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			Educating in times of uncertainty
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			Can we educate without knowing where the society on behalf of which and for which we are educating is going? If the future has become so uncertain that it is not easy for us to make predictions even one year ahead – the recent crisis has shown this emphatically and definitively – how can we determine the educational needs of new generations whose world is so wide open that we cannot even imagine it? After all, education comes from the Latin word educere, which derives from ducere, which means conduct. Can we conduct someone without knowing where we are taking them or where they are heading to?

			Perhaps we should begin by saying that education’s difficulty in grappling with the experience of a changing world is not entirely new. Teachers and professors have always been the first to realise that the world is changing because of the constant flow of new generations that pass before their eyes. And written testimonies remind us of how difficult it is to accept this generational shift. How else can we interpret Hippocrates’ quote from the 5th-6th century BC: “The youngsters of today seem to have no respect for the past nor any hope for the future”? Though it may be 2,500 years old, this diagnosis is thoroughly modern. Therefore, the greatest difficulty lies in distinguishing between what is perhaps specific to our times and what has always been a constant, eternal source of worry prompted by the changes heralded by the new generations, often interpreted as catastrophic. That is, it is difficult to grasp what is different about what coming generations bring without the blindness of our vantage point leading us to see what is not there.

			When seen from a long-term perspective, it is true that perhaps changes have never come quite so quickly as they do today. But that is not a recent phenomenon either. The 20th century brought a great deal of upheaval on all fronts, and besides the drama of the two World Wars and all the smaller local wars that radically shifted the historical landscape inherited from the previous centuries, there were impressive transformations in both ways of thinking and lifestyles, always coming hand-in-hand – if not triggered by – extraordinary technological changes. So, in fact, the culture shock of shifting from conceptions of the world that portrayed it as stable – more stable than it actually was – to others that have revealed it to be vulnerable – perhaps also imagining it to be more vulnerable than it really is – has already been experienced and digested by the generations before us. In other words, the 21st century only adds more change on top of change, but it does not alter the underlying idea that has been accumulating over the past century about the impossibility of predicting the world to come. Therefore, what may well be truly new is that now educators more clearly perceive – either intuitively or with rational lucidity – the framework of uncertainty and complexity in and for which they are educating, and more and more often they are the ones who stop fooling themselves about the possibility of educating, of conducting someone, towards a particular attainable utopia.

			Now that everyone has recognised the strategic importance of education, it is experiencing the greatest identity crisis in its history

			Another paradox worthy of careful study is that precisely when there is more awareness of the importance of education in a society which we have perhaps too arrogantly called the knowledge society, the recipients of this education are the most sceptical and least likely to pay credence to the major benefits that wait in store for them from an outstanding education. First of all, the lack of trust in education is due to a crisis in what has been called the social escalator, on which the entire edifice of social progress is built. It was assumed that everyone shared a desire for progress, both material and intel-lectual, and that education was the key instrument in this progress: to be morally superior, to be more cultivated, to live a longer life, to achieve higher levels of material well-being. And now doubt is being cast on this assumption perhaps because the effort required to climb the social escalator is not subjectively offset by the benefits it promises. Secondly, schools’ awareness of always trailing behind a society that is changing more quickly than they are seems to have put a premium on learning processes, as they are ultimately permanent, and in contrast has often led the contents to be ignored, as they are more directly liable to change or to incessantly replacement, as if they had an expiration date. Yet this has had a perverse effect: it has speeded up the process of discrediting schools because they have also become mired in their time – what Hippocrates attributed to the youth of his times – by relativising the authority of the past yet not painting themselves as the guarantor of any precise future. We could say that precisely now that everyone has recognised the strategic importance of education, education is experiencing the greatest identity crisis in its history. 
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			Precisely this crisis – which more than being about education in general is about educators and their role in particular: schools and universities, teachers, families, media, politicians, etc. – is what has led to a dangerous – because it is futile – leap ahead: the hyper-moralisation of the educational discourse. I am referring to the current societal success of the moralistic rhetoric that views the purported “crisis of values” as the cause and simultaneously the consequence of the crisis in education. This discourse has led to the assumption that, as a result, the solution to the problem should consist of educating in values, that is, of forcing an effective indoctrination. The first mistake in this formulation lies in the fact that the educational vector does not go from rhetoric to experience rather the opposite: it starts from experience and from there might reach a rhetorical reflection based on this experience. It is that ancient concept of educating through example. The opposite, the kind of education that starts from a moralistic discourse, generally leads the educator to commit what pedagogue Alexandre Galí described as the worst “moral fraud” that can be committed: preaching one thing and practising another. And indeed, the discourse on the “crisis of values” has shed even more light on this hypocrisy in a society that preaches values that it does not practise and that it actually does not even miss. Just to give an example, all we have to think about is the current zealous defence of the “value of effort”, precisely in a milieu which in practice does nothing other than organise itself around the culture of ease: ranging from the demand for immediate gratification of our every whim to the array of pre-digested candy-coated free-time consumption that needs no prior “chewing”. No: the solution to the crisis in education does not involve defending who-knows-what values – tolerance, effort, you name it – but practising some of the classical virtues, which are especially useful in times of uncertainty, such as patience and temperance. But this is another question which I shall not examine here.

			In line with this moralising discourse, it is quite possible that if today’s economic crisis is deep-seated and long enough, there might end up being changes in the rhetorical perception of the role of education, and perhaps also in the underlying attitudes that have guided it in these recent years of seemingly boundless plenty and economic growth. Therefore, perhaps circumstantially, education might once again be viewed as one way of coping with material scarcity, and experience might show us that in times of crisis, personal effort once again matters more than luck or cleverness. But let us not be deceived. This process of re-moralisation forced by the crisis will not actually change the end line, which will remain the same as before: with or without a crisis, we live in a world with an uncertain future, and education is having trouble divining where it should channel its efforts. Once this recession has passed, and it will, we shall be back at the same point where we are today, that is, enmeshed in the same educational bewilderment in which we have been living for years now.

			We must educate individuals who are profoundly aware of their social responsibilities

			Therefore, we have to go back to the question at the beginning. Can we educate in times of uncertainty? Where should the educational emphasis be placed under these circumstances, which are also, incidentally, irreversible? My answer to the first question is radically positive: yes, we can educate in times of uncertainty. And not just that, we should not educate against uncertainty, but rather take uncertainty as something that we must learn to include in our individual and collective projects. If a century ago education was the remedy for picking oneself up by the bootstraps and out of material indigence, today it should be an instrument to ensure that uncertainty is not an excuse for social indifference or lassitude. The goal is to make education become a tool of orientation, a compass for navigating in an extraordinarily open sea without any set routes. The goal is for education to provide certain points of reference needed to be able to take the risks required by a new model of progress which no longer relies solely on growth and abundance. In short, now that the future is wide open, the goal is for education to be the spur that develops the capacity to propose and construct alternative models of society.

