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FROM NEWSPAPER BOY
TO E-LEARNING GURU




n order to finance his philosophy studies,
Downes worked in various jobs, including

security guard, waiter at a race track, hot dog
vendor, building cleaner and newspaper carrier.
‘It was a long time before | had the means to go
to university, he says. ‘Once there, | didn’t have
much money either, but | gradually discovered the
most important thing that an education can give
you: the ability to take your own decisions and
make your own choices about the direction you
want to go in life. It is my belief that everyone
should have that opportunity. That is the driving
force behind the work that | do.

‘If you look at the cost of a
traditional education, then for many
people the choice is between the

Internet or nothing at all’

Internet allows us to lower the threshold to
education. | am well aware of the criticism that
people don’t always have access to education or
are not always in a position to benefit from it. But
if you look at the costs of a traditional education,
then for many people it is the choice between the
Internet or nothing at all. In that case, the web is
far preferable than nothing at all. This makes the
Internet an important means of enabling people
all over the world to learn’

PUNCH CARDS

The seed for Downes’ present work was sown
when he attended a programming course at the
end of 1979. ‘In those days we still used punch
cards and tapes,” he laughs. ‘Oh no, the tapes
came later. Anyway, thanks to that computer
course, in 1989 | found work as a computer
operator with Texas Instruments in Calgary.

| learned a lot there. Although | am a philosopher,
| have always continued programming in between
my other work.

| have written a couple of applications for
content syndication (a method of distributing
online information for use or display to multiple
locations at once. The best known example is
RSS-feed, ed.). At the moment | am working

on a major project with e-learning company

Desire2Learn.” Desire2Learn is a Canadian
company which develops e-learning software

with which Downes’ employer, the Institute

for Information Technology (IIT) of the National
Research Council Canada, has a collaborative
agreement. In the framework of the agreement,
Desire2lLearn has opened a branch in his home
town and place of work, Moncton, New Brunswick.
Downes advises in the development by SynergiC3,
a development environment for e-learning.

PHILOSOPHERS

It doesn’t take him long to consider his reply

to the question whether his background as a
philosopher helps him in his present work.
‘Absolutely. There are several philosophers
working on the further development of the
Internet, like David Weinberger (co-author of the
bestseller ‘The Cluetrain Manifesto: The end of
business as usual’, ed.). The skills which are you
expected to acquire as a philosopher are very
relevant to working on the Internet. In my own
studies, | specialised in epistemology (the theory
of knowledge, ed.) and was involved in ontologies
(richer description of a domain than key words
and thesauri, ed.). That kind of thing now appears
in the Semantic Web (the planned successor to
the current World Wide Web). As a philosopher,

| am able to critically assess these kinds of new
developments.’

SIGNALS

According to Downes, the great potential of the
Internet lies in removing obstacles for exchanging
information and knowledge. ‘| often compare it
with the working of the human brain,’ he explains.
‘When the brain is thinking, signals are transmitted
from one neuron to another. If these signals are
blocked, then the thinking capacity is reduced.
The same happens in a society. If you block the
flow of knowledge, information, concepts and
ideas from one person to another, you impair

the thinking of society. Traditionally, these
blockades have always existed, because people
or institutions claimed ownership of knowledge
for themselves.’

‘What we now see is that new technology is
opening a new world. | am delighted to be able
to contribute to this. And later to be able to sit
back and see the Internet as the greatest inven-
tion in the history of mankind. There is nothing
which comes close to the Internet. | would love
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to be able to say one day: “I helped build that.”
Even if | had to add “I was one of the millions
who helped build it.” In two thousand years’ time,
they will look back and say: “That was when the
Internet was built.” And | was there. Now that’s
something.’

