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EDUCATIONAL APPROACH OF THE VIRTUAL PUBLIC HEALTH CAMPUS

1. INTRODUCTION

The Virtual Public Health Campus (VPHC), as a tool for the technical cooperation of the Pan America Health Organization (PAHO), is a forum for making a strategic contribution to the dissemination and management of public health knowledge and for building professional capacity in the Region, through specific educational opportunities. The dynamic production and circulation of information in society, along with technological advances, are constantly offering new prospects for supporting these objectives. 

The VPHC is designed as a Network of Nodes, with a Regional Integration Node administered by PAHO/WHO and Country or Institutional Nodes, for sharing, collaborating on, and creating educational processes in public health. Through this network, up-to-date, relevant information and news, research, papers and documents, debate forums, educational materials, and courses for the ongoing advancement of public health education are made available to all. 

This paper offers input into the development of an overall educational framework that will provide coherence and consistency to the different educational offerings in the VPHC’s virtual learning environment, and in particular, explains the approach and the central pedagogical criteria for the design and development of courses. 

2. Educational approaches in the context of the information AND KNOWLEDGE society

Educational approaches not only constitute a general and abstract body of ideas, rather they are fundamental links among educational intentions, systematic knowledge, and concrete practices. As such, educational approaches form a framework of concepts and “master” criteria that enable us not only to explain (and to foresee) educational processes and outcomes, but also to guide our proposals and interventions. 

Furthermore, and as occurs with other disciplines, educational approaches are not static. They are transformed and renewed over time in response to changes in society, advances in expertise, and experience. Put another way, they are systematic and well-grounded products produced within a framework of concrete historical conditions. 

Some of these transformations represent cumulative changes, as specific knowledge advances. Other times, they involve substantive changes in practices, producing new models and new processes. In any case, previous history needs to be considered critically, distinguishing what is “outdated” from what it is still “valid,” in a way that integrates (and does not segregate) its principal contributions. 

It is well known that at present our societies and their practices are undergoing a process of structural transformation as a consequence of the combined impact of the technological revolution (based on information and communication technology), growing globalization of economic and political relations, and a process of cultural change. 

The result of this structural transformation can be called the “information society.” Avoiding any reductionism of this transformation, its attributes and effects go beyond the scope of the technologies themselves, encompassing all spheres of human activity, as occurred with the effects of the “industrial society.”

As in all revolutions, the information society is focused on processes, with constant innovation of its products. Its fundamental raw material is information, just as energy was the raw material of the industrial revolution. Control of knowledge and information is primary and defines who has power in society. Pressure to gain power generates flows of information exchange and networks among institutions, organizations, and groups. The relevance or irrelevance of any group or social actor is determined by the presence or absence of specific networks. The absence of a dominant network leads to an irrelevant structure.
 

In this context, educational approaches have undergone a true cognitive and cultural revolution. On the one hand, the new social and economic conditions require that in-person formal education processes be complemented in order to train the workforce that today’s organizations require. We are referring not only to the necessary, ongoing updating of knowledge, but also to the development of new cognitive and social competencies for interacting in networks and participating in the development of knowledge. On the other hand, this revolution has occurred because of the decisive and unprecedented role of the autonomy of new generations of professionals who (together with the role of the media and technology) are focusing on new venues for knowledge and on the construction of multiple cultural identities, not limited to the social and physical environment in which they live and work.
 

Thus, formal education and continuing in-service education demand that information and communication technology be incorporated into their programs. Furthermore, these new educational developments have progressed to the construction of virtual learning environments, facilitating permanent, networked learning that complements and reinforces the activities of the in-person and partially in-person learning in workplace contexts. 

However, educational approaches require a conceptual framework of critical, relevant education that, as “master programs,” enable preserving the intentions of education during the transformation in the practices themselves. In other words, it is not enough to have technological developments or more active and individually up-to-date professionals. We must also effectively improve social and health practices. This implies revisiting the foundational ideas of a pedagogy committed to the values of social and organizational change. 

