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Foreword

We are pleased to present this book written by university president 
Jaime Alberto Leal Afanador on “Education, Virtuality and Innovation”. 
This is an innovative educational model that has transformed the edu-
cational environment in Colombia and has inspired other processes of 
open and distance education in Ibero-America as a whole. President 
Leal offers us, in this book, the opportunity to learn first-hand about 
the exciting educational adventure developed by the National Open 
and Distance University (UNAD) from its birth in 1981 to the pres-
ent day, with its different processes of change and permanent com-
mitment to improvement and educational quality in accordance with 
international standards.

From the author’s hand we will discover the development of a compet-
itive strategy, promoted under the leadership of Mr. Leal, which has 
managed to consolidate the first public mega-university in the coun-
try with an effective social balance and commitment. This work is a 
valuable contribution to the knowledge and debate on education not 
only in Colombia, but also in the entire framework of the education-
al processes of the nations that speak the language of Gabriel García 
Márquez. The experience of UNAD gives us, in this way, light to face 
the endemic problems of education in the region such as its low quality, 
its scarce population and geographical coverage and its elusive contri-
bution to social equity, problems that are exportable to other latitudes 
and that make the author’s considerations even more valuable.

This work that Mr. Leal is delivering to the Colombian educational 
community, and in general to societies on both sides of the Atlantic 
interested in the future of education, is therefore particularly timely. 
The crisis caused by the Covid-19 pandemic has revealed the short-
comings and precariousness of education at all levels. Here are some 
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valuable reflections for the state of the art in the university field. Im-
proving quality and ensuring access and equal opportunities are chal-
lenges that have been accentuated today by the socio-health situation 
and are common, with their different nuances, to the countries that 
speak, think, train and do science in Spanish.

In Colombia, this mission of “quality and inclusion” was assumed since 
its inception by UNAD, a pioneer institution in distance education in 
that country, with a clear and permanent commitment to public ser-
vice. This book is rich in data that rigorously document the complex 
history of the construction of an educational institution that is already 
a reference in the country’s higher education system and that will cer-
tainly be a model in the post-Covid era. Likewise, the reflections col-
lected here, the result of the experience of the different teams that Mr. 
Leal has led, represent a valuable contribution to promote quality and 
innovative educational models.

In this context of accelerated paradigm shifts that the 21st century has 
brought us, Jaime Leal’s leadership has been key to making UNAD a rele-
vant player in the world of education in Spanish-speaking countries. He 
has been a pioneer in understanding that the educational system has 
in technology a key ally to face the challenges of the future. Thus, his 
commitment to the progressive universalization of access to technology 
and digitization by the university community is undoubtedly a valuable 
contribution to the ambition for greater social justice that inspires his ed-
ucational ideal, but it is also a necessary condition for the desired sustain-
able development in the framework of the fourth industrial revolution 
and in the era of artificial intelligence. The lack of connectivity is not only 
a technological barrier; it is a handicap of the greatest importance - as has 
become evident in the current health situation - for access to education, 
health, social services, work and economic and labor development in 
general. The digital transformation of our countries, more than a tech-
nological process, is an imperative at the beginning of the Third Millen-
nium, which implies a cultural change of historical significance. Access, 
usability, digital skills, the proper use of data and trust and security in the 
online environment are among its essential pillars.
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All these factors are determining factors in the educational innovation 
processes carried out by UNAD.

This is a book made in times of pandemic. A book that transits between 
the world we knew before Covid-19 and the world to come. A pandemic 
that has conditioned, and is conditioning to unimaginable extremes, 
the lives of citizens and the performance of institutions. Although it is 
worth remembering that many of the effects attributed to Covid-19 
have their origins further back, in a system that has been sending out 
signals of clear social, environmental and economic unsustainability for 
some time now, and which has been sending out alarm signals and calls 
for change at least since the global financial crisis of 2008, The conse-
quence of the massive and irresponsible deregulation of the markets fed 
since the last decades of the 20th century and which, as is well known 
and analyzed by numerous political scientists around the world, has 
called into question the very functioning of our democratic systems.

Mr. Leal has been right to read well the opportunities that this era of 
change and transformation represented for education. UNAD has be-
come one of the most outstanding institutions in Colombia by ensuring 
access to education, both from the social point of view and from the ter-
ritorial variable, so decisive in the Colombian context. In this sense, it is 
fair to call attention to how UNAD has become one of the most effective 
state institutions in promoting social mobility and equal opportunities.

The growing digitalization process we are experiencing is transforming 
the way we learn, educate, work and lead projects, people and orga-
nizations. The book that we greet today with enthusiasm allows us to 
learn first-hand how UNAD has been able to promote changes to serve 
society by training people prepared to live and work in a globalized and 
increasingly competitive world. Thus, the reader will find in these pag-
es the path that has led UNAD to be recognized as an institution com-
mitted to the great challenges of our time: social justice, the defense 
of equality, diversity and the fight against all forms of discrimination, 
starting with its firm commitment to gender equality.
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A University that promotes, in short, the cultural identity of the territory 
it protects, Colombia, in a dialogue with universal culture. A commitment 
that is at the core of the essential transformations that the two founders 
of our institution, the philosopher José Ortega y Gasset and the physician 
Gregorio Marañón, called for in order for societies to be able to build “a 
common life project”, to quote Ortega’s definition of Nation.

The UNAD of nowadays, whose construction process Jaime Leal de-
scribes in this book, is thus a University prepared to face the challenges 
of the post-pandemic. Prepared to defend life, rights and freedoms, 
justice, democracy and the generation of opportunities for Colombi-
ans. Prepared for what the prominent European thinker Jacques Attali 
proposes in his book “The Economy of Life. Preparing for what is com-
ing”. It is a matter, Attali argues, of prioritizing a social and economic 
model whose essential mission is the defense of life - in the broad sense 
of the term and in line with the Sustainable Development Goals and 
the 2030 Agenda: health, education, food, agriculture, clean energy, 
access to the digital world, culture. UNAD’s educational offer is not 
only an excellent platform today to train professionals in these fields, 
but the action of its graduates broadens and improves the Colombian 
context -following Ortega’s own definition of people’s biography as a 
conjunction of the trinomial vocation, circumstance and chance-. The 
academic development offered by UNAD makes it possible for all Co-
lombians, regardless of their social status or place of birth, to realize 
their aspiration to have an education that prepares them for the chal-
lenges presented by the new global scenario. A University whose vo-
cation to promote equal opportunities offers its graduates the tools to 
adapt to the demands of contemporary society in order to, from their 
own commitment, face the threat of growing inequality and poverty 
that we have been facing in recent years.

Likewise, in these times of vertiginous changes, UNAD has kept in mind 
that the first task of the University is to form free citizens committed 
to the development of their nation. UNAD, as a public university, has 
assumed as its own the promises made to Colombians by Article 67 of 
the 1991 Political Constitution. Thus, the defense of democracy re-
quires that democratic institutions be useful to citizens. Fulfilling this 
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commitment is undoubtedly the best way to legitimize democracy in 
these times of populism and general distrust in the future.

To conclude this prologue, I would like to recall the well-known work 
of José Ortega y Gasset “The Mission of the University” published al-
most a century ago, but, like most of Ortega’s writings, it is still very 
relevant today. In his writing, the Spanish philosopher reflected on the 
essential functions that the university has in its societies, namely: the 
university as an institution for the training of professionals, as a space 
for the promotion of scientific and humanistic research and as a center 
for the dissemination of culture. In this same work Ortega, referring to 
his well-known generational theory, pointed out that “each generation 
fights fifteen years to win and its ways are valid for another fifteen 
years”. It is worth noting, in this sense, how the UNAD plays and must 
play a decisive role in the Colombian university scenario at the present 
juncture. It is also evident how Jaime Leal’s extensive and recognized 
trajectory as an academic and as an educational manager is a guaran-
tee and an example in his efforts to give the University the functions 
that Ortega attributed to it. Mr. Leal has thus emerged as one of the 
most relevant educational leaders of his generation, whose determina-
tion and commitment have become the hallmark that distinguishes the 
National Open and Distance University (UNAD) in the world of higher 
education in Spanish language.

For us, both the Fundación José Ortega y Gasset-Gregorio Marañón 
(FOM) and the Ortega y Gasset University Research Institute (IUIOG), 
the prologue to this book is, without a doubt, an honor that we would 
like to thank Mr. Jaime Leal, but, above all, it is an opportunity to testify 
to our recognition of his work and the efforts made by the institution 
he leads, which has managed to forge its own path and become a bas-
tion and reference for an educational model ahead of its time, in a na-
tion subjected for too long to all kinds of scourges. Today, Colombian 
citizens have a public university of which they have reason to be proud.

It is with great satisfaction that we welcome this book, which proves to 
be a valuable contribution to the construction of innovative education-
al models in the complex times in which we live. It is also the expression 
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of a singular trajectory of one of our most outstanding Ibero-American 
educational leaders: Jaime Alberto Leal Afanador.

Antonio Fernández Poyato 
Director for Latin America 
José Ortega y Gasset-Gregorio Marañón Fundation (FOM)

Antonio López Vega 
Director  
Ortega y Gasse University Research Institute (IUIOG)
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Preface

To speak today of virtuality and innovation in education no longer 
seems like a gimmick of an ideal, but rather a constant challenge to 
those of us who are part of this sector in all parts of the planet. In times 
past, particularly in the twentieth century, education was so immov-
able in its own self-conception that no storm could shake the strong 
foundations of a tradition inherited for the good of the few and the 
exclusion of the many. Today, more than one storm has passed and the 
educational panorama has not changed radically.

This book seeks to show the path taken by the National Open and Dis-
tance University (UNAD), created in the early eighties of the former 
century, to become a pilot of open, distance and virtual education, 
thanks to a clear determination to break the ties and molds (as has 
happened in other continents of the planet, particularly in nations to-
day considered highly developed) and that, both in Colombia and in 
much of Latin America and the Caribbean, have not allowed this sector 
to assume its social vanguard to forge a widespread welfare, In Colom-
bia, as well as in a large part of Latin America and the Caribbean, this 
sector has not been allowed to assume the social vanguard that it de-
serves in order to forge an extended wellbeing in populations of young 
people and adults excluded from education due to different situations.

The successful evolution of UNAD and its social acceptance today, as 
well as the presence of a range of educational institutions with similar 
purposes, confirms that it is no longer possible to continue thinking 
that, in education, all times past were better. On the contrary, the best 
will always be to be discovered and to be done, especially when the 
cause of educating with quality and relevance drives intelligent and 
productive work with the aim of serving the environment surrounding 
an educational organization.
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This book only seeks to show, from the knowledge of the experience 
and evolutionary course of UNAD, how a prospective built from the 
innovative and participatory thinking of a community of leaders can 
lead to transform educational realities immersed in scenarios of per-
manent crisis by challenges planned on rigorous readings of problems 
and constant opportunities. UNAD’s effective social balance, motivat-
ed by paradigmatic changes, turned it into the first Colombian public 
mega-university.

To understand this evolutionary transformation requires, especial-
ly from the conceptual point of view, an open mind that knows how 
to read how the positive effect achieved by the change of paradigms 
in times of transformation, such as the one we are now experiencing 
on the planet (the pandemic, among others), allows us to understand 
why, how and why UNAD has managed to strategically model its edu-
cational social action, with an intensive use of tools such as planning, 
foresight and exponential technologies with holistic sustainability ef-
fects over time.

Before the crisis caused by the Covid-19 strain, the results achieved 
during the last decade by UNAD were by far the best in its history, and 
they have become visible and tangible, thanks to the understanding 
of its mission and vision by hundreds of academic and administrative 
leaders who work in it and who, regardless of the system, network or 
region in which they work, have dedicated their knowledge, expertise 
and energy to give life to the strategic postulates formulated in five 
Development Plans chained together from the beginning to the end 
of the decade, regardless of the system, network or region to which 
they belong in the role they play, have dedicated their knowledge, 
expertise and energy to give life to the strategic postulates formu-
lated in five Development Plans chained from 2004 to the current 
plan 2019-2023 “More UNAD, More Country”. In these, it has been 
possible to demonstrate the maturity of this University and its capac-
ity to sustain with effective results the coherence and relevance of 
its organizational actions, becoming a viable and quality educational 
prospect for Colombia, which will hopefully serve as an example for 
the education sector in Latin America.
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All this effort has been framed in a new form of institutional manage-
ment and in a concept of the value of intelligent and productive work 
aimed at generating holistic organizational sustainability. This implies 
a strict conviction in the consolidation and management of the Net-
works of Academic and Administrative Leaders which are vital for the 
development of the substantive responsibilities of an organization that 
calls itself intelligent. Also, for the transformation of the necessary aca-
demic roles in this model that, without asking permission, became one 
of the main educational options in Colombia.

This transformation of roles in the exercise of a new leadership posi-
tions the teacher to provide support to students under the parameters 
of a pedagogical and didactic action focused on learning.

On the other hand, the intensive use of multimedia technologies seeks 
to strengthen this model of educating with innovative information and 
guided didactic communication strategies, making it effective not only 
by transmitting, but especially by knowing how to manage knowledge. 
Thus, more options are provided for students to actively and dynami-
cally intervene in their meaningful self-learning, in collaborative work 
and in the development of autonomous and constructive thinking in 
the face of the challenge of the competencies to be developed in their 
respective formative process.

Also, the scheme of the transmitting teacher is radically changed by a 
role centered on accompaniment based on an interaction enriched by 
motivation, which redistributes learning in an equitable manner in or-
der to guarantee an increasing formative quality by incorporating new 
media variables and pedagogical and didactic mediations.

By virtue of the above, I would like to share with you, dear reader, the 
strategies and competitive advantages of UNAD and its results during 
these last 17 years of transforming management, with positive indicators 
in training, research, social projection, innovation, inclusion and interna-
tionalization, among others. However, I cannot fail to mention how var-
ious obstacles had to be overcome which, from the beginning, have had 
to be overcome in these forty years of UNAD’s educational service.
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I am convinced that beyond Covid-19, education in the Knowledge So-
ciety will no longer be the same. On the one hand, because the key 
value of virtuality in the multiple fields of economic and social activity 
has been revealed to all, especially for those who have the option of 
access to technology, but also as an opportunity to provide coverage 
to the majority of the population that is suffering a growing deterio-
ration in the budgetary handicap of families, which in the case of the 
educational sector has affected a significant number of students. Thus, 
thanks to virtuality, retention, permanence, promotion and graduation 
indicators have evolved significantly, which is why it is time to promote 
innovative strategies motivated by citizens and educators, related to 
the reengineering of educational projects, to be defined as routes com-
mitted to offering viable solutions to communities, and to promote the 
fulfillment of their academic and research goals and expectations, sup-
ported by disruptive technologies, with creative strategies of pedagog-
ical and didactic dynamics, and guarantees of sustainable financing. 
With this, it will be feasible to respond to the needs and expectations 
of students and parents, both in our country and throughout our Latin 
American continent.

I also hope that these lines will contribute to validate the relevance 
of a new educational approach and its true impact at the social level, 
thanks to the inclusion and equity with formative quality of this type of 
systemic models, in the search to sow hope and viability in every Latin 
American heart, until today mostly excluded from the opportunity of a 
pertinent and quality education.

I believe that when an organization, such as UNAD, looks inward to as-
sess the impact of its work, it can find some pleasant truths and others 
not so pleasant. When things do not work out and goals are not met, 
multiple explanations emerge from its members and main responsible 
parties, some of them propositive and creative and others in the form 
of apologies and promises that this will be the last time and that ev-
erything will change for the better in the future. For example, in 2003 
nothing was progressing well at UNAD and it seemed more likely to 
disappear from the Colombian educational environment, in the worst 
case scenario, or to be attached to one or more other regional gov-
ernment universities. Fortunately, neither of these options occurred 



27

Education, virtuality and innovation 
Jaime Alberto Leal Afanador

and what we collectively baptized as the “First Great Opportunity” ap-
peared so that UNAD could make a qualitative leap from within and 
reinvent itself, and fortunately this has been the case.

Here I share what we have done, what we do and what we dream of 
being and doing at UNAD, how we measure it and how we value it, es-
pecially to increase the degree of satisfaction of our students and the 
significant contribution to their self-learning processes, through the 
creation and dynamization of multiple strategies and pedagogical, di-
dactic and technological resources, permanently placed at the disposal 
of the improvement of quality and educational relevance.

In summary, I seek to communicate my own experience and that of 
hundreds of leaders who have worked tirelessly for this education-
al social cause. I hope that this experience can serve as an object of 
study to find motivations that can be transformed into opportunities 
for improvement at the organizational, curricular, pedagogical, didac-
tic, techno-pedagogical and teacher accompaniment levels in various 
educational scenarios, and that through these understandings we can, 
together, enable the continuous improvement of the educational sec-
tor in Colombia and Latin America.

I am sure that in the years to come, education will not be inferior to 
this challenge that today is imposed on it in the global world, and that 
we will be able to guarantee the place of innovative leadership that, we 
must recognize with humility and rigorous self-criticism, is a debt to be 
paid, particularly by the education sector, towards the societies that 
make up the conglomerate of Latin American countries.

Thanks in advance,

Jaime Alberto Leal Afanador
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Introduction

The 21st century undoubtedly marks for humanity the necessary rec-
ognition of a fascinating revolution that poses both a challenge and a 
defiance for all types of sectors that make up nations and, of course, 
for all of us who make up the future of humanity today, breaking, as 
never before, with the traditions of the existing order and creating new 
terms in the search for understanding and creating these new realities.

Unlike other times, the changes that take place today in our daily lives are 
rapid and sometimes vertiginous, leaving behind those long processes 
that slowly transformed our ways of living on planet Earth. Today it is 
a matter of recognizing new expressions of power where the collective 
takes on transcendence, as never before in the history of humanity.

The most relevant aspect of this revolution, compared to others that 
have taken place throughout history, is its global condition, because 
for the first time information does not belong to a few but to all and, 
of course, it is the first time that we have political, economic and so-
cial references to transform, as a great opportunity, the old expres-
sions and actions on the domination and exploitation of some people 
over others.

We are in the early years of an unprecedented revolution, which began 
to radically change our relationship with the planet itself, with our 
awareness of its management and in terms of human relationships that 
for three decades have been marked by advances in knowledge and the 
disruption of new technologies, creating new perceptions of our indi-
vidual and collective selves to transform us as unique individuals but, at 
the same time, belonging to networks of various kinds with / for others. 
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Education is one of the guests of honor to this transformation that has 
to be initiated within its own bosom to be able to radiate, with the eth-
ical and moral authority that corresponds to it, the transformation of 
the individuals and societies that it educates and to contribute to form 
by referencing in its performance the value of each person as a social 
being, as a person and as a professional being endowed with multiple 
skills and competencies in specialized knowledge. It is here where one 
of the main intentions of this book is born: the value of learning to learn.

Consequently, the pleasure of writing about the history of the Nation-
al Open and Distance University (UNAD) and its organizational trans-
formation is matched only by the emotion of recalling the dreams of 
collectively building the path of a leading and committed organization 
with a clear vision of service, in coherence with its duty as a public uni-
versity and pioneer in the Colombian higher education system (com-
posed of the other 32 public universities, 84 private universities and 
nearly 180 other institutions of higher education), of an educational 
model that has transcended to the most remote populations, and also 
to those most in need of educational opportunities.

