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			MÓN UOC

			AT THE STUDENT’S SERVICE

			BY ARNAU CILLERO

			The academic year 1995-1996 was very special. Two hundred and six highly motivated students, along with faculty and administrative staff willing to do whatever was necessary to help them, laid the foundations of what the UOC is today. The bonds forged back then between students and workers were strong and unique. They were all aware that they were participating in a huge adventure that was just getting underway.

			Some of the first gatherings and dinners held back then show this. For example, Magí Almirall, Director of the Office of Learning Technologies, recalls a summer dinner held in July 1995. The then-President, Gabriel Ferraté, said in his speech: “This is the best university in the world: 50 workers and no students. Too bad it won’t stay that way for long”.

			In the same vein, David Font from the Research Support Office recounts that “at first, the admission letters for new students were signed by President Ferraté personally. One day, as he signed one he said, ‘This village doesn’t exist’. I was perplexed! ‘It’s my village,’ I told him. On that day, Juneda went down in UOC history.”

			“I remember the in-person enrolment process when future students met with their counsellor and “got to know each other” for half an hour and agreed to which programme the student would take. Afterwards, we formalised their enrolment. Imagine that... Now it would be impossible. When you tell this to colleagues who weren’t here then, they are surprised,” says Fanny Galve, head of the regional centres in Reus and Lleida. She adds, “Now with the regional network, we have more opportunities and resources to deal with students.”

			Mònica de Llorens, the current head of the regional centres in Manresa, Salt and Vic, summarises this period by saying, “it was a very funny, exciting time. We were like one big family: we all knew each other, both workers and students.”

			“At first we were like one big family: we all knew each other, both workers and students”

			Since then, the UOC has evolved a great deal, shifting from being a project to a large university. Today, more than 3,600 people work directly or indirectly to ensure that the more than 56,000 students earning a degree there can fulfil the goals they have set for themselves. Of them, more than 800 people are on the university’s in-house team. Some have been there from the start, while others are new, but what they share is enthusiasm and the desire to do everything within their means to provide good service.

			President Imma Tubella stresses the difficulties implied in the University’s growth: “We are growing in number, but this also means that we are growing in complexity.” To deal with this, Tubella says that “we need a streamlined, secure university, and if we have to review our processes to improve student care, we will do so because we are a service-oriented university and the students are our raison d’être.”

			The UOC’s educational model has been the hallmark of the university ever since it was founded. Within this model, one of the UOC’s distinctive features is how students are helped along the entire process, in both their academic and their administrative paperwork. This is where the services provided by the non-teaching staff come to the fore.

			Besides the in-person services they are provided at the regional centres and the coaching from their counsellors, the services that students use the most are delivered virtually, and they access them via the specific Student Services on the Virtual Campus, where students can send in inquiries, report incidents or submit grievances.

			Internally, the systems for managing inquiries and grievances are quite different. The inquiries tend to be dealt with on a decentralised basis, and many people and departments – both in the UOC and outside it – take part in the process, while all the grievances that students lodge are answered directly by the operating group in Student Care.

			It is worth mentioning that students are also offered the IT helpline, which is crucial should they forget or lose their passwords to the Campus.

			Apart from these channels, the UOC also offers students other mechanisms for communication and inquiries, such as the counsellor classroom (where the counsellors perform much of their informative and student care activities) and the network of regional centres, UOC points and offices spread all around Catalonia, different regions in Spain and strategic points abroad.

			Toni Romero, Director of Regional Services, describes the services offered: “The centres provide personalised care, student resources and a place where students can meet with their classmates. In addition, we also strive to enhance the visibility of the UOC and awareness of the university in the region and deploy an activities plan with the goal of fostering and improving the partnership between the UOC and civil society in the parts of the country near our centres.”

			In turn, Imma Corregidor, Director of the Counsellor Support Service, stresses the role played by the counsellors. “When you study at an online university, the figure of the counsellor is an essential part of your education. Issues like being familiar with the virtual campus, choosing classes, the weekly study load, organising and planning study time and the degree of motivation are vitally important factors that can determine a student’s success or failure in the programme. The counsellor’s job is to provide students with personalised guidance.”

			“If at the end of the entire process students do not feel that they were served well, our efforts are futile”

			Nevertheless, there are times when despite the efforts, the channels of student care surpass their capacity, such as during enrolment periods or at the beginning of term. For example, during the first 15 days of March 2010, the UOC handled more than 10,000 inquiries. Extraordinary measures had to be put into place to deal with all of them, such as extended hours at the initial level of care. This enabled inquiries to be dealt with in the evenings and over the weekends.

