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1. Members of the Steering Committee 
• Francisco José García Peñalvo, University of Salamanca. 
• Steve Lee, OpenDirective Ltd. 
• Raymond Elferink, Raycom B.V. 
• Dai Griffiths, University of Bolton. 
• Alberto Felice De Toni, University of Udine 
• George Papadopoulos, University of Cyprus 
• Saul Cheung, Mindshock S.L. 
• Scott Wilson, OSS Watch, Oxford University 

Each member of the Steering Committee is also supported by the staff of each 
institution/company. 

2. Final Quality Assurance Report of the 
Steering Committee 

28/10/2014 

After the first year of the VALS project, the Steering Committee want to emphasize 
that: 

• The VALS workflow definition has been a very difficult and critical milestone 
because of the differences between the schedules and bureaucratic processes 
of the universities. However, the VALS team was able to find a good and 
flexible definition for a workflow process changing the initial proposal of 
having a unique iteration for placement proposals and applications to a two-
round project application process, one around September 2014 and other 
around February 2015. 
 

• The great effort of the business partners in order to involve foundations and 
companies that have proposed placements. Right now we have 62 companies 
and 233 placements proposals. 
 

• The VALS team had to change the technological framework due to the 
proposed one did not finally fulfil VALS requirements. The quality and good 
work done by the involved VALS partners allowed solving this issue and 
having a good management platform for placement management. 
 

• VALS is now in the development of the first placement application round. 
We know the difficulty to setup the procedures in order to be compliant 
with the students’ schedules and the universities procedures. We wait for 
having some students in order to test the workflows, but we know the 
second iteration will be the most suitable one to reach the VALS target. 
 

• Dissemination activities have been suitable both in terms of presentations of 
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the project in universities in order to engage more students and open the 
target and also in terms of academic events in different conferences. 

20/2/2016 

After the second year and extension of the VALS project, the Steering Committee 
feature the following conclusions: 

• About Responsibility and Autonomy: In many ways virtual placements are 
more demanding than face-to-face ones. 

o When undertaking virtual placements students need to be able to 
operate more independently than in face-to-face placements, and 
need a stronger personal commitment because there is nobody to 
remind them or complain if they do not carry out their tasks. 

o In virtual placements the only activity is to carry out a real task with 
real code. There is no tea making or photocopying. In a face-to-face 
placement, on the other hand, there are many introductory tasks that 
can be given, with no real responsibility or professional development. 

o Face-to-face placements are often set up a year in advance, requiring 
that the tasks are to some extent set aside from the main flow of 
work in the company. Part of the benefit to the company may lie in 
the opportunity to get a close knowledge of a potential employee. In 
the Semester of Code (SoC), on the other hand, it is expected that 
the task to be undertaken will be one that the company genuinely 
wants to have done (although not necessarily a critical one). 

o In Semester of Code placements there is a good chance that students 
will be working for leading technology companies or foundations, 
while in local placements this is less usual. 

o The demanding nature of virtual placements is not in itself a 
drawback, as the independence which they require is a reflection of 
the professional reality which many students will meet when leaving 
university. The challenge which virtual placements represent does, 
however, reveal any shortfall in a student’s capability, motivation and 
self-confidence more starkly than a face-to-face placement. Similarly, 
the personal and professional skills involved in planning and 
completing the work are put to the test more rigorously in virtual 
placements. The SoC initiative is not of a sufficient scale to draw 
conclusions about the whole of the European Higher Education area. 
Nevertheless, the consensus drawn from conversations with lecturers 
and in project meetings is that Universities have increasingly come to 
adopt the methods of schooling, providing programs that do not 
stimulate autonomy as much as they may have done in the past (with 
the potential for drop-out and failure that this autonomy brings with 
it). 

• About self-confidence: 
o The experience of tutors, passed on to project staff is that many 

students did not want to participate in SoC because they did not feel 
con dent that they would be able to perform the tasks satisfactorily. 
This was also a theme in the results of the pre-placement 
questionnaire, although by some distance less significant than the lack 
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of time. One might, moreover, wonder whether students a reluctance 
to admit to a lack of confidence may have reduced this score. For 
some students this was in part a matter of technical expertise and 
experience of real-world development. In some countries, however, a 
perceived lack of linguistic skills in English was a common barrier. 
They were concerned that they would not fully understand the 
mentor or the community, and that they would not have the 
vocabulary that they would need to express themselves clearly. In 
some countries, for example in Spain, the general level of English 
among students is so low that there is no stigma attached to using this 
as an excuse for not participating in SoC. In Germany or Holland, for 
example, the situation is quite different.  