			With regard to the second question, I think that we should exam-ine three challenges that education must continue to grapple with, and which the uncertainty of today’s world has not just not invalidated rather whose value it has actually accentuated. First of all, we must ensure that education properly fulfils its political function. I am referring to the need to establish and maintain the essence of the community within which the individual must develop theirprofessional and personal life. The processes of globalisation have once again shone the spotlight on the difficulties of making visible the realms of belonging that enable true citizenship to be established, viewed as an exchange of individual rights and responsibilities towards the community. Clearly, the mechanisms that establish this belonging can no longer be the same as in more stable societies. For example, one’s birthplace is becoming an increasingly irrelevant fact. Even the place of one’s childhood and memories is not likely to be a reference in a context of high mobility. Likewise, institutions like the military or the Church, which used to make a major contribution to defining this sense of belonging, are now irrelevant from this standpoint. Yet loyalty to the community, even though it may be an adopted or transitory one, is crucial. Therefore, education must be capable of conveying the profound dialectic between individual and community that all political communities need in order to develop within a climate of justice and freedom.

			Second of all, education has to keep playing a fundamental role in conveying the tradition of knowledge. If we are indeed a knowledge society, it is not our own doing rather the tradition of rational thinking that has set the stage for scientific and humanistic developments of incalculable value in our process of civilisation. Today’s crisis in the enlightened tradition brings with it a dangerous rise in esotericism and irrationality which mix incongruously with rational knowledge, without the possibility of discernment. As Jean Lacroix wrote, admiration for a tradition of knowledge also reinforces social cohesion and educates citizens. Therefore, the awareness of belonging to a tradition of knowledge is coupled with the political function of education that I mentioned above.

			Finally, education must focus on building individual character. In order to cope with a scenario of social uncertainty as the present, we need resilient individuals trained to withstand adversity and capable of tackling the new risks inherent in an open society. We must educate individuals who are profoundly aware of their social responsibilities, who have positive, enterprising thinking, individuals who are committed to this future that will depend on their own decisions like never before. Therefore, we need to educate virtuous individuals in the most basic sense of the word: people with a great deal of strength to keep forging ahead despite the lack of support from the certainties that in other times would have shown them the pathway to take. 
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			“Our young people are in for a rude awakening”

			BY JOSEP MARIA MOMINÓ (director of psychology and educational sciences with the collaboration of teachers israel rodriguez, daniel lopez and sergio fàbregues)

			ZYGMUNT BAUMAN (Poland, 1925) is regarded as one of the most prominent sociologists in the theorisation of post-modernity. A Professor of Sociology at the University of Warsaw starting in 1954, in 1968 he lost his job in an anti-Semitic purge and emigrated to Israel. He moved to England in 1971, where he was a professor at the University of Leeds until his retirement in 1990. He is the author of an extensive published oeuvre which includes Educational Challenges of the Liquid-Modern Era (Diogenes, vol. 50, 2007) and Liquid Times: Living in an Age of Uncertainty (Polity, 2007). 

			He is the father of the theory of liquid modernity, a metaphor that he uses to refer to the changing, fleeting condition of today’s society, which is characterised by individualism, consumerism and the instability of personal relationships. A lucid, hyperactive octogenarian, last year Zygmunt Bauman closed the Debates on Education held by the UOC and the Jaume Bofill Foundation with a talk entitled “Education in the World of the Diasporas”. He underscored the fact that intergenerational communication today is conditioned by the existence of a virtual world parallel to the physical world and governed by its own rules.

			Talking about the relationship between student and teacher, you said in Barcelona that intergenerational communication and distrust are more evident in the modern era. Can you elaborate a little more on this? Our contemporaries, except the eldest among us, belong to three successive and distinctive generations. The first is the “Boomers generation”: people born between 1946 and 1964, during the post-war Baby Boom, when the soldiers returned from the battlefronts and POW camps and decided that now was the time to plan for the future, marry and bring children into the world. The pre-war years of unemployment, scarcity and austerity were still fresh in their heads; they gladly embraced the offer of employment, which was suddenly and uncharacteristically abundant, as a gift of good fortune that could be withdrawn at any moment. They worked long and hard, saving pennies for a rainy day and to give their children the chance for the trouble-free life that they themselves never had. Their children, “Generation X”, now between the ages of 28 and 45, were born into a different world which their parents’ long working hours and parsimony helped to bring about. They adopted their parents’ life philosophy and strategy, though they did so rather reluctantly. As the world around them grew richer and their life prospects more secure, they grew increasingly impatient to see and enjoy the rewards of their temperance and self-denial; this is why they have been sometimes been acerbically dubbed the “Me Generation”. And then “Generation Y” arrived, now between the ages of 11 and 28, keenly different from their parents and grand-parents. They were born into a world which their parents did not know in their youth, which they would find difficult, if not downright impossible, to imagine then and which they welcomed with a mixture of bafflement and distrust when it arrived. A world of abundant employment, seemingly infinite choices, plentiful opportunities to enjoy, one more alluring than the next, and pleasures to savour, one more seductive than the next.

			“The world of harsh and unnegotiable realities is a totally foreign country for a great many young people”

			A world in which, as you pointed out, there are not people to educate but customers to seduce. What are the things that really matter to them? Without air to breathe you won’t survive more than a minute or two; but if you were asked to make a list of things which you consider to be your life necessities, air would hardly crop up on it – and in the unlikely case that it did, it would appear far down the list. You just assume, without thinking, that air is there and that you need to do next to nothing to ingest as much of it as your lungs require. Until a few months ago, work (in our part of the world at least) was like air in this respect: always available whenever you needed it. And if it happens to be lacking for a moment (like fresh air in a crowded room), a little effort (like opening a window) would suffice to bring things back to normal. Regardless of how amazing this may seem to members of the Boomer or even the X generations, it is no wonder that work falls close to the bottom of the lists of items indispensable to a good life that the latest research shows that members of the Generation Y tend to compose. If pressed to justify the oversight, they would answer: “Work? It is, alas, unavoidable (again, like air) to stay alive. But it would not make life worth living – rather the opposite: it may make it dreary and unappetising. It may prove to be a chore and a bore – nothing interesting happens, nothing to catch your imagination, nothing to stimulate your senses. If your work gives you little pleasure, at least it should not stand in the way of the things that truly matter!” What are they: the things that truly matter? A lot of free time outside the office, shop or factory, timeoff whenever something more interesting crops up somewhere else, travelling, being in places and among the friends of your choice – all those things that occur outside the workplace. Life is elsewhere! Whatever life project members of Generation Y may entertain and cherish, it is unlikely to involve employment – let alone a job from here to eternity. The last thing they would appreciate in a job is its stability… 

			But this is changing now, and the current crisis might lead this generation to unemployment... What is going to happen then? If this is the kind of life philosophy and life strategy that used to distinguish Generation Y from its predecessors, our young people are in for a rude awakening. The most prosperous countries in Europe expect mass unemployment to return from oblivion and from its allegedly permanent exile. If this dark prognostication materialises, the infinite choice and freedom of movement and change which contemporary young came to view (or, rather, were born to see) as part of nature, is about to disappear – together with the ostensibly unlimited credit they hoped would sustain them in the case of (temporary and brief) adversity, and see them through the (temporary and brief) lack of an immediate and satisfactory solution to their trouble. To the members of Generation Y, this may come as a shock. Unlike the Boomer Generation, they have no old memories, half-forgotten skills and long-unused tricks to fall back on. The world of harsh, un-negotiable realities, of scarcity and enforced austerity, of times of trouble in which “quitting” is not a solution, is for a great many of them a totally foreign country; a country they never visited and if they did they never seriously considered settling in, a country so mysterious that it would require a long and hard and not at all pleasant apprenticeship to get used to. It remains to be seen in what shape Generation Y will emerge from this test.

