
	
		
			THE CONVERSATION

			Julià Minguillón talks with Laura Czerniewicz

			“The university is a source of enormous innovation, and at the same time it’s deeply conservative”

			LAURA CZERNIEWICZ is the head of the Centre for Educational Technology at the University of Cape Town. In the past decade, she has spearheaded innovation and research projects on the use of ICT in education in South Africa, and she was one of the driving forces behind the online e/merge conferences, which seek to explore the possibilities of e-learning in Africa (blogs.uct.ac.za/blog/laura-cet).

			JULIÀ MINGUILLÓN is the academic director of the UNESCO Chair in E-Learning at the UOC and a professor of the IT, Multimedia and Communications programme. Last December, they both took part in the international seminar that the UNESCO Chair organises every year, this time devoted to open social learning (OSL), the new revolution in education 2.0. catedraunesco.uoc.edu.
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			Mobile technology will be a useful learning tool, especially in Africa, where there is lower access to computers and broadband Internet. What do you think about this technology? I don’t know if I can say that, but I would say that it is the first technology that seems to be offering the promise of being genuinely ubiquitous. If you look at other technologies, there have always been serious divides. Do you know what percentage of the world’s population has a mobile phone? At the beginning of 2009 it was something like 63%. It is extraordinary. 

			Does that percentage hold in Africa? No, and in fact the figures in Africa vary quite a lot. It’s quite difficult to get accurate numbers. But certainly, among students, I think we can say it’s almost 100%. The last time we surveyed South African higher education was in 2007, and it was 98.5% at that time. 

			Mobile phones are the devices that students are using. At the same time, universities are adopting e-learning solutions. But as Jane Klobas said at the European Conference on E-learning, software vendors often have more power than academics when convincing decision-makers at universities to adopt these technologies. What can we do about that? That’s a good question. At the moment, at my university, we are exploring the possibility of a “one laptop per student” project. But we also have to think about why a laptop. Why not a particular high-end cell phone that can do everything a laptop can do, and maybe with a fold-out keyboard or some kind of device for viewing content or something like that? I think that we also have to be imaginative in how we think about these things. 

			“Mobiles are a way of reducing inequality”

			Yes, maybe the laptop or mobile should be free. The problem for some people is paying the fees for using the network. That’s right. That’s a very important question, because one of the criticisms levelled at this kind of technology is that we at the universities are passing the costs on to the students, and we have to be very careful not to do that. At the moment in the universities in South Africa there are very good laboratories on campus, and so there is equivalent and fair access to technology on campus. Off-campus, it’s very uneven, very divided. Our research is showing that people have very different situations at home and even when they have access to a computer, they’re sharing it with four, five, six, seven people. But cell phones offer a way of bridging that.

			What about the contents? Because we, as an open university, have a policy that we try to open all the contents we generate as much as possible, but sometimes we have the feeling that nobody is using our contents, perhaps because they’re not close to the students who need them. What could we do, as Westerners, in order to help people in Africa, with respect to contents? There are two things I want to say. The first thing is that I think one of the important things about open content for people in the Global South – to use that term broadly – it is an opportunity to put our content online. Because if you do an analysis of where the content is coming from, there is a serious inequity in the system. There are people who produce content, but they are not making it known. So the first important thing is to make it known. And then the second thing it to make it known to each other, because what happens in African communities is similar to airline flights. If you want to go to an African country, you have to fly through Europe. If you want to read a colleague, you often have to read them through a European or American publication. So we want to enable conversations with one another through the availability of this kind of content.

			At the seminar we talked about formal and informal learning. Academics tend to be very formal in the way we teach and evaluate, but informal learning happens every day, everywhere and at any time. So how do you think we can bridge both worlds? As long as assessment is in the form that it has traditionally been, it’s going to be very difficult to change practices. Because at the end of the day, there is a mismatch between the innovation and the new ways of learning and the informal learning and the assessment practices. So we are going to have to enable and reward innovative forms of assessment, and to do this we going to have to think about innovating and rewarding new kinds of teaching. Because in many universities, and my own is one of them, if they are research-intensive and want to be on the world stage, then innovating with teaching unfortunately comes second place. 

			Until now, universities have been creating knowledge and accrediting it. Now it seems that the creative process is losing ground and universities are only left with the accreditation part. Do you think that open social learning leave universities with no power at all? You’re asking me about the future of higher education! I think that’s the discussion we’re all having at the moment, and that the jury is out on the future of higher education. But I think that the university is a very entrenched institution; it has been around for centuries and it’s a funny place. It’s a contradiction because on the one hand it’s a source of enormous innovation, and on the other it’s deeply conservative. 

			But we need to evolve because if we don’t we are in danger of being seen as dinosaurs and then becoming extinct. So what should we do to attract learners and maintain this...? Oh, no! That one I can’t answer!

			So let me rephrase it: what about virtual learning environments? We are creating environments and technologies to attract people no matter where they are and whether they want to study in the afternoon or at night. That means that we are breaking space and time barriers. But isn’t it a way of recreating all the same structures in the virtual world? Shouldn’t we be creating something...  Something different? I think we are creating something different because it’s a relationship between the affordances and the existing practices. I think there’s a blended model that’s going to emerge. If you think about distance education, it comes in a very narrow packaged form, and the process of going online is going to throw up a lot of questions. I’ve been reading conversations and research coming from England about the role of learning technologists as change agents for universities and pedagogy. So that process of engaging with technology and going online is throwing up a lot of questions about what it is that we do, and I think that’s going to be an important part of what happens. I can see a kind of blended model, but I hesitate to say what that blended model is going to look like. I think it’s going to surprise us. 

			We’ve seen that we are reproducing the same schemes in virtual learning environments. With the Web 2.0 thing we are giving more control to learners and they have the power to create their own contents, share their own contents, etc. But some of our students need something to engage in this kind of activity. So of course it’s not just about technology, but what is it then? It’s about expertise. And I think that’s one of the discussions that we were having in the seminar today: where is the role of expertise? I don’t think it should go away; I think that precisely one of the dangers is to believe that this kind of flattened, peer-to-peer, self-organising space will create knowledge of its own accord. 
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