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Online education transforms rapidly due to fast societal changes, especially those related to technologi-
cal progress allowing the use of networking and digitalization in education. The Open University of Cata-
lonia (UOC — from the Catalonian— Universitat Oberta de Catalonia), created in 1995, is an innovative
university rooted in Catalonia and open to the whole world. It is the world’s first university with a virtual
campus, which allows its students to study at any time from any location. The UOC educational model is
dynamic and flexible (designed to adapt and evolve constantly) and based on students personalized men-
toring in e-learning. It promotes participation and collective knowledge’ building through an open and
interdisciplinary approach to students’ educational, social, and working experiences. The UOC educational
model incorporates collaborative or group learning, guided by tutors who facilitate the educational process
through methodologies that involve problem-solving, participation in the development of projects, joint
creation of products, discussion, and investigation.
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Briciee ontaiin-o6pa3oBaHue Ha IpUMepe MepBOro

B mupe yuuepcureta — UOC — OTKpbIThIN Y HUBEPCUTET
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OmnuaiiH-o6pazoBatue GbICTPO TPAHC(HOPMUPYETCS M3-32 CKOPOTEUHBIX M3MEHEHUN, TIPOUCXOISIINUX B
ob1ecTBe, 0COGEHHO CBSI3aHHBIX C TEXHOJOTHYECKUM [IPOrPECCOM, TTO3BOJISIIONIMM UCIOJIb30BaTh CETEBOE
B3anMozeiicteue u mudposusanuio obpasosanusa. OTkpeiThiii Yuusepcurer Karamonun (UOC), cozman-
HbIi B 1995 Tom1y, SIBJISIETCSI HHHOBAIIMOHHBIM YHUBEPCUTETOM, OCHOBAHHBIM B KaTasloHNU 1 OTKPBITBHIM 75T
BCETo MUPA. JTO MEPBbIl B MUPE YHUBEPCUTET C BUPTYAJbHBIM KaMITyCOM, YTO TO3BOJISIET €r0 CTY/IeHTaM
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yuuThest B 1060€ BpeMst u3 soboro Mecta. Obpasosaresbrast Mogens UOC, muHamudHast u rubkast (pas-
paboTaHHast /IS TIOCTOSTHHON aJIaliTallui U PA3BUTHUSI), OCHOBAHA HA HACTABHMYECTBE CTYECHTOB U MEPCO-
HAJIU3ALUK 3JIEKTPOHHOrO 00yuerust. OHa crioco6eTByeT IpuobpeTeHio (KOHCTPYKIMU) KOJLIEKTHBHBIX
3HAHUU 32 CYET MEKIUCIIUIIMHAPHOTO U OTKPBITOTO MOAX0/Ia K 00Pa30BaTeIbHOMY, COL[MATIbHOMY ¥ TIPAK-
THUYKCKOMY OIIBITY CTY/IEHTOB, & TaK/Ke K MHAUBUIyaIbHOMY 00yuernio. ObpasoBarenbrast Mojeab UOC
BKJIIOYAeT B cebst COBMECTHOE WJIH FPYIIIIOBOE 00yYeHHe M0/ PYKOBOJCTBOM HACTABHUKOB, KOTOPBIE 00JIer-
YaloT 06pasoBaTEeIbHbII MIPOIECC € TTOMOIIBI0 METOAOIOIUH, BKIIOUAIOIIMX pelieHue mpobaeM, yyacTie B
paspaboTKe TPOEKTOB, COBMECTHOE CO3/IAHUE MTPOYKTOB, OOCYKICHNE U HCCIEOBAHNE.

Kantouesvte cnosa: UOC, nepsblii OHJIAlH-YHUBEPCUTET, BbICIIee 00pa3oBaHUe, UCTOPUKO-KYJIbTYP-
HBIN MoX0/1 BBITOTCKOTO, COBpEMEHHbIE COIaIbHbIe BbI30BbI, [IY P B 06paszoBanum, mudposas TpaHcdop-
Malust B 00pasoBaHm, IIePCOHATM3UPOBAHHOE 0OYYeHHE.

Baaropapuoctu. Asrop Giaronapen opranusatopam kondepenimn «JI.C. Boirorekuii u A.P. Jlypust: KyJabTypHO-HCTO-
pudecKast CUXOJIOTHSI W BOTIPOCHI II(POBM3AINN COIMANBHBIX TPakTuky> (15—17 wosi6pst 2022, HoBocubupck) 3a
OrPOMHYIO PaGoTy TI0 €€ MOATOTOBKE U POBEIEHHIO.
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Introduction

This work is a short review of the first online model
of higher education using the example of the Open Uni-
versity of Catalonia (UOC, Barcelona, Spain). The key
characteristics of this model, together with an analysis of
the basic principles of the cultural-historical approach of
Vygotsky, are provided here.

