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Introduction
Professional formation in Venezuela follows to a large extent a discipline-centered higher
education (HE) model that is divorced from reality. This condition hinders the development of
complex professional competencies and the performance assessment necessary to overcome
developing problems through integral formation processes. This paper aims to disclose two
emerging modes of academic formation within some Venezuelan public universities which seek
to subvert this educational deficiency. First, the inclusion in curricula of a project innovatively
designed to join together contextual problems, formation, and research; and second, National
Formation Programs that address priority fields of development while bearing an
interdisciplinary, contextualized, and cooperative approach. Both innovations embody the
development of complex professional competencies and demand permanent performance

assessment throughout formation processes.

The project conceived as such liaison represents firstly a triggering axis of integration
between formative research, community problems and efforts towards their resolution. Secondly,
it is also a proposal-oriented strategy which translates into an organized manifestation of tasks
and practices that include learning, reflecting, and performing (in formal and non-formal
contexts) while it leads to social transformation. The project covers from beginning to end of the
formation process, fulfilling work phases that comprise academic and popular knowledge.

Besides academic actors, community members interact as well in a dialogue that fosters
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experience and learning. Such interaction allows the continued monitoring of complex

competence development which is made visible when formation is in close contact with reality.

National Formation Programs lead to Higher Education (HE) degrees, certificates, or
graduation that are responsive to key factors for national development; they are designed and
executed in collaboration with official HE institutions throughout the country; they have a
common and flexible curricular structure —given that it adapts itself to the changing demands of
specific environments and the potentialities of each institution. National Formation Programs
facilitate the mobility of students and professors as well as the production, distribution, and

mutual use of educational resources.

The applied methodology focused on case studies which feature four national universities
that are representative of the national HE model. The research developed qualitative techniques
(content analysis, and interviews) that lead to the theorization of an efficient model that enabled

the recognition of several innovative modes in education.

Professional Formation and Complex Competence Development in Venezuela

The professionalizing mission of Higher Education institutions in Venezuela is
manifested in the formation model that they perform given that it is discipline-based, focused in
content, and, thus, prone to strategies that favor repetition and academic activity that is foreign to
reality. There is little connection with social development or with the surrounding reality’s

“doings” in all their complexity.

This model was assumed by Latin American universities according to propositions by the
Economic Commission for Latin America (CEPAL) in the face of the post-war world scenario.
In its speech, the Commission bestowed upon universities the responsibility to enable the
population to immerse into a productive process that would lead the way towards developed and
modern societies through technical and practical formation of upper-level education (Parra,

1996).

However, professional training as such —solely oriented towards fulfilling industrial

development needs —paradoxically produced anachronistic Higher Education Institutions along
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with the narrowing of their academic and critical functions. Proof of this condition is the fact that
the quality and relevance of Higher Education was measured through correlations between
student admission and graduation rates rather than through critical and change generating input —
which could only result from produced knowledge and from the implementation of innovative

actions in problem solving.

This scenario worsens if one considers that the curricular contents that function as
engines of professionalization are almost always imported from large research centers in
developed countries and packed into books and handbooks from renowned university editorials;
seldom does a curriculum include contents derived from local research. The ready-made contents
are dogmatically transmitted without prior specification or analysis of the investigative process
that generated them. In this manner, the professionalizing function not only imposes itself, but it
weakens the research function as well as the development of solutions that would allow us to
overcome our reality; the formation process is fulfilled exclusively within the classroom and
poses serious difficulties assessing the performance of complex and contextualized professional

competencies.

The latter entails serious implications: Higher Education institutions turn into self-
perpetuating instruments of underdevelopment that transmit foreign knowledge and alien
technologies; the graduates’ profile does not respond to national but foreign contexts; the
performance of skills that would resolve national problems is not encouraged; the little research
that is conducted does not lead to the absorption of contents that would allow for their flexible
incorporation into the curriculum; there are no possibilities for recuperating another type of
popular or non-certified knowledge, produced in extra-academic communities —a knowledge that

is increasingly recognized as valid to explain and improve reality (Gillies, 2005).

Overcoming these difficulties demands a radical change in the Higher Education
formation model, in order to substitute its professionalizing function with a creative and
innovative one. A transformation is essential so that these institutions point substantially to the
production of knowledge and technologies that national development requires, promote a factual

integration with each own surroundings and, thus, with the favorable scenarios for the



development of professional competencies. Only then would teaching and research functions be

inexorably intertwined and curricular design open to investigative results and processes.