			Talking about this generation, you say that the interactive capabilities of the Internet are tailor-made to meet their need to retain the ability to shape a new identity. Concern about identification is being pushed out in favour of re-identification. As Laurie Ouellette, a Communication Studies professor and reality TV expert at the University of Minnesota, said, more teenagers today are feeling the pressure to create larger identities for themselves like the celebrities they see depicted in the national media. “Larger identities” primarily means wider exposure: more people watching, more broadband/Internet users being able to watch, more Internet devotees stimulated/excited/entertained by what they’ve seen – stimulated enough to share it with their contacts (renamed, following the suggestion of the social networking websites, “friends”). MySpace, Facebook, Second Life and the mushrooming blogs are the ordinary folks’ equivalent of Hello! magazine and countless lesser temples or chapels of the celebrity cult: a copy admittedly inferior, to be sure (since it offers a somewhat less large identity), yet one that ordinary folks hope will do to their dreams what Hello! is doing to the ambitions of the heroes in its cover stories. For all the wishing-to-be-chosen, blogs are the supermarket assembly-kit versions of the boutique haute couture originals for the chosen few. One knows that the chance of cutting one’s way to public visibility through the thicket of personal blogs is only slightly greater than the chance that a snowball will survive in hell; but one also knows that the chance of winning a lottery prize without buying a ticket is nil. 

			Can one blame the young for their hurried life spent chasing after an illusion? Hardly. They are, just like the rest of us, rational beings, so just like their predecessors (and probably their successors as well) they do their best to respond to social challenges in the most reasonable, effective and responsible manner and to draw up a sensible life strategy from the socially framed conditions in which their life is pursued. They did not select (let alone bring into being) the “liquid modern” condition, in which no representation of self, however instantly successful, is secure in the long run; in which what is de rigueur today is bound to turn fusty and shamefully old-fashioned or even downright illegible. In which, in other words, keeping the representation up to date is a 24/7 task.

			“MySpace, Facebook, Second Life and the mushrooming blogs are the ordinary folks’ equivalent of Hello! magazine”

			You argue that the Internet both reflects and promotes many of the values of liquid modernity, such as consumer individualism. But don’t you think that ICTs can also contribute to promoting social change and solidarity? What parallels can be established between communities and social networks? If communities precede (determine, direct, shape) the actions of their members (and potentially outlive them), networks emerge out of the intersecting initiatives of people “online”. Whatever strength networks may possess derives solely from the intensity of online communication. They would fall apart if the communication ground to a halt (if previously communicating persons stopped sending and answering messages, making and taking calls and visiting the website, or if they stayed offline). Compared with communities, as a rule networks are poorly institutionalised – lacking the authoritative bodies able (and/or willing) to issue or deny entry and exit permits and regulate and monitor the traffic. Unlike communities, networks have no monopolistic ambitions and seldom if ever demand their communicators’ sole and undivided loyalty. All in all, they better answer the postulates of the social setting in which the younger generation’s life pursuits are conducted than orthodox communities could possibly do. They respond relatively quickly to changes in circumstances, adjust relatively easily to successive redistributions of opportunities, allow participation without commitment and all in all permit users “to keep their options open” – rendering every choice as revocable as it is free. 

			For the young, born as they were into the electronics-saturated world, “keeping in touch” means primarily exchanging emails and messages, an effortless activity if compared with the time and energy consumed in the days when information could not travel apart from its carriers’ bodies and the elaborate ritual of “staying in touch”, visiting and letter writing, heavily taxed the time, energy and resources of everybody involved. The volume of information produced to circulate on the Web is now growing exponentially and has already reached proportions unimaginable to the generation brought up in the world lacking electronic devices for instant connection (and disconnection). Experts estimate that all human language (all words ever spoken by humans) since the dawn of time would take about five exabytes (1 exabyte = 1bn gigabytes) if stored in digital form; but already in 2006 email traffic accounted for six exabytes. A survey conducted by the technology consultancy IDC and sponsored by the IT firm EDC suggests that the amount of data added to the ‘digital universe’ each year will reach 988 exabytes by 2010. The IDC analysts expect that by then, 70% of all the digital information in the world will be produced by consumers – that is, ordinary Internet users, who are overwhelmingly young as most of them are below the age of 30. And let’s recall that 45% of survey respondents say that they seek out “niche communities” online. Communicating with like minds online is one of the main motives of social networking. As one of the eager community-seekers put it: “my communities should have similar interests, if not, it will be duck and chicken talk.”

			Are there diasporas in the virtual world? Just like the offline world where they spend the rest of their time, the virtual world which the young community-seekers inhabit when online is increasingly becoming a mosaic of criss-crossing diasporas, though unlike the offline world the online diasporas are not territory-bound. Like everything else in the virtual world, the borderlines between “like minds” are digitally drawn, and like all digitally drawn entities their survival is subject to the play of connection and disconnection. In the virtual world inhabited by the young, boundaries are drawn and re-drawn to set those with similar interests apart from the rest – from those who focus their attention on other objects. The twists and turns of virtual communities tend to follow the meanders of these interests, which as a rule are shifting and short-lived and have intermittently exploding and imploding realms. Interests require different degrees of attention and loyalty, but they need not be mutually exclusive. One can “belong” simultaneously to a number of virtual communities whose members would not necessarily recognise “like-mindedness” in each other and would probably dismiss cross-community dialogue as “duck and chicken talk”. Belonging to any virtual community comes down to exchanges revolving around a matter of (current) common interest; other communications, centred on different topics of interest, need other niche communities to be meaningfully conducted. Paradoxically, the widening of the range of opportunities to quickly find ready-made like minds for all and any pursued interests diminishes and impoverishes instead of augmenting and enriching the social skills of the virtual community seekers. In the offline world, duck and chicken talk may sometimes prove unavoidable if the ducks and chickens in question are doomed to roost and forage in the same yard for the duration. However, in the online world, cumbersome translations, negotiations and compromises may be avoided thanks to the saving grace of the “delete” key. The necessity of engaging in dialogue, pondering each other’s reasons, critically scrutinising and revising one’s own and searching for a modus co-vivendi may be therefore suspended and postponed – perhaps infinitely. 
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			Student 2.0 From analogical students to digital learners 

			BY ANNA MURGADAS I VALLDOSERA

			BabyFirst TV is a television channel targeted at children between the ages of six months and three years that was founded in the United States in 2004. Its promoters claim that it is an educational tool that lends parents a hand in their children’s learning process, but its launch only fuelled the debate on the wisdom of placing such tiny tots in front of a screen. It now broadcasts in several different languages in six other countries. The viewers of this channel are the latest batch in the collective called “digital natives”, a term that encompasses the generations born as of the 1980s who have grown up in a digital world surrounded by screens, computers and mobile phones. The man who coined this term, Marc Prensky, contrasts them with “digital immigrants”, the older population who have had to adapt to these novelties just like someone who has to learn a foreign language.

			The new technologies have spread like wildfire, and today many young people interact with each other through chats and text messaging, they make and post videos on YouTube, and they are present in social networks like Facebook and Tuenti. Today, institutions and educators are studying howand to what extent these and other tools should be included in the day-to-day activities of primary and secondary schools in order to adapt them to the needs of the students of the future. At universities, the need for change is a reality that many students are already calling for.