Basic principles

of the historico-cultural approach

The Vygotsky historico-cultural approach to the de-
velopment of the human psyche considers the formation
of the psyche in its ontogenesis as a phenomenon of cul-
tural origin [1, 2]. The essence of the cultural-historical
concept can be expressed as follows: The behavior of a
modern, civilized person is not only the result of devel-
opment from childhood but also a product of his or her
historical and cultural development. In the process of
historical development, not only the external relations
of people and the relations between man and nature are
changed and developed, but man himself is also changed
and developed [1—3]. Some of these principles, as de-
scribed by Vygotsky, are mentioned below:

 The principles of activity, initiative, and subjectiv-
ity in development

 The state of development is never determined only
by its mature part; it is necessary to take into account
the maturing functions, or the zone of proximal develop-
ment, since today’s zone of proximal development will
become for the child tomorrow’s level of development.

* The social environment is the source of a child’s
development.

¢ The same environmental impact affects children of
different ages differently due to their different age char-
acteristics.

e The influences of the environment themselves
change depending on the psychological characteristics
of the child they are superimposed on.
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 Learning is the driving force behind the develop-
ment of the child, and learning is understood in the con-
text of the concept of the zone of proximal development.

The main conditions for the full development of the
child are communication between the child and the adult
and the normal development (maturation and function-
ing) of the child’s nervous system. Moreover, the func-
tional development of the nervous system, on the one
hand, is a condition for personal, intellectual, and physi-
cal development, and on the other hand, it depends on
their development [1, 4].

These principles were interpreted by Davidov (cited
in Rubtsov [5]): 1) qualitative change in social situation
is a basis for the development of a human being, which is
also reflected in his activity; 2) learning and upbringing are
universal points of a human’s mental development; 3) the
initial person’s form of activity is social (historico-cultural
context); 4) new psychological formations, which emerge in
a human being, are derivative from his or her interiorization
of the initial form of activity; 5) different sign and symbol
systems play a significant role in the process of interioriza-
tion; and 6) the internal unity of intelligence and emotions
is an important part of the human consciousness’ activity.

Though these principles were described by Vygotsky
with reference to children who were more intensively
developed and adapted to the social environments of the
specific historic and cultural moment they belonged to,
all these principles are valid for all persons, including
adults who also continue to learn and change themselves
during their lives.

The UOC as the first world on-line university

The main context of the social historico-cultural ap-
proach is linked to its main principle: dynamic changes
in the environment and culture on the whole. And one of
the examples of such a change is societal digitalization
and the use of informatics and other tools in education,
including e-learning. And one of the practical examples
is the creation of the UOC—Universitat Oberta de Cat-




Jhouxo JI. Boicuwee onnaiin-oopasosanue...

Liutsko L. Online Higher Education...

alonia—a university to learn at a distance that was trans-
formed later into the first online university in the world.

In March 1995, the Catalonian Parliament approved
the establishment of the Open University of Catalonia as
a response to new societal challenges (establishing inno-
vative distance education) that would address the emerg-
ing needs of its citizens. The novelty of this university was
to focus exclusively on virtual education, which would
allow more inclusive access for students with disabilities
or other limitations to access face-to-face studies and also
provide flexibility for those who chose to combine work,
family, particular lifestyles, or personal factors with vir-
tual learning to achieve their educational objectives [6].
The goal of the UOC, designed as a complementary uni-
versity to the existing higher education system, was to
provide the highest quality university education based on
distance learning with the use of new technologies.

* The Open University of Catalonia has a flexible
and open education model designed to maximize the
advantages of current and emerging information society
technologies and adapt to rapidly changing new tech-
nologies. Based on a flexible and open education model
constructed to maximize the advantages of current and
emerging information society technologies, the UOC
was designed to be an efficient alternative to distance
higher education with the following characteristics [6].

* A commitment to be rooted in the cultural, social,
and linguistic reality of Catalonia while remaining open
to the world.

* Knowledge is available for everyone, despite time
and space constraints.

* A special focus on lifelong learning.

» Use of high-quality and innovative teaching and
learning models.

* Intensive application and use of new information
and communication technologies.

* A commitment to research and development in the
emerging information society.

* Service to the student and society.

» Cooperation and coordination with the country’s
university system.

* An ethical commitment to society.

* A new university organizational model” [p. 4].

The values of the Open University of Catalonia are
the following: 1) commitment to their students, gradu-
ates, and society, to service quality, and to innovation as a
mainstay of the organization; 2) respect for people, ideas,
cultures, and the world; 3) transparency in information,
data, and processes; 4) professionalism by empowering
the people who belong to the organization, acknowledg-
ing successes, and learning from mistakes; and 5) sustain-
ability by ensuring the economic, social, and environmen-
tal sustainability of the organization’s activities.