• Students need guidance: 
o The SoC offers little help with the complexity of managing the 

different student abilities and attitudes on the one hand and project 
requirements on the other. In this SoC is following the example of 
Google’s Summer of code (GSoC), but our evaluation and experience 
suggests that this raises serious problems. GSoC has achieved the 
critical mass which is needed for their approach to work. This enables 
GSoC to resolve the complexity of matching by having large numbers 
on both sides: there are a lot of projects to choose from, and a large 
number of competing proposals many of which get rejected in the 
end. In Google Summer of Code there may be so many students that 
organisations can filter the proposals. In SoC, in contrast, where there 
tended to be only one proposal for a project, then mentors tend to 
accept that proposal, and there were only two rejections in the pilots.  

o However, there is an underlying difference between GSoC and SoC. 
Google can adopt their position with regard to students, partly 
because they have no responsibility for the students’ future, and partly 
because GSoC carries no academic credit and so rejection of a 
project has no consequences to students other than a bruised ego. 
They are, after all, organising a competition with a monetary reward, 
and their position follows the practice of a competition. The situation 
is different for universities, which do have responsibilities to students, 
and have an interest in their longer term future (both for ethical 
reasons, and in order to improve the institution’s reputation). A failed 
project will have some impact on the student's performance. 
Although this can be minimised by alternative assessment processes, 
universities cannot allow students to fail too much. This places a much 
greater importance in SoC to the matching students to suitable 
projects, so that they do not fail. In any event, in practical terms SoC 
cannot take a filtration approach to the selection of projects, because 
the numbers of proposals have not been sufficiently large.  

o In view of these considerations, the choice of project by a student in 
SoC is more significant than it is in GSoC. However, feedback from 
tutors and students, and the results of evaluation, indicate that 
students are often unsure if they will be able to carry out the 
projects. In this situation, they do not have anyone to advise them. 
There is functionality in the SoC VPS which enables lecturers and 
tutors to filter the projects and mark projects as being suitable for 
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their students. However, this functionality was not used, because 
supervisors do not have detailed knowledge of the projects available, 
and may not have been active in the OSS world for some time. Nor, 
in many cases, do universities have a clear picture of the capabilities of 
their students, beyond the limits of their performance in tests. They 
are therefore not in a position to make recommendations. In the 
evaluation 10 respondents out of 50 commented that there were 
Insufficient details on Semester of Code for them to take their 
decision. It is true that the quality of the descriptions varies (as it does 
in GSoC) but we believe that the underlying problem is not that 
descriptions could be improved, but rather that the students have no 
other guidance available.  

• Process and communication. Differing expectations: 
o Industry often requires an agile response from students making 

proposals, and from students who are assigned projects. This agility is 
often difficult to satisfy due to university in flexible schedules and 
enrolment procedures. The organisations hope for a response in 
weeks, but by the time the students are on the course it is months 
later. There is a period for organisations to register which could be 
aligned with the availability of students at some university but 
unfortunately the curricula of the universities are not aligned at all. 
The SoC therefore finds itself trying to satisfy conflicting expectations. 
Because of the varying university time schedules and the need to find 
suitable students, we loosened the original tight time schedule in the 
platform in the second instance of the pilot. However, this runs the 
risk of frustrating project owners, who want their projects to be 
addressed soon after they post the description. These conflicting 
interests are reflected in the questionnaires, in which a number of 
supervisors request flexibility, while mentors request clearer 
deadlines.  

• Process and communication. Mutual commitment: 
o In some cases, there were difficulties in maintaining communication 

with industry mentors. This was particularly the case when the period 
between publishing the project and the receipt of a proposal was 
relatively long. While the results of the questionnaires indicate that 
the experience of supervisors and students with mentors was 
generally very good, some isolated problems were experienced. Over 
a number of months, the mentor may have moved on to other 
activities, or even another job, and communication may become 
difficult or impossible. On other occasions there may simply be a lack 
of full commitment from the industrial side, which the SoC has no 
authority to remedy. Examples of this are the occasional proposals 
that never got a definitive yes or no from the mentor, and the lack of 
a formal sign-o in the VPS for some of the projects, although they 
were actually finished.  

• Process and communication. Process: 
o The SoC Association has a substantial asset in the Virtual Placement 

System (VPS) developed by the project. Using the VPS, it is easy to 
establish an instance of the SoC, means that the association (or 
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anyone else) can in future avoid the difficulties experienced by the 
VALS project with Melange. In response to requests from participants, 
the VPS is able to run an instance in a very flexible way, for example 
with a loose schedule lasting a year, or to establish and enforce a 
predefined time-line designed for that instance. Documentation is 
available for setting up a new instance, and for carrying out the 
relatively light load of maintenance.  

o In general, the process supported by the VPS has been satisfactory, 
but three aspects have been identified which could be improved. 
None of these, however, has been a major obstacle for SoC. For all 
three aspects the technical adjustment to the workflow is a relatively 
minor problem. Rather the challenge is to understand, or change, the 
practice of participants.  