			“Times have changed. Years ago we saw it, but now facts are demonstrating it,” stresses the President of the UOC, Imma Tubella, who for some time has been spearheading an international study analysing what digital natives are like and how universities need to change in order to adapt to them. “The demand for virtuality at universities is a trend on the upswing, and there are more and more digital natives who view this adaptation as a top priority when choosing where to pursue their higher education,” she claims. These young adults use the new technologies intensively. They “do not consider whether using the Internet is good or bad; it’s just part of their lives.”

			Adopting new technologies is more a matter of mindset than age

			The Centre for Educational Research and Innovation (CERI) of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) has a programme that studies the new generations of learners and examines the needs and attitudes of future students. Francesc Pedró, former Vice President of the UOC and current director of CERI, explains that The New Millennium Learners project got its start under the presumption that digital natives approach learning differently. By extrapolating how teenagers use the new technologies, they came up with the profile of a student who prefers images to texts, who would rather have multimedia presentations than static ones, who has to change activities frequently and cannot stand long classes, and who needs to master the learning process and approach it through multi-tasking instead of in a linear fashion so that they can jump forwards and backwards in the subjects.

			The programme’s empirical research has also debunked many myths, such as the purported fact that technology dependence has made digital natives’ cognitive development different to that of the traditional student. However, it has also confirmed perceptions such as that students today are more used to the culture of the image than their predecessors. Right now, YouTube is their Internet browser. “It is said that these youngsters have lost their interest in film and television, but the fact is that in their own way they are voracious audiovisual consumers,” confirms Tubella. “They consume a great deal of culture, they just don’t pay for it.”

			Several studies stress the fact that using ICTs either at home or at school has a positive impact on learning, and they state that generally speaking, the students who use ICTs the most are higher achievers at school, regardless of their socioeconomic status. Julio Carabaña, Professor of Educational Sociology at the Complutense University of Madrid, says that children “who are 12 years old now have seen more of the world than Phileas Fogg, and in this sense the new technologies might be a handy educational tool, yet also counterproductive”. Everything depends on how they are used. Carabaña, who participated in the Debates on Education hosted by the UOC and the Jaume Bofill Foundation last March, speaks about the abusive use of PowerPoint presentations when teaching courses. “Instead of making students take notes on what they have understood, the only thing we accomplish is that they only spend their time copying and their brains don’t work,” he claims.

			Ninety-two percent of 15-year-olds from the countries included in the study by the OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) claim that they have access to a computer at school, and 85% say that they have one at home. The percentages are high, but not enough to conclude that Learner 2.0 is a generational phenomenon. Francesc Pedró recalls that “there are countries where there are major pockets of teenagers, between 10% and 25%, for whom computers still don’t exist.” Genís Roca, a founding manager of the consultancy Roca Salvatella and specialist in social logics of the so-called Web 2.0, adds that currently “despite the fact that younger people have a better mastery of the new technologies, whether or not someone adapts to them is more a question of mindset and comfort zone than of age.” There are 50-year-olds who use new technologies skilfully and 15-year-olds who are clueless. One example illustrating the fact that digital competencies have no age is the case of the now-deceased María Amelia López, the Galician grandmother who won the 2007 International Blog Prizes, the BOBs, as the best blogger in Spanish for A mis 95 años (Me at 95). The blog was a birthday gift from her grandson, and she posted her impressions and even videos there for over two years.

			Gender is also a factor that makes it trickier to define Student 2.0 as a blanket category, according to figures from the report “Are the students ready for the technology-rich world?” published by the OECD in 2005, which uses figures from the 2003 PISA study to analyse how ready 15-year-old students are for the digital world. Despite the virtually identical user rates between boys and girls, there are enormous gaps in how they use the computer, both inside and especially outside school.

			Boys hook up more often and for longer periods of time, and while girls use computers more for social and communicative purposes, their male classmates use them for entertainment. Seventy percent of 15-year-old boys in the OECD countries use computers to play games, and 51% of them download games from the Internet, while among girls these figures drop to 35% and 25%, respectively. In terms of participating in chats and sending emails, boys and girls show similar rates: 56% for boys and 55% for girls. 

			The teaching model must be adapted to young people’s intensive use of ICTs

			Despite the fact that the OECD figures on access to computers show that teenagers have easier access at school than at home, of the ones who use computers the most frequently 74% do so at home and only 44% at school. Nor is the rise in the number of computers available to schoolchildren a determining factor in whether or not teachers use them more in the classroom.

			UOC professors Carles Sigalés and Josep Maria Mominó are supervising a study on the incorporation of the Internet in the Spanish school system that is analysing 800 primary and secondary schools throughout Spain. “For a long time we have had the notion that introducing ICTs at school would lead teachers and students to consider different ways of approaching class. But we are seeing that this is not so, that despite high access rates, many teachers are using the computers as a support tool while they continue to conduct classes the way they’ve always done,” stresses Sigalés, who notes that teachers use the Internet a lot at home but that at school computers are primarily used for administration, management and class preparation. Only teachers who were already innovating keep doing so and use ICTs to promote student cooperation or autonomy when searching for and processing information.

			The same trend seems to prevail around the world. The SITES 2006 study, drawn up by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement, which compared the use of the new technologies in mathematics and sciences classrooms in 9,000 schools from 22 educational systems around the world, concluded that even though today teachers have more computers at their disposal, the majority continue to use traditional methods to teach their classes.

			Genís Roca believes that the speed of technological change is one factor that explains why many teachers refuse to use computers in the classroom more: in addition to their teaching load, ten years ago teachers were asked to know how to handle hardware, five years ago software and programmes, and today they have to be abreast of what is happening on the Internet. “They haven’t had the time to assimilate it, and today many of them are still teaching what a computer is and how to copy an image into a text,” claims Roca, who in the past has held a number of leading posts at the UOC. Julio Carabaña adds a criticism: politicians’ interference in education by implementing changes that follow up a top-down instead of bottom-up model. He claims that this leads teachers to be less active and to wait for someone to tell them what they should be doing, and he maintains that the direction of changes must be inverted because “especially on methodological issues, such as the new technologies applied in the classroom, in which each course and each class is a world unto itself, across-the-board innovations make no sense.”

			Students are putting more and more emphasis on virtuality

			Often, then, young digital natives teach themselves about the new technologies in the private sphere, and they are much less open to introducing the new technologies into their education than some experts expected. Private experiences with ICTs are highly positive, but they collide with a system based on the discipline of the textbook which still evaluates students using traditional exams. 

			Computers can be an extremely powerful tool, but they require teachers to know how to use them, and the teaching model has to be adapted to youngsters’ intensive use of the new technologies. Carles Sigalés emphasises that in addition to continuing to invest resources in making ICTs available to students, other needs must also be addressed if we wish to promote their use for educational purposes. “Right now, more than an indiscriminate increase in the number of computers, the question is what type of technology should be included in the classroom and where it should be,” he stresses. “The Internet is not included on the school curriculum, and that includes the university, too. The digital natives that reach universities find that they are not in their own world, because theirs is the world of WWW,” states Imma Tubella. She predicts that in the future higher education will be a blend of teacher-led classes and virtual learning, understood as a venue for interaction, but only if the educational model changes. “The idea is not just to have email and a course posted on the Internet.”