That UNAD has become an institution that has transformed the ed-
ucational background of Colombia and has impacted other areas of 
Latin America has also meant learning from mistakes and overcom-
ing resistance, obstacles and threats from different sources, nuanc-
es and interests.

Like the best day-to-day practices, when the dream is clear, organiza-
tional transformation becomes a good cause and good causes, unlike 
dreams, involve not only the individual vision, but the inspiration for 
others to share and contribute to a collective vision that today makes 
the National Open and Distance University UNAD a modern institution 
that addresses, with enthusiasm and positive attitude, the challenges of 
the knowledge society.

For this reason, in the first chapter “Beyond educational orthodoxy” 
I explain this concept, what the resistance of traditional education to 



31

Education, virtuality and innovation 
Jaime Alberto Leal Afanador

distance education consists of, and I analyze the evolution of human 
societies with the help of futurists Alvin Tofler and Steve Case, in order 
to offer greater understanding of the social value of those who pos-
sess knowledge today as a collective conglomerate, meaning nations 
or multinationals, but also for individuals who, as knowers in constant 
learning, can be located anywhere on our planet to facilitate the man-
agement of new knowledge and technological progress.

In the second chapter, “The techno-pedagogical keys of virtual edu-
cation”, I address the aspects that I consider relevant to gain convic-
tions about what has been the fascinating collective construction of an 
innovative-didactic pedagogical model, with the interest of being not 
only one more state university, but an inclusive social and educational 
cause called UNAD, the first university dedicated to distance and vir-
tual education since its origin in 1981. To this end, I analyze the keys 
to the new paradigm of virtual distance education, the main learning 
methods related to alternative pedagogical currents, and their applica-
bility in learning networks, and explain the meaning of the paradoxical 
statement that the greatest achievement of distance education is not, 
precisely, to be at a distance but rather to be distance-free.

In “The principles of the pedagogical model in the Distance University”, 
which is the third chapter, I describe how the principles and educa-
tional purposes of distance learning and the UNAD Pedagogical Model 
(UPM) are managed, the meaning and sense of learning assessment, 
the didactic role played by the educational media and resources as a 
support for knowledge, as well as the planning stages and instruments 
of virtual education and its differences with respect to conventional 
models. I dedicate special attention to the role of the teacher in dis-
tance education, and specifically in UNAD, and his role as motivator, 
dynamizer of new paradigms and, above all, recognizer and enhancer 
of intelligence in students, based on the principles of neuroscience.

“From UNISUR to UNAD” is the name of the fourth chapter, in which 
I outline the historical context and the main events that have marked 
the evolution of the University since its legal founding. Likewise, I men-
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tion those who anticipated me in the role of University President, the 
milestones that have marked the evolution, the change of name and 
the necessary turn in its direction, to move from an uncertain sustain-
ability, to become the Colombian mega-university.

The actions implemented, with the leadership team, in the progress 
towards the consolidation of the dream of an inclusive and quality ed-
ucational model, as we have envisioned the University, is what I show 
in the fifth chapter “Strategic axes of the organizational evolution of 
UNAD”. My doctoral dissertation work for a PhD in Instructional De-
sign and Distance Education at Nova University in the United States 
(described in my book “Dreams and Resistances of an Intelligent Or-
ganization”, 2011), which reflects the metasystemic reengineering, 
provided a valuable input to intervene in the organization with sit-
uational strategic planning and structural foresight, which I briefly 
detail in the chapter.

“The Metasystem and the UNAD Governance and Management Struc-
tures” is the title of chapter six, in which I describe how UNAD has been 
conceived as a metasystem with duly confirmed and public criteria for 
action among the entire university community. Here I analyze how the 
concepts of the British Stafford Beer are put into practice, based on a 
modeling of viable integrated systems, oriented to give strategic value 
to the construction of a metasystemic organization, which, like UNAD, 
is guided by axiological and epistemological principles and designs its 
own organizational structure and at the same time different from those 
of other Colombian educational institutions.

In chapter seven, entitled “UNAD 4.0 and the revitalization of today’s 
University”, I explore the urgent need for the University, as a social or-
ganization, to review its procedures if it seeks to have the leadership it 
has had at some point in history, and show how, in the face of the glob-
al alerts facing the University’s management model, the UNAD meta-
system - identified as UNAD 4.0 - is the product of a planned evolution 
open to the new challenges of the Knowledge Society and the social 
expectations of today’s world. 
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Thus, I describe how the University has been generating added value 
through the development of macro-projects such as the Organizational 
Center for Advanced Studies and Qualification of Human Talent-COACH, 
the Metasystemic Global Plant, Campo-UNAD, the Regional Intersys-
temic Observatory-OIR, the Open University System-SUA, the Pro-
fessional Technical Institute ITP, UNAD Virtual TV, and the Integrated 
Institutional Intelligence System SIIUNAD 4.0, among others. 

I have entitled chapter eight “Things Right”, as a play on words in refer-
ence to the colloquial expression that suggests that for events to hap-
pen better, logic, order, common sense and the recognition of what is 
due must prevail, in reference to the late, but fair, meritorious and nec-
essary decision of the Ministry of National Education to approve the 
UNAD, and for the first time in Colombia and in its higher education 
system, the professional undergraduate degree in law in virtual modal-
ity. I analyze the significance of this fact, how this launches UNAD as a 
pioneer in virtuality and, above all, how it favors an important advance 
in favor of social equity.

In chapter nine, “Exercising transforming leadership”, I reflect in 
depth on the detachment from the orthodox and bureaucratic forms 
that, in general, accompany the performance of public administration 
under a bicentennial institutionalism that is full of scarce effective-
ness when it comes to accountability for its management and social 
impact. I also analyze how, in the case of education, structural rup-
tures are required on the being and doing of all those who integrate 
the educational communities so that this sector assumes the true so-
cial vanguard that, by principle, corresponds to it, and I show how, 
according to human nature and university culture, the values of the 
university leader should be highlighted.

Finally, in chapter ten, “Final Reflection around a good Colombian coffee”, 
I allow myself to think aloud and share some of my personal life, my or-
igins, family, principles, the context in which I was formed and worked, 
and how all this contributed not only to the shaping of my character but, 
more importantly, to the passionate conviction to dedicate my life to 
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making UNAD an educational social cause. There I also talk about my 
experience as university president and the legacy that, in a humble way, I 
hope will be infinitely enriched by those who continue this task. 

All this is important to remember when trying to explain the reason for 
the name of this book: “Education, Virtuality And Innovation”, because 
throughout the text the reader will find a particular metalanguage devel-
oped as a consequence of a continuous transformation, which describes 
the change achieved so far and which I will try to explain with the simplest 
definitions of the components of the Metasystem called UNAD.

I hope to clarify the process of organizational reengineering, which was 
used as a great opportunity to reconstitute a modern public universi-
ty, committed to the pursuit of educational excellence extended to all, 
and thus significantly influence the hope of creating opportunities for 
access and educational excellence for Colombia and Latin America.

It is also a purpose to show this experience to the directors and gov-
ernors of Latin American educational institutions, with whom the his-
tory, but also the statistics of the sector, show that in addition to the 
language we share, we also have in common the structural problems 
of exclusion, inequity and lack of quality and educational relevance for 
our communities.

It is also true that we are facing a great opportunity to provide an ef-
fective response to the burdens of inequity and social exclusion, and 
therefore it is important to understand other ways of strengthening 
our educational models with a sense of relevant social impact, taking 
advantage of the benefits derived from new technologies for develop-
ment and growth and, of course, from the evolution of knowledge in a 
wide variety of fields.

Thus, I invite you to approach this text in a reflective manner, which is ac-
companied by graphic supports that seek to facilitate its understanding 
so that this experience of transformation, creativity, talent, inspiration 
and educational innovation in which we have collectively committed 



thousands of UNAD leaders, inside and outside Colombia, may gain in 
the initiative of “yes, it is possible”, inside and outside of Colombia, will 
gain in the initiative of “yes, it is possible”, and so that analysts, leaders, re-
searchers and teachers, among others, who carry out or have to do with 
the educational social mission throughout Latin America, do not hesitate, 
at least, to try to break the routines of their daily action.

I invite you once again to raise your concerns with us so that we can 
listen and learn from your observations and thus promote the argu-
mentative dialectic on these issues, which I hope will be of interest 
and discussion.

Thank you for choosing this book..





Chapter 1 
 

Beyond educational  
orthodoxy

After almost a thousand years of face-to-face university education 
(counted from the appearance of the University of Bologna - Italy, in 
1088), distance education and virtuality, understood as its major de-
velopment, have come to consolidate to respond to the expectations 
of humanity, and to contribute to leverage scenarios of participation, 
inclusion, democracy and social progress.

Historically, the recognition of distance and virtual training has been 
minimal since it is only now beginning its positioning, and for this it has 
had to overcome resistance in terms of volume, by number of actors; 
the power of those who have legislated for decades and, above all, the 
prejudice of what I call the “educational orthodoxy”, and which corre-
sponds to the paradigm - retrograde - of those who consider that qual-
ity training is only possible if it is face-to-face and, therefore, despise or 
reject distance and virtual training.

Hence the title of this first chapter. Orthodoxy (in Spanish), according 
to the Royal Spanish Academy, means one who acts in accordance with 
generally accepted habits or practices, As a rule, the orthodox perpet-
uate their thoughts, like good religious faithful who do not question 



38

Education, virtuality and innovation
Jaime Alberto Leal Afanador

the doctrine, because that is how it has always been done, because that 
is how they have learned it and because they have not visualized other 
options. Something similar has happened in the educational system, on 
which the Church has had much influence, although Education is not 
Religion. Most of the directors, university presidents and even teachers 
of today’s higher education have been trained in the traditional model of 
classroom education, and have mistakenly believed that an alternative 
form of education (such as distance education, in its various expressions), 
does not respond to the methods adopted by them and, therefore, they 
believe that these should not be good for the education system.

Even the learning that the Covid 19 pandemic brought to humanity 
has not seemed to be enough for those orthodox ones to recognize 
that technology at the service of education is not a possibility or an 
alternative, but the way to guarantee and respond to the expectations 
and needs of both the Knowledge Society and the new generations 
and the productive system. The positive explosion of social networks, 
communication platforms (such as Zoom, Teams, Skype, WhatsApp, 
Meet...) following the mandatory quarantine that most countries have 
faced due to the epidemic, caused a favorable lack of anticipation and 
acceptance of virtuality as an equal, or better, means for production in 
almost all aspects of daily life, entertainment, relationships, expression 
of religious faith and education.

Here I will present how this evolution has taken place, how it has im-
pacted educational models and how distance education has had to 
overcome prejudices to consolidate itself as a social option for the 
transformation of Colombia and, perhaps, of Latin America.

A glance at the history of mankind shows how higher education has 
always been (even in this era), for the most part, characterized by a 
common element: the professor transmitting knowledge to students 
who passively receive his ideas and work with them. The images of the 
Socratic philosophers lecturing to hundreds of people gathered in the 
agora; the apprentice priests reading the Holy Scriptures in the Italian 
classrooms of the late Middle Ages; the German philosophers sharing 
ideas around the “new” books that had just come off the press.
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The wealthy sons of the French bourgeois class who learned to train as 
good bureaucrats of the Napoleonic State from the single professorships, 
and the rising Latin American middle class that considered university ac-
cess a luxury, until a few decades ago. In all these scenarios the professor 
dictates, the student repeats and there is a unique means of validation of 
what was seen in the class sessions (the book and the notes).

Education is the key to the historical value of a society, but to my way 
of regarding distance education as a generator of that healthy social 
balance, it was underestimated in Colombia at the beginning, turning 
the great opportunity for change into one of the most naïve postures, 
believing that it would quickly take hold in the face of the educational 
orthodoxy already installed for centuries in our country and, by analo-
gy, in Latin America.

It did not take long for the status-quo of university orthodoxy to take 
a sidelong glance at this distance modality, which it qualified as a sup-
plement to face-to-face attendance, in the best of cases, and as a social 
swindle, in the most extreme position. To whom would it occur -said the 
background of thought - to replace the sacred role of the teacher “dic-
tator of classes”, and the privileges of having his knowledge distributed 
without further pedagogy and didactic support for a group of unenlight-
ened (students), who gathered (gather) in the sacred classroom, at set 
times to listen and copy on predetermined topics in a syllabus that, year 
after year, refused to be modified, despite the evolution of knowledge 
and repeated endlessly for dozens of generations of new students.

My experience and relevant research in this regard have confirmed that 
all educational organizational forms have been dedicated to repeating 
the hierarchical structures derived from the tradition that has accom-
panied classical and orthodox education, cloistered since the thirteenth 
century, and imported from other cultures far away in time and space, 
without major transcendental adjustments to the educational needs of 
the Colombian reality, and I am sure, to the events of the Latin Ameri-
can educational institutions.
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Prussian Model

Napoleonic Model

British Model

German Model

American Model

Latin American 
Model!

Characterization of the underlying models 
of education in Latin America

It is based on the idea of preparing children for the 
modern world, but the truth is that it trains and leads 
humans to do and not to think comprehensively.

The use of education by States as a tool for social 
domination, through surveillance and control, but 
not encouragement.

Education is public, free and of excellent quality. 
This is the origin of the concept of "dual education" 
with high interaction with the productive sector.

The basis of education lies in total administrative 
decentralization, derived from the value of 
democracy and individualism in the United States.

As such, it does not exist. In some of our 
countries we have made not always 
satisfactory copies of foreign models.

In this model, education is compulsory from 5 to 16 
years of age. It also focuses on elite academic training.

Paradigm 
Shift: 

Digital 
Education?

Image 1. Characterization of the underlying education models. 
Source: Own elaboration.

Because before industrialization, the expansion of mass media and the 
globalization of analog technologies, teachers and educational institu-
tions were, almost by default, the masters of knowledge. Ideas were 
kept in physical libraries and there were even proscribed texts that 
were difficult to access. Certain and “unique” truths were learned, re-
peated and replicated, taught without means of contrast, by students 
who, in classrooms, repeated the lessons without departing from the 
script, and whoever dared to do so was easily disqualified, almost to 
the level of heretic, in the absence of practical, argumentative and de-
monstrative ways of proving the veracity of their assertions.

Education in the knowledge society
The emergence of a Knowledge Society, or that which began to expe-
rience information with free access, the professionalization of services 
and the revision of educational concepts as a result of new develop-
ments in industry and disciplines, as well as the shift of the economy 
from artisanal and agricultural models to industrialized and profession-
alizing ones (read, among others, Drucker, Castells, Stehr and Bell), 
ended up constituting the environment for a new educational insti-
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tutionality that could provide all populations with opportunities for 
transformation and wellbeing. 

Thus, a great schism began to emerge from the solid and traditional 
conventional teaching of the instructor and his face-to-face students in 
predefined times and spaces with a clear dominance of the discourse of 
knowledge transmission, as an extended characteristic of the orthodox 
scheme that has accompanied our Latin American countries and their 
restrictive and inefficient educational systems since colonial times.

Mass access to knowledge, to the comparison of sources, to training in 
other physical and learning environments began to be seen as possible, 
just as the monopoly of knowledge by a few also began to crumble.

Nowadays, the Knowledge Society gives power to those who possess 
knowledge and has enhanced the transformational character for the 
individual and for the collective groups that make up our nations, par-
ticularly in Latin America.

Knowledge society

Transformation 
is a constant

Shifts towards interculturality 
and interdisciplinarity

in Globality

Networked 
society

Social 
changes

Knowledge and new insights become 
the formula for the wellbeing and 

happiness of society and individuals.

Image 2.  Impacts of the Knowledge Society. 
Source: Own elaboration.
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Societal transformations and education systems
In order to better understand this evolution of Humanity and its impact 
on educational systems, I return to one of the classic visionaries who, in a 
masterly way, explained this evolution in his book “The Third Wave”. I am 
referring to Alvin Toffler, who synthetically refers to this evolution as follows:

First Wave: It occurs from the year 8,000 B.C. and extends until the 
middle of the XVIII century of our era. It is characterized by the en-
during dominance for thousands of years by the so-called agricultural 
society, the power of feudalism and the slowness of one-to-one com-
munications. Of course, education counted for little, since power was 
exercised by those who had the dominance of physical force and the 
possession of productive land.

Second Wave: Toffler locates it from the mid-18th century to the mid-
20th century, a period during which the so-called “Industrial Revolu-
tion” took place, characterized by the creation of large factories, the 
mass production and distribution of consumer goods, which radically 
modified human coexistence, as explained by the First Wave, in the 
countryside and rural areas, to give life to the urban and massified soci-
ety, composed of large conglomerates, whose education consolidated 
different forms of collective training, especially the Prussian model of 
mass education (in which children had to go to schools to learn accord-
ing to certain levels), and as a result of the evolution of the education-
al traditions established since Ancient Greece, whose precursors were 
the philosophers Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. The forms of communi-
cation established since then have been characterized by the dissemi-
nation of information and knowledge from one - the teacher - to many 
- the students - in a predetermined place and at a predetermined time.

Third Wave: Toffler describes it as the disruption in Humanity of new 
technologies, different from the printed one, and in particular of infor-
mation and communication innovations, and locates it from the early 
1930s, with the arrival of mass radio and television, to the present day.

The first manifestations of the information and knowledge era emerged, 
the Internet was born and the concept of globality was introduced for 
the first time.
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For the visionary Alvin Toffler, humanity, in awe, recognizes the im-
portance of the information age and mass communications as follows: 
“An illiterate will be one who does not know where to go to find the 
information he/she requires at a given moment to solve a particular 
problem” The Third Wave, 1979.

In this emerging evolution, another visionary, an outstanding disci-
ple of Toffler, Steve Case (former president of America Online, and 
visionary entrepreneur of technology companies), notes that, within 
Toffler’s Third Wave, three other new waves are developing, from the 
last two decades of the 20th century to the present; that is to say, in 
the last 40 years.

First New Wave: It is located at the beginning of the 80s until the end 
of the 90s of the twentieth century, in which the infrastructure and 
founding pillars of what we know today as the digital world were de-
veloped, developing the first phases in the construction of human plat-
forms led by engineers who, together with computer equipment, and 
the development of new programming languages and technological 
networks, begin to make it possible for ordinary people to connect 
with each other through the Internet in writing and with the early de-
velopment of mobile telephony, with restrictions only for voice calls.

It is the beginning of the first technological revolution with the birth 
and spectacular growth of the so-called www, World Wide Web or sys-
tem capable of incorporating in its first phase massive written commu-
nications (1G) through the computer, and whose genesis dates back 
to 1969 when DARPA (Defense Advanced Research Project Agency), 
developed an effective system to prevent the disappearance of key mil-
itary information in the times of the now disappeared “Iron Curtain”, 
and later also incorporated images and sounds (2G) with better pro-
cessing levels and volume. 

This First New Wave led to the birth of today’s well-known multination-
als SISCO, Hewlett-Packard, Microsoft, Apple, IBM, among others..