			To get an idea of the volumes, the different care services responded to 170,000 inquiries in 2009, 29% more than the previous year. “This pace of incoming inquiries highly concentrated during certain periods of the year makes it difficult to plan and is one of the most important challenges facing the management of student care,” said Antoni Oriol Manzanares, Director of the Student Care operating group.

			Precisely in an effort to improve this and other services, in 2010 the UOC launched its three-year Services Steering Plan. Esther Gonzalvo, Director of Student Services, explains that the diagnosis was made by students themselves through a focus group and interviews. “Based on their perceptions, we have prioritised the services that need improvement in which the heads of the services will design the necessary actions,” she states.

			Pere Fabra, the Vice-President for Academic Planning and Faculty, stresses the service-oriented attitude that must be fostered internally in order to offer it externally: “If at the end of the entire process students do not feel that they were served well, our efforts are futile.”

			Specifically in the case of student care, efforts are underway to improve the quality of the response to academic inquiries, computer incidents, in-person and telephone care and library services. Other processes like assessment of prior studies and the enrolment service will also implement improvements this year. 
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			INTERVIEW/ Francesc Serés

			“Knowledge is public and should be debated and transformed”

			BY TERESA FÉRRIZ
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			We agreed to meet in front of Santa Maria del Mar, near Cap del Món Street, where one of the characters in La força de la gravetat [The Force of Gravity] – which won him the 2007 National Literature Prize – begins his journey into the history of Barcelona. However, we run into each other a few metres before that: Francesc Serés stands rapt before the display window of a hardware shop. “I really like all these tools,” he tells me as he looks at the drills, bits and augers, and it seems like that boy from the border area between Aragon and Catalonia is the one talking, the boy who, just like everyone from the plain of Lleida, awaited the annual return of the Sant Miquel Fair with bated breath

			Francesc Serés was born in Zaidín 37 years ago, but for the past five years he has lived in Sallent, a village of 18 inhabitants near Olot, in Catalonia. He comes to Barcelona often, but he only stays as long as he has to, and that – he seems to say with total honesty – gives him all the freedom in the world to write and escape servitude.

			Serés (or perhaps it is the writer doing it) looks at and listens to you carefully when you speak. It is easy to see his interest in people, an interest shared by all good weavers of tales: they seek the human being behind the apparently insignificant anecdote, and they pay attention to a host of details that would bore or simply slip by others. Any story, he seems to be telling you with his eyes, can become yet another piece in the vast web of human relations that he seeks in books, both his own and those written by others.

			We talk about the evolution in his oeuvre, the changes that have taken place in the world of publishing since the spread of the Internet (“So quickly you hardly realise how many changes there are,” he comments) and the UOC’s programmes aimed at spreading literature. He has been associated with us for years: his webpage was one of the first to be published on the multilingual portal of Catalan authors back in 2004, he won the 2005 LletrA Prize for the best website, and more recently he served on the jury for the 2010 prizes as both a writer and a design connoisseur (he has a solid university education in Fine Arts and Anthropology).

			He published his first work, Els ventres de la terra [The Belly of the Earth] in 2000. In December of the same year, the first websites of Catalan literary authors and works were made freely available online at the UOC. His first text written just for the web came out three years ago: “It was a tale commissioned by the Catalan government’s network of libraries to celebrate Saint George’s Day; it was illustrated by Leo Beard”. “El pacte” [The Pact] can still be read on the website of the Catalan Department of Culture under a Creative Commons license.

			He is concerned about the issue of copyright on the Internet, especially since the publishers suggested that he digitalise his works. “The problem is that I don’t know whether it’s going slower than they thought at first or whether the crisis has ground everything to a bit of a halt... Or whether it really is a comfortable enough format: I still haven’t gotten fully used to reading e-books”. However, defending the value of intellectual property does not stop him from acknowledging the need to publish works freely on the Internet. “You have to make what you do available to people who are interested in it because knowledge is public and it should be debated and transformed.”

			Despite the uncertainties, Serés now knows many more readers than before, and the relations are far more immediate than he could have imagined ten years ago. “Now everything is much quicker and more accessible: any reader can send you an email telling you what they thought of your book. The more possibilities the web opens up, the more returns you get. Whenever a reader writes to me, I answer them, obviously I do; it’s only right. Another thing is the quality of the return and the ability to make it yours and for it to help you move on to new projects.” Serés is always willing to participate in online colloquia with his readers or to write on the blogs that comment on his works, such as El Llibreter [The Bookseller]. 