HIDDEN AGENDA

At the end of his impassioned and occasionally
biting lecture on the first day of the SURF
Education Days 2007, we confront him with the
title of one of the other lectures, ‘Does web 2.0
fit the world or higher education?’ ‘I think that
you ought to reverse the question,” Downes
replies. ‘And then my answer is “That won’t be
easy and it won’t really work for a long time.

| have my doubts whether you can develop
personal learning within an institutional context.
On the other hand, | do know that personal
learning will develop spectacularly outside of that
context. Some institutions will respond well and
function more as a resource and support centre;
others will not be able to respond as well. Most of
the things you see now are what | call “old school
instruction”, old wine in new barrels. One of the
problems | see is that many schools and institu-
tions are blocking the use of social software and
are offering “generated content” websites. This
blocking is partly to protect pupils and students,
but it does drive e-learning into the arms of
commercial providers. In that sense, the blocking

become increasingly commercial as time passes.
Even the open source software initiatives are
now signing content agreements with publishers.
That is a clear signal of large-scale future
commercialisation of academic content. Another
development is that universities are having
increasing difficulty attracting students in an
aging society. In response, they will have to
present themselves better as a brand. People will
soon be asking themselves “Which university will
provide me with the best contacts?” and “Which
university is best if | want to get into politics?”,
but also “Which university has the best accom-
modation, the best services?” In that scenario,
universities will become a kind of exclusive club,
which the likes of you and | will be unable to join.
And about which the tax payer will say “l won’t
pay for that.” What | see happening in education
is social polarisation. How that will develop
depends on many factors, but | am certain that
it will happen.” £ @

Joost Mulder
FOR FURTHER INFORMATION:
8 WWW.DOWNES.CA

a WWW.SURFFOUNDATION.NL/OWD2007

‘I have my doubts about

whether you can develop

personal learning within an

institutional context.’

agenda supports the agenda of business and
industry. Their aim to control will ultimately be
proven fruitless, because people will find their
own way to technology with which they can
learn things by themselves, outside traditional
education.

SOCIAL POLARISATION

‘E-learning will develop along two separate paths,’
Downes continues his n=1 lecture. ‘On the one
hand, the path of individual, informal learning; on
the other hand the path of the formal institutional
structures. You will see that the latter path will
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BEING OPEN

MANAGING DIRECTOR n Western Europe, an almost much because the costs come back
SURFFOUNDATION religious debate is currently taking into the chain in different places.

place. This time it is not about different
interpretations of old texts. The subject

of discussion is almost unbelievable. I'm not against it, but we
It is about ICT!
have to remain realistic.
A movement has emerged which is
strongly advocating the advantages
of ‘Being Open’. This is understandable A quick word for the supporters of

when we talk about Open Access, ‘Being Open’: don’t get on your high
which stands for open access to horse just yet. I’'m not against it, but
publicly financed research. This we have to remain realistic.
proposition, the Berlin Declaration,

has been signed by all Dutch So what is the reality? The reality

universities. The Declaration expressly is that today’s standards for text
says nothing about how it should processing, for example, are the
be organised. standards of the majority of the users
- including you! That’s right, the DOC
The ‘Open is Good’ movement and the PDF Format. Announcing a

goes further in promoting decree that everything will have to
‘Open Standards’. This too appear in a ‘really open standard’ - for
finds a great deal of support. example ODF - like the Belgians now
Imagine that there is just one do, creates irritation and additional
standardised protocol on work. Rather silly, in my opinion.
which all ICT applications
communicate with each other. By this | don’t mean that the suppliers
Fantastic! Interoperability! We all of the defacto standards and the
want that. However there is one - for traditional publishers can sit back and
now rather insurmountable - problem: relax. | feel that the movement which
everyone assumes that this universal has been started by the supporters of
protocol corresponds with the one ‘Being Open’ is good and irreversible.
they use themselves. This makes it Together, supporters and interest
almost impossible to banish the groups will have to break through the
interpreter’s circus in Europe, despite present status quo and determine the
the visionary aspirations of strategy for the future. A strategic plan
our Minister. in which | hope both parties seriously

believe and will therefore invest in.
The blessed image of ‘Being Open’ also Incidentally, | offer myself here as an
extends to ‘Open Source’. Open Source honorary mediator. & @
has all the advantages of Being Open,
that’s true. It might also be much
cheaper, but that is expressly not the
case. The Open Source approach is
this: producing software very simply,
in a different, very open way. However,
at the end of the day it costs just as