3. Permanent, networked education in the information and knowledge society

History is a constant process of construction and educational approaches are produced and transformed over time, with new challenges, old problems, and new practices. 

In the field of the education and training of health workers in Latin America, the 1980s left as a contribution an in-depth debate on approaches and strategies and significant renovation on this topic. Particularly, these approaches retrieved the historical contributions of critical-social pedagogy, committed to the dialectics of institutional and organizational change. The new approach was aimed at expanding awareness, based on problem-posing about practices, and at the development of collective agents (teams of workers) around social and health commitments. 

Classical training that centered on the transmission of content, aimed at individuals and with little integration with the practices in place (then called continuing education), was the object of critical analyses. This questioning led to the development of the educational approach and pedagogical methodologies we call Permanent Health Education (PHE), which takes elements from critical adult education,
 education in the workplace,
 developments in cognitive science
, and studies on institutional change,
 among others. 

In accordance with modern historical times (in the sense of the modernism project) and the development of the workforce (as also occurred in factories and productive communities), the educational approach of PHE is based on the following “master” ideas
: 

· The educational potential in workplace practices and situations, incorporating teaching and learning into contextualized reflection, as “leverage” for learning, identifying the problems in current health services practices and community health needs, recognizing that change only happens (learning/unlearning) when a problem or need is perceived. 

· The group as the active developer of new knowledge and new practice: Active construction includes identification of the problems, access to and analysis of significant and relevant data, definition of new types of action (new practices), and experiencing and evaluating them. 

· Interaction in networks, providing the dissemination of initiatives at the local, operative, specific level. The permanent linkage among knowledge, experiences, and the attainment of organizational learning constitutes one of the most important contributions. 

· The production of collaborative knowledge and the transfer of good educational practices to different contexts. 

A wealth of theoretical and methodological documentation supported the development of the educational approach and of the diverse experiences. The work team in the health field, as a collective agent, came to include the participation of all members of the group (directors or managers, physicians, nurses, administrators, educators, social workers, and the entire gamut of actors that make up the work group). As a comprehensive process, PHE involved not only the collective process but also specific trainings for particular groups (courses, seminars, workshops, meetings). 

However, the new century is bringing us face to face with new realities and problems, putting limits on the development of PHE or posing the challenge of its renewal. On the one hand, the political processes and health systems reform processes of the 1990s, the instability of countries’ health systems, and the influence of and dependence on external financing all led to debilitating the Permanent Education projects in several countries
 and the work teams, which were often affected by outsourcing of services, the introduction of flexibility into the labor market, and more recently by migration. On the other hand, although not separate from those problems, the structural transformation of the information society is posing new challenges for access to and management of knowledge. The relevance of institutions, organizations, and groups today is contingent upon the presence of specific networks and flows of information back and forth among the actors. 

Therefore, there is a need to renew educational experiences and processes in line with the changes in society and the new opportunities they present. This does not imply replacing in-person and context-specific in-service educational programs and opportunities, but rather complementing them and supporting them with the new tools available today.
 

Information and communication technology (ICT) enables strengthening the global dissemination and democratization of knowledge, providing open, flexible access to information, immediate and timely exchange with the rest of the world that overcomes problems of distance, and the creation of virtual communities for sharing experiences and holding discussions. In other words, ICT facilitates the development of networks and networked learning. This new technology poses the challenge of integrating it into previous advances at all levels of formal or permanent education to enrich educational opportunities. 

The VPHC is part of this renovation, as an open, decentralized, networked campus. The different resources (materials, publications, experiences, information, etc.) and educational programs produced and posted on the platforms belonging to the Campus’s different Nodes constitute strategic collaborative contributions for the entire Region, for the purpose of strengthening the development of public health and benefiting permanent, networked learning. 