			The concept of Student 2.0 is provocative and arouses discussion and reflection, but right now it encompasses an overly heterogeneous group to be able to come up with a single definition and find an appropriate venue for development .What does seem to be a fact, however, is that ICTs have changed not just the way people learn but lifestyles as well. The digital generation, Tubella stresses, has different values and consumes culture, information and therefore education differently. Pedró looks at the children who are now in pre-school, who do view the new technologies as a pressure-free tool for discovery. “They may be the real Learners 2.0 as long as we make sure that they have a School 2.0,” he stresses. For the time being, the proliferation of technology for the youngest segment of society, such as mobile telephones for children starting at the age of six, guarantees them digital pre-conciousness.

			+INFO

			The New Millennium Learners, Challenging our Views on ICT and Learning

			www.oecd.org/dataoecd/1/1/38358359.pdf

			Sites 2006 www.sites2006.net

			Debats d’Educació. Julio Carabaña

			www.debats.cat/esp/2009/carabana/index.html

			Genís Roca www.genisroca.cat

			A mis 95 años amis95.blogspot.com
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			The role of technology in teaching and the classroom

			Marc Prensky

			Marc Prensky says of himself that he is a visionary and a futurist, in addition to working as a consultant, speaker, inventor, writer, videogame designer and expert in the link between technology and learning. Born in the USA, he is the founder of Games2train and is famous for having coined a trendy concept in the world of education: digital natives. He is the author of many books, including Don’t Bother Me, Mom, I’m Learning (Paragon House, 2006), a groundbreaking volume that suggests that computers and videogames are the teachers of the 2st century.

			It has taken a while, but I think I have finally come up with a single, comprehensive and actionable statement of the role of technology in the classroom. This is crucial, because many educators are becoming confused and frustrated by the myriad approaches and ways of talking about technology’s role. 

			Although much in 21st century K-12 education still needs to be figured out, such as creating a generally-agreed-upon 21st century curriculum, one goal is, I think, now clear – the pedagogy with which our kids should be taught. Although it can be stated in many ways, the basic direction is away from the “old” pedagogy of teachers “telling” (or talking, or lecturing, or being the “Sage on the Stage”) to the “new” pedagogy of kids teaching themselves with teacher’s guidance (a combination of “student-centered learning,” “problem-based learning,” “case-based learning,” and the teacher’s being the “Guide on the Side”.)

			“Technology cannot support the old pedagogy of telling/lecturing”

			Of course this pedagogy is not really new, except, at the moment, to many of our teachers. Every teacher and administrator is, currently, somewhere on a continuum between the old and the new paradigms. Our Herculean task is to move all of them, around the world, to the new pedagogy as quickly as possible. 

			With this view of our goal (while some may disagree, it is becoming generally and widely accepted) we can now proceed to define the role of technology: The role of technology in our classrooms is to support the new teaching paradigm. 

			That is, technology’s role – and its only role – should be to support students teaching themselves (with, of course, their teachers’ guidance.) 

			Technology does not, and cannot, support the old pedagogy of telling/lecturing, except in the most minimal of ways, such as with pictures or videos. In fact, when teachers are using the old “telling” paradigm, adding technology, more often than not, gets in the way. 

			New Tools for Students. One reason that the pedagogy of students teaching themselves never caught on as the mainstream approach – although it has been advocated by many, certainly since Dewey and probably since Socrates – is that the available tools for learners to use were just not good enough. Until relatively recently all the kids had to teach themselves with were textbooks, the encyclopedia (if they had one), the library (when they had access, and if theirs was any good) and a few questions to a generally overworked teacher. This worked for some bright students, but not for most. 

			“The teacher’s role should not be a technological one, but an intellectual one”

			Today’s technology, though, offers students all kinds of new, highly effective tools they can use to learn on their own – from the Internet with almost all the information, to search and research tools to sort out what is true and relevant, to analysis tools to help make sense of it, to creation tools to present one’s findings in a variety of media, to social tools to network and collaborate with people around the world. And while the teacher can and should be a guide, most of these tools are best used by students, not teachers. 

			From this perspective, a number of previously puzzling things become clear: 

			 Some school districts added technology (e.g. by giving laptops to all students), but did not find that the technology was helping the kids’ learning, and so took it out (“Seeing No Progress, Some Schools Drop Laptops” The New York Times, May 4, 2007.) This now makes sense – the district didn’t first get all the teachers to change the way they taught. 

			Many teachers resist being taught to use technology. This also makes sense – teachers should resist, because it is not they who should be using the technology to teach students, but rather their students who should be using it, as tools to teach themselves. The teacher’s role should not be a technological one, but an intellectual one – to provide the students with context, quality assurance, and individualized help. (Of course, those teachers who love technology are free to learn and use it.) 

			Students routinely “abuse” (from the teachers’ point of view) technology in class, using it, as one professor says, as “the new spitball.” This, too, makes sense – kids have in their hands powerful learning tools that they are being given no opportunity to use to learn. 

			Students around the world are resisting the old “telling” paradigm with all their might. When their teachers lecture they just put their heads down, text their friends, and, in general, stop listening. But these same students are eager to use class time to teach themselves, just as they do after school when they go out and use their technology to learn, on their own, about whatever interests them. Students tell us, successful schools (mostly charters) tell us, and even our most successful teachers tell us: the new pedagogy works. 

			So before we can successfully introduce technology into our schools, we have to take a prior step. We must get our teachers – hard as it may be in some cases – to stop lecturing, and start allowing the kids to learn by themselves. Instead of coming in with lesson plans that begin “Here are the three causes of [whatever], please take notes,” they need to say “There are three main causes of [whatever]. You have 15 minutes to use your technology to find them, and then we’ll discuss what you’ve found”.

			If we can agree that the role of technology in our classrooms is to support the “new” pedagogy of kids teaching themselves with the teacher’s guidance, then we can all move much more quickly down the road of reaching that goal. But if every person continues to talk about the role of technology in a different way, it will take us a whole lot longer. 

			This is part of a larger effort I hope to undertake with other educational thinkers to standardize our pedagogical language around technology, so that we can all be working toward the same goals, and all be requiring the same things from our teachers and students. Not that my words are necessarily the right or best ones, but, if we are to make the changes we want in a reasonable time frame, it is absolutely key that we all speak the same language. 

			+INFO

			Marc Prensky’s website 

			www.marcprensky.com

			EDUCAUSE: Transforming Education Through Information Technologies

			www.educause.edu/

			GamesParentsTeachers: a parent-teacher toolkit

			www.gamesparentsteachers.com/

			14th International Conference on Technology Supported Learning & Training

			www.online-educa.com/
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			Practical handbook on how to use social networks

			BY RAQUEL XALABARDER (Professor of Law and Political Science)

			Friendships

			Social Network Services (SNS) were created in the late 1990s, but they have really boomed in the past five years: Facebook has more than 150 million users worldwide, MySpace around 130 millions, and Tuenti is the leader in Spain with over 5 million users. As the Facebook homepage states, social network sites help you to “connect and share with the people in your life”. They help people find old friends and acquaintances and make new ones, and share comments and personal experiences as well as photos, audiovisual clips and music (often by others). But what do you want your friends’ friends to know? This is perhaps the question you should ask yourself when joining a social network site.