Thus expands and from there, the already developed for the time of the 
late twentieth century, Distance Education Modality, whose origins are 
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determined with the training of mass groups of farmers through the 
written press, as is the case of “The Boston Herald”, and a successful 
case in Colombia where, in addition to the written press with the weekly 
“El Campesino / The peasant”, The radio station “Radio Sutatenza” was 
created, which was successful for nearly three decades with significant 
impact on literacy and education of thousands of Colombian farmers, 
through the social project called Popular Cultural Action ACPO (1947-
1994), headed by Mgr. José Joaquín Salcedo Guarín and, on behalf of the 
UNAD, the first university president, Hernando Bernal and Miguel Anto-
nio Ramón Martínez, Vice president of academic affairs.

Second New Wave: According to Case, in most cases, a good part of this 
new world was born in the garages of the houses where brilliant young 
minds lived at the beginning of the 21st century. There, images, videos, 
repositories, among others, were created from the very evolution of data 
transmission capabilities; and the original mobile telephony of voice and 
written data also emerged.

An impressive qualitative leap of the Internet network, which has gone 
from a basic service of information transmission and connectivity of me-
dium proportions to the 3G and 4G phases with protocols of immedi-
ate transmission of large volumes integrated with search engines such 
as Google and many others, have since made it easy to explore and find 
specific answers in a matter of seconds on artificial intelligence devices, 
based on the network management of an orderly traffic of information 
that helps to answer questions of particular or collective order, giving 
way to a new area of knowledge called Infotechnology.

Simultaneously, in this Second New Wave, hardware technologies are 
evolving with countless new and increasingly intelligent devices in 
the world of cellular and mobile telephony that are becoming mass 
consumption at affordable costs available to millions of people on the 
planet, while at the same time the first evolutionary phases of software 
as a service are appearing, starting with providers such as Facebook, 
Twitter, Instagram and YouTube, in the Western world; and in the 
Eastern world, the developments of Web chat, Weibo, Baidu, among 
others. Understanding this represents a determining challenge in the 
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evolution of the convergence between Knowledge - Communication - 
Education and Technology.

This approach is radically visible in education as a disruptive action that 
challenges it to transform itself or disappear under the rigid canons and 
orthodoxies that still surround it.

Third New Wave: Steve Case recognizes it as the ubiquity of the Inter-
net and, in his prospective vision, goes ahead to recognize that it will no 
longer belong to companies as we know them today, and that, although 
all products and services will need the Internet, it will already be linked 
to the added value of information and communication with the emerg-
ing and thriving “Internet of things”, or real-time web interconnection of 
objects with each other.

Here appears the connectivity of exponential volumes and rates linked 
to the 5G Internet already implemented, of course, by an unparalleled 
evolution towards studies characterized by the 6G and 7G Internet.

Society
Cambio generacional

Conceptual limitation Traditional education

Educational innovation

Educational orthodoxy

Brecha digital
new metalanguages

ICT

Global

Inclusive education pathway

Nuevos códigos

Gaps to be overcome

Image 3. Necessary evolution in closing the digital divide from 1G to 
5G and prospectively 6G and 7G. Source: Own elaboration.

The third New Wave emerged to revolutionize our way of teaching 
and learning: Technologies enable teachers to relate differently with 
students in real time, to know about their behavior and academic evo-
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lution, instead of reducing them to mere numbers in the educational 
institution, the new tools will integrate them in the most coherent and 
responsible way, derived from having learned to learn for life.

In synthesis, these two visionaries, Alvin Toffler and Steve Case, showed 
us the scanography of human evolution related to education and, of 
course with its prospective, which links it as a sector of society with in-
numerable challenges in its models and standards of integral education.

Linked to this disruptive scenario of technologies, the digital world is 
evolving, and there is a paradigmatic change with the modality of dis-
tance education and its expressions of virtuality, which some also call 
online education or e-learning, as well as its contributions as B-learning 
or blended or mixed learning (face-to-face - virtual) and M-learning or 
mobile (learning on portable devices), which I analyze later.

The training paradigm behind distance education
The “rudimentary” (in its forms, in today’s eyes) distance education of 
the early seventies of the last century (with radio classes, papers and 
books sent by physical mail or television sessions), offered different 
options to the classic model of face-to-face teaching, which has been 
based on unidirectional communication. Traditional training obeyed 
more to previous experiences of educational offers that, in the strict 
sense of the term, had little or nothing to do with the specific char-
acteristics of the paradigm of meaningful learning and autonomous 
thinking that it was hoped to promote as a pedagogical model sub-
stantially differentiated from the classic classroom model. 

Distance education began a new learning paradigm called “learning to 
learn”, consubstantial with the dynamics of a new era of humanity, in 
which knowledge becomes more fluid, of significant and immediate 
applicability and of continuous evolution, given the intensive develop-
ment of technologies that since that time do not cease to amaze, and 
that among themselves are surpassed daily and by far, affecting the 
reality of millions of humans without distinction of race, gender or geo-
graphical and economic location, among others.
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Unlike the traditional model (orthodox, conditioned and unidirection-
al), in distance education the motivation and effort of each individual 
to learn, to know and to improve himself/herself becomes valuable. 
Learning to teach, which has been a very typical model of classroom 
training, can certify teaching skills, but it is no guarantee of learning. 
Learning to learn is, in other words, what has also been called “active 
learning” because it is the student who designs his or her own learning 
paths and times and demands a higher level of commitment and dis-
cipline in the work, with the guidance of a tutor. Hence, it is incontro-
vertibly linked to self-training and to the necessary reality of wanting 
to learn how to learn. In the beginning, this purpose was called “au-
todidaxy” and whoever did it at his own risk was an autodidact; even 
so, many of the main wise men in history did it and produced great 
advances in human knowledge.

Maturation and positioning of distance education
Some might think that the adoption of distance education in the ed-
ucational institutionality of a country or, in a particular way within an 
institution of higher education, is very easy, and the truth is not so. 
Many orthodox, and also some merchants of education, have errone-
ously interpreted the concept of distance education, and have believed 
that the use of the mediations (at the beginning analogous and now 
digital), constituted the end when, as the same name indicates it, they 
are means that favor this learning to learn. In some phases of this evo-
lution, an ambiguous mixture of “compressed semi-presence”, as one 
Colombian education leader called it, was woven, which socially affect-
ed, with few exceptions, the credibility of the quality and relevance of 
this new way of educating and training, and of course, the institutional 
reputation and image.

The main mistake of those who criticize this modality is to think that 
the form and means of education are its essence.

The following considerations constitute some of the most common 
misconceptions about distance education:

•	 That it is sufficient to incorporate computer rooms and connec-
tivity networks to deliver face-to-face classes at a distance.
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•	 That responds to a need to incorporate conditions to create 
HTML texts that can be formatted with some images and evalu-
ations to connect teachers and students.

•	 That, as it was believed for decades, it worked if it could act as a 
complement to face-to-face education, a fact that even today is 
part of the imaginary of the low potential of the modality and its 
poor quality of training.

•	 That distance education is impersonal and does not allow person-
al relationships, when the Internet and the Covid 19 pandemic 
have shown humanity the ability to recreate itself, reinvent itself 
and maintain coexistence and filial relations, friendship and colle-
giality thanks to the networks.

•	 That attitudes towards the study cannot be controlled, when the 
situation responds to a personal behavior and is not attributable 
to the environment as such.

•	 That distance education does not have the capacity to develop 
the substantive responsibilities of integral formation, rigorous 
research, and social projection that is the responsibility of any 
institution of higher education, and that in the opinion of the or-
thodox is only possible in face-to-face training.

 The aforementioned prejudices have had too much influence to ensure 
that, in most Latin American countries, government or state policies 
have not even been configured to strengthen, for the benefit of the 
majority of the population, the open and distance education modali-
ty, and one of its main methodological expressions, virtuality. In some 
countries of the region, even their Ministries of Education and Universi-
ty presidents still hold to orthodox thinking, and consider that distance 
- virtual or virtual - distance education (which for practical purposes is 
the same thing) does not provide the quality desired by them, without 
having objectively measured the potentials of one or the other. 
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New educational models
are not born overnight
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Image 4.  Maturation of effective distance education. 
Source: Own elaboration.

The previous image shows how distance education must respond to 
the strengthening, in time, of key components that allow the educa-
tional model to reach a qualified dimension and social impact in the 
spheres of action where it has been implemented. That is, the mat-
uration of distance education must take place in an environment of 
government and governance in the exercise of university autonomy, of 
planned and systemic organizational management (as I will explain lat-
er), and of formative and investigative management that allow to ana-
lyze and overcome structural problems, thanks to the management of 
human, technological, pedagogical and didactic platforms to maximize 
the value of the assets placed at the service of educational interaction, 
promoting talents that propitiate quality, innovation, info-technologi-
cal security and social impact. 

This should lead, throughout Latin America, to the investment of sig-
nificant resources and time necessary to create a new educational cul-
ture that will face, with sufficient response capacity, the educational 
challenges for a society that expects to guarantee an effective distri-
bution of spiritual and material wealth (image 5).
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However, it should be clarified that virtual and distance education is 
not easy or cheap as some have thought and of course requires sus-
tained investment over time to ensure high standards of quality train-
ing, relevant research and innovation with a focus on responsiveness 
and effective social impact.

Stagnation in educational quality and relevance
Characterization

Sustained increase in expenditure
Test results 
(PISA tests and rankings)

Plurality of educational models

Formative, applied 
and frontier research
Innovative institutional organization 
and management

Relevant and innovative educational 
environments

Relevant curriculum design

Appropriate teaching skills

Quality criteria    Preschool Basic Middle Higher Ed.

Paradigm Shift: 
Digital 

Education?

Innovative pedagogical models and 
processes adapted to the demands 
of the knowledge society

Transcendence of social 
responsibility

Image 5. Characterization of stagnation in Educational Quality and Relevance 
in Latin America. Source: Adapted from UNESCO / CNA, 2018.

Distance education as an engine for regional development
The following image shows, with the concept of icebergs as a reference, 
how in most of our countries education manifests a series of problems 
still scarcely identified and, therefore, not sufficiently solved under the 
conventional educational model due, in particular, to the limited vision 
of why and for what purpose to educate in the coming decades.
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Image 6.  General diagnosis of Latin American education. 
Source: Own elaboration.

This could help, among others, to understand why the marked histori-
cal dependence of our education, its social remoteness with the prob-
lems that surround us and its scarce applicability of the principles of 
academic quality, frontier research, administrative efficiency, forma-
tive relevance, among others, given that the opportunity of access and 
permanence was a privilege for few citizens. I recommend, in order to 
deepen this statement, to read the study of the Los Andes University, 
“La Lotería de la Cuna. La movilidad social a través de la educación en 
los municipios de Colombia / The Lottery of the Cradle. Social mobility 
through education in Colombia’s municipalities” 2015, by Sandra García, 
Catherine Rodríguez, Fabio Sánchez and Juan Guillermo Bedoya, which 
describes and details, with clearly researched figures, this historical 
phenomenon in our country and in our continent.
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Image 7. Social Mobility in Latin America.  
Source: Social Panorama of Latin America and the Caribbean, ECLAC..

For generations, Latin Americans were denied, and still are in many 
sectors, the opportunity to be well educated, due to the absence of 
educational policies for the great majority of the population of our con-
tinent. This awareness also helps us to explain how this historical tradi-
tion becomes a mental limitation to implement paradigmatic changes 
in the educational organizations of our continent, with several options 
for innovation and transformation that were implemented for other 
cultures and countries that today proudly show us the excellence of 
their educational systems.

Distance and virtual education would guarantee effectiveness in the 
quality of education, with equity policies, pertinence programs and 
the expected motivation of our children and young people to find an 
education they are passionate about, because they have learned to 
learn about how knowledge is generated, transferred, disseminated, 
exchanged and applied (with the help of technology), when it is linked 
to meaningful and autonomous thinking, when it motivates, with the 
experience of their own environment, to transform for the better the 
reality that surrounds them, or to create new realities through the par-
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ticipatory work that calls for building solutions and taking advantage of 
opportunities collectively.

I reiterate that education, no matter the modality in which it is devel-
oped, allows, above all, to manage the purpose of the integrality of 
each human being who accesses and remains within it, starting with 
the family nucleus itself, and articulating with the educational institu-
tionality. This implies the interest in forming a social being, a person 
and a being with the competencies and knowledge to act in the world 
of trades or in the life of the disciplines.

Such education must allow the extension of the axiological value that 
is instilled in the family, or at least it should be, on respect for others, 
solidarity, ethics and coherence of the integral being.

The intelligence 
spiral of the

Multiple
Intelligences

Integral Being

Family - Education

Visual Space

Scientific

Musical

Linguistics
Verbal Logical

Math

Artistic
Cinestesia

Technical

Equality

Equity

Tolerance

Humility

 Solidarity

Respect

Gratitud

Freedom

integral 
human being

Image 8.  The Spiral of Intelligence of the Integral Human Being. 
Source: Own elaboration.

It is also clear, at the same time, that education and in particular mod-
ern education, must privilege active pedagogies and didactics so that 
each person trained encourages and strengthens their understanding, 
consolidates their listening skills, reinforces their learning of team and 
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collaborative work, and motivates their inspiration and creativity so 
that, finally, they recognize the importance of innovation and entre-
preneurship as key tools to ensure the success of each life project while 
contributing to the success of others.

Distance education -whose epistemological foundation and method-
ological understanding in the National Open and Distance University 
(UNAD) I develop later- is consolidated in the current and projected 
conditions of humanity at this moment of its history as a unique op-
portunity to favor access to knowledge for students through effective 
public policies. Distance education is synonymous with inclusion, ant-
onymous to the traditional orthodox exclusion derived from rigid for-
mats and conditions.

It is worth recalling the following advantages of distance education as 
defined by the leading Spanish academic and scholar of the subject, 
Lorenzo García Aretio:

For the student or participant For governments and  
society in general

•	 More open access with a wider range of possibil-
ities for learning knowledge, skills, values, atti-
tudes and relationships;

•	 Overcoming time barriers, geographical barriers, 
personal restrictions, social and cultural obsta-
cles or educational infrastructures;

•	 To combine study with work, family or other 
study obligations;

•	 To be the true protagonist of learning, as it is 
centered on the person;

•	 Save costs related to travel, leaving the work-
place, etc.: obtain training of equal or higher 
quality at a lower cost.

•	 Choose priorities and the organization of their 
own learning; and

•	 In case of unforeseen situations of epidemics or 
diseases, or in a forced confinement, to have the 
opportunity to continue the teaching/learning 
processes.

•	 Allow access to this training to sec-
tors and groups that, by conven-
tional means, would be more re-
stricted, for example, in the current 
pandemic situation;

•	 Offer citizens more opportunities 
for education and training;

•	 Lowering the costs of training;
•	 Diversification of training offerings;
•	 The control by the Administrations, 

regarding the quality of the training 
provided, becomes more feasible in 
digital teaching and learning sys-
tems, due to the existence of evi-
dence (records) difficult to find in 
face-to-face training.

Image 9. Advantages of distance education for students, businesses and governments. 
Source: Why distance education systems are winning?. Lorenzo García Aretio, 2020.

In this sense, Latin American education today, as never before, has a 
great opportunity to humanize (dignify, empower, provide better liv-
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ing conditions) millions of its inhabitants, as long as it is capable of 
overcoming the educational orthodoxy gap and recognizes the chal-
lenges imposed by other gaps such as the generational and conceptual 
gaps seen here, in addition to the so-called “digital gap” (coverage and 
connectivity below 50% in many regions of the continent). Our Latin 
American education is challenged to accept new codes and metalan-
guages (which I will explain later) coming from diverse technologies, 
especially those of information and communication.

It is necessary to understand, then, why it is important to outline re-
gional policies that broaden the framework of educational manage-
ment, in order to achieve the promotion of Latin Americans capable of 
acting ethically at local, regional and planetary scale, and of course, so 
that these human beings are aware of the need to establish collective 
power, unlike the generations that preceded us, which privileged the 
particular good, thus withering the democracy of most of our nations 
and closing spaces of well-being to large majorities.

In synthesis, politics and economic power, as they are known today, 
may, with the help of distance education, be approaching a great meta-
morphosis, born of globality and the digital world, and of course in ed-
ucation we must be prepared to participate in the conscious construc-
tion of new ideological and theoretical frameworks for intercultural 
relations, For this reason, the new way of teaching must, at the same 
time, participate in the self-creation of new policy frameworks for ped-
agogical management, inspired by the sociology of digital networks 
and by the responsible leadership of new movements that will emerge 
with different purposes than those that have kept conventional educa-
tion in force until now.

Humanity is experiencing a decisive turning point in its social history, 
and for this reason we must make room for models that promote edu-
cation without time and distance, that motivates integral talent to act 
locally and globally, for active and autonomous citizen participation in 
politics and to understand how, in the medium term, we can be partic-
ipants in economic models no longer dominated by a few, but focused 
on the interest of intelligent multitudes as an expression of the expan-
sion of collective power.
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Futurologists warn that two decades ahead, the variation in the con-
ventional scenarios of economics, politics, education, production and 
effective cultural transformation will become visible without difficul-
ty, which is why it is an illusion to think that technology, by itself, will 
threaten humanity. On the contrary, it will serve to strengthen research 
and development in any disciplinary field by guaranteeing relevant, flu-
id and rapidly applicable knowledge.

This is confirmed by the spirit of the new emerging companies, or start-
ups, that are emerging to finance multiple innovative projects and to 
encourage the open nature of collaborative science and the new sense 
of ownership, because all players have the right to win. It is about think-
ing positively and proactively about a world that, through well-con-
ceived and applied technology, will reward creativity and relentlessly 
promote innovation for individual and collective well-being. UNAD 4.0, 
which I will also explain below, assumes this scenario of open culture 
in the mission scenario of innovation with the development of Learn 
Startup, or learning incubators in multiple areas of its activities.

According to the SMIT analysis or Social Media Tic and Training, human 
satisfaction needs, formulated about 80 years ago by Abraham Maslow, 
necessarily today and in the future have a new meaning in terms of our 
millennials and now young centennials, as well as those who are born 
and grow up in the future; because they have and will have new needs 
for self-realization, recognition, affiliation, security and of course, will 
change the inspirational needs of human talent. Moreover, unlike the 
majority of the orthodox (for there are young orthodox, though little 
is believed), the new generations of students were born and live, by 
natural adoption and not by imposition, with technology.
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Image 10.  Maslow’s needs in a New Era  
Fuente: SMIT Social Media, TIC´s and Training.

This allows each student to become an agent of change in order to 
generate training strategies that make it possible to turn ideas into 
projects, through mechanisms for the application of such learning in 
academic network environments, research networks and innovation 
networks, all with an appropriate use of the various digital technolo-
gies. And this is, in itself, one of the central goals of education, whatev-
er the formative modality it develops.





Chapter 2 
 

Techno-pedagogical keys 
to virtual education

Managing virtual and distance education, beyond the theories that ac-
company it from Constructivism and Connectivism, generates unprec-
edented challenges to project it into practice. It implies recognizing the 
valuable developments of pedagogies focused on learning, the unprec-
edented value of neuroscience, the valuable pedagogy of the freedom 
of creative thinking, the art of asking questions and, in particular, the 
paradigmatic rupture of knowledge transfer towards knowledge man-
agement as a prospective vision of all educational institutions in the 
course of this 21st century.

