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			15 YEARS: From turning on a computer to leading a digital team

			BY JOSE MEDINA (PART II)

			Students have evolved over the course of the UOC’s history, just as society has in its use of information and communication technologies. Proof of this is how one of the core courses that all new students at the university must take has changed: for many years this course was called Multimedia and Communication, but today it has other names as its purpose is to teach students ICT skills needed within the European Area of Higher Education.

			The UOC’s first students came during the pilot academic year 1995-1996. That was the time of the first Pentium, when email, FTP and even personal computers were terra incognita for the vast majority of society and only a privileged minority was familiar with them.

			With the introductory course, the first UOC students learned things that are considered extremely basic today but that back then were maddeningly difficult for more than a handful of them, such as turning on the computer, handling the mouse and using a word processing programme. One of the supervisors of this course, Montse Guitert, tells us that for many students this entailed “venturing into an unknown dimension”. At the face-to-face meetings, the groups dealt with questions on how to use the computer and its programmes, and voluntary training sessions were even held.

			However, the use of ICTs soon became widespread. By ten years ago it was already unusual for someone to register at the UOC for the first time not knowing how to use the mouse. So this introductory course began to evolve. The goal, as Guitert recounts it, was no longer to teach studentshow to use the tools but more to offer strategies to make better use of them. The students learned how to participate in virtual debates and how to use a spreadsheet. Another goal was to orientate them in the UOC’s study methodology while bearing in mind that many of them already had some knowledge, however basic, of the new technologies.

			For the first students, just using the mouse meant venturing into an unknown dimension

			The course was reoriented in 2004 and came to be centred no longer on tools but on how students could get the most from their UOC programme. Guitert stresses that the ultimate goal is for UOC students to have stronger digital skills than students at conventional universities. Now the training focuses on a digital project, and the students have to develop their own strategies and learn how to work on virtual teams.

			By 2008, the UOC already had a competency of its own, defined as “the use and application of ICTs in the academic and professional realms”. The 6-credit course helps students develop this skill and is compulsory during the first term. It is called “ICT Competencies” and is adapted to each degree programme. It aims to standardise the added value of studying at the UOC in the use of ICTs and the potential of Web 2.0. “Almost everyone knows how to use the tools, but not from an academic standpoint”, claims Montse Guitert. Now students have a whole range of tools at their disposal that they must use as part of a virtual team project in order to achieve the following methodological and practical competencies: finding and pinpointing information on the Web, processing and developing digital information, presenting and disseminating this information, acquiring web-based communication strategies, mastering the basic functions of digital technology, planning and managing a virtual project, and having a responsible digital attitude and team networking skills. The figure of the consultant is crucial to guiding and spurring the learning process.

			End of part two

		

	


	
		
			MÓN UOC

			NEWS/ 

			Launch of the eLearn Center 

			www.innovauoc.org/elearncenter

			The UOC has launched the first centre for innovation and e-learning in Spain, and one of just a handful in Europe. It is called the eLearn Center, and it specialises in analysing the use of technologies for learning and education, with a special focus on higher education and lifelong learning. The goal is to turn the UOC into an international benchmark in research and innovation in e-learning based on its own experience, and to contribute to innovation, research, specialised training and dissemination in this field.

			The eLearn Center, run by the UOC’s Vice President for Innovation, Begoña Gros, is made up of standing research groups and more than 30 professors from around the world who will conduct innovation and research projects around three basic strands: teaching and learning processes, organisation and management of e-learning and technological learning resources. It will also hold a wide range of virtual training activities including the Master’s in Education and ICT that the university already offers, a doctoral programme (Doctorate in E-learning), post-graduate courses, custom-designed courses and more. The 2009-2012 research programme will last four years and focuses on research into the current issues, shortcomings and possible improvements in this type of learning.

			INNOVATION AT THE UOC 

			The eLearn Center will set up cooperative networks with other centres, companies and leading educational institutions; it will offer more advanced e-learning training that better fits the future needs; it will facilitate publication of the results of the studies and projects conducted; and it will use the UOC’s technological innovation to guarantee a motivating working, research and innovation experience. The goal is to make the centre available both to society as a whole and to professionals and networks of professionals interested in this field.