The absence of rigid and less permeable structures
in some departmental structures of the UOC has con-
tributed to the success of the change process [7], as has
interdepartmental connection, which allows the educa-
tional process to be more flexible and have interdisci-
plinary content.

The UOC’s teaching model was not only proven by
time but also by new societal emergencies, such as the
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COVID-19 pandemic, when almost all face-to-face uni-
versities (due to local lockdowns) needed to adapt the
distant model of education, and hundreds of the world’s
leading universities asked to help and share the experi-
ence of the UOC with them. During the first pandemic
year (the 2019—2020 academic year), the UOC had
56500 active students (40500 were undertaking bache-
lor’s degree studies and 16000 were undertaking master’s
degree studies) [8]. Currently, the UOC counts 87,000
students and 104501 graduates from 28 bachelor’s and
52 master’s degree programs (see Fig. 2 for more details
on the educational offer of the UOC).

Digital
transformation of

education |

Over 25 years offering lifelong learning in global classrooms; while
spearheading research and innavation in e-learning.

university that looks to
‘the future

bt i
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arter FE

adapt to remote teaching during the
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ver 3 pENO0 08 TWo MOANS, e Uneversity s Faculty Neic 23 onling
webinass ta help the 1eathing commursty end the schoal year online

Fig. 1. UOC’s digital transformation that helped to guide
teachers in the COVID-19 pandemic Adapted from: Source:
https://www.uoc.edu/portal /en/index.html
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Fig. 2. UOC in numbers Source: https://www.uoc.edu/en/
studies

The main objective of UOC is to provide lifelong
learning opportunities to everyone, regardless of dis-
tance or other circumstances. The UOC is a pioneer in
online learning that accompanies governments, educa-
tion systems, and institutions in their digital transfor-
mation, helping in the development of their own online
model on three levels: teaching, technology, and organi-
zation. Other objectives of the UOC to be achieved that
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are also aligned with the 4th SDG on “quality of educa-
tion” [1]: 1) to facilitate equal access to higher educa-
tion for everyone; 2) to offer education adapted to the
needs of each person; 3) to provide training in global and
digital competencies in classrooms with a diverse and in-
ternational student body; 4) to improve the methods of
teaching teams in virtual environments; and 5) to help
institutions and organizations boost online education.

The UOC teaching model

The educational model of the UOC [9] is unique, in-
novative, and endorsed by governments, education min-
istries, and educational institutions around the world
based on three main axes: completing activities, and con-
tinual guidance and support (Fig. 3).
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Fig. 3. The educational model of UOC Source: https://www.
uoc.edu/portal /en/metodologia-online-qualitat/model-
educatiu/index.html

The students are involved in the educational process
through ordinary actions [8], which is in compliance with
the first Vygotsky’s principle, “to educate through action”.
For the UOC community, the virtual campus is where it
all happens. The campus has virtual classrooms where stu-
dents can find their course instructors, tutors, and fellow
students, as well as their activities, materials, and tools for
learning. “Despite being online, professor-student con-
tact at the UOC is probably more intensive and more di-
rect than in traditional universities,” as sharply noted by
Prof. Martin Carnoy from Stanford University (for this
and other opinions, see Fig. 4). This is another principle
of the social approach and constructivism in the educa-
tion process emphasized by Vygotsky and his followers.
The uniqueness of the UOC lies in a tighter individual
relationship with students since all of them are involved
in communication with their teachers. To communicate
by written means also allows those who are more shy to
speak orally and approach their tutors and classmates via
formal (mails, debates) and semi-formal (forums) ways.
The educational process is based on both individual and
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group (in collaboration with other students from their
classrooms) work activities and projects.

Another feature of the UOC teaching model, even if
we compare it to other remote or distant universities, is
the “non-synchronicity” of the classes. During the pre-
fixed educational plan, with an assigned period to com-
plete the classes and related tasks, students have the
flexibility to do it on a schedule that is more appropri-
ate to their circumstances. It is especially important for
those who combine their studies with work (especially
with different turns) and family duties (children, taking
care of elder family members), or during illness, etc. Stu-
dents study at their own pace, in an individual rhythm
that provides more flexibility and enhances the learning
process in the most efficient way.

Students develop three core competencies dur-
ing their studies at the Open University of Catalonia:
1) high-level digital skills; 2) strength when it comes to
organization and planning; and 3) know-how for online
collaborative work.

The educational process is accompanied by three
types of teaching staff: 1) a coordinating professor who
designs the course, guarantees its quality, and coordi-
nates the course instructors; 2) a course instructor who
guides and assesses students learning as they progress
in their courses; and 3) a tutor who advises students on
choosing a personalized academic pathway during their
time at the UOC.