Today, its evolution in the National Open and Distance University 
(UNAD) has helped to concretize an innovative educational model, as 
a response to the challenges of the Knowledge Society (as I showed in 
the previous chapter), over the frantic pace of evolution of information 
and communication technologies.

Supported by technologies -now virtual-, but above all by the possibil-
ity of providing an effective response to the learning needs of today’s 
society, virtual and distance education has arrived to settle definitively 
in our global society.
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This virtuality is just one of the options that modernity asks of conven-
tional education in order not to collapse, but which the orthodox have 
underestimated, falling into the misconception that virtuality is the es-
sence of distance education. They still believe that quality education is 
only possible in classrooms, in the same places, at the same times and 
with the same methods as always, among other biases.

In this section I will refer, fundamentally, to the keys of the new paradigm 
of virtual and distance education, beginning with a conceptual approach 
to it and to the principles that govern it. Likewise, I will develop the main 
learning models related to the alternative pedagogical currents, which 
could well contribute to sustain the new educational environments cir-
cumscribed in virtuality, as well as their applicability in learning networks, 
with the basic characteristics of E-learning, Mobile-learning and Blend-
ed-learning, which, without doubt, are already the seed of the virtual 
learning communities that today guarantee the new dynamics, in the 
so-called “educational cyberspace” of several institutions and universities 
dedicated to manage virtual and distance education.

On the fundamentals of virtual and distance education
The concept of “education” is unique in all places, contexts and levels. 
The term involves contributing in a qualified way to a person’s inte-
gral formation through the reinforcement of key values for existence, 
and the strengthening of knowledge, talents, competencies and skills 
for a better development of being, knowing and doing in his or her life 
project. It entails the challenge of contributing to the perfective devel-
opment of the person, within a continuous process that is born with us 
and should die with us.

Lifelong education, or traditionally identified as continuing education, 
constitutes an accumulation of processes and intermediate results that 
emerge from the fact that no one will ever be sufficiently educated to 
feel or say that there is nothing new to learn or to do, which is why the 
final result of what we were or are, is projected in the motivation to 
become a “perpetual student”, as far as the expression allows, in the 
finite cycle of life.
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In a remote place and time, and in various remote places and times, 
education has been perfecting itself since the emergence of homo 
sapiens, cultivating the intellect of one and many with questions and 
answers linked to existence and how to approach it. Strictly speak-
ing, its evolution is linked to human evolution, and its explanation 
would be too long and complex for the purpose of this book, but as I 
stated in the previous chapter, it has always been and will always be 
subscribed to the transformation of societies, and especially to what 
is now known as “the era of the Knowledge Society”, which brings 
many challenges ahead.

When, over the centuries, the on-site educational institutionality was 
installed, which ended up “condemning” in several cases the desire of 
each person to be formed according to their own tastes, merits and 
talents in correspondence with the projection of their spirit of self-im-
provement, a machinery immersed in educational rigidity was creat-
ed in parallel. In common terms: the obligatory intervention of some 
agents -teachers- who taught in preconceived and recognized times 
and places such as schools, institutes, teacher training colleges and uni-
versities, among many other names. This constituted the so-called ed-
ucational tradition. The route or format of teaching from one to many 
(a teacher to a group of students) made a career and professions as 
outstanding as teaching or professorship were born. To talk about it 
and describe it would be, in a way, foolish, since all readers have lived 
this experience and each one rates it according to the results and expe-
riences they have had.

Individual and collective 
efforts are required to 

recognize the limitations and 
possibilities of integrating 

into this new world of digital 
and networked education, 
as it is no longer a matter 

of seeking to explain 
everything as a reason for 

being a teacher.

Unlearning what 
has been learned It is about students 

explaining themselves 
with the support, 

advice and motivation 
provided by 

the teacher from 
the other side.

Understanding 
the new context 

Image 11.  Radical transformation of the teaching role. 
Source: Own elaboration.
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Distance education does not escape from this same genesis or formula (a 
teacher and a group of students), but, unlike the way it was adopted in 
traditional face-to-face training, the focus of the process is not seen from 
the teaching side, but from the learning side, and this entails a substan-
tial change in the pedagogical paradigms underlying these two training 
models, since they are based on very different versions of the motivations 
of the person to assume new roles, both of the learner and of the one 
who guides, orients and motivates the learner, giving rise to a differential 
pedagogical model, but at the same time enriched with other didactic and 
technological components.

The conception of distance, interpreted as remoteness, is erroneous, 
since there is nothing closer to self-training than human interaction be-
tween subjects who share the same enthusiasm for an object of knowl-
edge in order to learn how to manage it, no matter whether the distance 
is meters, kilometers or oceans. It is from there that distance education 
makes sense for itself and confers meaning for the actors in the process 
that is being developed.

Teachers and students have modified their conventional role, exercised 
for centuries in different societies from a worldview focused on physical 
spaces and barriers of time and knowledge, which are often removed 
from the true purpose of good to contribute to society.

In practice, there has been a minimal pedagogical convergence between 
conventional education centered on teaching, and distance education de-
centralized in multiple learning. Paradoxically and in the opposite way to 
the imaginary that has been given in the educational sector, today, the 
greatest achievement of distance education is not, precisely, to be at a 
distance, but to be distance-free. It is a very profound play on words. To 
speak of distance education without distances is the greatest achieve-
ment of this educational model that seeks to benefit populations with 
educational opportunities, synchronous and asynchronous, regardless of 
their geographic, economic, age, creed, among others, that could restrict 
access and permanence in the scenario of educational institutions.
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The Internet and its unlimited expansion have allowed these purposes to 
be accentuated over time and allow multiple sources of information to 
give way to the generation of new knowledge.

In this way, distance education is located, then and from now on, in the 
so-called virtuality, and will surely grow much more at the pace of the 
evolution of the Internet, integrating in a coherent way the diverse ac-
tors of the educational fact, through both technological and human plat-
forms. While purely face-to-face training has been around for millennia. In 
the panorama, other forms of interaction such as virtuality, supported by 
technological developments, have a very promising future.

Distance education and virtuality are connected to chart the new course 
of education, since a large part of the transformation and social mobility 
of millions of people depends on it. This educational model is much more 
powerful in societies that seek widespread wellbeing and promote hap-
piness as the raison d’être of education and sustainable human develop-
ment as a collective good.

In the midst of the pandemic caused by Covid-19, the interrelations be-
tween pedagogies and technologies in a planned manner challenge our 
governments to promote radical changes. The time of digital transforma-
tion is here to stay in all sectors, but even more so in the education sector, 
so let us hope that this great opportunity is not wasted.

Conditions to enhance open and distance education 
Accumulated centuries of creation, innovation and renewal, both in 
science and technology, have created new challenges for institutional 
educational projects, especially because they must combine foresight 
and planning in order to learn to face the constant evolution of techni-
cal-disciplinary knowledge and its social impact.

Education must go beyond the simple transmission of knowledge, and 
forge new competencies in each student to learn how to learn and, 
from there, to recognize the value of information to be transformed 
into knowledge.
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Education as an engine of human and social empowerment needs to be 
considered in light of the following conditions:

•	 The broad, relevant and continuous qualification and expansion 
of teachers to facilitate the teaching and learning process.

•	  The expansion of connectivity so that virtual education is acces-
sible to the majority of the population, at affordable prices and 
free of charge for vulnerable segments, within the framework of 
the right to connectivity, as a way of contributing to the dignity 
of social relations.

•	 The increase in technological networks and the increase in their 
broadband speed, as well as fiber optics for better access to the 
Internet from mobile devices.

•	 Free accessibility to wireless connections to improve access to 
virtual campuses as a daily learning environment for students.

•	 The promotion of new technological competencies, so that the 
institutions themselves have installed capacity for entrepreneur-
ship and development of applied software and virtual contents 
and repositories, through open educational systems that comply 
with international quality standards.

•	 The incorporation of technological platforms appropriate to each 
institution, with potential scalability to meet the progressive de-
mands for information and knowledge in various fields and disci-
plines of knowledge.

•	 The necessary and rigorous quality assurance in the supply of 
services and programs to safely satisfy the multiple virtual ed-
ucational demands, through techno-pedagogical platforms that 
allow high quality educational access through various mobile and 
portable devices.

•	 The necessary guarantees so that knowledge management and 
learning can favor virtual pedagogical and didactic communica-
tion between teachers and students.

•	 Mechanisms to ensure that navigation on virtual campuses is as 
intuitive as possible to the characteristics of the target popula-
tion, so as to facilitate access to vulnerable populations through 
appropriate technological devices.

•	 The management of big data protection mechanisms and the use 
of geo-localization and sensory and biometric recognition tech-
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nologies (voice recognition, facial and fingerprint identification), 
to improve the conditions for ensuring academic assessment, and 
to serve as a mechanism for promoting student learning.

•	 The implementation of simulated laboratories as a complement 
and preparation to real laboratories and as a basis for the creation 
of competencies and skills necessary for the successful perfor-
mance of trades, professions and occupations.

•	 The design and management of curricula committed to the de-
velopment and management of knowledge to solve environmen-
tal problems and take advantage of opportunities, encouraging 
students’ sensitivity and social solidarity, and the creation of pro-
posals that give meaning to their learning and allow the develop-
ment of their autonomous and critical thinking.

•	 The creation of bilingualism opportunities combined with the 
power of cultural and intercultural integration, which consolidate 
the constitution of knowledge and research networks.

With the application of several of these key principles, the frontiers of 
access to knowledge will be expanded and the historical gaps will be 
reduced, since not only privileged minorities will be able to access qual-
ified education, but the entire population.

However, it should never be forgotten that technologies are only tools 
and that their indiscriminate use does not guarantee the success of dis-
tance and virtual education. A planning process that articulates pedago-
gy and didactics with training purposes under standards and rules that 
promote applied research and entrepreneurial innovation must prevail.

The principles enunciated above determine new objectives and purpos-
es for education in the 21st century, which is why I believe it is possible 
to build with them the educational disruption that challenges us today.

Learning models that support virtual education
The unprecedented evolution of technologies has brought about trans-
formations in all areas of human interaction, which is why the formative 
paradigm of learning to learn (managing one’s own learning process, in 
a tutored manner) that accompanies virtual education is closely linked 
to the capacity of educational institutions to generate new educational 
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resource environments that can be disseminated through new didactic 
and pedagogical perspectives.

These are the models that, supported by learning and its clear interac-
tion with the vertiginous developments of exponential technologies, 
are fully developed in virtual and distance education:

e-learning
It refers, fundamentally, to learning processes managed from a virtual 
campus through the Internet. It involves digitizing, creatively and ped-
agogically, each of the components that make up a curriculum through 
the use of theories and methods that facilitate the creation of environ-
ments, virtual learning objects, virtual repositories, and multiple multi-
media devices, in which the student and the teacher take advantage of 
the resources derived from the network itself and its different platforms, 
support software and all the various technological tools that could be 
integrated to the capabilities of a computer from which the student can 
access the so-called virtual metacampus, designed with electronic re-
sources and devices in a conjunction of mathematical algorithms in mul-
tilevel systems integration.

In the early years of the Internet, connectivity and networks boom, 
among others, e-learning was differentiated from m-learning, or mobile 
learning, applied to learning mediated by the use of portable electron-
ic devices, such as tablets and cellular telephony equipment, but in the 
integration that has taken place between these and fixed or desktop 
computers, the mass coverage and connectivity and the accessibility of 
most of the population to the same equipment, the difference has been 
considered overcome, and it is already assumed that all e-learning is con-
figured under principles similar to those of mobile learning.

E-learning (also m-learning) strengthens the characteristics of virtual 
and distance education from the learning paradigm, and allows an un-
precedented revolution in the traditional forms of education, using in-
tensively new didactic and pedagogical devices at the service of the stu-
dent and the teacher, both synchronously and asynchronously.
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16COMPONENTES DEL MODELO 
PEDAGÓGICO E-LEARNING

The pedagogical model is based 
on interactions between students, 

media, mediations, teachers, 
collaborative activities and 

meaningful evaluation.

E-learning pluralizes the modes of integral 
training, creates other modes, channels and 
devices that facilitate access to knowledge, 

its application and new generation.

The development of e-learning 
environments aims to promote and 
strengthen autonomous, complex, 

meaningful and collaborative learning.

UNAD has established in its mission, the 
educational social essence and sustainable 

human development with the incorporation 
of information technologies for the 

development of training processes, research 
and organizational processes.

La formación Unadista como 
una alternativa para las nuevas 

demandas de la sociedad del 
conocimiento.

Image 12.  Components of the E-Learning pedagogical model. 
Source: Own elaboration.

b-learning
The so-called blended learning model, mixed or blended, is the model 
that integrates e-learning processes (synchronous and asynchronous) 
with face-to-face meetings.

In blended learning it is possible to use different technological resourc-
es that, as means, favor performance and allow, in a harmonic way, to 
transform the conventional schemes of the traditional unilateral peda-
gogical relationship.

It is also an accompaniment strategy that is developed by making si-
multaneous use of interaction in the multicampus/virtual campus and 
in situ, for the development of activities both in courses (micro-cur-
ricula) of first enrollment and in courses of high academic complexity 
defined in each curriculum to practice trades or disciplines. These ses-
sions seek to encourage students’ interest and deepening in the learn-
ing of the area through active learning exercises.

Blended learning is a clear opportunity for face-to-face educational in-
stitutions to coherently develop collective and individual experiences 
so that their students and teachers can strengthen these new roles, un-
der the new pedagogical perspectives that promote meaningful learn-
ing. The Covid 19 pandemic was an opportunity for this.
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* * *

Never before has the consolidation of newly related human links from 
cyberspace become so visible to humanity as seen in the pandemic. 
Multiple family, social and business links have been forged so that mil-
lions of people are developing activities of all kinds, through the ser-
vices and platforms that make up the Internet.

Several decades ago, references to cyberspace had already been estab-
lished in education as a scenario for sharing experiences and knowledge 
to establish training skills and competencies, thanks to a new world 
that determines different anthropological and sociological approaches 
to education, and which uses technology as a relevant phenomenon 
for socialization. This technology does not require immediate physical 
contact to establish relationships between people with diverse social 
practices, but with objects of common knowledge.

Of course, the planning of educational activities and the necessary 
adaptability of practical activities in the context of virtuality determine 
a higher requirement for these to be understood by the educational 
actors, so that they themselves can strengthen and create new constit-
uent features of qualified and relevant education.

A model of education that is characterized by developing dynamics in-
spired by the so-called Social Constructivism, as a support structure in 
which human interrelationships are developed that promote interdisci-
plinarity and interculturality. 

Hence, the so-called Internet of Things with all its potential for interac-
tivity, synchrony and asynchrony, is integrated into a space of convergence 
to promote an exponential growth of educational coverage with quality, 
through networks of institutions throughout the educational world that 
accept the disruptive challenge that, paradoxically, is set in the same objec-
tives, meanings and contexts of sustainable human development.

The aforementioned conventional education must then be prepared 
to learn to learn the why, what, how and wherefore of such inno-
vative resources, in order to control and make sense of information 
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as an imperative to transform it into applied knowledge. It is about 
strengthening collective experiences, to turn them into individual 
learning experiences for educational actors, motivated by the pur-
pose of promoting greater interest in knowledge, and finally, by an 
unprecedented transformation towards the way of evaluating learn-
ing, changing the wistful episodes of short-term rote evaluation, for 
the new characteristics of meaningful, motivational and comprehen-
sive learning in students, managed, among others, as suggested in 
the next chapter of this book.

Innovation in the evaluation of learning 
eradicates the conventional forms of 
closed tests for case studies and analysis 
of real problems.

16LA INNOVACIÓN Y LA 
EVALUACIÓN DE APRENDIZAJES

Innovation in the evaluation of learning leaves aside the 
conformism of the educational action, it must be turned in a 
definitive and permanent way to strengthen integral 
competences in the student supported in his/her self-training 
and in the permanent challenge to his/her creativity on the 
part of the teacher to position the management of knowledge, 
strengthening the innovative talent of the learner.

Image 13. Innovación y evaluación de aprendizajes.  
Fuente: Elaboración propia.

All of the above can be complemented with philosophical, axiological 
and teleological positions, and of course, with the due guarantees of 
the coherent exercise of pedagogical and systemic thinking at the same 
time, to guarantee the effective impact of the techno-pedagogical sce-
nario mentioned above.





Chapter 3 
 

The principles of the  
pedagogical model in  
the distance university

Learning to learn does not happen by itself with the interaction with 
technology. The formative process in distance education demands, as 
in all education, a due orientation in the forms, stages, purposes and 
results of learning.

The Distance and Virtual Modality, per se, is trans-territorial and 
trans-border; that is, it is global by nature, and through different meth-
odologies makes use of various technological resources, methods and 
pedagogical mediations, to facilitate learning and training of the stu-
dent, through monitoring and permanent accompaniment, either syn-
chronous or asynchronous. In this modality, pedagogical and didactic 
strategies are used for integral training, which articulate different tech-
nologies in multiple learning environments, guaranteeing the develop-
ment of interaction and activity processes for the autonomous, mean-
ingful and collaborative learning of students and teachers.
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The Distance University, as an educational structure in general and 
particularly the National Open and Distance University (UNAD), in Co-
lombia, represents the intentionality that promotes ways for learning, 
educational inclusion and the appropriation of knowledge at any time 
and place. Its action is decisive to ensure that the learning objectives 
and competencies to be demonstrated by students, whatever the field 
of training or discipline of knowledge chosen, are curricularly fulfilled 
once the respective training process is completed.

Essential in the pedagogical consolidation of a University, such as 
UNAD, has been to strengthen training, mentoring, coaching and qual-
ification spaces for the university community to understand the why 
and how of this educational modality, based on their own experience 
and great conviction achieved.

The management of the educational principles and purposes of dis-
tance learning, the meaning and sense of learning assessment, the 
didactic role played by educational media and resources as a support 
for knowledge, as well as its planning stages and instruments (such as 
virtual content repositories, for example), which allow teachers and 
students to dynamize, from meaningful learning, the latest generation 
of applied knowledge management), represent a substantial difference 
between virtual education and conventional models, where usability is 
generally obsolete and contents end up being of little relevance to the 
student and his or her learning.

All this constitutes the basis, but also the teleology, of the pedagogi-
cal model that every distance learning institution should have, where 
teachers and students assume very different roles from those histori-
cally used in the face-to-face model.
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A commitment to 
dignity and freedom

To make the training process a pragmatic exercise with an 
ethical and historical foundation.

Stop thinking that good education is a privilege of the few.

Rescuing the defense of an active and dynamic pedagogy 
without any oppression of those who educate and those 
who are educated.

This freedom will necessarily bear good rewards through 
the reencounter of pedagogy with the reality that 
surrounds it.

Image 14. Teleological Referents of a Pedagogical Model for 
educational transformation. Source: Own elaboration.

As a result of the conceptual evolution and the practical confirmation 
of distance education that the National Open and Distance University 
UNAD has worked on, the following components have been identified 
as determinants of the consistency, assurance and quality of the aca-
demic management model of learning to learn in virtual education.

