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			DOSSIER

			15 years of network university

			With the new academic year, the UOC is unveiling the logo that will appear in all the celebrations for its 15th anniversary. This unique design and font, the handiwork of painter and illustrator Perico Pastor, evoke the UOC’s specificity within the university system and express the desire to step up networked work via the web.

			The Foundation of the Open University of Catalonia (FUOC) was set up on the 6th of October 1994, and on the 29th of March 1995 the Parliament of Catalonia gave the green light to the law recognising the UOC. Over these 15 years, the University, a pioneer in its teaching and learning model in Europe, has made a significant contribution to the progress of both the country and its citizens.

			The UOC would like to share this celebration with everyone who has contributed to making it possible for this plan to become firm reality, especially its community members. Yet, as a sign of tribute and gratitude, it also wants Catalan society as a whole to participate, from the Parliament and the government of the Generalitat de Catalunya, the local administration, the institutions and companies on its board and universities to all citizens whom the UOC has given the chance to pursue higher education.

			The schedule of events includes the official opening of the university academic year in Catalonia this September; an institutional event on the 6th of October to celebrate the anniversary of the founding of the FUOC; the launch of multilingual programmes through the Campus Global, a benchmark in the UOC’s internationalisation; the international gathering of about a hundred university presidents from the ICDE in Barcelona in November, with the UOC as the host; the investiture of Fatima Mernissi as an honorary doctorate; and a series of activities around Catalonia over the course of the academic year. The commemoration also dovetails with the UOC’s presidency of the Catalan Association of Public Universities (ACUP).

			The schedule of events is available on the website (www.uoc.edu), and the new 15-year website will be available starting in October 2009 (15.uoc.edu). 
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			15 YEARS. Rooted in the territory, a vocation of service

			BY JOSE MEDINA (III PART)

			In January 1996, the UOC opened up its first support centre in Manresa, when not even a year had elapsed since the university had been officially opened by President Jordi Pujol. Two months later, the centres in Girona were opened, and in June the one in Reus got off the ground.

			The fact that a virtual university has local facilities around the region was dictated by the law passed by the Parliament of Catalonia that officially recognised the UOC. According to article 4 of this law, the UOC “must be organised through its headquarters and a network of support centres in the counties of Catalonia”. Fifteen years after the law was passed, the institution is poised to achieve this goal with the presence of a reference point in all the counties of Catalonia, through either support centres or support points, all of them in conjunction with the local institutions and administrations.

			However, the initial goal of the support centres was not exactly the same as today. What today is envisioned as a place to offer student services was back then primarily aimed at orienting students in virtual studies and helping them learn how to use ICTs.

			Until 2001, their main job was to spread the word about the UOC; that marked an initial stage. After that, the regional network became consolidated and a new impetus was given to the support centres to step up their functions and focus not only on dissemination, as they had until then.

			In 2000, as the result of an agreement with the Grup Planeta publishing house, the regional presence of the UOC spread outside Catalonia, and offices were opened in Madrid, Valencia and Seville. At first, they were more like student recruitment offices for the Spanish-language courses that were being launched. This drive also spread across the Atlantic with Latin America’s newfound interest in virtual education. In 2004, a new office was launched in Mexico City, and agreements were reached with the Mexican universities in Guadalajara and Veracruz and with the Brazilian school Bancaria Comercial.

			The geographic expansion of the UOC has much to do with the local institutions; in order to set up a branch it is fundamental to reach agreements with these institutions. The presence of students is also important, as in the case of the support points on the Balearic Islands, in Andorra, in the Catalan-speaking Sardinian city of Alguer, in Perpignan and in Brussels, the latter two currently without service. From the start, agreements with local organisations have enabled support centres with UOC staff to be opened in cities like Barcelona, Lleida, Tortosa, L’Hospitalet, Sabadell and Vilanova i la Geltrú. There is now a total of 14 support centres in Catalonia, in addition to more than 50 support points.

			After 15 years of history, the university is poised to complete implementation of the support called for by law, but this milestone does not limit its expansion both inside and outside Catalonia. Depending on the institutional support available, the UOC aims to extend the network of support centres to regions with a high number of students, such as the Balearic Islands, the Canary Islands and Galicia. Plus, another of the university’s goals is internationalisation beyond Catalonia, with interest currently focusing on the continents of Asia and Africa. 
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			NEWS/ 

			Up to 30,000 unemployed people WILL BE ABLE TO study at the UOC

			www.oficinatreball.cat/socweb/export/sites/default/socweb_ca/ciutadans/formacio/formacioVirtual.html

			The UOC will train up to 30,000 unemployed people through 59 monthly virtual courses. The Department of Labour of the Generalitat de Catalunya has awarded the University the job of designing, producing and conducting these courses, with the goal of training and enhancing the employability of the people registered with the Catalan Employment Service (SOC). If the students pass the class, they will be given an academic certificate accrediting the knowledge they have acquired.