UO(

Virtual Campus

About us: 3 proneering onfine Research and innovation
unive

ersity

Open knowledge Globalimpact Course offering

#2030Agenda

For the UOC community, the Virtual Campus is where it all happens. “Despite being online, professor-student contact at
the UOC is probably more intensive and more direct
than in traditional universities.”

Martin Carnoy, Professor at Stanford University

The Campus has virtual classrooms where students can find their course
instructors, tutor and fellow students, as well as their activities, materials
and tools for learning.

“These lectures that we do in person, they have to go
online. You can actually apply all the cognitive tricks
online, and online does it better than the lecture. This
is where the UOC comes in. You were designed from
the beginning to go this route. You were visionary.”

r Sanjay

Teaching takes place in online
classrooms and involves
competency-based assessment

‘of Mechanical Engineerir Vice President for Open
Learning at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT)
“The UOC has created a superb academic and research
environment. The eLearning Innovation Center, in
combination with the IN3, is perhaps the only one of
its kind in the world.”

or

c

of Educational

Wisconsin-Extension

Fig. 4. The worldwide professors’ opinions from the lead
universities Source: https://www.uoc.edu/portal /en/
metodologia-online-qualitat/model-educatiu/index.html

The educational materials are available in a variety of
formats (docs, pdfs, videos, audio, and specific programs
like SPSS, Atlas for quantitative and qualitative data
analyses, etc.) so that students can make the most of the
time they spend learning. A virtual library provides ac-
cess to a wide range of scientific articles, books, and other
resources and useful links to support the learning of the
students and make the educational process more profes-
sional [10]. All these resources as well as course designs
are adapted to e-learning and also to societal changes
and students’ needs, especially in computer sciences, sta-
tistics, and other areas related to new technologies [11].

The UOC’s learning experience is based on faculty-li-
brarian collaboration, seen as the best option for promot-
ing student engagement and with benefits in pedagogy
innovation, resource management, open educational re-
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sources applied in virtual classrooms, promoting infor-
mation literacy, and training in 2.0 tools used in teach-
ing [12]. With this new approach, applied in the UOC
educational system, teachers change their role from in-
structors (who mainly give information) to facilitators
(who accompany and guide) of the learning process and
extend their reach to students.

The example of the virtual classroom is shown in
Fig. 5 (with more details of the heading information in
Fig. A1). It contains the title and code of the course, fol-
lowed by the docent plan, on which both students and
tutor can move from the current position back or ahead,
if needed, to check the activities and the contents of the
correspondent resources. The vertical horizontal line
shows the current activity in the process, and below are
shown the period of performing it, the dates of deliver-
ing the activity report, and the tutor’s feedback on it. On
the right side, there is also a register of the main activi-
ties with continuous assessment, based on which the stu-
dents obtain their final semester’ grades.

Communication in the virtual classroom goes
through three main channels: 1) the news table; 2) de-
bate; and 3) the forum (Fig. A2). The most important in-
formation is published by a tutor on the news table, such
as information about new activities, for example, or rules
on ethics and plagiarism. The debate area is devoted to
discussions and also to publishing the students’ practi-
cal works or assignments. They are visible to all class-
mates, as well as the tutor’s feedback, which may help in
the education—not only comments on one’s own reports
and questions but also those of others. In the less for-
mal channel, the forum, students may discuss and reply,
helping each other with work and resolving their doubts.
The tutor participates as a moderator, clarifying some is-
sues or doubts. This model of studying encourages stu-
dents to help each other and to learn together.

The Open University of Catalonia sought to be an
academic environment adapted to the challenges of
modern society. It is recognized as one of the first uni-
versities in the world to have 25 years of experience. The
COVID-19 pandemic pushed for more online education
during the strict lockdowns in many countries, and the
UOC experience was shared worldwide.

Conclusions and future directions

The UOC’s educational model has proven its func-
tionality and effectiveness over time. Due to the expo-
nential increase in students and programs, the model
shows the popularity and constant societal demand for
such types of education, which serve as a good comple-
ment to the traditional ones. By doing this, it opens
doors to those who cannot arrive in physical rooms (due
to distance, time restrictions, or other physical or eco-
nomical limitations) and allows for increased inclusive-
ness in obtaining a higher degree of education with the
use of internet tools.

To show the future direction, I'd like to refer to Prof.
Michael Murphy’s (president of the Association of Eu-
ropean Universities) words at his inaugural lecture enti-
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tled “Universities without walls. Adaptation to Change
in Europe” at the UOC academic year 2022—2023 (Oc-
tober 27, 2022): “European universities must work to-
gether because universities are the engines of much in-
novation and many social changes.”
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