Qb Ll
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SPOTLIGHT)
BREAKTHROUGH IN THE FIELD OF ONLINE PATIENT CONSULTATIONS

" O -
JAN STROEKEN, ICT PROJECT MANAGER UME& ST RADBOUD . ? % ‘
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ABOUT.GERIATRIC PATIENTS 7

Older people with complex diseases need geriatric care. With its
multidisciplinary team of specialists, University Medical Centre (UMC)
St Radboud supplies this geriatric care to patients in the Nijmegen
region. Jan Stroeken says that the communication between the medical
specialists (geriatricians) and the relevant general practitioners is very
important.

hereas in the past the general practitioner The geriatric department was interested in this

had to go to the hospital to consult the idea. In 2006 we started this project to test the
specialists, now remote consultation is possible. possibilities of SURFgroepen, the online network-
Through SURFgroepen, a unigue collaboration ing environment of SURFnet. Together with the
platform for these carers has been created. video conferencing room in Adobe Connect, the

team site in SharePoint 2007 of Microsoft offers

The top floor of a former nurses’ apartment additional opportunities for working together
next to the main building of UMC St Radboud with a number of parties, which is very interesting
in Nijmegen is Jan Stroeken’s territory. As ICT for us in geriatrics.’
project manager at UMC St Radboud, he is closely
involved in the SURFgroepen project. “We used After the launch of the project, four general
video conferencing fairly frequently. The advan- practitioners were found who were willing to
tages of this were evident, but our organisation take part in the pilot. Through the Electronic
was quite expensive. After presenting our working  Patient Dossier, a lot of data - including photos
method to SURFnet, we asked if it was possible and laboratory data - were available digitally
to video conference with general practitioners. from every workplace in the hospital. Through
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SURFgroepen, general practitioners and special-
ists can log in from their own workplace, consult
online and access the data digitally. Via the secure
online meeting room, they can discuss the
diagnostic findings. ‘A very important feature here
is security, says Stroeken. ‘Secure access to the
environment had already been arranged and the
encrypting of this sensitive information exchange
was already guaranteed with Adobe Connect.’
With a view to the use of SURFgroepen for
patient-sensitive data, SURFnet provided extra
security for the video conferencing room. For this,
the SSL protocol for encryption of the data was
installed.

So far, the general practitioners have responded
very positively. Stroeken: ‘The great advantage is
that it requires virtually no investment. Anyone
can take part, so the threshold is very low. All the
general practitioners need is a computer with a
fast internet connection and a webcam. At an
arranged time, the general practitioner contacts
the specialists in the hospital. In the geriatric
diagnostic day centre, a room has been desig-
nated for use by a multidisciplinary team of
specialists. Every year, hundreds of patients visit
the diagnostic day clinics. Once a patient has
been examined by different departments in the
hospital, fast feedback and consultation can take
place between the specialists and the general
practitioner about the treatment plan.’

CASE STUDY WITHIN THE HEALTH CARE SECTOR

The start of the collaboration between geriatrics
and the general practitioners reflects the policy of
SURFnet to respond to the special demands and
requirements within the health care sector. ‘The
use of SURFgroepen within the UMC St Radboud
provides a case study within the health care
sector. This applies to the other UMCs as well as
the STZ (Stichting Topklinische Zorg) hospitals
(bigger hospitals with training places),’ Stroeken

SURFgroepen

continues. ‘They want to work together more and
this method makes it very easy. There are also
possibilities for using SURFgroepen within the
Parelsnoer project which links the databases of
eight Academic Medical Centres.’

SURFgroepen in the care sector: just do it!

JUST DO IT!

‘The great advantage, besides the low cost, is
that no separate network is required for the
collaboration. A secure Internet connection is

all that’s required. Now it is up to the general
practitioners to communicate their experiences
within the association of general practitioners,’
says Stroeken. ‘A presentation is planned shortly
at a meeting of all kinds of regional care
organisations. Furthermore, it can also be used
in other departments besides geriatrics.” The
UMC St Radboud is a top knowledge centre for
academic medicine and health care. Over 8,500
people work together within the three main
branches of patient care, education/training and
research. There is also a collaborative agreement
with the other university centres. In total 60,000
employees work at the eight UMCs. Stroeken:
‘This is a tremendous opportunity to promote
the possibilities of the collaborative platform of
SURFgroepen in the joint treatment of patients
with the slogan: just do it!”