The virtual pedagogical action, which as its name indicates, is the process 
that dynamizes the integral formation in the different virtual learning 
environments and their diverse multi-contexts. This action integrates 
the forms, types and scenarios of accompaniment that the teacher de-
velops to guide and assist learning, and to carry out individual and col-
laborative academic work with other students in a reciprocal manner, 
preparing them for what will be their interdisciplinary work situation.

This also underlies the interrelationships with the virtual and real en-
vironment to enable meaningful student learning through curricular 
planning, reflection and qualification of the teaching action and solidar-
ity interaction between internal and external actors -community and/
or sectoral leaders-. From there, a proactive and significant evaluation 
is projected in the management of knowledge and the pertinent tech-
no-pedagogical innovation, in search of the co-construction of viable 
undertakings. 
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Thus, the UNAD Pedagogical Model (UPM) becomes the frame of refer-
ence that guides the meaning of UNAD institutional pedagogical action, 
for the promotion of autonomous, collaborative and meaningful learn-
ing. All this, in a context of different educational levels (from school to 
postgraduate, continuing and permanent education), various programs 
and services, with intensive use of digital technologies, to contribute 
to the formation, qualification and training of ethical, enterprising and 
committed to equitable and supportive social transformation.

The Pedagogical Model focuses its action on the student as the key ref-
erence in the formative process. The student must be an active sub-
ject, a person trained in leadership and social awareness, critical and 
constructive, with the capacity for self-determination, self-control and 
self-management in his or her learning process, and willing to contrib-
ute to the building of a supportive, fair and free society.

The Pedagogical Action includes the Self-Training Process, which is 
supported by the intensive use of exponential technologies and is en-
ergized from the so-called e-curriculum, defined as the dialogic process 
and permanent interaction between knowledge, wisdom, actors and 
social, historical and cultural contexts, which articulates the substantive 
responsibilities, around the integral formation and social transformation 
of the student and his family and community.

Another key component of UNAD’s pedagogical model is the e-me-
diator, a name given to the academic actors (teachers, counselors, 
researchers and monitors) who lead the pedagogical action for com-
prehensive training, and who promote solidarity, critical thinking and 
meaningful, collaborative and autonomous learning, through accompa-
niment, counseling and guidance to students in various contexts and 
learning environments.

Also, a key part of the model are the so-called e-media, which are noth-
ing more than didactic resources and tools in multiple formats, designed 
to support the student’s learning process.

Equally important are the e-media, or pedagogical and didactic con-
structions that stimulate the student’s learning to learn, based on in-
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teractions, methods, strategies and resources that are oriented with 
the clear purpose of contributing to the transformation of critical, con-
structive, affective subjects, co-responsible with the contexts in which 
they live and empowered in their role as transforming leaders of social, 
scientific, technological, cultural, political and historical realities.

Relationship efficiency 
between teachers and students

Students
Contribute to their self-
training purpose and 
effective collaborative work.

Teachers
Freedom to propose 
and share their 
knowledge.

Image 15.  Relationship of key actors. 
Source: Own elaboration.

Finally, the e-evaluation component appears, which is conceived as a dy-
namic, permanent, multidimensional and systematic process, oriented to 
the assessment and feedback of the results generated by the students’ 
learning processes in relation to their integral formation, and which also 
contribute to curricular reflection and continuous improvement of the 
pedagogical and didactic processes.

One of the strengths of the pedagogical model is its clear linkage to 
the so-called e-communities, which are the result of the social, cultural, 
historical and political relationships, interactions and links that occur in 
physical and virtual contexts, where social inclusion for regional devel-
opment and community outreach are energized based on the student’s 
experience of the role he/she plays in the substantive institutional re-
sponsibilities. The pedagogical model also influences in a decisive way 
the e-Research model, which aims to promote the development of the 
scientific, innovative and entrepreneurial spirit, through the collective 
management of knowledge, by means of interaction in networks of 
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teachers and students with the intensive use of ICT, in order to recognize 
structural problems or opportunities that benefit regional development 
and sustainable community action.

The pedagogical model also incorporates the so-called e-wellness, de-
fined as a set of strategies, projects, programs and services that are 
promoted in physical and creatively virtual spaces to contribute to the 
integral formation of students and thus contribute to the construction 
of their personal, professional and social life project, favoring the devel-
opment of competencies for their solidary social leadership.

Finally, and in a holistic manner, the UNAD pedagogical model is respon-
sible for e-quality, which reflects the responsibility of guaranteeing the 
fulfillment of commitments and training obligations that ensure student 
satisfaction in learning to learn. E-quality constitutes a permanent source 
of continuous improvement in the provision of its educational services, 
through the distance and virtual training modality.

Distance education 
Distance-free

The tempo-spatial variables of this new 
model are totally detached from the 
classical forms of educating in classrooms 
and in predefined times called schedules.

The need to socialize remains implicit as 
a human condition and cannot be 

replaced but can be reformulated in 
moments of necessary interaction.

Image 16. Keys to the UNAD Pedagogical Model. Source: Own elaboration.

Scenarios and strategies for teacher assistance
UNAD’s experience has allowed it to create and strengthen an innova-
tive concept of academic life in distance learning. That is, academic and 
research interaction with scientific and social communities, around ob-
jects of knowledge, subjects, disciplines, fields and professions, aimed 
at self-learning and strengthening competencies, in relation to the 
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training purposes of programs, levels and cycles, to strengthen the so-
cial solidarity spirit, in this context UNAD.

We have also learned to strengthen the concept of university life, ex-
pressed as interaction in multiple social, artistic, sports and cultural 
contexts, to encourage the meaningful experience of the spirit of soli-
darity, and promote the integral development, talents and wellbeing of 
those who participate there. In the case of UNAD this is confirmed by 
the existence of Regional Centers and International Sectional Centers, 
where our students go on a planned basis.

For these experiences to be meaningful, it is necessary to deploy a 
specialized teaching support, understood as a set of pedagogical and 
didactic strategies implemented by the e-mediator to enhance the in-
teraction, the learning process and the student’s integral formation, 
through synchronous and asynchronous means arranged in the virtual 
campus environment, but also in the daily life of the network of centers 
and zonal hubs.

In these contexts, the following scenarios and strategies for teacher 
assistance must be developed in order for the pedagogical action of 
learning to learn to take place:

a.	 Virtual Campus and Multicampus. These are spaces built on a 
digital platform where academic courses, digital educational re-
sources, training activities, access to educational resources, in-
teraction spaces for the various institutional units, resources to 
establish communication processes among the various members 
of the academic circuit and the different applications, which in-
clude simulated and remote laboratories, the institutional repos-
itory, inclusion and evaluation technologies, among others.

b.	 In Situ. It is the coincidence of space and time in which the activ-
ities of teaching accompaniment are grouped, which are devel-
oped in different physical spaces that are constituted as learning 
environments, and therefore imply the presence and synchro-
nous participation of the e-student and the e-moderator.
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c.	 CIPAS. In the context of the UNAD, the name corresponds to 
the name of Academic and Social Interaction and Participation 
Circles, which function as learning communities, formed among 
students, and guided by a teacher. In these circles, student-stu-
dent and student-teacher interactions take place to resolve con-
cerns among peers about learning, the development of courses 
and academic programs, as well as to create and strengthen so-
cial ties and, in turn, develop institutional identity and belonging.

And, in this order, two forms of the academic work of / with students 
are conceived:

•	 Independent work. Or the autonomous -personal- management 
of one’s own learning, through the development of training activ-
ities and the use of educational resources that contribute to the 
achievement of the expected learning results, and to the devel-
opment of competences and professional profile. The manage-
ment of independent work is the basis of learning in the distance 
and virtual modality.

•	 Collaborative group work. These are formative interactions in 
which a group of students socialize the results of personal work 
and team activities, in order to foster collaborative networks and 
peer learning. These can be carried out synchronously or asyn-
chronously, depending on the nature of the activities and forma-
tive purposes of the different courses.

In the case of UNAD, these principles of its Pedagogical Model are con-
tained in the legacy called UNAD Academic Pedagogical Solidarity Proj-
ect, which has been and should continue to be the lighthouse of the Or-
ganization. It reflects the axiological, epistemological and teleological 
positions of the educational approach.
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Through the voluntary work of the leaders, directed 
by an orienting coach who articulates each satellite 
network with the leaders of the system.
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Image 17.  Support networks for the UNAD Pedagogical Model. 
Source: Own elaboration.

The decisions of the Higher University Council, inspired by the spirit 
of the Academic Pedagogical Solidarity Project, have allowed the gen-
eration and periodic evolution of the normative path that has been en-
dorsed in its mission, vision, principles, decalogue of axiological values, 
decalogue of teleological values and the criteria for action (explained 
below) of UNAD.

If we ask ourselves why education today should contribute to the pursuit 
of happiness in life, the answer is that education, should be seen from the 
path of innovation, as one of the great opportunities that we should not 
miss in the university institutional framework of the 21st century.
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Dignification

Solidarity Academic
Project 4.O

Non-conventional competencies

Innovation for organizational development

Expanding the boundaries of knowledge
Las problemáticas 
educativas deben 
orientarse a través de 
estrategias innovadoras 
desde las fronteras de 
conocimiento, 
las tecnologías aplicadas, 
la generación de 
recursos socialmente 
aprovechables que 
consoliden múltiples 
ecosistemas sustentables 
con procesos y 
productos creativos 
desarrollados desde la 
innovación, 
la eficiencia y la 
productividad.

Contribuir con cerrar 
la brecha digital 
refrendando la 
implementación del 
big data, el machine 
learning, el blockchain 
y la inteligencia 
artificial con las 
estrategias y 
proyectos formulados 
desde el Plan de 
Desarrollo 
Institucional.

Competencias no 
convencionales, tales 
como la creatividad, 
la innovación, 
la participación, 
la solidaridad extendida 
y la comprensión de 
los procesos y factores 
socioeconómicos de 
las comunidades.

Se reitera la 
dignificación del 
trabajo humano 
de todos nuestros 
integrantes, la 
valoración de la 
interacción social 
y el cultivo del 
lenguaje simbólico.

Image 18.  Solidarity Academic Project 4.0. Source: Own elaboration.

UNAD’s pedagogical model: A key beacon for innovative 
educational action
Satisfaction with learning summarizes one of the central ideas of this 
section, which I will develop here below.

As Paulo Freire, the pedagogue, expressed it well, “I wish education 
would give us a motivation to make life a path to happiness”; therefore, 
here I intend to invite you to reflect on the evolutionary results of our 
UNAD Pedagogical Model, from which I rescue the value of the plea-
sure of learning, the pleasure of creating hope, and the pleasure of re-
inforcing in the memory the desire to seek happiness.

For many of us who have collectively thought and built this UNAD proj-
ect, the real participation, the realization of the mission and vision in a 
palpable way, constitute an invitation to continue learning day by day. 
In these postulates, which synthesize the Unadista Academic Solidarity 
Project, we are motivated and enthusiastic towards the experience of 
the principles and values of an educational work that transfers thought 
to praxis, in a tireless spiral of coherence, tolerance and, of course, of 
extended solidarity.

Perhaps the testimony of hundreds of academic leaders who have 
forged UNAD at different times as well as thousands of students who, 
in my opinion, have learned to reinvent themselves to assume a role 
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that cries out for the freedom of their own existence, are the best indi-
cator of a university that is coherent between what it conceives, what 
it does and, of course, what it dreams of every day with regard to its 
role in the country and, perhaps, in a continent that can also be seen 
under the logic of extended hope.

UNAD’s pedagogical model is no longer utopia. It is the coherent sym-
bol of hope, of the educational opportunity that previously those Co-
lombians without greater resources than their intelligence and located 
in the provinces or in popular sectors of medium and large cities es-
pecially, did not perceive in the educational scenario provided by the 
State as an opportunity for access and permanence. Today, the multi-
ple programs and services offered by this institution are seen as a viable 
option and an example of transformation in the Colombian educational 
environment, because UNAD is an expression of democratic, open, ac-
curate and flexible education.

In a country like Colombia and in a continent like Latin America, hope 
for transforming needy and ambivalent realities has been scarce. Al-
though it has been a historical constraint, an education without roots 
and without ontological clarity has gone hand in hand with the poverty, 
both material and intellectual, accumulated for decades. UNAD wants 
and must always be synonymous with hope to transform life projects; 
the UNAD of today and the UNAD of the future must be referenced as 
a social and educational cause, as a spring for the thirsty for knowledge 
to drink from and thus transform their pessimism into optimism and 
their generational despair into hope for a dignified and productive life.

Therefore, this pedagogical model, built in a participatory manner as I 
have mentioned above, must be anchored in practice in order to trans-
form the history of inequities and inequalities, but also to address in 
an organized manner a new future of the individual and collective ex-
istence of the majority of the population, that nurture the purpose of 
a new role that both teachers and students must address in order to 
make the training process a pragmatic exercise with an ethical and his-
torical foundation and, of course, to stop thinking that good education 
is a privilege of the few and that, as is generally the case in Third World 
countries, it is necessary to rescue its dignity and the dignity of each 
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person in defense of a dynamic active pedagogy, without any kind of 
oppression of those who educate and those who are educated. This 
freedom will bear good results with the reencounter of pedagogy with 
the reality that surrounds it.

Seen in this way, the new pedagogy that sustains the UNAD Pedagogi-
cal Model -UPM-, is based on ethics, and is managed in human warmth 
and in its seriousness and accuracy. This gives a renewed sense of 
respect for the student and admiration for those who strive in the “I 
want”, in the “I wish”, in the “I will achieve”, in the “we all can” and in 
the “we all will achieve”.

A good part of the UNAD student body has not had the best education-
al experiences in their childhood and adolescence. Many have been the 
children of illiterate, rural and urban workers and, of course, have lived 
in neglect and with few possibilities of transforming their existence, as 
happened with their parents and the generations that preceded them. 
When a project such as UNAD appears in the educational context, the 
opportunity to overcome the ties and barriers inherited from their par-
ents is viable and visible, which gives reason to the cause that for 40 
years and today, but also in the future, summons those of us who have 
the opportunity to belong to this valuable educational project.

It is in this context that the efficiency of the relationship between teach-
ers and students undergoes a fundamental transformation that em-
phasizes the freedom of both, the one to propose and share knowledge 
and the other to add, to his or her self-training purpose, collaborative 
and effective work. The current Knowledge Society, accompanied by 
disruptive technologies, becomes hope, but it also calls us to recognize 
the risks to which we are exposed if the commitment that inspires the 
design of technological tools does not comply with the conceptions of 
interactive pedagogy and didactics, as well as a usability that is orient-
ed to provide a permanent and relevant education.

Here it is necessary to understand how the correlation between the 
teacher’s authority and the student’s freedom becomes a key right for 
both actors. It would be hoped that both would always be seduced by 
work and mutual learning; by real and effective understanding; and by 



83

Education, virtuality and innovation 
Jaime Alberto Leal Afanador

learning to learn with foundation, convinced of the importance of knowl-
edge management to procure an intelligent and rooted social mobility as 
the nourishment of a new education for the new generations.

This implies learning by unlearning, practicing freedom from creativity 
and approaching hope from the new authority granted by acquiring 
and applying new knowledge. That is, from the intrinsic motivation of 
the teacher as a motivating actor and extrinsic motivation with respect 
to the student, who during the process must also make this motivation 
intrinsic for him/herself.

Guided didactic conversations will be the ones to foster this new pur-
pose of learning to learn so that the new generations of students will 
be the ones to come in search of knowledge to make it explicit in prac-
tice. This will be the basis for the construction of new codes that men-
tally represent educational law and the dialogic relationship between 
students and teachers using multiple mediations and media that tech-
nology and techno-pedagogy will develop at an incessant pace.

Consequences? Several. The time-space variables of this new model 
are totally detached from the classical forms of educating in class-
rooms and in predefined times (timetables). Although the need to so-
cialize remains implicit as a human condition and cannot be replaced, it 
is reformulated in the moments of necessary face-to-face encounters 
between two or multiple actors. This leads to the experience of a real 
paradox: the constitution of a distance education without distances.

The role of the teacher must be understood as a challenge that must un-
cover the pedagogical, didactic, communicational and human interaction 
shortcomings in order to strengthen, at the same time, those advantages 
that explain why they are interested in participating and growing within 
this type of educational experiences that require a critical understanding 
of what this new teaching role is and what it is supposed to be and the 
new role of the student to determine, at present and in the future, a clear 
conception of an innovative and relevant education. 

No one will get anywhere if he/she does not know where he/she is go-
ing, if he/she does not know the way, if he/she does not interpret the 
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map. In the case of teachers, it is necessary the conviction to remake 
the world of their pre-existing practices as teachers of the conventional 
model to recharge their new route in the construction of a new educa-
tional history and a new culture that requires them to go beyond their 
disciplinary conceptual domains, to make visible their human warmth 
and their eagerness to contribute to transform this utopian dream into 
realities of hope for their students.

In the end, each teacher, counselor or monitor in transition, must get 
rid of their accumulated experiences in the face-to-face educational 
world and fill themselves with desires, reasons and new knowledge to 
successfully address the demands of trying to live and coexist in a dif-
ferent but understandable daily life, to strengthen this virtual and dis-
tance education that leaves behind, without nostalgia, the limitations 
of an uprooted education, backward and with little social impact..

Contrasts in the characterization

They live in degraded comfort 
zones and believe that education 
should not change and any other 
model sounds detrimental.

They are moving away from their 
accumulated experiences in the 
world of on-site education and 
are filled with reasons and new 
knowledge.

They tremble with fear when they are 
told that they will be evaluated and keep 
under their arm the book that holds 
their knowledge varnished by 
mediocrity.

They leave behind without nostalgia the 
limitations of an uprooted, backward 
education with little social impact.

They strengthen their affective 
competences and of course give space 
to a deep mastery of their objects of 
disciplinary knowledge.

of the teaching role

Image 19. Unlearning and learning in the new teaching role. 
Source: Own elaboration.

Unfortunately, for many of those who today live in comfort zones in 
degraded institutions, education should not change and any other 
model -they believe- sounds harmful. They act like that old educator 
who trembles because he/she is warned that he/she will be evaluated, 
or like those intellectuals who, in an absurd and unthinkable way, keep 
under their arm the book that holds their knowledge varnished by the 



85

Education, virtuality and innovation 
Jaime Alberto Leal Afanador

mediocrity of their actions. The educator of today and of the future 
must strengthen his affective competencies and, of course, give space 
to a deep mastery of his objects of disciplinary knowledge, so that he 
understands the value of serving those in need of clear and forceful sig-
nals about the fundamental value of education as a tool for individual 
and collective transformation.

To nurture the new pedagogical and didactic conversations by making in-
tensive use of communication and information technologies will critically 
strengthen a transformation of the current educational context, knowing 
that there will continue to be discrepancies with those who maintain an 
ecumenical and orthodox perspective and who deny that education can 
serve to fight the endemic marginalization that has been present in our 
country and, in a large part, in the Latin American continent.

The value of Pedagogical and Didactic 

To nurture new pedagogical and didactic conversations 
by making intensive use of communication and 
information technologies will critically support a 
transformation of the current educational context.

Knowing that there will continue to be disagreements with those who 
maintain an ecumenical and orthodox perspective and who still deny that 

education can serve to combat the endemic marginalization that has always 
accompanied our country and a large part of the Latin American continent.

Conversations

Image 20. Conversing and training through technologies. 
Source: Own elaboration.