			Uses

			Beyond the private sphere, SNSs are also showing themselves to be useful (or hazardous, depending on who is judging) in other areas. Proof of their use as a tool for exerting social and political influence is the election victory of the new US President, who amassed more than one million friends on MySpace, as well as the citizen mobilisations in Zagreb, which were hatched on Facebook. They are also used in police and criminal investigations, in workplace dismissal cases and to serve subpoenas. And it is increasingly common for companies, employment agencies and insurance agents to check the information on a candidate or customer that is available on social networks before hiring or insuring them.

			Hazards

			SNSs can also pose major hazards to the protection of property rights, rights to personal portrayal, honour or privacy. With users’ help, they become vast repositories of information that can be used to “sell you” all kinds of products and services. They are free, but their business model is based on selling advertising space, often related to users’ information. Apart from your profile, you should bear in mind that the comments you make to your friends might contain key words that reveal your tastes and interests, and that the information might be “stolen” and used for criminal purposes. There are laws charged with protecting the proper processing of personal information, and service providers are required to abide by them, but it is not always enough. The communities are open, so they
are also open to companies that want to flood you with spam, 
hackers that inject viruses and criminals of all kinds.

			Privacy

			Individually, you can do very little to prevent this type of abuse, but you can help to minimise its impact. How? By keeping watch over what information you post and who can see it. Don’t include information about your love life, sexual leanings, religion and political ideology in your profile. It is not even necessary to put your name and date of birth. It is highly recommended not to post telephone numbers, addresses and bank account or credit card numbers. You have to carefully choose what information you want your friends and your friends’ friends to see. You have to decide who can write on and read your wall and keep track of what contents are left there, because you could be declared responsible if they are criminal or infringe upon the rights of others. And finally, you should never accept a stranger as a friend (the profiles are often false and solely aimed at infecting your computer with a virus or inundating you with spam).

			Precaution

			 In addition to protecting your own privacy, you must not infringe on other people’s rights. If you have taken a picture of a friend, you need their consent to post it on the web, since the photo affects their right of personal portrayal and privacy, and perhaps their honour. When you post a picture that someone else has taken, or when you “share” music or audiovisual clips that you did not make, you have to be sure that the owners have authorised it, such as with the kind of license available from Creative Commons. Just because a picture is posted on Internet does not mean that it can be used online, and the fact that you have bought a CD does not allow you to share it with the public. The servers and owners of social networks are increasingly sifting through (and if necessary, removing) the millions of pictures, music and clips that are posted every day to ensure that they are not sued for the infractions committed by their users.

			Balance

			Your actions on the web can trigger reactions in the real world, and whether you like it or not you have to accept that what you post is there forever because even if you close your account, the information – at least for now, unless you take the time to erase the entries one by one – does not disappear. It is true that these functions are the very ones that enable you to expand your circle of contacts, and that a social network is after all founded upon “sharing” personal information, but you have to seek a balance. And it is doable: in the end, everything is boils down to being careful with the personal information you leave online and respectful of the rights of others, both friends and strangers. And this is a question of courtesy and conscientiously exercising every individual’s rights and freedoms.

			+INFO

			10 Privacy Settings Every Facebook User Should Know www.allfacebook.com/2009/02/facebook-privacy/

			Abject learning: social learning, open education, and petty battles with rivals over power and money… blogs.ubc.ca/brian/

			Mashable: the social media guide mashable.com/

			Social Networking in Plain English www.youtube.com/watch?v=6a_KF7TYKVc

			Unit Structures fstutzman.com/

			Cara i creu de la xarxa Social. V Congrés IDP (Internet, Dret i Politica) 6 i 7 de juliol de 2009 idp.ouc.edu

		

	


	
		
			DOSSIER

			Can today’s schools handle everything we’re asking of them?

			Carles Sigalés

			Carles Sigalés holds a Bachelor’s degree in Philosophy and Education and a doctorate in Psychology from the University of Barcelona. He is a professor of Education at the UOC and a researcher at IN3, and he has been in charge of the Psychopedagogical Advice and Guidance Teams (EPA) in the Department of Education of the Catalan government. He is the author of a wide range of ICT-based distance learning materials and is currently researching the processes of including the Internet into school education. He has recently published a book about schools in the network society, focused on primary and secundary education.

			Never has education been so much in the spotlight of public debate as in recent years, nor has it captured so much attention and spurred so much controversy. The conviction that education should serve as the engine of social development, rising levels of welfare and a new kind of economic growth has become very widespread.

			However, if everyone agrees on the importance of ensuring high quality education for all citizens, it is very difficult to agree on how to deliver it. Today, education and training take place in a wide variety of venues, in a lifelong process in which a highly varied range of stakeholders play a role. The traditional role of the family and school – which, incidentally, is becoming more and more blurred – is now joined by a host of other stakeholders that, either intentionally or not, play educational roles in free-time activities, in the media, in companies and in other spheres of public space. Even cities are explicitly calling for these functions.

			Alongside these more or less conventional stakeholders, the information and communication technologies have given rise to a vast variety of networks that, with highly diverse purposes and sizes, are being created, disseminated and reshaped, generating and exchanging information freely among each other. The phenomenon of Internet is bringing a new dimension to education which is still difficult to grasp in its entirety.

			Despite the fact that many of the stakeholders have been in the picture for a long time, educational and training processes are still often confused with schooling processes. And this confusion triggers many problems. Schools are being asked to do too many things, some of them contradictory and as a whole unattainable. Schools have to continue conveying to the new generations the knowledge (information, skills, values) regarded as essential for becoming a full member of society. Individuals should leave their schooling with enough of a cultural background to enable them to exercise their citizenship, have a career and contribute to the progress of technology, science and the diverse expressions of culture at a time when the available knowledge is growing and changing swiftly.

			Along with these longstanding missions, schools now have new ones as well. In recent years, they have had to take on areas of education and upbringing that used to bethe responsibility of the family or were not formalised, such as health education, consumer education, road safety, sex education, education for citizenship and many more.

			This curricular inflation, unattainable, as I said above, in such a diverse human context as the classroom is today, necessarily requires us to reformulate and prioritise educational goals and to seek new forms of organisation in order to ensure that all children achieve them. Reformulating educational and curricular goals involves hitting on the right combination that includes a newly-defined literacy process – including traditional literacy and numeracy as well as technological and informational –, the acquisition of basic disciplinary knowledge and the information and skills that enable students to fully exercise their citizenship and fulfil the responsibilities of the working world.

			We have to give a new impetus to education, to empower it and make it accountable

			This basic knowledge, which does not even begin to cover all the educational needs of advanced societies, must go hand in hand with the acquisition of a series of meta-cognitive skills that enable students to continue learning autonomously after their formal schooling is over. Learning how to learn, often downplayed by those who uphold curricula more attuned to the Industrial Age, is crucial in a social milieu that requires lifelong training and updating. However, meta-cognitive skills – in this the critics are right – cannot be acquired in a vacuum. It is a gradual process that can only be successful when learners already have minimally solid knowledge in a given field, and when furthermore they take on a more central role and greater autonomy in their own learning processes.