			The training programmes are being designed by the Customised Training Department in the International Graduate Institute and by the professors from the Economics and Business Studies Department Joan Torrent and Pilar Ficapal (Academic Directors of the Programme). They develop two kinds of basic competences: transversal competences, like digital and linguistic training (English is one of the classes with the most demand) and job hunting; and professional competences, like logistics and operations, social or healthcare activities, information and communication management and tourism. The first courses got underway in June and will last until December of this year.

			The UOC and the SOC have already received letters of gratitude from the students. Virginia Giraut, for example, who participated in the pilot test of the course on Web 2.0, says that it met her expectations. “I was surprised that the virtual method used is quite practical, and the quality of the material and its usefulness when looking for a job using Web 2.0 tools. I would recommend it for all potential students interested in the subject, as it is a great way to learn how to apply the new possibilities of the Internet when looking for a job and using this source of information and social interaction for everyday matters.”

			Imma Tubella, the President of the UOC, stresses that initiatives like this one “enable the UOC to give back the knowledge it generates to society as a whole and contribute to improving the skills of a very important swath of society that is vulnerable at times of crisis”. Tubella adds that “it opens up the doors to training, to lifelong learning, and spotlights the importance of the educational process and the need for further training in a knowledge economy”.

			Employability Office

			Precisely with the desire to continue offering a service of this kind to society as a whole, this academic year the UOC launches an office that provides training for employability. This will encompass a wide range of activities and proposals for cooperation and training targeted at Catalonia’s productive system (companies and individuals). It has a twofold objective: firstly, to train people for employability (from the unemployed to professional groups) and secondly to competitively empower companies so they can grapple the challenges of today’s world economy equipped with the tools they need.

			The use of ICTs is increasing but is still scarce in classrooms

			www.uoc.edu/in3/integracion_internet_educacion_escolar/esp/index.html

			The report The Integration of the Internet in Spanish Primary and Secondary Education. Current Status and Future Perspectives drawn up by the UOC’s IN3 researchers, Carles Sigalés and Josep Maria Mominó (co-directors), along with Julio Meneses and Antoni Badia, reveals that the presence and use of ICTs in Spanish primary and secondary schools is not yet widespread, although there has been major headway. The study, comissioned by Fundación Telefónica, was presented on the 25th of May in Madrid at an event attended by the Minister of Education, Ángel Gabilondo, an the UOC’s President, Imma Tubella.

			The report is the outcome of an empirical study that was conducted between March and September 2007 using a representative sample of 809 Spanish schools. A total of 17,575 people participated in the study, including headmasters, teachers and students.

			The study concludes that despite the fact that the use of ICTs, and especially the Internet, in Spanish primary and secondary schools has gradually risen in recent years, it has not moved forward at the pace forecasted based on both expectations and the rise in investment. Teachers and students both showed a sound mastery of digital skills and use ICTs much more frequently in private activities than the average population, but their presence in classrooms is still scarce: only one out of every three students in primary and secondary school uses computers at least once a week in all their subjects, and only one out of every four uses the Internet.

			Ten years of Catalan Language and Literature at the UOC

			www.uoc.edu/estudis/graus/lengua_liter_catalana/presentacio/index.html

			The Catalan Language and Literature degree programme has turned ten. One decade after it was created, the UOC is the university with the most people pursuing this degree, with 553 students registered in the first term of academic year 2008/2009. The future forecasts are encouraging and dovetail with offering this academic year the new Catalan Language and Literature degree adopted in Bologna. 

			The Catalan Language and Literature degree programme was launched in the academic year 1988-1989, coinciding with a drop in the number of registrations, and it truly consolidated in the academic year 2002/2003. “One of its strong points was assembling a sound in-house team of professors,” recalled Isidor Marí, the first director of the programme, on the 22nd of May at the meeting that brought together UOC students, graduates and the teaching team.