In short, it is time. The time has come and we must not miss the oppor-
tunity to generate new transforming experiences in education, based 
on human relations and good will, coherently oriented towards equity, 
quality and relevance of educators and learners.

Learning without borders
Education as a human creation has also shaped its own myths around 
harmful ideas, generally false, that limit the confidence of many stu-
dents in their own learning abilities. Unfortunately, these ideas are 
born from childhood and accompany or pursue each individual until 
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adulthood, conditioning abilities and talents that are not always recog-
nized due to the low confidence that the educational system generates 
in the student.

It has been proven that our brain is capable of understanding and learn-
ing all kinds of knowledge and that although there are greater abili-
ties for some knowledge than for others, those expressions that state 
that the brain only learns certain things are false. Therefore, it is time 
to destroy many prejudices in education, especially when rigorous re-
search has shown that all individuals, except those with physiological 
cognitive problems, are capable of growing in knowledge, adapting it 
and permanently creating new connections between new learning and 
experiences with our previous knowledge.

Reality confirms that not only at any age, but also that anyone can learn 
anything and by themselves. In other words, the act of learning is linked 
to our own self-conception of who we are and what we intend to achieve.

Open and distance education, supported by self-learning, recogniz-
es that previous experiences can be strengthened by new knowledge 
and that old knowledge can be strengthened by new experiences. This 
gives reason to the fact that we build our own possibilities of learning 
if they become habitual and if we feel enough motivation for what we 
like, starting from the fact that there are multiple intelligences and, of 
course, that not all of us have the same route to learn in a unique way 
the knowledge of the different disciplines.

A clear example of why many students may be deterred by their teach-
ers from feeling capable of learning mathematics is directly related to 
the attitude of those who teach. On the contrary, such a misguided 
attitude can limit students’ performance capabilities, especially if they 
are children or adolescents.

One of the serious errors of our education has been to label children 
and young people according to their way of successfully approaching 
knowledge, ignoring the fact that our brain has a high capacity for 
adaptability, and that its potential for growth and change is maintained 
until maturity.
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Mathematics, for example, has traditionally been the preferred field of 
knowledge to denote the intelligence or not of boys and girls, generally 
based on erroneous diagnoses from evaluations determined by rigid 
schemes regarding the interest or lack of interest with which teachers 
pedagogically and didactically guide their classes.

Several studies show that, in general terms, brain development is not 
limited to the understanding of knowledge, but rather to the motiva-
tion, whether it is a majority or not, that the teacher achieves in the 
student with respect to that knowledge. It is, then, about the positive 
attitude of a teacher who leaves aside the stereotypes that have always 
influenced the classic education, often discriminatory not only in rela-
tion to intelligence but also to gender and race.

In a country like Colombia and surely in a good part of the Latin Amer-
ican continent, the subjective differentiation of children and young 
people’s intelligences in scales from lower to higher determine a dis-
turbing inequity that limits the future possibilities of the greatest num-
ber of students who, driven by a low academic self-concept, produce 
low performance and generally opt for the path of desertion given the 
little interest in knowledge that, in fact, is not inoculated by the educa-
tional institutions.

At some point, many of us have received from teachers or even from 
parents the message that we are not “good” at mathematics or lan-
guages, or art, among other skills, in a distorted idea. And, we must 
admit it, we have done it too, and at some point we have delivered 
negative messages that make invisible the true potential of our chil-
dren or young people, giving for certain ideas culturally rooted in false 
concepts about intelligence and its supposed absence.
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If you didn't know:

No one is born with fixed 
abilities and there is not always 
a better genetic endowment to 
determine in advance failure or 
success in our educational life.

Brain development in 
both children and adults allows 

them to learn how to learn.

The educational institutional
framework has built rigid pillars 

that indicate that only some 
people are capable of certain 

things and others are not.

Researchers such as Jo Boaler 
place a high value on learning 
from failure, which is exactly 

what UNAD has done.

Research on brain plasticity 
rejects notions of fixed thinking 

and instead considers that all 
people can comprehend 

knowledge of different kinds.

The brain and its ability to learn

Image 21. Neuroscience in the UNAD Pedagogical Model. 
Source: Own elaboration. 

This issue is continuously replicated in conventional educational insti-
tutions and affects the perception and beliefs about limitations and 
restrictions to access and understanding of knowledge. According to 
various researchers, no one is born with fixed abilities and there is not 
always a better genetic endowment to determine in advance the failure 
or success of our educational life. Research on brain plasticity, or neu-
roplasticity, rejects notions of fixed thinking and instead affirms that 
all people are capable of understanding knowledge of various kinds, so 
that there are no people more intelligent than others unless there is 
a real physiological impediment. Throughout life, neuroplasticity refers 
to brain evolution in both children and adults, allowing us to learn how 
to learn and of course from memorization and understanding, to open 
the doors to the fantastic world of knowledge in multiple sciences, arts, 
crafts and disciplines.

Because physiologically, every time we activate our ability to learn, neu-
rons connect in different pathways with various other neural networks, 
which strengthens them to increase the capacity for understanding and 
analysis, and this sequentially increases our intellectual capacity. On the 
contrary, in the social environment and for centuries, our educational 
institutions have built rigid pillars based on a hypothesis, which seems 
more like a theory, indicating that only some people are capable of cer-
tain things and others are not. That is why trying to distribute young 
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people and children according to an erroneously read intellectual capaci-
ty frequently causes the failure of traditional teaching methods with the 
accumulation of limitations installed in the beliefs of an institutionality 
that restricts the capacities of the individual as a harmful and at the same 
time perverse myth about individual learning and its valuable potential.

The above arises from rigorous research that Michael Merzenich and 
other great neurologists started in London in the 70s, and that the re-
searcher describes in a masterful way in his book “Soft-Wired: How the 
new science of brain plasticity can change your life”, published in 2013 
by Parnassus publishers. There are hundreds of these works that illumi-
nate this new pedagogical path and that the UPM of UNAD refers to in 
the support of autonomous and meaningful learning. In addition, it is 
worth noting research such as that of Jo Boaler that places a high value 
on learning from failures. Recognizing failures? That would be a failure 
in the traditional model, but not in UNAD model. This has changed the 
perspective and has allowed us to transform a continuum of collective 
organizational learning into opportunities.

Learning to learn for life
Although from the beginning it has focused on student learning, UN-
AD’s educational commitment has also wanted to influence all the other 
members of this educational community, and this is visible in its UPM.

Learning to learn for life should not be a slogan. The nature of learning 
is implicit, and goes through the dynamics of neural equipment, which 
must be exploited by pedagogical, didactic and instructional strategies. 
Just as the human mind is capable of learning from the environment 
without the intention of doing so, in an abstract unconscious knowl-
edge that is generally difficult to communicate, organizations and indi-
viduals also approach intentional learning by constructing instructional 
methods and mechanisms that serve to codify the resulting knowledge 
and favor its understanding.

Since 2004, in a Symposium held in Copenhagen called “Emotions, 
Learning and Education”, reference was made to studies that speak of 
the educational implications that emotion and motivation generate 
in learning and how they affect learning performance. These studies 
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evidenced the importance of the conditions of physical order, social in-
teraction and external emotions, to make the brain develop interaction 
functions in order that knowledge through cognitive representations 
allows to have a wide influence not only in its understanding, but also in 
the guarantees of deepening it with other constituent elements, which 
in the end are transformed into behaviors that recreate a positive or 
negative effect for learning.

Depending on the environments and contexts that families and 
schooling have been able to create in a planned way, this explains the 
vital importance of the brain being prepared to initiate and activate 
effective learning processes (This topic can be further explored in the 
CERI-OECD 2007 publications: “The brain’s ability to initiate and acti-
vate effective learning processes”).

As pointed out by neuroscience, there is a correlation of brain activity 
related to effective and pleasurable learning, concluding that learning 
is a process that strengthens the physical renewal of the brain itself 
through frequent practices, such as reading and writing, and that the 
teaching-learning processes must be challenging for teachers in the 
actions of unlearning and learning in a continuous educational and di-
dactic decrease.

Each subject, both teacher and student, requires a prudent time to as-
similate what corresponds, in a process that becomes fast and without 
major difficulties, and this must be considered so that pedagogy and 
didactics recognize that each learning process follows its own rhythm.

Surely, some of the readers will wonder what to do when the basic 
knowledge of the student does not have sufficient basis to exercise the 
mastery of entry competencies that make this model really efficient. 
This million-dollar question has multiple answers. The first of many is 
to understand the necessary coherence to guarantee greater cognitive 
efforts by students to understand their own weaknesses not only in 
prior knowledge, but also in learning skills: to this end, conditions must 
be created that strengthen the pleasure of writing and reading and, of 
course, for those who have little vocabulary, conditions must be created 
for the appropriation of the metalanguages immersed in the disciplines 
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themselves, as well as pedagogically agreed codes so that they learn to 
understand and represent reality.

Other types of answers to this question should provide students with 
alternatives to relate knowledge to their contexts, allowing for mean-
ingful learning. From a reflective vision on the elements that consti-
tute the insufficiencies that each one must overcome, students must 
strengthen their own self-critical reflection; And this self-criticism 
should invite them to build their own path of learning, which oriented 
in a concerted manner with the teacher will allow them to advance in 
the right direction for the acquisition of missing knowledge, but above 
all, for the creation of conditions that strengthen their learning to learn, 
thus contributing to the development of autonomous thinking, mean-
ingful learning and collaborative work among students and between 
them and their teachers.

Changing the role of the teacher to strengthen learning with 
transforming pedagogies and didactics
In its academic development, perhaps one of the most difficult aspects 
that UNAD has had to face has been to change the mindset of those 
teachers accustomed, like most of us, to a conventional pedagogy, gener-
ally unilateral with the students. This has meant an unprecedented evo-
lution, to address a true transforming pedagogy that, from the outset, 
challenges teachers to assume not only their own change but also to be 
the architects of an education propitiated by the interest of strength-
ening learning to learn and from this the opportunity for social mobility.

 To support this change, UNAD created and manages the “training of 
trainers” program in order to make clear a qualification-action path 
on the importance of the new teaching role in this educational model. 
Here, the change of the teachers begins in their own self-conception 
and challenges on new responsibilities to favor the self-formation pro-
cess of the students and to exercise a new role as orientators and man-
agers of significant learning.

This has not been easy, admittedly, and has been very complex, espe-
cially when it comes to understanding how a teacher in a virtual and 
distance education model must transform the domain of their disci-
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plinary knowledge to become a counselor, advisor, communicator and, 
especially, pedagogue and teacher of this object of knowledge to mo-
tivate each student in differential pathways that allow them to acquire 
the necessary skills and be promoted in the curricular chaining of their 
curriculum.

In UNAD these questions have been raised throughout its almost 40 
years, and we have been filled with reasons to promote unprecedented 
transformations around the curricular conception itself and its manage-
ment. Our challenge has been for pedagogical practice to influence in a 
dialogical manner in the interest of a practice that influences the pace 
and satisfaction students find in their learning process. The worrisome 
shortcomings of the basic and middle school system create limitations 
that have to be balanced in this process of training trainers.

These processes have been developed, with rigor, as an organizational 
desire to respond to the critical method of learning that involves at 
the same time various forms of communication in order to provoke in 
others the desire to participate actively, so that students do not self-de-
struct in the search for new knowledge and, of course, that they remain 
in a continuum of motivation that guarantees them throughout their 
training process the understanding of what and why to be educated 
and, especially, to understand what will be their transforming exercise 
in the performance of their disciplines.

This is where UNAD determines the Intersystemic value of its substan-
tive responsibilities so that they influence the academic students and 
create for them a hallmark of the axiological value that accompanies 
our educational project of solidarity.

Although in the classical - traditional educational model, motivation is 
not considered a transcendent element, in virtual and distance educa-
tion it is, since it builds habits that strengthen self-training discipline, 
and creates rewards and incentives for academic work, considered the 
driving force for student retention, permanence and promotion.

Lack of motivation in education generates desertion and mediocrity. 
This problem poses an enormous challenge to all educational institu-
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tions, in such a way that they must consciously transform their own 
disinterest in students and their stale and scholastic ways of assuming 
the formative responsibility of “every man for himself”, making their 
own transformation substantial, for a model of dynamics articulated to 
the development of their own environments of research and innovation 
to transfer these results to the dynamics and social mobility of students 
in the environments from which they come from.

In their new role, teachers must show in their practice that transfor-
mative education is viable, dialogical and liberating, which is why the 
transmission of rigor in their actions must serve as an example for the 
actions of students who must assume a dynamic attitude and critical 
discussion in order to leave behind the generally silent and marginal 
roles of their actions in the educational history of Colombia and the 
Latin American continent. We have become accustomed to this silence 
being broken only in student strikes and marches as an expression of 
rejection of the educational status quo and the limited policies and 
resources allocated for its management, but we are far from having a 
vibrant student body, stimulated by knowledge and its application in 
the resolution of structural problems in our nations that are evident day 
by day, but that hardly under the mere and sometimes violent protest, 
never really be solved.

This new role of the teachers is extremely valuable and should be 
exercised under the trust that the institution lavishes on this type of 
academic leadership. These will be the seed of the restructuring of an 
education that claims to be a social vanguard and not a needy rearguard 
as it is expressed today by its scarce social action and its low reputation 
in the context of institutionality. If this is understood in this way, the ax-
iologically undeniable value of education as a sector and of the educator 
as a transcendent actor in society would be recovered for society. We 
are not talking about teachers of the political left or right, but teachers 
who assume dialogic ethics as the starting point of a proactive attitude 
for the benefit of students, their institutions and society as a whole.

In synthesis, the new role of teachers must be given, with creative 
rigor, as a new form of articulation with the realities of our nations and 
peoples submerged in the caves of a dependent future due to our own 
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incapacity to dare to dream of a better future and extended well-being 
for our populations and societies in Latin America. We are facing a 
great opportunity to vindicate the role and action of our education, not 
through recurrent and ineffective protest movements over time, but 
through reengineering actions and conscious transformation, based on 
the participation of multiple actors, including parents, to leave behind 
teachers and students who are passive in the face of knowledge and 
aggressive in social protest.

Let us protest, but against our own educational reality, asking ourselves 
if the social differences should only be addressed by the ruler and the 
politician in office or if the alarming condition of our societies should 
be addressed by a thorough redirection of the educational institutions, 
which is the one called, in the first instance, to strengthen more than 
from its discourse, from its pragmatic action, the fundamental trans-
formations required for regional development, national development 
and, in particular, the sustainable and sustainable human development 
of the peoples of Latin America.

What is formulated here is neither new nor a fashionable formula in the 
midst of a pandemic. It is a serious and rigorous analysis that the Na-
tional Open and Distance University UNAD has been consolidating with 
moral sufficiency and effective results on the role of a new educational 
institutionality and a new role of the teaching exercise, and that should 
be known by those who do not know the value of the transformation 
initiated nearly 40 years ago by this educational community.

About the art of asking questions
In order to contribute to the reflection on those added values or com-
petitive advantages of the UNAD - UPM Pedagogical Model, I now refer 
to the art of asking questions as one of the fundamental competencies 
of teachers who join the world of virtual and distance education, since 
the dialogic relationship that they have with their students should be 
strengthened in the correlation between concerns and curiosities re-
lated to objects of knowledge that can be perfectly understood in their 
usability thanks to the practice of the art of asking questions.
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Questions are nothing more than concerns or certainties that can be 
expressed in a dialogue with the other through a free and, hopefully, 
creative exercise where words emerge to put us in play of our mental 
abilities and, of course, how we transmit what we read and write in the 
word made into verbs.

The best way to ask questions implies the game of inquiry around the 
knowledge that is known, from the teacher to the learner and in pro-
cesses that involve achieving a pragmatic transformation in the aware-
ness of certain knowledge.

Teachers must test their ability to create and recreate situations in 
which learners can reveal, in different ways, their capacity to under-
stand the concept and strengthen it. The experience of the balance 
between what is said and what is done arises then, by virtue of the 
thought that generates the question to guarantee the understanding 
of a reality from a permanent dialogue between one and the other. In 
the end, we will find an expression of ethical and political training seen 
from the point of view of being a citizen and being a person.

Incorporating the art of questioning on the part of each teacher re-
quires a daily practice that demands to be situated in a specific time 
and place, as well as in a relationship with others and in an intensifica-
tion of pedagogy and didactics. This will allow to deepen knowledge 
from an accurate reflection, always in search of interaction, desire and 
interest in learning as a need that gives value to the word, but in partic-
ular to the word turned into questioning.

These questions will strengthen the reading of realities in order to ignite 
the spark that promotes reflection on what one wants to learn and on what 
one intends, in the future, to deepen. When we talk about the reading 
of reality and it is transferred from questioning to a dialogic vector, the 
ethical-political genesis of education will have changed and the subject of 
knowledge, which is ultimately the student, will have acquired sufficient 
freedom to generate a commitment to his/her own intellectual growth, 
but in particular with his/her feeling for the value of knowledge trans-
ferred to daily life as a response to problems and opportunities.
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The education installed for decades will thus be challenged from a ped-
agogy of questioning, which is none other than a pedagogy of free-
dom and autonomy of each person, according to Paulo Freire. The art 
of asking questions is associated with the combination of hypotheses 
where the spontaneity of thought can recreate the development of 
good ideas so that the texts speak and invite to think kindly and deeply. 
Freire invites to combine written texts to validate with the word a new 
way of conversing from the communion of joint purposes.

A student trained under the premise of critical verification of reality 
will always be invited to academic excellence, but also to non-academic 
excellence. He or she will be able to approach understanding as a start-
ing point for each topic of interest that he or she wants to analyze in 
order to create facts in the attempt to apply such knowledge. What it 
is about, I reiterate, is to understand how ideas become concrete in the 
mind and in the action that is deployed on them in a rigorous, method-
ological and, of course in all cases, ideological way.

In its four decades of experience in the application of theories, first 
of Behaviorism and then of Constructivism, UNAD has made an un-
paralleled exercise in the complexity of this type of pedagogical mod-
el. Multiple investigations on the performance of its students and the 
emotional, emotional and intellectual insertion around diverse learning 
experiences both in the virtual world and in the real world have led it to 
create face-to-face scenarios of academic life and university life as fun-
damental complements to strengthen not only the socialization of stu-
dents with knowledge, but also their socialization with their student 
peers, their teachers and the researchers who advise and guide them.

In synthesis, the new role of teachers in everyday education must open 
the doors of the student as a learner or student, understanding that 
we all think and understand differently, but we have in common that if 
learning is motivated and permanent, it will achieve the competencies 
and skills that qualify a full and sufficient performance in the path of 
training and that helps us to develop autonomous thinking from mean-
ingful learning and the necessary collaborative action among equals.
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Those who master the micro curriculum can be passionate 
about understanding and managing it
In a critical analysis of the problem of desertion and poor student fol-
low-up, it is worth reflecting on the role and effectiveness of both the 
responsible actors and the pedagogical, didactic and technological 
tools, which today are of pandemic concern to conventional institu-
tions due to their low productivity or their non-application of perti-
nent strategies. In this regard, I invite you to read the developments 
we have had on our UNAD Retention and Permanence policy in the last 
ten years.