Paulien Rinsema

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION:
a WWW.SURFGROEPEN.NL

8 WwWw.UMCN.NL

SURFgroepen is a complete online collaborative platform with
online document storage, chat (Instant Messaging) and video
conferencing. In a Teamsite, colleagues from a department,
members of a project group or lecturers and students work
together. They save documents online, share task lists and update
images and common agendas. For the rest they can consult via
chat and naturally video conferencing. Besides the Teamsite, each
user has access to a MySite. This is where personal documents are
managed. Researchers, lecturers, staff and students from all
educational institutions can use all the facilities in SURFgroepen
free of charge.

Working together via SURFgroepen

2
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ACROSS THE BORDER

KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE STIMULATES SCIENTIFIC PUBLISHERS TO NEW BUSINESS MODEL

SCIENTIFIC KNOWLEDGE FOR
A FRIENDLY PRICE

Tariffs of digital publications are rising and constitute
a heavy burden for institutions which have produced
all that knowledge themselves. Instead of awaiting the
usual tariff increases for digital publications, the
Knowledge Exchange Partners (DEFF, DFG, JISC and
SURF) reversed the roles. They successfully issued a
tender for publishers of scientific publications. On

19 November 2007, the Knowledge Exchange Partners
and five selected publishers agreed to work together
on the ‘route to market’ for the renewed licences.

he Knowledge Exchange was launched two
T years ago and the first results are impressive!
One of the spearheads of the international
collaborative venture is the promotion of Open
Access over the national borders. For example,
Knowledge Exchange took the initiative for the
‘Bonn Agreement’ in 2006. There, the partners
from Germany, UK, Denmark and the Netherlands
signed a declaration of intent to work together
in developing new licence forms which would
promote the (digital) exchange of scientific
knowledge. In January of this year, Knowledge
Exchange launched an electronic petition to the
EU for a research and education friendly Open
Access approach. This has now been signed by
over 25,000 European scientists and knowledge
organisations (www.ec-petition.eu). A strong
signal towards European policy makers.

SCIENTIFIC PUBLICATIONS

But Knowledge Exchange goes further than
promoting good intentions. The partners
approach publishers of scientific publications
and invite them to submit proposals for multina-
tional licence models. The criteria in this tender
stimulate innovative business models, favourable
pricing and good alignment with research
practice. Publishers are also asked to take into
account Open Access strategies of higher
education and open standards.

TENDER

The result of the tender is a new milestone.
There is now a package of competitively priced
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The Knowledge Exchange National Licensing Working Group together.

multinational contract proposals on the table
highlighting open access demands of education
and research - a breakthrough in the spiral of ever
rising subscription prices and more restrictive
availability! The Knowledge Exchange partners
and the five selected publishers have agreed to
work together on the ‘route to market’ for the
new licences. This occurs by country, as in each
country subscriptions are entered into on behalf
of the institutions by another party.

The first innovative money-saving (multi)national
licence agreements are expected in 2008. This is
a good move for higher education and research
and a stimulus for the licensing policy of other
publishers. @@

Annette Peet and Bas Cordewener

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION:

u WWW.SURFFOUNDATION.NL

u WWW.KNOWLEDGE-EXCHANGE.INFO

Knowledge Exchange is the collaborative association between

DEFF (Denmark’s Electronic Research Library), DFG (Deutsche

Forschungsgemeinschaft), JISC (Joint Information Systems

Committee-UK) and SURF. Knowledge Exchange develops cohesive

policy for European higher education and research related to

ICT services, complex ICT infrastructures and information flows.
The Knowledge Exchange participants share their knowledge and
experiences and work together on programmes and campaigns to

highlight specific work areas.
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