University team, comprised of management,
academic, and technical staﬀ, as well as student representa>ves, an opportunity to closely examine
their ins>tu>on’s readiness for the implementa>on of the ecosystem. For the Maseno team that
par>cipated in the process of interpre>ng the maturity matrix tool, it was a learning process.

1.3.4

NETWORKING:

The second EPICA Consor>um mee>ng, held in Arusha, Tanzania, brought partners from Europe
and Africa together at a roundtable. The three-day gathering was very successful and served as the
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venue for the announcement that the
project had achieved all its milestones at
month six of the lifecycle.

1 . 4 C H A L L E N G E S S O FA R
The challenge experienced so far relates to
implemen>ng the ePorUolio ecosystem in
an environment perceived to be a
knowledge-based environment like Maseno
University. The majority of professors
perceive competency-based learning (CBL)
as being suitable for ter>ary ins>tu>ons
oriented toward technical craIs that test their students based on skills acquired in ﬁelds such as
plumbing, masonry, electrical installa>ons, art, and design. At Maseno University, the graduates are
expected to come out as persons knowledgeable and well grounded in a given ﬁeld.

1.5 NEW OR FUTURE PLANS OF WORKING WITH EPORTFOLIO ECOSYSTEMS
Through the implementa>on of the EPICA project, Maseno University is keen on future
incorpora>on of the EPICA ePorUolio ecosystem in the exis>ng MU eLearning plaUorm, which is
modelled around Moodle. This, we hope, will enable seamless technical integra>on of the
ePorUolio ecosystem into the MSU eLearning portal. We also envisage that the cost of acquiring
the ePorUolio ecosystem will not be prohibi>ve to the African partners involved in the project.
Working with ePorUolio ecosystems in the region, we will be able to market it to other Kenyan
learning ins>tu>ons, which will ensure the project’s sustainability once the funding period comes
to an end.

THE OPEN UNIVERSITY OF TANZANIA HOSTS A SECOND CONSORTIUM
MEETING OF THE EPICA PROJECT
The Open University of Tanzania (OUT) hosted the second Consor>um Mee>ng of H2020 EPICA
project (Strategic partnership for the co-design of an innova5ve and scalable ePorKolio to
improve the quality and visibility of skills). In his opening remarks, Prof. Elifas Bisanda, Vice
chancellor of The Open University of Tanzania, emphasized the importance of employing an
ePorUolio ecosystem as a tool to enable East African university graduates to demonstrate their
skills and competencies.
The Open University of Tanzania had a tradi>onal porUolio, but its use was discon>nued even
before the University became one of three sub-Saharan Africa ins>tu>ons at which the EPICA
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ePorUolio developed by MyDocumenta will be established and piloted. The diﬀerence between
OUT’s tradi>onal ePorUolios and the
EPICA ePorUolio ecosystem is that
the laqer oﬀers mul>media-based
evidence of skills that can be easily
shared and visibly iden>ﬁed by
employers.
The EPICA mee>ng was held in
Naura Springs in Arusha from 12 –
13 July 2018. The OUT’s
representa>ves were honoured to
host the 20 delegates from the
Interna>onal Council for Open and
Distance Educa>on (ICDE), My Documenta (MYD), University of Catalonia (UOC), ICWE GmbH
(ICWE), Makerere University (MAK), Maseno University (MU), and African Virtual University (AVU).
The second mee>ng had the pleasure to welcome delegates from Maseno University who missed
out on the ﬁrst mee>ng, which was held in Norway in January 2018.
During the mee>ng, ICDE’s Jean-Bap5ste Milon introduced the organisa>on’s new Ac>ng
Secretary General, Morten Flate Paulsen, to the delegates. Mr Paulsen joined one of the sessions
via video link from Norway.
The discussion included presenta>on
of the status of ac>vi>es carried out
from January to June 2018. Also,
those for Months 7 to 12 were
iden>ﬁed and their >meline discussed
with an emphasis on preven>ng delays
in execu>ng the plans.
Also presented was a report by OUT’s
Dr. Edephonce Nfuka on the
ins>tu>on’s EPICA Open Day event, alongside informa>on on parallel events at Makerere
University and Maseno University. The fact that news about the EPICA ePorUolio has been
circulated through Tanzania’s na>onal television and social media has raised awareness and the
expecta>on that with the ePortofolio ecosystem, OUT will be able to produce even beqer
graduates – who are competent and employable and whose skills will be easily evidenced through
the ePorUolio ecosystem.
Expecta>on and preliminary acceptance were high among academic staﬀ members who
par>cipated in the pre-pilot ac>vi>es. One pointed out, “I appreciate the knowledge we have
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gained over such a short period of >me. Despite challenges such as technology, poor internet
connec>vity that prevented opening some videos, the provision of some descrip>ons in the
learning plaUorm being in Spanish, and >ght schedules with other oﬃcial du>es, we managed to
complete the pre-project phase and are ready for the next one. I strongly recommend that the
project’s IT oﬃcials make certain that all technical components are fully ready for the next part so
that the implementa>on goes
harmoniously.”
Social ac>vi>es included the the
opportunity for delegates to tour
Arusha’s Maasai curious and craI
market in the evening aIer the
ﬁrst day’s ac>vi>es and Arusha
Na>onal Park the following day.
The mee>ng ended with delegates
having dinner at the Impala Naura
Springs Hotel. This was followed
by closing remarks from Prof.
Bisanda, who welcomed the guests back in Tanzania and expressed his personal gra>tude and that
of the organising commiqee for the visitors’ ac>ve par>cipa>on.