Higher Education is now faced with a new challenge: generating formation models
according to competencies. During the last ten years, this trend has earned notice in professional
curricula in Venezuela and Latin America chiefly because of the influence of the European
Tuning Project in Europe (Tuning Educational Structures in Europe, 2003) and its subsequent
extension to Latin America (Tuning America Latina, 2007). This performance-oriented model of
formation raises difficult issues to be resolved; out of which perhaps the biggest would be to
adequate and update curricular contents and degrees offered to the new labor profiles that
developed from transformations in the productive world, the new employment reality, scientific
and technologic advance, and the conceptualization of new cultural values. Another challenge
of particular importance is achieving a performance assessment that would evidence the suitable
and distinctive doing of professionals during the formation process —which is only possible in
real scenarios. Those are the reasons behind the progressive rapprochement that is required of
productive and educational systems, and of the emergence of certain initiatives in Latin America
which, based upon actual profile competencies, tend to normalize formation and education

offers.

The first World Conference on Higher Education (UNESCO, 1998), ratified in 2009
(UNESCO, 2009), had already declared as one of Higher Education’s objectives to provide
formation to responsible citizens that were capable of successfully responding to a vast array of

human activities.

“In order to achieve these objectives, it may be necessary to reformulate curricula and
deploy new and adequate methods that permit us to surpass mere cognitive management of the
disciplines; access to new pedagogic and didactic propositions should be facilitated and
promoted in order to incite the acquisition of practical knowledge, communication skills and
aptitudes, creative and critical analysis, independent reflection as well as cooperation in
multicultural contexts. In these contexts, creativity demands the combination of theoretical and
practical wisdom (traditional or local), with science and technology of pivotal vanguard in the

conceptualization of stud plans.” (UNESCO, 1998)



Competencies in the formation context are understood as complex leaming that integrates
different kinds of knowledge with emphasis on cognition, procedure, and attitude. Furthermore,
there are socially desirable competencies such as coexistence and participation in future building
opportunities, among others. Both imply a profound qualitative change in the formation model.
As stipulated in the Tuning project (Tuning Educational Structures in Europe, 2003), possessing
one or numerous competencies signifies that a person is manifesting capability or skillfulness
while performing an action; thus, competencies must be verified and assessed on their
performance; an individual does not possess or lack of a competence in absolute terms, but he

dominates it to certain extent, which is why competencies can only be perceived in real actions.

Previously, leaming specific technical concepts and certain skills was sufficient for
individuals to be employed; nowadays, it is necessary to develop a wide range of complex
competencies that are to be regarded as cross-sectional, interdisciplinary, and reality-based, in
order to evidence performance and develop such competencies in dynamic, changing, and

problematic surroundings (Inciarte y Canquiz, 2008).
Two Modes that favor the development of Complex Professional Competencies

In Venezuela, we have distinguished two emerging modes of academic formation that
favor the development of complex competencies: 1) the inclusion in curricula of a project
innovatively designed to join together contextual problems, formation, and research and 2)
National Formation Programs that address priority fields of development while bearing
interdisciplinary, contextualized, and cooperative prerogatives. Each is described below

according to information provided by document analysis and interviews.

Projects innovatively designed to join together contextual problems, formation, and

research

In curriculum proposals by the Bolivarian University of Venezuela (UBV), created in 2003,
the project was included as a curricular axis of integration between formative research,
communal problems, and efforts to overcome them (Republica Bolivariana de Venezuela, 2003).
The project was conceived as a proposal-oriented strategy to be translated into an organized

manifestation of tasks and practices that included learning, reflecting, and performing (in formal
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and non-formal contexts) and lead to social transformation. These projects constituted direct
links between Higher Education institutions and surrounding communities and problems. In this
manner, knowledge producing activities, with direct bearings on reality, are approached since
their formulation —which, at the same time, is guided by local development needs; from this
viewpoint, the project has political character as an instance of curricular integration and socio-

politic association. (Universidad Bolivariana de Venezuela, 2008).

As applied in the UBV, this project covers from beginning to end of the formation process,
fulfilling work phases that extend from the encounter, diagnosis, exchange, and fusion of
academic and popular knowledge. Every education unit is organized across disciplines to provide
support for the central axis that is the project; students divide their education time between the

classroom, the laboratory, and community service.