The reflection I intend to make now is framed in the title of this last 
section, and to which a simple and definitive answer could not be ex-
pected from us.

The world of micro curricula is, by all accounts, varied and rigorous, 
and it is up to the teacher to show the great differences that exist when 
managing conventional face-to-face education versus virtual distance 
education.

The UNAD UPM model, on which the entire national community of 
leaders reflected in the first colloquium on outstanding pedagogical ex-
periences, led by the Vice President’s Office for Academic and Research 
Affairs in 2020, left a high spectrum that marks the great differences 
between those actors. teachers who have fully understood the signifi-
cant value of each of the components of said model and its comparison 
with a minority number of teachers who have not yet opened their 
minds to incorporate in their pedagogical and didactic action those 
strategies that facilitate the motivation and guidance and, especially, 
the advice that a student who wishes to train under this educational 
modality always and at any time requires.

UNAD continues to be a world of uneven things, and to a large extent 
these reflections, documents and tools that have been built both in 
this and other types of collective participation spaces, still do not show 
sufficient development to positively impact the permanence and re-
tention of a significant number of our students, particularly after their 
first enrollment.
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Let’s remember that the power of knowledge in a world like the cur-
rent one should tend more towards understanding as a starting point 
for each student. This difficult task is what each institution must ini-
tially address through teachers so that motivation is generated in each 
student for the application of said knowledge, no matter how abstract 
it may be.

In this sense, the power of knowledge today, and in the future, must be 
used to provide significant responses to the interest in learning and the 
interest in applying its value in the added effect that it should always 
have. If it is done as it is still perceived by several teachers today, we will 
continue to contribute to generating apathy in the student body and 
poor results of academic continuity in Colombia and Latin America.



Chapter 4 
 

From UNISUR to UNAD
 
If in 2004 the National Open and Distance University (UNAD) had 
not taken a turn in its direction, very surely today it would have disap-
peared as a university and, if it were, it would be a stagnant state white 
elephant, with serious problems of quality, governance and financing.

Today, in 2021, UNAD is the only Colombian mega-university, since 
it not only exceeds 100,000 students but, at the date of writing this 
book, it has 165,000; it offers quality education at all levels; it has stu-
dents from all regions of the country; it has an effective presence in 
the educational institutions for nationals in the United States and has 
students on several continents; it is sustainable and recognized as an 
organization with a very good environment to work intelligently and 
productively, and its reputation and image as a prestigious educational 
brand has steadily climbed in the world educational context.

This has been, in short, the path traveled by, perhaps, the Colombi-
an university that in a short time has managed to qualify and grow as 
much as a result of the rigorous exercise of planning and the metasys-
temic gear that strengthens its management, as a tool of public educa-
tion. with coverage, quality, relevance and equity for all.
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The origins
The National Open and Distance University (UNAD) was legally born 
on July 7, 1981, under the name of Unidad Universitaria del Sur de 
Bogotá UNISUR, as an educational alternative for the neighborhoods 
of southern Bogota, in light of the extraordinary Decree 80 of 1980, 
which at that time regulated higher education.

By means of Law 52 of 1981, then President Julio César Turbay Ayala 
confirmed the creation of the institution “as a public establishment of 
the national order, attached to the Ministry of National Education and 
domiciled in the city of Bogotá”. For this purpose, an initial capital of 50 
million pesos (equivalent to 8,772 legal minimum wages in force) was 
allocated, and it was defined that the Colombian Institute for the Pro-
motion of Higher Education (formerly known as ICFES) would provide 
advisory services to the institution, at least during the first five years of 
operation.

A year later, in August 1982, the recently elected President Belisario 
Betancur Cuartas gave the real boost to launch the institution, rede-
fining it as the pilot entity of his flagship program called “Distance 
University”, which was inspired, according to his own account, by the 
models already existing in the Open University in England and the re-
cently created - at that time - National University of Distance Education 
UNED in Spain, institutions he had visited before his presidential election 
and which showed him the great educational opportunity that could 
be projected for Colombia. With UNISUR, the government aspired to 
contribute to increase higher education coverage, which at that time 
did not reach 8% (compared to more than 50% today).

As defined in the Law, the first president of UNISUR and later director of 
ICFES, the renowned academic Hernando Bernal Alarcón (now advisor 
to the Colombian Association of Universities ASCUN), acted as such 
between December 6, 1982 and August 15, 1985.

It was not until 1984 when UNISUR began to formally offer academic 
programs, with the technological programs of the first two faculties 
Business Administration and Food Technology and Engineering, in the 
modality of programs by cycles.
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The first CREADs, or Regional Higher Education Centers, were those of 
20 de Julio and José Acevedo y Gómez, in Bogotá, and those of Soacha 
and Zipaquirá, in Cundinamarca.

The second president was Jaime Ospina Ortiz, former dean of Educa-
tion at the Universidad Externado de Colombia University, who served 
until September 1986.

Between 1987 and 1994, two other schools were created: the School of 
Agricultural Sciences and the School of Social, Human and Educational 
Sciences.

Ospina was succeeded by María Teresa Arias de Barrera, who served as 
principal until May 1991.

Gabriel Jaime Cardona Orozco, who was president of the Technological 
University of Pereira for 12 years, assumed the presidency of UNISUR 
from September 1991 to May 1994.

The economist and former administrative vice-president of UNISUR, 
Jesús Emilio Martínez Henao, was the next president, from September 
1994 to October 1997. He was the first appointed by the President of 
the Republic after a consultation in which the university community 
participated. During his administration, the construction of the cur-
rent José Celestino Mutis national headquarters was managed in the 
Restrepo sector, in Bogotá.

The change of name
On August 5, 1997, when Ernesto Samper Pizano was President of the 
Republic, Congress approved Law 396 of that year, which changed the 
name of UNISUR to the National Open and Distance University (UNAD).

Despite being renamed a University, the Law maintained UNAD as a 
university institution, as a national public establishment attached to 
the Ministry of National Education, which could establish branches 
throughout the country and, curiously, the law stated that it could 
“offer its programs in the on-site and distance learning modalities”.
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That institution, dedicated in its initial conception to provide higher 
education to the communities of the south of the capital, began to ex-
pand to all regions of Colombia, through various strategies that were 
directed at each stage by the different presidents of the University, with 
success and determination in the daily work of the UNAD faculty and 
staff of all times and phases of organizational evolution.

The second president elected after a statutory consultation under Law 
30 of 1992 and appointed by President Samper was Betty Góngora 
Pedraza, who headed the Institution between October 1997 and Feb-
ruary 2004, the equivalent of two presidential periods. Góngora, who 
was also the administrative vice-chancellor of the Institution, surpassed 
former president Cardona Orozco, and initiated the steps in Congress 
for the recognition of full autonomy. At that time, as Vice Chancellor 
of Community Education and Regional Development, I had the oppor-
tunity to respond to the request of the Colombian Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and initiate proceedings for the creation of a branch in Florida, 
United States, and before the Ministry of National Education to design 
the distance learning high school program.

The achievement of full autonomy
In January 2004, when Alvaro Uribe Vélez was president, Decree 217 
was issued, which modified the structure of the organization, defined 
the organizational structure, the role of the Board of Directors and the 
main dependencies.

After the end of Góngora’s presidential period, the person who is cur-
rently writing these lines arrived, by election of the Board of Direc-
tors, in March 2004. Since then, I have strived to achieve recognition as 
a university, with full autonomy (i.e., not being attached or dependent 
on the Ministry of Education to make management decisions, academ-
ic, administrative and budgetary organization), as guaranteed by the 
Constitution in Article 69.
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“University autonomy recognizes the right of 
universities to appoint and modify their academic 

and administrative authorities, create, organize and 
develop their academic programs, define and 

organize their educational, academic, teaching, 
scientific and cultural activities, grant the 

corresponding degrees, select their professors, 
admit their students and establish, arbitrate and 
apply their resources for the fulfillment of their 

social mission and institutional function”.

Image 22. Concept of University Autonomy, according to Law 30 of 1992.

This recognition took place on August 16, 2006, when the President 
of the Nation Alvaro Uribe signed Decree 2770, which transformed 
UNAD into an autonomous university entity, once the Ministry of Na-
tional Education had recognized in 2005 that the requirements defined 
in Law 30 to be recognized as a university (Resolution 6215) had been 
met. That is, the UNAD went from being a public establishment to an 
autonomous university entity, which meant going from being attached 
to the Ministry of Education to being linked to it and having full aca-
demic, administrative and financial autonomy, as well as independent 
patrimony and the capacity to govern itself. The former Board of Di-
rectors, transformed into the Higher Council, took the first steps to 
design the organization according to the dynamics of a non-traditional 
educational model in the higher education system.

My first governing term ended in 2007, and from then on, in 2007, in 
2011, in 2015 and in 2019, I have been reelected by the generosity of 
the Higher Council, as a way of validating the results of my administra-
tion and, above all, of the consolidation of UNAD as a national project, 
the heritage of an entire academic community.

I cannot move forward without making a special mention in the history 
of UNAD of Professor Miguel Antonio Ramón Martínez, both for his 
exemplary and righteous personal life and for his inspirational vision 
for the definition of the academic ideological framework of the nascent 
University.
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He was the first vice president for academic affairs and the guiding 
light of the UNAD solidary academic project. 

Image 23.  UNAD’s first structure and policy document.
Source: Open and Distance Higher Education.

Since the beginning of activities in December 1982, with Hernando 
Bernal, and until today, both UNISUR and UNAD have had seven people at 
the head of their governing bodies, as can be seen in the following chart:

6/12/1982
11/05/1985
3/10/1986

16/09/1991
21/09/1994
2/10/1997
2/03/2004
2/03/2007
2/03/2011
4/03/2015
2/03/2019

15/08/1985
22/09/1986
21/05/1991
17/05/1994
1/10/1997
1/03/2004
1/03/2007
1/03/2011
1/03/2015
1/03/2019

-

Hernando Bernal Alarcón
Jaime Ospina Ortiz

María Teresa Arias de Barrera
Gabriel Jaime Cardona Orozco
Jesús Emilio Martínez Henao

Betty Góngora Pedraza

Jaime Alberto Leal Afanador

Start EndPresident

Image 24.  University presidents in the history of UNAD. Source: Own elaboration.
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The redirection that consolidated the University
To say that during these almost two decades we learned from failure 
is not fanciful. There are cases and documents that support this state-
ment: governments with policies and educational regulations against, 
limited resources as a contribution of the Nation in permanent decline 
(lower per capita value of State contribution per distance student com-
pared to a face-to-face student - reduced by up to 60%), the erroneous 
idea that distance education, besides being of poor quality, is cheap, 
which limited institutional progress but helped internally. For the re-
current NO from the State, the response of our educational communi-
ty and our leaders to the various academic, pedagogical, administrative 
and financial threats was “Yes we believe in it, yes we can do it and yes 
we will achieve it”.

We have advanced, much more than some promoters of UNAD them-
selves ever imagined and much more than some enemies predicted we 
would ever be.

Las cifras hablan por sí solas

1981 1997 2004 2006 2018 2023
Higher 

Education 
Institution

Higher 
Education 
Institution

Higher 
Education 
Institution

University - 
Full autonomy

University -  
Full autonomy

University - 
Full autonomy

Programs  

3
Programs  

21
Programs  

28
Programs  

47
Programs  

70
Programs  

85
Students 

328
Students 

16.071
Students 

25.268
Students 

37.224
Students 

107.929
Students 

200.000

Teachers  

12
Teachers  

862
Teachers 

1.518

Teachers 

1.419  
19% increase  
in Full Time

Teachers  

2.694
Teachers 

3.194

Centers 

4
Centers 

39
Centers 

30
Centers 

56
Centers 

65
Centers  

82
Technology 

Printed  
Material

Technology 
Printed  
Material

Technology 
Semi- 

attendance

Technology 
CORE

Technology 
AVA

Technology 
B-Learning 
M-Learning 
U-Learning

Image 25.  Institutional evolution of UNAD and prospective 
to the year 2023. Source: Own elaboration.
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Today, UNAD is not the product of random chance, but of a coher-
ent, continuous, collective and committed exercise of a team of leaders 
who, in a well-argued manner and also with great faith and heart in 
a country project from the academy, understood the need to dare to 
design a University outside the standards customary at that time, be-
cause it is the innovative road to respond to the new educational model 
that would begin to make its way.

Structural foresight and participatory situational planning (conceptual-
ly developed in the following chapter) became the navigational charts 
to guide the university organization that today is UNAD on the right 
course and to a good outcome.

“Foresight is an attitude”
Gaston Berger

It is not naïve, it is rigorous.

Capacity for self-determination and self-regulation 
within the framework of renewed autonomy.

Non-deterministic: capacity to build 
today, the planned future we want.

Optimistic attitude: if we can 
dream it, we can make it happen.

1

2

3

4

Image 26.  Foresight is an attitude of spirit. Source: Gaston Berger, 2003.

We started with the conviction that it was possible to make a public, 
massive, open, inclusive, distance and quality institution a reality, and 
around these purposes we projected the organization’s goals.

Therefore, we thought of a university in the “ global” sense of the term, 
and began to design an educational offer for all levels:

•	 Youth and adult literacy.
•	 Basic elementary education cycles.
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•	 Cycles of secondary and middle education.
•	 Online High School.
•	 Articulation with technical training.
•	 Associate Degree training.
•	 Undergraduate training.
•	 Graduate training, and
•	 Continuing Education.

Under the current university presidency, UNAD has evolved from the 
concept of 1.0 (or that of the newly created University thought ac-
cording to traditional canons), through UNAD 2.0 (which in the exercise 
of its “new” university autonomy defined a metalanguage and criteria 
for action - which I will explain below - typical of an institution of higher 
education that permanently self-critical), then reaching 3. 0 (which 
constituted the academic and pedagogical modernization supported by 
the Internet and new technologies), until arriving -to date- at UNAD 4.0, 
as a modern, proactive, innovative institution with a novel management 
scheme, unlike most higher education institutions, which I explain below.

In order to respond to these new organizational dimensions, throughout 
this evolution, the University has been updating its regulatory frame-
work, statutes and governance scheme, and with the support of the 
various members who have occupied the respective representations 
in the University Higher Council, UNAD’s own unique units have been 
consolidated in response to the demands of its ambitious Solidarity Ped-
agogical Project.

In the last years of the current century and millennium, UNAD has re-
sponded to all the demands of the Colombian higher education system 
and its quality assurance system (all programs have the proper quali-
fied registration, others have advanced in the voluntary process of high 
quality accreditation and, at the time of writing this book, the University 
faces the process of institutional accreditation, after receiving the ap-
proval of the National Accreditation Council, in a reality in which few 
universities in the country have been able to advance).

This University, which completed its first 20 years with worrying growth 
figures in terms of programs and students, reached its third decade with 
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an optimistic scenario in terms of enrollment, positioning itself as a mac-
ro-university (due to its capacity to respond, from the public sector, to 
the demands of coverage), and will reach its fourth decade in an even 
greater dimension, as a mega-university, due to its capacity to respond 
to the challenges of the new times with the integration of technology, 
quality and coverage, optimizing its financial resources.

1

3

2

4

5

2007-2011
“For educational 

and social equity”. 
institutional 

Consolidation 
and Academic 

Pedagogical model.

2004-2007
“UNAD as a public 
project vital”. Order at 
home, organizational 
structure and 
regulations.

2011-2015
“Education for all 
with global quality”. 
Path to consolidate 
international 
visibility.

2019-2023
“More UNAD
more country”

2015-2019
“UNAD, innovation 

and educational 
excellence for all”.

Image 27.  UNAD Management Plans 2004-2023. 
Source: Own elaboration.



109

Education, virtuality and innovation 
Jaime Alberto Leal Afanador

Traceability of institutional events 
aimed at University leaders

August 12 / 2004

October 5 / 2004

October 25 / 2004

Development Plan 2004 - 2007:
“UNAD as a vital public project”

Strategic deployment - National Headquarters and 
Zones: “University management guidelines”

First National Decentralized Steering Committee - 
Nacional headquarters:“Academic, administrative 
and operational policies”

Meeting with university community - Nacional 
headquarters:
“Organizational innovation, breaking paradigms”

First year of management National Headquarters:
“UNAD's 2005 - 2006 balance and outlook”

Paipa National Meeting of Director:
“UNAD education for all”

National Meeting of UNAD Directors Chinauta: 
“UNAD challenges in the knowledge society”

Meeting with the University community National 
Headquarter: “Zonal delocalization”

Paipa National Meeting of Directors: 
“UNAD education for all”

2004-2005

November 23 / 2004

March 2 / 2005

March 11 / 2005

November / 2005

December 19 / 2005

March 11 / 2005

2004-2019
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September 8 / 2008

2008-2011

November 5 / 2008

August 17 / 2008

March 11 / 2008

November 22 / 2009

March 10 / 2010

March 2 / 2010

March 11 / 2010

November 30 / 2010

October 27 / 2011

November 30 / 2011

October 27 / 2011

March 2 / 2011

National Steering Committee Extended National 
Headquarters: “From the idea of a university to a 
university with ideas”

National Meeting of Directors and Leaders UNAD 
Ráquira: “The UNAD director as a manager of 
institutional consolidation”

VIII National Meeting of Directors UNAD Ráquira: 
“Strengthening the future of our organization”

National Meeting of Directors Paipa:
“UNAD education for all”

V National Institutional Planning Meeting Ráquira: 
“Consolidating the experience pathway at UNAD”

Public accountability event

Guidelines for the management of UNAD in the context 
of foresight 2010 - 2020 Paipa: “The challenges of 
organizational consolidation: Prospective for an action 
framework 2010-2020”

National Meeting of Directors Paipa:
“UNAD education for all”
 
IX Meeting of Leaders and Directors Paipa: “Institutional 
planning, we continue to build the future of UNAD”

Public accountability event

I World e-Learning Congress Cartagena: “UNAD 
pedagogical model referents within the framework 
of the e-learning training ecology”

X UNAD National Leaders Meeting Paipa:
“Reflections on leadership and action UNAD”

XII Meeting of UNAD leaders for the planning of 
management and operation for the current fiscal 
year 2013 Girardot:“ Strengthening UNAD's strategic 
thinking within the framework of its institutional vision”
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2012-2021

March 2 / 2021

March 2 / 2012 Public accountability event

XI Meeting of Directors Ráquira:
“Reflections on leadership and UNAD action”

Public accountability event
 
National Meeting of Directors Paipa:
“UNAD education for all”

Education for all with global quality, Girardot
 
Public accountability event

Public accountability event

UNAD 3.0 Scenarios of peace from innovation 
and educational excellence for all, Paipa

Academic quality, social relevance and 
sustainability: UNAD 2016, Paipa

Public accountability event

Strengthening managerial competencies for 
endemic and administrative innovation UNAD 2017

Extended Mission Board

Public accountability event

18º National Meeting of UNAD Leaders, Paipa

Public accountability event

8 Zonal Deployments 2018

19º National Meeting of Leaders UNAD, Paipa 

Public accountability event

20º National Meeting of Leaders UNAD, Paipa Event

Public accountability event

1 National e-Camp of the OIR

Public accountability event

Octuber 15 / 2012

November 14 / 2013

December 2 to 6 / 2013

April 19 to 23 / 2015

January 24 and 25 / 2017

December 9, 10 and 11 / 2015

November 1 to 6 / 2016

December 27 / 2017

Sep, oct and nov / 2018

February 19 to 23 / 2019

December de 2019

September 1 to 3 de 2020

March 15 / 2017

March 9 / 2016

March 2 / 2015

March 20 / 2014

March 19 / 2013

March 4 / 2019

March 3 / 2020

March 1 / 2018

Image 28. Institutional planning 2004-2021. 
Source: Own elaboration
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This sequence of actions, commitments, plans and meetings of UNAD 
Leaders has allowed UNAD to have consolidated today, among others, 
the following fundamental institutional developments (the details of 
which are explained later in this book):

•	 Organizational Center for Higher Studies and Qualification of Hu-
man Talent - COACH

•	 Metasystemic Global Staff
•	 Campo UNAD
•	 Regional Intersystemic Observatory- OIR
•	 Open University System - SUA
•	 Professional Technical Institute - ITP
•	 Internationalization Policy
•	 Integral Attention System- SAI
•	 UNAD Virtual TV
•	 Integrated Institutional Intelligence System - SIIUNAD 4.0
•	 Retention and Permanence Policy -RP-
•	 Global UNAD 

And, in the speed and creative and proactive dynamics in the face of 
the challenging issues that the Knowledge Society poses to education, 
in 2023 UNAD will have more developments to respond to the country 
that has placed its trust in it.