			Mastering this new curricular corpus is extremely demanding and requires a substantial change in the role of the students, and in consequence, an equally substantial change in the role of teachers. The change we are discussing is not legislative; we have already seen a plethora of regulatory changes in recent years. Rather it is a deep-seated change, a change in culture in order to give a new impetus to school education, to empower it and make it accountable, based on co-responsibility with society as a whole. And to achieve this, teachers must feel ownership of it. We cannot countenance defensive schools at such a crucial juncture. And for this reason, I believe that we must reorient the educational debate in order to make it more technical and professional. What we need is the determination to rise to the challenges that must be grappled with, leadership at schools and the implementation of realistic policies that construct and manage this change while generating confidence. Schools must be protected, not asked to do the impossible. The role they will have to play in the forthcoming years is too important to just abandon them to their fate. 

			+INFO

			Revista RUSC - Formación universitaria y TIC: nuevos usos y nuevos roles

			www.uoc.edu/rusc/dt/esp/sigales0704.pdf

			X Encuentro Internacional de Educación a Distancia: El potencial interactivo de los entornos virtuales de enseñanza y aprendizaje en la educación a distancia www.uoc.edu/web/esp/art/uoc/sigales0102/sigales0102.html
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			SUGATA MITRA “The Internet is a right”

			BY LEO RUFFINI

			Hole in the Wall (HIW) began as an experiment that had this question in mind: what would happen if 6- to 12-year-old children from a New Delhi slum, who had never seen a computer or heard about the Internet, and who did not know English, were exposed to publicly accessible computers? Sugata Mitra, Professor of Educational Technology at the School of Education, Communication and Language Sciences at Newcastle University, UK, had an optimistic feeling about the answer, so he did it. The experiment was aimed at proving that kids could be taught to use computers very easily without any formal training. He termed this Minimally Invasive Education. The results exceeded his expectations. Within a few days, the children learned how to operate the computer and discovered the Internet. In about three months, they found Google and then everything started to go even faster. Sugata Mitra came to Barcelona to talk about his project at the UOC UNESCO Chair in E-Learning Fifth International Seminar: “Fighting the Digital Divide Through Education”.

			What raised that question in your mind? In the mid-1980s, when the personal computer came in, it started to enter rich homes very quickly. As an educator, I noticed that whoever bought a computer would always come and say: “My daughter must be very gifted. She is so fantastic on the computer even though it is a very complicated machine!” I wondered how it could be that every little child who has a computer is a genius. Are rich people’s children more intelligent than the rest? 

			It couldn’t be that. I thought it had to be something to do with the way children respond to computers, and in 1988 I wrote a paper saying that all children had this ability. Nobody believed me in those days. It was 11 years later that I actually got permission to run an experiment to prove it. I had a fancy office with a boundary wall in front of it. On the other side of the wall there was a slum. I just broke a window in that wall and put the computer there. That is why it got called “Hole in the Wall”: from inside the slum it looked just like a hole with a blue Altavista.com rectangle. 

			What were you expecting to happen? I though they would fumble around with it for a while and then go ask people to teach them. That was my objective in those days: to cause enough curiosity to make children say, “I want to learn this”.

			[image: 7.jpg]

			To your surprise, they went further. What happen is that they actually learned! On their own! I thought this was too good to be true, so I had to prove it. I repeated the experience again and again all over India and always got the same results. Then I did the same in Cambodia and Africa with same results as well. It had to be universal! One of the most important findings, however, is that this self-learning cannot happen individually. It has to be in groups. 

			How does it work? The method is self-organisation. Self-organising systems have been studied in physics for many years. When you connect two, three or four things together, the behaviour of the collective is different from the individual behaviour. What happens to one part of the system affects every other part of the system. It is funny to think we never thought about humans or society like that, but it is absolutely true. What I am saying to you is changing you; the questions you are asking me are changing me; and this conversation will change your readers: this is the butterfly effect. We understand it but we don’t know how to control it, and maybe it cannot be controlled. 

			How does this effect produce learning? Children go to the public computers in fairly large groups. Then one of them finds something by accident, maybe something very simple: “Hey look! This arrow shape changes to a hand shape”. At that point some other child will say: “Yes but, you know? It only changes when it is on an underlined word”. Then, a third child will add: “Maybe it is trying to tell us that you can click there!” The fact that there are three children is critical; the first child wouldn’t have made the leap. This is self-organised learning.

			“Closing the digital divide is very easy: just make the Internet free”

			So they don’t need a teacher? If you call that learning, then for this kind of learning you don’t need a teacher. Having said that, it is unfair to teachers to say that they are not needed. What happens is that the children teach each other. So it is not learning happening without teachers, rather the teachers are coming from within the group. The learners themselves are the teachers.

			What do regular teachers think about your project? Good ones understand it instinctively. In fact, they have often told me that they were using it far before I actually did this study. But they didn’t have the huge resources of the Internet available. Other teachers, those who are not very good, feel threatened by it, but I can’t help that. As I keep saying, I am not doing this to be anti-teacher. I’m only asking what we are doing for children who don’t have access to teachers. The science fiction author Arthur C. Clarke once told me a very nice thing. He said, “a teacher that can be replaced by a machine should be”.

			What a good quote! Teachers should not see my work as anti-teaching. Teachers are needed. But there are not enough: we need 18 million more, and I don’t think we are going to find them. The United Nations wants to send every child to school by 2015. They will not succeed. There are not enough schools and there are not enough teachers! What do we then do for children who don’t have access to traditional education? Do we just leave them to grow up on their own? That is very dangerous: the world is the way it is right now because of children who have grown up without an appropriate education. If the Internet can solve even 20% of that problem, it should be made free.

			Harmful content is leading some people to talk about forbidding Internet in schools. I suppose you don’t agree with them. Of course I don’t. My experience is that the problem with the personal computer is that it is personal. If you use one that has a big screen visible to everybody who is passing by, your behaviour will be completely different than if you use a little screen that nobody else can see. With that in mind, broadband Internet without any filters should be available for free for all children in this world. I have a little quibble with the title of this seminar because of the word “fighting”: I don’t think we have to fight the digital divide; we have to close it. And that is very easy: we just need to make the Internet free for everybody. The question, of course, is where the money would come from. 

			“Teachers are needed, but there are not enough: we need 18 million more, and I don’t think we are going to find them”

			I was just going to ask you about that. People like Google are showing us the way. Google wants more and more people to come to them, but they don’t want anybody to pay anything. The money comes from advertising just because so many people use Google. There are two billion children on this planet. If just one percent of them spent one dollar per month, you would make billions. The Internet is an integral part of our life now. To deprive anybody of the Internet is like depriving somebody of drinking water or electricity. I would even go so far as to say it is a right. 

			You are now exporting your project to five continents. Are there behavioural differences among children from different cultures? The good news is that there is absolutely no difference in the six-to-twelve age group anywhere in the world. They are identical. Whatever little differences you can see are because of parental influence. Some are a little quieter, some a little happier, but that is because of the society they are in. In terms of their learning ability and curiosity, they are absolutely identical.