§ The VPS process assumed that bringing together students and 
organisations on one platform would lead to matches between 
participants with a need for practical experience (students) 
and participants with a need for a specific software task to be 
carried out (organisations). Experience has shown that more 
facilitation is needed (as discussed in the section on 
‘Guidance’), but that lecturers and tutors do not help their 
students by using the functionality already available for rating 
projects. The VPS provides some feedback to students and 
mentors on the status of projects, the number of proposals 
etc. and a mailing system is in place to send that information to 
the relevant people, but more information could be provided 
to support lecturers and mentors in their guidance of 
students.   

§ The strategy of limiting the system to the organisation of the 
placement, rather than also supporting the placement activity 
itself, appears to have been correct. The SoC strategy is that 
placements need to take place using the authentic systems of 
the particular workplace, and in no cases has this been a 
problem. As discussed in the 'Mutual commitment' section, 
there is a need to encourage users to return to the VPS once 
the project work has been completed, which will involve some 
minor changes to the system.   

§ Some partners had particular needs which had to be handled 
in an ad hoc manner, rather than being part of the SoC 
process. For example, in some universities a contract has to 
be signed with  organisations providing the projects. These 
additional workflow processes could be included in the VPS.  

• Curriculum: 
o International collaborations, and more specifically the SoC proposals 

and procedures, t well in the culture of companies related to OSS and 
the communities that support it. This is borne out by the substantial 
response to SoC from those communities. However, from the 
experience of SoC, and from the response of supervisors to the 
questionnaire, it seems that in universities there is little culture of 
cross-institutional collaboration in undergraduate teaching. This 
applies at both national or international levels, although the extensive 
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networks of international research activities may serve to mask this 
lack. Indeed, the situation may be getting worse in response to 
changes in the environment in which higher education operates. As 
Choy and Delahaye (2009) state about “Work Integrated Learning 
(WIL)”, successful WIL is premised on a learning partnership where 
the power over the curriculum and pedagogy are shared”. The 
conditions for this sharing, are being constrained in European 
education, while the climate of innovation and creativity necessary for 
curricular innovation is under pressure. According to the focus group, 
a number of trends are converging which, perhaps counter-intuitively, 
have a chilling effects, as we now outline.  

§ There is increasing pressure on universities to meet the needs 
of industry and society, as argued by the University Alliance 
(Ansell, 2016). This has led in many cases to the addition of 
content to the curriculum, with increased pressure on time. 
See also the responses of students to the pre- placement 
questionnaire, above, which also stress the importance of this 
factor.   

§ The trend towards evidence-based educational policy (Missett 
& Foster, 2015) means that national governments are 
increasingly demanding greater evidence of effectiveness in the 
way that university education is carried out. Student activities 
in a placement are harder to document and certify than 
activities inside the institution.   

§ There is increasing monitoring and validation of courses and 
curricula. This makes it harder for innovative solutions to be 
introduced, and increasingly requires courses to specify in 
advance the topics of student projects. As discussed above, in 
the responses to the questionnaire, the principal problems 
identified by supervisors were related to the complications of 
making agreements with institutions. To resolve this,   

§ Universities are under pressure to achieve cost savings in 
delivery. The supervision of undergraduate projects is 
expensive when compared with whole class teaching, and 
coordination with external mentors adds an additional burden. 
Unless there is a clear institutional policy that authentic 
experience is essential for students, approaches such as SoC 
will always be vulnerable to institutional pressure.   

o  
 

Regarding these conclusions, Steering Committee propose some recommendations: 

• It seems that students require more support in the virtual placement process 
then the VALS project foresaw. This is strongly related to the ‘guidance’ 
theme which we discuss below. Lecturers could prepare students by 
spending a lecture on what to expect both in terms of 
expectation/communication and tooling. Additional support could be 
provided for the writing of a proposal by providing templates or good 
examples. However, such examples constitute a pedagogic intervention as 
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well as a support, and can only to a limited extent can this need be covered 
by the SoC Association. More generally, the experience of SoC indicates the 
need for universities to focus explicitly on the development of professional 
responsibility and autonomy, and to address the question of whether the 
increasing element of schooling in HE is restricting the ability of students to 
acquire these capabilities.  