			The UOC is working to gain recognition for virtual education

			Video of the gathering (Catalan) / www.youtube.com/watch?v=yfUwKk62nB4

			On the 14th of February, more than 1,000 educators affiliated with the UOC met with the Governing Council in Barcelona to learn about the university’s strategic avenues for the forthcoming years. During this event, the Vice President of University Policy and Faculty, Josep Lladós, announced that the UOC was planning to design a methodology to evaluate the performance of the faculty affiliated with the university so that their efforts can gain recognition. The UOC is also working with the Catalan Agency on University Quality, AQU, to accredit the 2,000 educators working with the university as experts in virtual education.

			The goal of the gathering was to explain the efforts already underway as well as the future strategies. Some of the ideas include giving the faculty a more central role and creating a new Master’s or university post-graduate course in virtual environments targeted especially at UOC educators.

			Technological novelties in teaching materials and the virtual campus 

			www.uoc.edu/portal/english/la_universitat/tecnologia_uoc

			Starting this term, UOC students may now use the TRIA! initiative, whose aim is to make available flexible, mobile teaching materials that can be adapted to the special needs of each student in each situation. This technology enables the materials for more than 500 courses to be made available by e-book, audio book or video book. In this way, for example, a student could take advantage of their free time on a business trip to study using an e-book.

			Likewise, during this term a new user environment on the virtual campus will be set up called MyUOC. This novel feature has a host of options for customizing and settings, and modules from other learning platforms and applications like iGoogle, Netvibes and Facebook can be integrated into it. 

		

	


	
		
			MÓN UOC

			INTERVIEW/ 

			LOUISE BERTRAND “Virtual education has limitless possibilities”

			BY GLORIA ZORRILLA

			For five years, between 2003 and 2008, Louise Bertrand directed Télé-université de Québec, Téluq, one of the pioneering universities in distance learning in Canada. Bertrand is enthusiastic about technological advances and the tremendous possibilities they offer to the new models of online learning in the knowledge society. Currently, she is taking advantage of a sabbatical year to travel, give lectures, and work on her forthcoming book, a study of the development of distance learning in higher education. She is also working with the President of the UOC, Imma Tubella, on research into how universities should adapt themselves for the so-called digital natives: under 25s who were born into the digital age.

			After spending a few months in Barcelona, what do you think of the UOC? It’s a very dynamic university and it’s the perfect size. There are very large universities which have difficulty moving forward due to their size. The interesting thing about the UOC is that it is big enough to be taken seriously but not so big that it stands still. The commitment and support of the Catalan Government is also significant. Fifteen years ago the Generalitat decided that it wanted to create a virtual university. Political commitment is extremely important in pushing through a project like this. At Téluq, we had a little political support at the beginning, but not the independence and flexibility that the UOC has had. In my opinion, the biggest universities aren’t always the best.

			How does it differ from Téluq? The two universities have many things in common, like the way tutors work, but also some differences. The UOC is much younger and was created solely as a virtual university. Téluq however, was founded 37 years ago, as part of the University of Quebec in Montreal (UQAM) and has developed greatly as a result of new technology: previously tutorials with students took place by telephone or letter. There are 18.000 students each year. Of those, 90% are in employment and 70% are women. The average age of students goes down each year. Until the year 2000 the average age was 40, now it’s 32 or 33. The majority come from the Montreal region and the province of Quebec. They are people who have access to a physical campus, yet, due to their hours, children or other family commitments, prefer to study at a virtual university.

			With your background, can you predict what the future of the online university will be? Four or five years ago, in Quebec, we wanted to introduce bimodal or blended courses, ones which combined elements of distance and attendance. These were hybrid courses. The student came on campus three or four times a semester and talked to his or her lecturers. Together they decided what the student would study from home. That’s how I see the future of the online university: a mixture which takes the best of each system. It’s our duty as educators to make the students’ experience as enriching as possible. 