			The author is also used to using the Internet for research. If he were to rewrite Contes russos [Russian Tales] today, he would surely find more information online, but not having that option did not stop him. “The goal is to build worlds and fill the invisible areas of others’ lives with your imagination and creativity, don’t you think?” These 20 tales, an apocryphal anthology of stories by five contemporary Russian writers that won the 2009 Ciutat de Barcelona Prize, is a mature work by that boy from Zaidín who one day, fascinated by a strange list of acronyms in his school atlas, wrote to the Soviet embassy in Madrid to request information on the USSR and received a heap of brochures filled with Communist propaganda. “With the web, you’ve got all sorts of possibilities that weren’t there in the past, but by themselves they’re nothing more than information that you then have to craft. In terms of literary creation, the Internet is like the library of Babel: it offers you many, many opportunities to do new things.”

			Francesc Serés bids farewell with generous words about the different websites and teaching resources of the LletrA project, which he uses regularly. “They are important and pretty much indispensable” for a language and culture like Catalan, which has to make the most of the dissemination opportunities that the Internet affords. He approvingly mentions how year after year LletrA embarks on new projects that are capable of merging the interests, initiatives and proposals of the agents in the literary system, and he cites as examples TopobioGrafies, Música de poetes and the monthly publication Argus.

			He has almost blended into the crowds milling about in the La Ribera neighbourhood when he turns back and says: “The best is yet to come!” I smile; he is right. We at the UOC and in the LletrA project believe that, too. We have never had as many channels available to share our good writers and fine literature, nor as many resources and tools for teaching, or even better yet, for promoting reading. Our digital community of readers is very solid, both qualitatively and quantitatively (after a thorough conceptual overhaul of the project, there are more than 2,000 visits per day, including university and pre-university students, professors, researchers and readers from all over the world). Ten years is a lifetime on the Internet, and it is worth celebrating. Still, there is no doubt that the best LletrA project is yet to come. 

			+INFO

			Francesc Serés a LletrA lletra.uoc.edu/ca/autor/francesc-seres

			LletrA lletra.uoc.edu

			Argus argus.uoc.edu

			Música de poetes www.musicadepoetes.cat

			TopobioGrafies de l’exili català www.topobiografies.cat

			“El pacte”, de Francesc Serés contesantjordi08.cultura.gencat.cat/catala.html

			El Llibreter llibreter.blogspot.com
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			ALUMNI/

			Alumni around the world. Beijing, David Bach

			BY ALBERT ROCA ENRICH

			“The UOC gives me the mobility I need”

			Which came first, the UOC or China? The UOC: before starting a Master’s in East Asian economics and business in 2008 and going to China, I graduated in Business Sciences. 

			And what took you so far? I’ve always been incredibly interested in Asia, its history, traditions and religion. As China is a prime example of this, I just had to get to know this fascinating culture on the ground, doing a job I enjoy.

			What do you do there? I’m a lecturer in Management and Marketing Communication, Business Administration studies and Advertising and Marketing at the China Agricultural University, which is done in collaboration with the University of Bedfordshire in the UK.

			What do you get out of the UOC? It gives me the mobility I need and adapts to my tempo and personal needs, such as family and work.

			Has it helped you studying in China? Very much so, both at work and in the day to day. It has given me guidelines which have enabled me to overcome the initial culture shock and understand the Chinese better. Their way of doing things, the rhythm and logic are difficult to understand when seen through Western eyes.

			Is it changing as much as they say? It is true that it is immersed in a process of westernization and economic growth which is going at an incredible pace. A consumer society is developing: commercial centres, shops, restaurants are springing up everywhere. Nevertheless traditional values such as respect for elders or family life are still very deeply embedded. It’s strange how modernity and tradition co-exist; we shall see where it leads...

			What about your everyday life? My rhythm of life is more relaxed. Although I do a lot of things my quality of life is better and I get more out of my time than in Barcelona.

			And you’ve launched a Gastronomic website... With a friend of mine, Jordi Vallès (Best Beijing Chef 2009) we’ve set up www.dchef.es to promote Catalan and Spanish cuisine and produce in China. We have one of the best cuisines in the world and we should know how to promote it.

			And talking of websites, do you use the UOC Alumni site? Yes, especially to get in touch with students and ex-students who I’ve had contact with. Also I think that apart from friendships it allows you to forge professional links among members.