The educational approach to networked learning supports and provides continuity to the “master” ideas that fuel changes in institutions, health systems, and practices. This involves understanding that: 

· High quality information is a strategic tool for learning and a mediating force in reflective analysis, promoting change in different contexts.

· Learning is the heart of the matter, achieved through the development of active knowledge, and making use of the interactivity that the environment provides and strengthening the sharing of experiences/knowledge and collective collaborative learning.

· Reflection and problem-posing is the driving force for the comprehension of that which is learned and for favoring the transfer of learning into practice.

· It is strategic to aim for changes in labor and organizational practices
 through proposals from the participants for interventions or improvements in specific work contexts. 

Thus, the “master” ideas of PHE and networked learning interact synergistically in developing the global and local knowledge of public health groups and in the critical transformation of practices. 

Based on this perspective, it is important to point out the need for exchanges about diverse realities, systematization, and formulation of evidence, taking into account national contexts. 

4. Criteria for teaching activities and the virtual learning environment in the Virtual Public Health Campus (VPHC)

The criteria for pedagogical activities for the implementation of networked learning in the VPHC’s virtual environment can be derived from the framework of the educational approach’s “master” ideas. The educational process involves the orientation toward learning, the interactive work and active communication of the group in the development of learning, and access to different knowledge resources. 

The utilization of the Internet and ICTs in educational programs have contributed significantly to this construction, enabling the development of Virtual Learning Environments (VLE) that make high interactivity possible, and, at the same time, personalized, dynamic and timely monitoring of participants’ learning. Knowledge in this case becomes more transparent, since it is available to whoever seeks it and is not the exclusive property of the instructor, leading to greater autonomy for ongoing learning. Although a course provides the materials for doing the work, participants have the opportunity to access much more information and products through searching, browsing, and accessing links. 

The Virtual Public Health Campus provides an environment that contains different resources for sharing and collaborative networked learning, to support the Region’s professionals in promoting changes in public health.  It provides: 

· Implementation of educational processes using different modalities and formats, including learning objects, self-guided courses, interactive online courses and tutorials, educational materials, etc. 

· Interaction between groups and individuals from different contexts, regardless of distance,  who share and discuss experiences. 

· Access to sources of networked knowledge and browsing using the links. 

· Use of various communication and learning resources. 

· Creation of virtual communities for research and updating of knowledge, stimulating permanent learning. 

The notion of learning as active construction enables the understanding that learning is a process that receives input and is done through exchanges with others: the instructor, the group, knowledge tools. In this process, explicit knowledge (information, texts, databases, etc.) and tacit knowledge (that which is in people’s “minds,” as a result of their experience)
 are integrated, producing individual and collective learning. Furthermore, this learning structure gives participants autonomy and gives workers the flexibility to adapt their studies and participation to their individual circumstances. 

In this approach, pedagogical mediation processes stand out: between tutors and the group, in the interchange among the participants themselves, between the group and the information and knowledge tools, and between general and local experiences, producing alternatives for intervention in social and institutional practice. 

The VPHC classroom environment permits the inclusion of a considerable variety of resources in the educational programs: 

· Information sources: electronic texts; reference documents; links to libraries, databanks, mailing lists for special interests, databases, etc. 

· Learning objects: educational materials and activities or exercises produced to support the process of learning construction, glossaries, tools kits to support the activities, videos, audio files, videoconferences, hypertexts, simulations, etc. 

· Communication and exchange tools: asynchronous, such as messaging, forums, and discussion groups, and synchronous activities in meeting rooms with transmission of text, audio, and video, such as the use of Elluminate in the VPHC; instant messaging. 

· Monitoring and evaluation resources: questionnaires for self-evaluating processes, participation logs, periodic polling, built-in formative and summative evaluation tools, etc. 