			“I don’t think the physical university will disappear: young people need a place to socialise”

			Do you think that university as we know it today will disappear? I don’t think the physical university will disappear: young people need a place to socialise, as do the academic staff. We need a physical place to go to, which doesn’t mean we need to go everyday, but we do need a campus, although we will use it in a different way.

			Do you see obstacles to online education? Obviously, virtual university doesn’t currently meet all students’ needs. There are areas that work better in a physical university, but things are changing. There are now virtual laboratories which work very well. Also, in subjects such as psychology, which previously seemed difficult to deliver via distance learning, things have moved on and such subjects are now very successful. One of my colleagues is researching the possibility of offering the virtual world to psychologists. To hold a consultation via Skype, for example, could be advantageous. The patient would feel comfortable and secure in his or her own home and could therefore relate better to the therapist. I think it’s good to experiment with both methods. I believe virtual education has limitless possibilities.

			As a lecturer, what differences are there between teaching online and in person? I find new technology amazing, it makes so many things possible… It gives access to a university education to people who would not previously have been able to study. It has also dramatically improved the quality of teaching as academic staff at a virtual university need to be extremely interested in the subject of education and learning. They have to prepare their classes with great care and can’t just improvise in the classroom. You have to like this way of delivery and not miss the actual classroom. These days, thanks to Internet, relationships with students are on a one-to-one basis. They ask questions by email that they previously wouldn’t have dared raise in a lecture. This enriches the way students and faculty relate to each other. I don’t miss the way we used to do things: on the contrary, I’m pleased to see young people doing well using new technology.

			New technology has revolutionised the world of education, how has this affected you? In the academic world we are living in interesting times and there will be significant changes in the short term. Instead of being afraid of them, we need to embrace them. New technology isn’t a threat but an opportunity. We need to be positive and enthusiastic, as it offers us infinite possibilities. I have thoroughly enjoyed working for the UOC and I’d love to come back. It’s fascinating for a North American like me to be in Europe. It’s allowed me to step back and to look at things from a different perspective.
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			ALUMNI/ Graduates and educators, at times one and the same

			BY ELENA MELLADO

			The UOC now has around 17,500 graduates, and many of them remain linked to the university. Recently, UOC Alumni was launched, a network of people who share the fact that they all studied at the UOC and want to continue their personal, academic and professional development. However, among all of them there is one very specific profile: those who have become teachers or consultants. There is a total of 298 of them, who have opted for lifelong learning, personal development and teaching. Plus, since they graduated from the UOC, they are alumni and can share their experiences and interests via this network.

			David de Las Heras has been a member of the UOC community for six years now. He studied Psychopedagogy, and once he finished his degree he decided not to break his ties with the university. After submitting his CV, he was accepted as a tutor. “I wanted to be part of the UOC teaching team because I had an outstanding experience with its methodology and first-rate materials”. In addition to his job as a tutor, David has been a member of UOC Alumni ever since he graduated. With UOC Alumni he hopes to find a platform for constantly keeping up-to-date with new developments and training, as well as a venue for promoting relations. “UOC Alumni will be successful because it is a network with a great deal of added value”, he believes. 

			Maria del Carmen Bañuelos graduated from the Labour Sciences programme in 2004, and since then she has never stopped studying. The UOC has been very important for her because it has enabled her to become a professor and make lasting friendships. Currently she works as a consultant, is pursuing further education and is a member of UOC Alumni. “This is a great platform for active, lively networking which can enrich all of us”

			When he was a student the UOC’s Labour Sciences programme, Eduard Plana aspired to becoming a professor since he had always been interested in teaching. Now he is a consultant and is highly satisfied with his career because “I can share the knowledge gained at the university,” he says. “UOC Alumni makes it possible to keep learning, and as a graduate you get discounts and are kept abreast of all the new professional courses,” he adds.