• The solution to the problem of self-confidence lies beyond the scope of the 
SoC. The experience of running the SoC, however, does clearly show that 
the level of confidence which students have in their ability to carry out the 
professional tasks for which they are training leaves much to be desired. We 
encourage universities to pay greater attention to developing students’ 
confidence in their ability to develop and submit proposals, as discussed in 
the section on Curriculum. We note that that the lack of a good working 
knowledge of English which we have found in a number of contexts is a 
severe barrier to both virtual placements and professional practice, and 
universities should take this issue seriously.  

• The circumstances of students, their capabilities and concerns vary 
enormously between institutions and across Europe. It is therefore not 
practicable for the SoC Association to attempt to provide guidance in 
matching students and projects, or to seek to address their specific difficulties 
in carrying out placements. The general guidance materials about the SoC can 
of course be revised, and this should be done on a regular basis. But this 
does not address the key problem of matching students to projects. It would 
be valuable for SoC to support the writing of clear project descriptions 
through editing, and by considering a revision of the template. However, the 
Association holds no leverage over mentors, and so cannot make demands. 
Participating HE institutions should also be alerted that some engagement of 
academic staff in the project matching process is highly desirable. Because the 
problem of guiding students in finding projects is inevitably local, there is no 
way of avoiding the need for the education institution to take on some 
responsibility. We believe that in all placements it is necessary for university 
staff to have a close engagement with the domain in which students will be 
working, and for staff to have a better understanding of their own students. 
The exigencies of virtual placements make this clearer than face-to-face 
placements. To address this need, there is a need for engagement between 
OSS foundations and companies and the university, so that universities and 
students understand what is required for contributing to code, and 
organisations have confidence in contributors (and in particular contributors 
from a specific institution). University research groups or departments should 
be encouraged to take on a role in specific open source projects, and create 
an open source culture. It would also be valuable to involve student 
organisations in promoting participation in open source projects. These 
measures would provide tutors with the knowledge necessary to judge 
projects and students, and to help in recommendations. In the longer term a 
relationship could be built up between departments and particular 
foundations, which would greatly facilitate the process. Successful examples 
of this approach are Oregon State University Open Source Lab and NCSU in 
North Carolina State University.  
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• It would be desirable to have a means of coordinating expectations, by means 
of agreement on a flexible way on the planning of a Semester of Code 
instance. It could be either totally open (leaving it up to the student and to 
the organisation when to enter) or it could have a fixed schedule of periods 
in which certain matchmaking processes occur. However, if the placement 
programme is still in the building stage, then there will not be critical mass, 
and if the students do not materialise at the expected date, then confidence 
in the programme may be undermined. To enable this coordination of 
expectations, we anticipated on future uses of the VPS by making it possible 
in the VPS to offer a project idea for a certain time. Projects can be 
enabled/disabled by the project owner and setting start and end dates 
showing the availability of a mentor for this project. To make this work, 
mentors are encouraged to make this period as long as possible to let the 
loose matching approach keep its strength.  

• SoC should support the process of signing of a kind of contract at the 
beginning of the project (after the match is made between student and 
mentor and supervisor). The VPS supports this kind of contract it is not 
enforced. It would also be valuable to sign the project off, in the system when 
it is completed. This is supported in the VPS, but here also, there is no means 
of enforcing this. If students received their credits upon finalising this 
agreement in the system (beforehand and after the finish of the project) 
there would be a strong incentive for both students and tutors (and indirectly 
also for the mentor). There are three important advantages of that:  

o It is easier to monitor the SoC process, and the number of finished 
projects, and the time the student has taken to complete them  

o The sign-off process is an ideal opportunity for undertaking 
evaluation This recommendation, however, creates a link between 
SoC processes and academic processes which will require an 
increased institutional commitment to SoC  

• Maintenance of the VPS is a light task, and no major changes have been 
identified as being necessary. Nevertheless, somebody needs to have the time 
and money to spend time on these tasks. This person should also keep track 
of projects/mentors that are no longer supported/relevant. This task will fall 
in the first instance to the SoC Association, and some additional 
administrative functionality could be added to the VPS (for example making it 
possible to email a project without having to manually find the responsible 
persons address).  

• If the environment for SoC activities is generally hostile, then it would be 
wise to abandon the idea that SoC is viable for HE as a whole, and to seek 
out pockets within the HE system which are more favourable to the SoC 
approach. There are some universities or institutes that do allow for practical 
assignments in their curriculum, and it may be that professional education 
institutes would offer more fertile ground. An alternative niche would be to 
present SoC as being only for outstanding students, perhaps entitling them to 
an additional mention in their academic record.  These measures, however, 
will do nothing to transform the evolution of the curriculum in the European 
education landscape, and the problems which SoC has encountered with it.  

 