			There are other Alumni in China. Do you know each other? As soon as I found out I looked for them and have sent a message to the couple I found, to share our experiences. 
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			COMUNITY/ JOSEP COLL

			“We run the risk of dying of success”

			Josep Coll is the Ombudsman at the UOC, which means he is the person who safeguards the rights and obligations of all members of the University, be they students, teachers or administrative staff. Since he has held the position – September 1, 2008 – he has dealt with nearly 1,000 complaints, most of them related to academic management and the attention paid to students. The working life of this PhD in industrial engineering has always been linked to academic management in the university world, in fact he was Vice-President of Academic Policy in the UOC from 1997 to 2003.

			Do you see yourself as the UOC’s referee? The Ombudsman’s role does involve some refereeing between the people in the community who believe they’ve got a grievance or who have had some right overlooked. I try to keep a certain distance and try to see things from the outside. I’m a mediator when it comes to a clash. Another interesting side to my work is to spot what problems the organisation could have and help to resolve them.

			Like what for example? There are two structural issues which the UOC should resolve: the secretariat needs to be reorganised because it has a problem which is not anybody’s fault, but rather is the result of the organisation’s success. The institution has grown considerably and the secretariat was designed for a different volume of needs. There’s a danger of dying from too much success. The same thing is happening with the service of personal attention. The changes made have not been enough, we’ve made it grow more and there’s a danger of it collapsing.

			Could it be solved with more personnel? No, it’s a matter of working and organising ourselves in a different way. The UOC makes a continuous effort to innovate, but I can detect some inertia which the students see as negative but which at times we, from within, do not see like this.

			How many complaints do you handle? The first year we had a complaint a day, some 360, and the second year about 600.

			“People are unaware of how complex an organisation like the UOC is”

			When they get as far as the Ombudsman, does it mean they’ve tried all other avenues? Not at all. We accept about 40-50% of them. The rest are sent back because they haven’t fully exhausted other, prior channels available or for other reasons, like if it’s about advice – the Ombudsman does not attend to queries –, when they regard us as a students’ union (which we’re not!), or when they are not from members of the university community.

			Who complains the most? Students, lecturers, administrators? We virtually only receive complaints from students.

			Are they satisfied with the solution? Sometimes yes, sometimes no. Occasionally the students say they are not listened to and I have to tell them: you have been heard, but you were not considered to be right. What we always have to do though is give sound answers.

			What does the Ombudsman complain about? People are not fully aware of how complex an organisation like the UOC is. We have 56,000 students and although we have a lot of resources, some mistakes will always be made and there may be delays in solving them. And people have little patience sometimes and little ability to understand
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			The presidents of the Catalan public universities have said:

			The President of public universities say:

			UAB (Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona): “Des de la UAB, felicitem la UOC per aquests 15 anys plens d’existència durant els quals ha contribuït decisivament al desenvolupament a Catalunya dels estudis universitaris en línia”. Ana Ripoll, rectora de la UAB www.uab.es

			UB (Universitat de Barcelona): “Felicitats per 15 anys de nou concepte d’universitat a distància, enmig de canvis tecnològics, monetaris, legislatius i de mil·lenni”. Dídac Ramírez, rector de la UB www.ub.es

			UdG (Universitat de Girona): “La tasca acadèmica i social de la UOC al llarg de 15 anys ens parla d’un projecte consolidat i ferm. La meva felicitació sincera s’uneix al desig d’uns nous reptes assolits en el futur”. Anna M. Geli, rectora de la UdG www.udg.edu

			UdL (Universitat de Lleida): “La meva més cordial enhorabona per 15 anys oferint educació superior de qualitat, per ser pioners de l’ensenyament en línia i pel prestigi assolit”. Joan Viñas, rector de la UdL www.udl.es

			UPC (Universitat Politècnica de Catalunya-Barcelona Tech): “En 15 anys, la UOC ens ha evidenciat que és possible un nou model d’universitat ‘a distància’ que, tanmateix, no podria ser més proper”. Antoni Giró, rector de la UPC www.upc.edu

			URV (Universitat Rovira i Virgili): “15 anys en què la nostra Universitat Oberta ha definit un nou camí en la relació universitat–ciutadà i d’impuls del coneixement i s’ha consolidat com a referent mundial. Felicitats”. Francesc Xavier Grau Vidal, rector de la URV www.urv.cat

			UPF (Universitat Pompeu Fabra) : “La UOC fa 15 anys que és la finestra digital del sistema universitari català”. Josep Joan Moreso, rector de la UPF www.upf.edu
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