			Daniel Celis is from Las Palmas in the Canary Islands. He also earned a degree in Labour Sciences and is working as a consultant. After he finished his degree, he kept in touch with the UOC “because it enables me to keep developing as a consultant.” He believes that the UOC Alumni project “is a great initiative worth promoting”.
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			WEB/ IDP: The transformations of Law and Politics in the Information Society

			BY AGUSTÍ CERRILLO I MARTÍNEZ ( Director of the Law and Political Science programme )

			IDP. Revista d’Internet, Dret i Política (Journal of Internet, Law and Politics) is an biannual electronic publication promoted by the Law and Political Science programme at the UOC. Its goal is to communicate and scientifically disseminate research, analysis and investigation into the challenges and issues that the information and communication technologies pose to the fields of law, political science and public administration. IDP also aims to be a platform for reflection and discussion on the content and scope of the changes that ICTs are triggering in these fields, focusing on issues such as democracy and electronic participation, personal information, intellectual property, freedom of expression on the web, the responsibility of Internet providers and consumer protection.  

			The journal was launched in March 2005 and around 50 articles have been published since then, 34 of which revolve around a single issue (copyright, e-justice, the responsibility of brokers, electronic democracy and Web 2.0). IDP. Revista d’Internet, Dret i Política also contains a specific section on academic and research activities in the UOC’s Law and Political Science programme, and another that focuses on new laws and legal rulings.

			The articles published in IDP are subjected to a review process before being published and are accepted and listed in the main directories, databases and library catalogues, including MIAR, DICE, Latíndex, Redalyc and ISOC. The publication has 765 subscribers who periodically receive information on the new articles published, and around a thousand unique users per month. 
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			COMUNITY/ Anna M. Agustí, Nina

			“The UOC is my only refuge of privacy”

			She has spent the past five years onstage headlining in one of the most popular musicals of all time, Mamma Mia! But in the anonymity of the UOC, Nina (Barcelona, 1966) has found the time to remedy a twofold frustration: attending university and studying her language. This summer she’s going on tour with the show, but studying is what she likes the best. When she’s not at Contrologia, her centre for educating the body and voice, you can find her attached to the Catalan Language and Literature virtual classrooms. Readers of the newspaper El Periódico chose her as a finalist for Catalan of the Year 2008, along with cancer researcher Manel Esteller and, the winner, missionary Vicente Ferrer.

			Aren’t you afraid of coming out of the closet at the UOC? Not at all. It’s true that I didn’t want my classmates to know who I am because I didn’t want that to influence my opinions in the debate forums, especially in things related to my profession. I should say that the students and professors have always been very respectful of my privacy. They have helped and encouraged me a lot. The UOC is my only refuge of privacy.

			Twenty-five years of performing, popularity, tours… and a craving to study? I was always frustrated that I wasn’t able to go to university. I left school at the age of 16 to study solfeggio, do voice training, learn musical techniques, play the piano… After such a long time I had stage fright of the university, a fear of having lost my study habits. When OT [the musical reality show Operación Triunfo] finished, I needed to disappear; I felt that I had to make an investment in myself. It was the time to seclude myself in my education, and only the UOC offered me this possibility. 

			So you passed the entrance exam for over 25s and registered in the Catalan Language and Literature programme… I wanted to study my language, to know where I come from. Educating myself is the best service I can do for society; it’s the best thing I can do for my country. Right now, studying is what I’m the most excited about.

			What is the secret to your success? Overall training of the body and voice. I can’t separate them. Even though you cannot control external factors, you can control the internal ones by training, rehearsing and studying so that the machine keeps working even at times of crisis.

			What about mentally? I try to keep my feet on the ground. 

			Could the UOC offer voice training virtually? I don’t think so. It would lack physical proximity, the technique of touching, which is used to correct and provide stability. 

			You’re all about control, aren’t you? I’m a perfectionist when I act, when I sing and also when I study. Learning more gives me self-assurance, and this is critical on stage.

			And how do you see the crisis from up there? We haven’t lost our audiences. I’d like to believe that despite the hard times, people think it’s important not to give up their pleasures.
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