Parting from this project’s innovative conception, one of the most complex features of
professional formation is solved: the conjugation of academic knowledge and knowledge
obtained from reality. Under this mode of education, community members —distinct to academic
actors —are not only responsible for the design and implementation of the project but must also
participate in its assessment. Therefore, a valuating attitude will develop and demand of the
students an ideal performance in the specific “doing” of their future professions —from the
research practice, integration, and citizen behavior. The intervention of community players in a
dialogue that fosters experience and learning will allow the continued assessment of complex

competence development which is made visible when formation is in close contact with reality.

To the UBV, this project is a representative feature of Venezuela’s emergency for a new
higher education model that would allow the combination of the academic activity of a large
number of young students and their participation in contextual and community activities. This
integration has permitted students to live in the complexity of the process where they will later
perform their professional activity and to act in the best scenario available to practice the

required competencies.

National Formation Programs



National Formation Programs are academic activities and education leading to degrees,
certificates, or graduation from higher education that is responsive to the primordial strategies for
national development; they are designed and executed in collaboration with official Higher
Education institutions throughout the country; they have a common and flexible curricular
structure —given that it adapts itself to the changing demands of specific environments and the
potentialities of each institution. National Formation Programs link communities, formation, and
professional exercise throughout the education process; thus, they allow us to account for the
complexity of problems in real-life contexts where diverse actors participate, interdisciplinary
cooperation is required, and the subjects and objects of study are multidimensional (Gobierno

Bolivariano de Venezuela, 2008a).
They are inspired by politics such as:

- Universalization and ‘municipalization’ of Higher Education. National Formation Programs
hold as a purpose to carve open spaces for permanent instruction, link work and social life,
and offer opportunities for access, participation, and graduation from Higher Education; as
well as adapting the education process to the diverse necessities of individuals and

communities.

- Promotion of knowledge-advancing networks for the generation, transformation, and social

appropriation of knowledge.
- Articulation and supportive cooperation among institutions.

- Mobility of students and professors; as well as the production, distribution, and mutual use of

educational resources.

- Active and engaged participation of students in the processes of intellectual invention,

change building work, and social integration.

- Establishment of educational settings as open communicational venues, characterized by
freedom of expression, discussion of ideas; a multiplicity of informational resources; the
respect for and valuation of diversity, the recognition of all the participants as speakers, and

the reinstatement of reflection as an indispensable element of formation.



In their execution, National Formation Programs develop flexible curricular strategies given
that they adapt to different educational needs, available study time and resources, features of
diverse contexts, and employment of teaching methods that activate the means of professional
performance (Gobierno Bolivariano de Venezuela, 2008b). This flexibility has demanded the
definition of assessment systems that promote learning, reflection, and continuous improvement
while taking into account the different actors and aspects of the education task; caring, at the
same time, for its social impact and the promotion, acknowledgement, and accreditation of

formative experiences in diverse fields.
Conclusions:

There are countless implications of complex competence development in professional
formation. Such has been exposed by multiple debates and diverse stances, propositions, designs,
and technical showings. These implications demand strategies that permit the application to

practice, of a new model of formation.
The following conclusions are submitted from a critical and constructive standpoint:

- One of the current challenges to educational systems is superseding the model of
professionalizing formation, prevailing in Latin American Higher Education; so that
education in Latin American can substantially partake in the production of knowledge
and technologies that national development requires, and, eventually, achieve a truthful
integration with the environment as a propitious scenario for the development of

professional competencies.

- The development of complex professional competencies will be made possible to the
extent that an integration of ‘action-formation-reality’ occurs. Such an interaction must
transcend the theoretical and be directed towards the development of learning about

performance and problem solutions.

- The development of complex professional competencies needs of reflexive, responsible,

and effective performance in social, personal, and work-related scenarios.



- Research-Formation Projects and National Formation Programs develop actions that
outreach to reality; they promote reasoning, problem solving, decision-making, conflict
management, among other aspects that benefit the development of complex
competencies. At the same time, they craft favorable scenarios for the performance

assessment of complex professional competencies.

- Innovative features of the two previously analyzed strategies include: they link theory-
practice-formation-research; favor the integration of diverse types of knowledge;
incorporate actors from practical contexts, interdisciplinary and collective curricular
work; contextualize local, regional, global, and labor-related wisdoms; base formative
actions upon investigation, selection, comprehension, systematization, critical creation,

application and transmission of knowledge and effectual professional implementation.

- In Research-Formation Projects and National Formation Programs, teaching feeds from

research outputs and study programs that are open to contents derived from research.

Given the previous assertions, we concluded that the modes of Research-Formation
Projects and National Formation Programs are ground-breaking innovations that favor the

development of complex professional competencies.
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