			The gathering was called to celebrate the tenth anniversary and discuss the transition towards the EHEA. According to professor Joan Pujolar, Marí’s successor at the helm of the programme, the adaptation affords more freedom in curriculum design, but it also demands more responsibility on the part of both teachers and students. “It requires more quality,” he stated.
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			INTERVIEW/ 

			FRANCIS PISANI “On the Web there’s gold, but there’s also lead”

			BY LEO RUFFINI 

			As users we have become the protagonists of the Web and this fact is changing the world. This is what La alquimia de las multitudes (Alchemy of Multitudes) is about. The book, which Francis Pisani has written with his colleague Dominique Piotet, was presented in February at the Barcelonés Support Centre of the UOC. Professor and consultant based in San Francisco, Pisani is author of the blog Transnets.net, one of the most influential in France. Specialised in new technology, he offers a way of staying abreast of change: “Spend five minutes a day learning something new on the Internet”.

			Why do you prefer to talk of ‘alchemy of multitudes’ rather than ‘collective intelligence’? The two separate expressions, wisdom of the masses and collective intelligence are frequently confused despite having different meanings. The former refers to the fact that when a large enough number of people who are not interconnected, express an opinion about something, the result is closer to reality than when a lone expert is asked.

			In theory? Or does that actually happen? I’m aware of an example from the beginning of the 18th century, but I’ll give you a more recent one related to the Web. The Iowa Electronic Markets, which has followed the elections in various countries for over 20 years, has thus been better able to predict the results than the polls. It’s error margin is 1.7%, compared to over 2% from the pollsters.

			It’s surprising. The quality of the results depends on the quantity of information you can compile and on the absence of interaction between the people who participate. Then it’s a simple mathematical process: calculate the mean.

			What about collective intelligence? That’s a theory by Pierre Lévy, which states that when the conditions are given for many people to discuss something for a long time certain aspects of knowledge emerge which didn’t exist before. The best example of this is Wikipedia.

			That could be why we are no longer surprised by this phenomenon.That’s all well and good and it’s undeniable that it is a real tendency. However, that’s one thing, but it’s quite another to insist that the web has divine properties. It has even been said that Netscape’s flotation is the most important event in the history of mankind! That’s why we propose the term ‘alchemy of multitudes’.

			The title of your book. We want to stress that if we use words that are too positive we could exaggerate the virtues and attributes of the Internet. We’re not questioning the fact that there are enormously positive aspects but we must also take into account that there are several negative aspects too. We chose the word ‘alchemy’ because we consider that there is gold on the Internet but that there is also lead. It is good that we participate in the Internet but it is also important that we do so from a discerning perspective. Therefore it is important to increase the level of knowledge of the tools and understanding of the logistics of the net in order to use it better and to contribute to its containing increasingly more gold and less lead.

			Do you think that the gold can be channelled to solve specific problems in society? Without a doubt. One of the most outstanding aspects of the Internet is that we can join with people we don’t know to accomplish things together. Previously, social organisation was limited to institutions or markets. These days, new forms of social organisation exist via the Internet with no need for a boss or for permanence. I’ve just come from an extraordinary conference called TED in Long Beach, California, where the possible impact of communication technology on the fight against climate change was raised. The greatest positive effect of the emergence and widespread use of the Internet is that it offers the opportunity for civil society to act independently of institutions controlled by others.

			“With the Internet we can join with people we don’t know to accomplish things together”

			Do you think that alternatives to democracy as we know it will emerge as a result? One of the subjects which interests me most at the moment, and which Dominique Piotet and I will discuss in our next book, is what changes Barack Obama will introduce to governance. I’m not saying changes to the government, as these in my opinion will take much longer.

			What can we hope for? Firstly, he’s promised greater transparency. What’s actually going to happen is that certain meetings and workspaces are going to go public via the Internet. Secondly, he’s had all the contents of Whitehouse.org, the website of the White House, and I believe, all the government spaces placed under licence to Creative Commons which means that they can be used by all.

			That’s two brave measures. Moreover, he wants to invite citizens to participate in the development of laws which will be voted on in Congress. It’s a very complicated process and we don’t yet know to what extent it will be possible but he has already tried to involve the public in the elaboration of the health programme. None of this signifies a revolution in the government but it does offer opportunities for the democratization of daily life and in the relationship between civil society with the state and the market. What happened recently with Facebook is most interesting…

			Do you mean the attempt to change the terms of service concerning the ownership of the contents? Indeed. Facebook took over sole ownership of all the content uploaded by users, even after they had left the site. Consumerist, the Consumer Union’s blog, published this information, and within 48 hours tens of thousands of people joined in a protest which threatened to take the social network to court. Facebook not only back-tracked, but has even created a group for users to participate in defining the new terms and conditions. It’s extraordinary! 