The third consor9um mee9ng will be held in Berlin in December 2018.

MARCELO MAINA, PROFESSOR AT UOC - HIS INVOLVEMENT IN EPICA
PROJECT
Marcelo Maina, Professor of Educa>onal Technology at the Department of Psychology and
Educa>on at UOC and researcher in the University’s Edul@b research group is involved in the
EPICA project. He par>cipated in the group’s ﬁrst two project mee>ngs, in Hunderfossen, Norway
and Arusha, Tanzania.
In this interview, he discusses the challenges involved in collabora<ng with sub-Saharan universi<es and
the meaning of this new experience for Edul@b and UOC.
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EPICA is a very innova9ve project that opens collabora9on within a new cultural context. What does
it mean for your team and for your ins9tu9on to collaborate with the sub-Saharan universi9es
involved in the project?
It is a great opportunity to work in this new context and get
in touch with another part of the world.
UOC as an ins>tu>on has a voca>on to work
interna>onally. We have a lot of experience working with
other European countries and La>n America. We have also
cooperated in research and teaching in Canada, USA, and
even Australia, but Africa is a con>nent that we s>ll have to
explore. This experience is deﬁnitely a challenge.
AIer having been in contact for more than eight months
with the ins>tu>onal partners in the EPICA project, and
even beforehand in the elabora>on of the project, a series
of barriers and preconceived ideas inevitably have started
to be torn down.
We have three sub-Saharan partners and three quite diﬀerent contexts. Despite their diﬀerences,
all demonstrate a lot of willingness to innovate, cooperate, and work together. Uganda’s Makerer
University, Kenya’s Maseno University, and the Open University of Tanzania are all very clearly
commiqed to the project and have brought interes>ng ideas and solu>ons to the issues raised so
far.
I would also point out that the problems we address in EPICA are not only related to the subSaharan region, but are common to all countries. European ins>tu>ons have the same need to
bridge the pervasive skills gap and to innovate in the higher educa>on sector.

What opportuni9es could par9cipa9on in a project like EPICA generate in the near future?
Although this project aims to transfer knowledge and experience, the exchange goes in two
direc>ons. What we have to oﬀer in the transfer, of course, focuses mainly on speciﬁc topics:
learning and assessment by competencies and the technological tools that facilitate this
methodological approach.
This project is undoubtedly also enriching for us since it reveals very diﬀerent scenarios and allows
us to form bonds based more on mutual exchange than on the transfer of knowledge.
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Our previous experience enables us to analyse and support the sub-Saharan universi>es in
incorpora>ng innova>ve pedagogical approaches. Furthermore, it also reveals their way of doing
things and obliges us to adapt our past experiences to a new reality.
There are elements of these new contexts that do not necessarily ﬁt our methodology and
experience, so that we need to improve or readapt the prac>ces that we want to transfer. This
virtuous circle s>mulates us to rethink our prac>ces and inspires us to grow.
These exercises not only beneﬁt the ins>tu>ons we address, but also have an important impact on
our own work.

AWer these ﬁrst nine months of the project, what do you view as the main poten9ali9es of your
partner universi9es, Makerere, Maseno, and OUT?
AIer the project started, we proposed the idea of undertaking a diagnosis of employability skills in
the context of each of the target countries. To perform this analysis, we thought to take advantage
of the Open Days events organised by the African

“We observed a very
high degree of
awareness regarding
employability skills
and their
importance.”
- PROF. MARCELO MAINA

universi>es to engage stakeholders from the public,
business, and academic sector.
The organisa>on of these events demonstrated the good
rela>onship these sub-Saharan universi>es have with
government (ministries, secretariats, etc.), as well as with
the business sector. These contacts and the number of
aqendees’ proﬁles displayed the convening power of the
academies in their local contexts.

I was very surprised and pleased to see this strong link among universi>es, companies and
governments and the poten>al that these connec>ons may have for the project.

What is the level of engagement of the local universi9es in reducing the skills gap and improving
employability skills?
In our university partners, we observed a very high degree of awareness regarding employability
skills and their importance.
The ins>tu>ons know very well that they must improve their curricula and make an extra eﬀort
both in teacher training and in maintaining the contact with local stakeholders to change their
situa>on. It is very clear that these universi>es are concerned about educa>ng professionals who
are qualiﬁed for jobs in the local market.
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They are also very interested in transla>ng this educa>on into a higher level of employability and
ﬁnally into real local development. This concern of the sub-Saharan universi>es goes beyond mere
cer>ﬁca>on.
There is clear interest among these educa>onal ins>tu>ons in making an addi>onal eﬀort to
improve employability in an integrated way. This is something that is worth highligh>ng since it is
one of the main poten>ali>es of the project and of our collabora>on with the sub-Saharan region.

To learn more about EPICA Ini>a>ve co-funded by the H2020 Programme of the European Union, and the
purposes that underpin it, please browse our website: hJp://epica-ini<a<ve.africa.
Do you know friends or colleagues who might be interested in receiving informa<on about EPICA Ini>a>ve? Feel free
to direct them to the subscrip<on form: hJp://newsleJer.epica-ini<a<ve.africa.
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