Depending on the competencies, objectives, and subject matter to be learned, there are a variety of alternatives when deciding on the pedagogical design. Thus, teaching programs may emphasize: 

a) learning about systematic knowledge, methodologies, processes, technical tools, etc., to develop specific capabilities for intervening in health practices;

b) analysis of approaches, conceptual frameworks, issues, or integrated fields of intervention, recognizing the complexity of the challenges in the practices of public health work. 

Whatever the emphasis of the educational program, it is always important to remember that the intention of this education is to support the transformation of health practices and not to be merely an academic or technical exercise. It is expected that participants can make decisions and formulate projects and intervention alternatives potentially usable in local work contexts. To this end, it is important to facilitate activities involving reflective reading, situation analysis, experiences, case studies, problem solving, and problem-posing for complex practices. 

Monitoring and guidance of learning is done throughout the process, in constant personalized (individual) reflective activity and collaborative group exchange, as a social networked-learning process. 
In short, the results of learning must be oriented toward proposals for action transferable to the context of health practices, avoiding the mere passive acquisition of information. 

5. Types of educational offerings

The educational offerings of the Campus Network enable supporting different implementation modalities, based on the potential of the virtual environment, and fitted to the different educational proposals and needs of countries and institutions. These include: 

· In-person training courses or programs that include systematic learning and monitoring activities through the virtual environment and its different networked knowledge and communication resources. 

· Courses held entirely in the virtual environment, with guidance and tutoring, and defined groups of participants. 

· Self-guided courses, with free and individual access, making use of different available materials and the personal search for information sources. 

· Virtual courses that include different phases or segments of in-person work. 

6. Regarding evaluation
The VPHC’s educational approach includes evaluation as an important component that accompanies the entire process of developing the offerings, covering: 

· Assessment or initial evaluation, to help define the educational needs to be covered, guiding preparation of the learning program. This includes an initial assessment of  incoming participants’ characteristics. 

· Process evaluation, with a comprehensive approach that encompasses assessment of the learning occurring in the framework of the educational program as well as the relevance and quality of the program itself. 

· Integrated or summary evaluation, which includes the learning process phase and the development of the intervention proposals or on-the-ground activities. 

In this regard, “evaluation is not an addendum to teaching or learning, it is part of teaching and learning. As we learn, we are simultaneously evaluating, differentiating, appraising, critiquing, judging, choosing. This evaluative attitude, which is learned, is part of the educational process, which, as such, is continually formative."
 

Evaluation should always be aimed at a process of improvement and enhancement, both of the learning achieved, and of the purpose and organization of the educational program itself. 

A basic scheme for evaluation in virtual environments includes four basic questions: 

· What should we/do we want to evaluate? 

· Why do we evaluate? 

· Who evaluates? 

· How do we evaluate? 

These questions makes it possible for us to create a matrix for making decisions concerning monitoring and evaluation of the educational offering, including the educational objectives, strategies, and indicators for participation and learning. 

No type of evaluation is absolutely better than any other. Its quality depends on how well adapted it is to the type of learning we wish to evaluate, to the people involved, and to their situation. However, it can include periodic evaluations of feedback or satisfaction, performance analysis in the virtual environment, quality of the participants’ intervention proposals, questionnaires, exercises, and other methods that enable assessing intermediate and final results. 

With regard to the actors participating in the evaluation, the instructors are not the only ones involved. It also involves the offering institution, considering its purposes and needs, the instructors and tutors, the program’s designers, and the participants themselves. Regarding this last aspect, mention should be made of the value of participants’ self-evaluation of their participation and performance, as a way of strengthening their reflective learning. Furthermore, participants are also involved in assessing the educational program’s aim, its materials and resources, as well as their appraisal of the guidance and support given by the teacher-tutors. Thus, participants contribute actively to reviewing and revising the program. 

Within the framework of this conceptual educational approach, this document aspires to define the pivotal axes and general framework of networked learning. The specifics of putting this into practice are detailed in another document about the VPHC’s educational environment, to provide support, guidance, and coordination for the development of specific educational offerings. 
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