			Examples such as this justify why you insist the term ‘internauts’ is out of date and that these days we are webactors. Both types of user currently co-exist on the web, although it’s clear that the webactors are more important. In the early stages web content came from institutions. We went on the net to see what the newspapers, government or companies were saying. Nowadays 60% of what’s available online has been produced by users. Now we don’t only surf but we publish too. That’s why we propose the term webactors.
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			ALUMNI/

			Alumni Online, the first virtual community for UOC graduates

			UOC Alumni has created Alumni Online, a pilot test for a virtual community that aims to serve as a meeting point for UOC graduates. The platform, which 500 people have already joined, has been developed in conjunction with a team of professionals led by Howard Rheingold, a cutting-edge thinker and writer on the social implications of the new technologies. The goal is to reach 19,000 graduates.

			Alumni Online was launched on the 11th of May of this year, and it will be part of the new UOC Alumni website scheduled to be launched this September. The virtual community will enable UOC graduates to share knowledge and get in touch with their classmates, colleagues, teachers and programmes, and it will facilitate their access to lifelong learning.

			The goal of this pilot test is to forge ties among the graduates, to formalise relations and networking, to improve the platform for promoting a given project and to set up mechanisms that empower professionals to constantly update their knowledge.

			Over the course of these pilot months, the graduates have been able to share experiences and access articles, information and debates related to the knowledge society, training or networking, among others. Based on this experience, a preliminary analysis will be conducted to determine the aspects they most highly value and to adapt the virtual community to their needs.

			To date, the feedback has been quite positive. For this reason, we encourage other graduates to join and participate actively, because through their contributions the pilot test will become an ongoing project.

			alumni.social.uoc.edu/smc

			Testimonials from Alumni Online:

			Cristina Aced, a journalist, earned the post-graduate degree in Marketing and is currently a student in the UOC’s Master’s in the Knowledge and Information Society. 

			“This platform is based on three major strands: training, information and networking. I really like having access to shared knowledge, as the virtual community lets everyone in on the new initiatives being launched by other graduates that you wouldn’t be aware of otherwise, and this is very enriching.”

			Francisco José Diago, former student in the Documentation programme.

			“Alumni Online enables you to expand your professional horizons while maintaining your commitment and responsibility to your job. It is a chance to share and mingle, and to learn through collaboration.”

			Xavier Cervelló holds a Bachelor’s degree in Business Administration and Management and is currently a student in the UOC’s Master’s in the Knowledge and Information Society.

			“Alumni Online is a communication tool somewhere between a Wiki, a forum and a blog, that enables everyone who has a spirit of learning and getting new stimuli to join together. For me, it is a chance to be immersed in the traffic of ideas and knowledge that comes with the university setting.”
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			COMUNITY/ 

			XAVIER ROIG “Ants help us understand the world”

			BY LAURA CATALÁN

			XAVIER ROIG is an economist and biologist, and he is now studying Catalan Language and Literature at the UOC. However, his true vocation is ants: in 2006 he was one of the driving forces behind the Iberian Association of Myrmecology, a civil organisation devoted to studying these insects. 

			[image: 24.jpg]

			Why does a man of sciences take the leap to the humanities? I wanted to further my education and improve my oral and written expression.

			And why now? Our language is more threatened than ever. I have become disenchanted with politics. What could I do? So I decided to dedicate myself to what most vexes our enemies and become a specialist in Catalan 

			What do you think about the change to the new degrees? I’m not so sure about it. In the new degrees there are courses we have to take to round out our education that students like me don’t need, as what we’re interested in is deepening our knowledge of Catalan language and literature.

			What is myrmecology? It comes from Greek and it means the science that studies ants. Interestingly, it does not appear in the Dictionary of the Catalan Language. I wrote the Wikipedia entry on myrmecology in the Catalan version.

			How did you become interested in it? As a boy, just like most of us who study it. To children, it’s like having your own miniature world. Next to human society it is closest society we can study.

			What can we learn from it? Ants help us understand our world. Their social structure has been used as a metaphor to explain the major changes in the socio-political model, from Communist totalitarianism to capitalism. It is one of the animals that has been the most successful throughout evolution.

			You must have a good collection of them… I have a dried collection, one preserved in alcohol, and artificial nests with live ants.

			If you were asked to write a book... I would write a socio-political essay to help defend our language. 
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