			What is your opinion about the One Laptop Per Child project? I am in close touch with professor Negroponte, so he knows about my work and I know about his. First of all, I must say the One Laptop Per Child is one of the first programmes that has been created for education. Laptops are made for corporate executives to work on their own; that is why they are so expensive. So creating one for children – that was a brilliant stroke. However, I think professor Negroponte should have measured its pedagogical impact a littlebit more, so that when he goes and makes his proposals, he would have a lot of data to back him. He is doing it the other way around, and that is the reason why some people are criticising his project, asking: “OK, but what does it mean pedagogically?” I don’t get that question for Hole in the Wall because I have already answered it by publishing its educational impact again and again. That is one point. The other is that I think it should be “One Laptop for Every Four Children”. It would then cost 25 dollars per child and we would get better results because of cooperation. If one child sits in front of one computer he will get stuck, but if there are four of them, they will progress. If you allow all four of them to have computers and still sit around together, it probably would also work. But it would be more effective if they were gathered around one computer. 

			+INFO

			Professional profile, Newcastle University www.ncl.ac.uk/ecls/staff/profile/sugata.mitra

			UOC UNESCO Chair in E-Learning Fifth International Seminar: Fighting the digital divide through education www.uoc.edu/symposia/unesco2008/eng/index.html

			Hole in the wall (HIW) official website www.hole-in-the-wall.com/

			HIW, a documentary about the experiment www.globalvision.org/program/how/how.html
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			Schools and economic outcomes

			Eric A. Hanushek

			A US economist and professor at Stanford University, he is regarded as one of the top specialists in the economics of education. Eric A. Hanushek’s research revolves around the factors that influence student achievement, such as teacher quality, classroom size and resource usage. At times controversial, his analysis of the economic impact of academic achievement has inspired the design of educational policies in both the US and abroad. He currently serves as the chair of the Board of Directors of the United States’ National Board for Education Sciences.

			As we look around the world, we see great disparities in the incomes and wealth of different countries. We see the economic success of the United States, the rapid development of China, and the general stagnation of South American countries. How can we explain these patterns of economic growth and stagnation?

			Economists have devoted considerable attention to this question for the past two decades, and the answers are becoming quite clear. One facet is the quality of basic economic institutions that are conducive to a well-functioning modern economy. Another is the human capital, or productive skills, of the population.

			A variety of elements of markets and their interaction with governments directly influence economic outcomes. These include having relatively free and open markets for labor and products, having secure property rights, and having limited governmental intrusion into private transactions. The story of the impact of economic institutions is easiest to see from the recent experiences of China and India. Both started with horrible economic institutions by any standards. With some partial improvements and loosening of government controls, their economies have seen double digit growth for over a decade. Indeed, they still have room for further improvement, and they will likely continue these high growth rates for some years into the future unless they reverse their pathes of economic liberalization. 

			But once economies have developed effective economic institutions and have maintained them for a reasonable period of time any further growth will depend on the skills of their populations. This is the human capital portion.

			Comparisons of long term growth rates across countries of the world show clearly that improved skills have dramatic impacts on growth. Specifically, it is possible to compare cognitive skills across countries by use of international tests of mathematics and science. The PISA tests of the OECD are now well-known, but similar tests have been given over the past four decades to a varying group of countries. It turns out that performance on these tests is very closely related to the growth rates of countries. 

			It is useful to understand just how important cognitive skills are to a country. On the latest PISA science tests, both Spain and the United States scored almost identically, and both were below the OECD average. Finland was on top by a significant margin, but it was followed by a cluster of countries that did significantly better than the average OECD country: Canada, Estonia, and New Zealand. If Spain or the US could get its population to the level of these countries, history suggests that annual growth rates could be improved by 0.6-1.0 percentage points. These are truly large differences that would make a real difference in economic well-being in the future.

			It is important to emphasize precisely what history shows about the economic effects of schooling. The thing that makes a difference is actual learning. Simply spending time in school without actually learning does not help. Thus, for example there has been a great policy push to improve the schooling in developing countries with the “education for all” initiative of UNESCO and the World Bank. This initiative has led to rapid increases in school attendance and completion in many developing countries. But in many of these countries, seat time in the classroom has not translated into additional learning, leading these kinds of investments to have little or no economic impact. 

			Does this apply to developed countries? Yes. There are wide differences in the learning and skills observed across developed countries. Moreover, these differences show up directly in economic effects among developed countries. In other words, having a more skilled population is equally important to both developed and developing countries.

			These findings provide motivation for the policy emphasis on schooling that is found in almost every country of the world. Improved cognitive skills have significant implications for the economic development of nations, implying that more effective school policy can have large payoffs for both the individual and for society. 

			Unfortunately, improving the schools is easier said than done. The attempts of many nations to improve learning have failed to produce the desired results. Are there any generalizations about what succeeds and what does not?

			It is extraordinarily difficult to generalize across countries. Even within the developed country group, national differences in the history, institutions, and culture of schools varies greatly. What might lead to improvements in one often cannot be easily transferred to others.

			There is a lack of relationship between funding and achievements

			Nonetheless, there are some common elements to success and failure with policy initiatives. The first answer, now found in a multitude of places, is that just adding more resources to the current system is unlikely to lead to broad improvements. Many countries have dramatically increased the funding of their schools. This action makes many teachers and administrators happy, but it seldom leads to overall improvements. 

			The lack of relationship between funding and achievement has puzzled many, because in most instances (outside of schools) we find that spending more buys more or better things. The difficulty is that schooling is provided generally by governments. It is heavily regulated. And the teachers and others are members of unions. In each case, there are few incentives to use additional funds in ways that improve student outcomes. Instead the incentives drive decisions in ways that may or may not be related to student achievement.

			This lack of incentives leads to the second generalization of what has been learned internationally. Policies that change the incentives by emphasizing student outcomes more frequently lead to desired outcomes. Thus, improved accountability at the school level for student achievement, expanded parental choice of schools, and more autonomy of school officials to make educational decisions are things that have been found to lead to improvements in student outcomes.

			The difficulty is that the very rigidities in schools that inhibit improved outcomes – bureaucratic decisions and unionized labor forces – also inhibit the introduction of stronger incentives related to student achievement. Here is where country-specific factors come into play. Strategies to break down the resistance to change differ across countries, and it is impossible to provide any generalizations about what might work in Spain versus the United States versus Finland. Here is where it is necessary to fall back on the policy machinery of each country One final note is important. In spring 2009, as economies are melting down, does this change either the view about what effects growth or the policies that might be relevant? In the simplest terms, it does not. The difference between the short run performance of economies and long run growth is very important to understand. The short run fluctuations in the economy, as severe as these have been, are largely a reflection of immediate monetary and fiscal conditions – coupled recently by failures of certain security markets. These conditions are not strongly related to the overall institutions and skills that determine the long run patterns of growth. Similarly, while there is a tendency to reduce investments in schooling in the short run because of current economic conditions, such reductions could have serious long run effects if they reduce the learning and skills that will be important for the future economy. Nonetheless, because many school systems are not very efficient, it may be possible to use the crisis to develop better schools that use resources better. In other words, adversity sometimes creates opportunities. 

			+INFO

			Eric A. Hanushek: Paul and Jean Hanna Senior Fellow edpro.stanford.edu/hanushek

			Elements of High Quality Education: Dr. Eric A. Hanushek www.childrenofthecode.org/interviews/hanushek.htm 

			Hoover Institution, Stanford University www.hoover.org/ 

			Education for All Movement www.unesco.org/education/efa/
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