Chapter 5 
 

Strategic axes of the  
organizational evolution of UNAD

As I mentioned in the previous chapter, at the beginning of the millen-
nium, the National Open and Distance University (UNAD) was on the 
verge of disappearing, due to the limited impact it had achieved so-
cially, threatened by economic bankruptcy and the negative slant with 
which it was valued by some figures from the educational community 
and in government settings and official legislation, as well as by insti-
tutional peers.

When I arrived for the first time at the University Presidency in March 
2004, I found that these were only symptoms and that the real illness 
was found in the absence of a deep reflection on its real contribution, 
as an educational organization, to the construction of a social project 
that, from distance education, could be disruptive and radical, and de-
liver to the country graduates with solid foundations to build a Nation. 
We would need to clearly understand that our actions and results of 
quality and efficiency would be the conclusive answer to the challenges 
of improving our reputation, first the academic and then the organiza-
tional one, derived from the quality and relevance before the Colom-
bian society, as an organization ready to assume the challenges of the 
emerging Knowledge Society. To this end, we had a clear commitment 



114

Education, virtuality and innovation
Jaime Alberto Leal Afanador

to overcome our own structural problems based on visible results that 
would provide answers to the organic needs of Colombian education.

In this environment, transformation was urgent, based on a reengineering 
without hesitation, and the path chosen was organizational cybernetics.

Then, with a team of managers that today I call courageous, several of 
whom still work with me as directors, we decided to face the situation 
and collectively address the organizational redesign of UNAD, which 
today leads us to an even better projection than what we initially en-
visioned. What led us to this and how we intervened the organization 
with situational strategic planning and structural prospective is what I 
present below.

* * *

In their book “Why Nations Fail”, American economists James A. Rob-
inson and Daron Acemoglu determine the keys to understanding the 
reasons for the prosperity of some societies and the reasons for the 
social immobility of most nations. Their hypothesis is clear: nations 
fail and will continue to fail because their leaders insist on developing 
extractive economic policies, and do not do enough to create State 
policies with sufficient relevance and permanence so that various sec-
tors, but especially education, have sufficient potential for people to 
be integrally trained, and from this education, to exercise their moti-
vations and knowledge in the world of work, research and entrepre-
neurship. This would allow them to innovate to create competitiveness 
and productivity in any of the fields of disciplinary, social and economic 
development, regardless of their social status, but rather their merits 
and talents to evolve worthy life projects that contribute to extend the 
collective welfare of their fellow citizens.

The book also argues that these impoverished nations generate ex-
tractive policies and institutions, as a result of which those who ben-
efit from such extraction are minorities installed in strategic points of 
power. These types of nations, which include a large number of Latin 
American nations, do not encourage strategic sectors such as educa-
tion, since education could threaten the interests of certain elites who 
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have been capturing material wealth for decades, and which do not 
want their inhabitants to be in a position to undermine the “power of 
the cradle” which, as pointed out in the 2015 study by the Los Andes 
University, defines the scarce social mobility of these majorities in Latin 
American countries.

Seen in this light, we could ask ourselves, or rather answer ourselves, 
why no government in Colombia, and I consider that of a good part of 
Latin America, has not asked its inhabitants, in a technical and systemat-
ic way, What future is desirable in the next twenty, thirty and fifty years? 
Nor has it been clarified whether, as a society, we are walking together 
towards where we would like to be. It is clear, then, that as a collective 
we do not know what we want for our nations in this part of the plan-
et, except for media slogans and sound bites that demarcate short-term 
motivations stated by those who hold the government of the day.

In short, if we do not know what we want as a country over a moder-
ately long period of time, we will not know what to do with key sectors 
such as education, in order to put the future on track as a collective 
action and stop wearing ourselves out in banal polarizations, which for 
years have characterized the evolution of our Latin American coun-
tries. Efforts are wasted and we do not know if we are dragged by the 
rhythm of global and interconnected events, or if, on the contrary, as 
a Nation, our leaders and institutions allow us to build that dream of 
outlining a path or multiple paths that allow us to prospect where and 
how to get to, and if we are really contributing, each one from his or 
her work to the collective vision through the achievement of goals that 
contribute to the extended social wellbeing as a strategic direction of 
each Nation State.

It is in this sense that UNAD, right in the first years of the 21st century, 
asked itself and now invites all types of organizations, but particular-
ly educational organizations, to ask themselves if we have understood 
the social value of the role we play in leading, in the first instance and 
in all levels and cycles of education, the formation of upright, ethical 
and transparent leaders who will build, in the generational relays, the 
strategic actions to approach a dream of nation, since they will be the 
graduates of all this educational institutionality, those who will lead 
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governmental and non-governmental organizations in all the territori-
al areas that make up our Latin American states. Abraham Lincoln said 
that “the philosophy by which one generation is educated will be the 
philosophy of government in the next”.

If we make a brief and serious review of our recent Latin American his-
tory, we will objectively see that what we experienced yesterday is now 
in the past. It could have been a step forward to the future, if we had 
planned our present better and had agreed on the structure of our vi-
sion of the future. All the problems, frustrations, despairs that today 
jump out at us and are part of the daily headlines of our media and 
information networks, could have been avoided, overcome and even 
solved by our past generations. “Education is the passport to the future 
because tomorrow belongs to the people who are prepared to lead it 
today” said Malcolm Knowles.

Some few of those leaders surely had the vision of the future that we 
demand today and they tried, but they could not lead, because the cir-
cumstances of each situation and especially the resistance to change 
that the installed minorities produced on the forms of power did not al-
low them to do so. Others, perhaps the majority, allowed themselves to 
be dragged along by what is commonly known as “destiny” and spent 
their days and years with sorrows and needs, but also without glory.

It is exactly at this juncture of the new era of the knowledge society, 
and in the interest of resolving this type of questions, when in 2004 
we began the process of reengineering UNAD, fully aware of its histor-
ical role in the social transformation that education produces, and in 
which situational strategic planning and structural foresight became 
key tools that left behind the traditional deterministic and normative 
planning methods.

We then began the careful construction of a university with a social 
character that would allow us to identify, through situational calcula-
tions and based on strategic and territorial reflection with the funda-
mental actors of the university itself and those of the context that have 
wanted to design effective responses to mobilize intelligence, the ways 
to grow, believing and acting in accordance with social demands and 
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the growing evolution of knowledge, to mark a generational turning 
point in the face of the challenges that Colombia and the rest of our 
Latin America must face in the course of the 21st century.

It is about having planned, consciously and technically, the course of 
the University from creative processes that daily energize the thinking 
of its leaders, through strategic actions that, as a result, have allowed 
us to reactivate all the segments, levels and cycles of education that it 
incorporates, through a metasystemic organizational model and a ped-
agogical model based on learning to learn, fundamental keys to expand 
new frontiers that should demarcate for our continent the educational 
institutionality of the XXI century.

It is clear that the educational sectors and systems of our continent 
are faced with the need to respond to the disruption of continuing to 
do more of the same, or if, on the contrary, we accept the challenge of 
rethinking ourselves in order to build relevance and formative quality 
in the education of current and new generations of Latin Americans.

Next, and by way of synthesis, we will understand how the change of par-
adigms in times of transformation such as the ones we are living now will 
allow us to understand how UNAD has managed to strategically model 
its effective social action of education with an intensive use of tools such 
as planning, foresight and exponential technologies. Let see then.

Participatory situational planning
This method, created by the renowned Chilean economist Carlos Ma-
tus Romo, is an exceptional combination of the capacity for interdisci-
plinary analysis based on objectives on diverse environments that give 
meaning and significance to the construction of appropriate strategies 
to solve structural problems and take advantage of opportunities of a 
conjunctural order from a rational perspective that recognizes the evo-
lution of these environments and, of course, the existence of diverse 
actors, such as those who oppose change.
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Definition 

Concept

Situation

A process that redefined UNAD's direction, 
its course of action towards the future, 
allowing it to organize its goals and the 
means of action to achieve them

The surrounding reality is not equilibrium 
but conflict. Faced with this reality, we 
demanded a planned change that has made 
our interlocutors explicit so that from their 
vision they could also explain their reality.

Image 29.  Situational planning. 
Source: Own elaboration.

In addition, it is intertwined with the participation of various non-spe-
cialist planning actors, who live and coexist in such an environment 
with others who can read the prospective and evolutionary dynamics 
of the organization that is the subject-object of such planning. This 
is not only important for strategic assertiveness, but also valuable for 
giving a sense of action to the execution of short, medium and long 
term projects that result as an expression of a chain that expands the 
frontiers of reality management, in this case that of the National Open 
and Distance University. Such planning was carried out at UNAD as of 
2004, as reflected in the important results shown in Chapter 4.

Unlike Classic Strategic Planning, Situational Strategic Planning con-
siders the complexity and uncertainty of economic, political and social 
systems, as well as the multiplicity of resources (cognitive, political, 
economic and organizational) required to achieve objectives.
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Developing situational plans for the solution 
of unstructured and complex problems.

Design of problem-solving scenarios, based 
on available resources and the position of 
strategic actors.

Design of feasibility and governance building 
strategies and operations required to solve 
complex problems.

UNAD seeks to be coherent with its institutional 
mission and vision, which has meant identifying 
its macro problems and from there outlining its 
prospective goals so that its action corresponds 
to its philosophical, ethical and social course.

UNAD has set for intervals of time profound 
policies that have framed the direction of its 
resources and efforts.

 UNAD has established programmatic plans that 
have been developed through macro projects 
and projects determining the resources to be 
executed, understanding that these may be 
relocated or adjusted over time.

UNAD has been aware that the effectiveness of 
the plan is not only in its design but primarily in 
its implementation.

UNAD has allowed adequate participation of its 
members at all stages of the development and 
execution of the plan and has not left it in the 
hands of specialists alone, which has allowed it to 
approach with greater certainty its own reality 
and the scenarios that surround it.

Our plans have foreseen political and social 
viability, which has made them highly feasible.

Image 30.  Basic postulates for institutional planning. 
Source: Own elaboration.

It is clear that an organizational plan is not a book or a theoretical doc-
ument written by specialists for specialists and generally resting on the 
shelves of top management offices. A true plan is built with all types of 
key actors in an organization, seeking to identify the root cause of the 
structural problems to be solved and generating viable strategies that, 
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converted into macro-projects and projects, determine goals, resources 
and those responsible for their execution in the short, medium and long 
term, with management indicators that allow the reorganization of the 
course when necessary.

“La UNAD como proyecto público vital” 
Orden en la casa (Estructura organizacional 
y normativa.

Plan

Macroproblem

Project

Project

Macroproject
OP

2004-2007

“Por la calidad educativa y la equidad social” 
Consolidación Institucional y del Modelo 
Académico Pedagógico.

2007-2011

“Educación para todos con calidad global” 
Ruta para consolidar la visibilización 
internacional.

2011-2015

Macroproyecto
OP

Project

Macroproject
OP

Image 31.  Coherence of institutional planning.  
Source: Own elaboration.

This demonstrates a historical traceability of the strategic linkage 
that UNAD has achieved and that has led to an unprecedented evolu-
tion of this Colombian public university throughout this century. The 
following graphs show in a generic way the routes that guarantee the 
coherence of the strategic action addressed and some of the results 
obtained:
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OP1. comprehensive training OP2. Research OP3. Regional development
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Image 32.  Situational planning cycle. Source: own elaboration.

Structural foresight
Prospective techniques have also been great allies of UNAD in the inter-
est of focusing its educational social action to guarantee quality train-
ing and relevance in its programs and services in populations histori-
cally excluded for multiple reasons from the opportunity of access and 
permanence. Here it is worth reiterating that since 2004 the University 
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has included within its metasystemic action all levels and cycles of the 
Colombian educational system, since one of the major concerns of our 
University, derived from its mission essence, has been to ensure its abili-
ty to evolve over time and, therefore, to respond to the expectations of 
previous and new generations.

UNAD is an important public education 
system that seeks to break the vicious cycle 
of exclusion and reduce Colombia's social 
statics., since its educational commitment 
is focused on quality education, with high 

coverage and social relevance.

 

Image 33.  A concrete statement of UNAD’s Mission.

It is clear that the young people known as centennials or Generation Z 
(born in the 21st century) and millennials or Generation Y (born in the 
last twenty years of the previous century) have very different life ex-
pectations from the generations that preceded them (Baby Boomers 
and Generation X). In fact, especially communication and information 
technologies have been with them since the cradle and they have expe-
rienced their unprecedented evolution within their own daily lives. For 
them, the ability to manage technologies and the competence of their 
usability is neither mysterious nor alien. This is a clear warning for edu-
cational institutions that are stuck in models that already seem archaic.

This and other factors must be taken into account in educational fore-
sight exercises.
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Image 34. Strategic Foresight 2009-2030. Source: Own elaboration.

Below, and by way of example, I present some images detailing the 
definition of six lines of Strategic Foresight addressed by UNAD as a 
primary exercise in the last decade of its strategic management:
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 prospective line

National and global solidarity 
extended.

Dynamic sources of self-financing.

Self-sustainable CCAVs and 
UDRs.

Intelligent Organization.

Benchmarking for competitive 
intelligence.

Mega-university ranked among 
the 500 best in the world.

Coherent mental models.

Inspirational leadership.

1

2
3

4

5

6

7
8

Organizational1

Accreditation Internationalization 
of curricula.

Permanent and asynchronous 
academic programming.

Domestic and international mobility.

Academic community with national 
and international recognition.

R&D centers for innovation 
and regional competitiveness.

Leadership in the development 
of e-learning programs.

Development of knowledge 
applicable to multi-contexts.

Solidarity as a dynamic axis 
of UNAD training.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

2 prospective line
Academic

Intensive use of digital media.

E-Learning 3.0

Technology and connectivity for all.

Technological culture in 
organizational management.

International certification of the 
virtual campus.

Institutional repository of didactic 
content, with social sense.

UNAD's technological platform for 
the world.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

3  prospective line
Technology
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Consolidated research networks 
in mediated pedagogies.

Leadership in research on 
competencies for ESAD.

Students in harmonious learning 
environments.

International certification of 
the pedagogical model.

Adaptive networks for didactic 
pedagogical innovation.

Learning management based 
on new knowledge pedagogies.

Knowledge subjects acting in 
learning communities.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

4 prospective line
Pedagogical

Human development in regional 
post-conflict scenarios.

Strengthening of popular and 
community education and permanent 
education in Latin America.

Self-construction of autonomous 
and solidary moral subjects.

Strengthening of the social sense 
of solidarity of the university.

1

2

3

4

5 prospective line
Community social

Visible R&D products for regional 
development.

Promoting the dynamics of the social 
solidarity economy.

Socialization and dissemination of 
models of care for vulnerable 
populations.

Observatories for sustainable human 
development in Latin America.

Guarantee the inclusion of 
vulnerable population groups 
and sectors.

Social networks to guarantee 
inclusion and social equity in 
education.

Reflection dynamics to increase 
economic production and 
peaceful coexistence.

1

2

5

6

7

3

4

6 prospective line
Regional development

Image 35. Strategic foresight. Mapping 2030. Source: Own elaboration.
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In line with this development, Participative Situational Planning has 
had the opportunity to sequentially intertwine five Development Plans 
and their respective annual Operational Plans.

The prospective of its duty to be and the rigorous planning of its what 
has allowed UNAD to assertively evaluate and route the internal and 
external variables that ensure the quality and relevance of its services 
and educational programs and their holistic sustainability, as will be de-
tailed below:

Foresight tools to
determine possible and viable futures

Organizational 
Vision

Structural and 
critical assessment 
of its components.

Planning Tools
Create future routes 
connected to the 
unpredictability of 
economic situation.

Quality
Assurance and 
continuous.

Accountability 
to Society

Internal and 
external variable

Image 36.  Components of strategic foresight.  
Source: Own elaboration.

As it is also a matter of extrapolating these tools to identify possi-
bilities and potentialities to be developed in the future, in the 2019 
Meeting, UNAD leaders carried out a Foresight exercise to the year 
2050, which is illustrated in the following image.
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UNAD’s Organizational 
Foresight
2nd side:
New opportunities and threats
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innovation centers

 and incubators UNAD Global

Regional Intersystemic 
Observatory 

 Research centers 
and nodes

Image 37.  Structural analysis. Mapping 2019-2050. 
Source: Own elaboration.

The analysis carried out with structural foresight techniques has 
been very useful in determining the somewhat ambitious course of 
UNAD and its national, zonal and regional leaders; it has allowed their 
plans not to be conformist with moderate improvements, but on the 
contrary, given the magnitude of the social problems derived from 
the scarce opportunities for a good education in Colombia, it has 
strengthened the search for vanguard thinking as expressed in the 
institutional vision.
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Radical variation
of scenarios to 2050

By 2050, the scenarios 
of world politics and 

economics are expected 
to change radically, which 

becomes a substantial 
challenge for the 

education of humanity.

Divergent thinking/ 
Prolific innovation

Expressions of global 
citizenship/ Ideagoras 
of knowledge

Processes of effective 
cultural transformation/ 
Permeable borders to 
new ideas

Image 38.  Radical variation of scenarios to 2050. 
Source: Own elaboration.

With facts and institutional participative work, it has been possible to 
demonstrate that it is technically possible to lead organizations to-
wards a purpose and a desired future, as long as the collective dream is 
shared from a necessary understanding of the factors that define the 
axiological and teleological sustainability of the same, guaranteeing 
the emergence and coherent evolution, in each member of the organi-
zation, of deep convictions about the duty to be in order to walk in the 
daily work towards such a vision.



Chapter 6 
 

UNAD’s metasystem and governance 
and management structures

The Political Constitution of Colombia and Law 30 of 1992, which or-
ganizes the public service of higher education in this country, conse-
crate and recognize, respectively, the right of universities to create and 
modify their statutes, designate their academic and administrative au-
thorities and adopt their corresponding regimes, among other rights 
for their government and management. However, it is striking that the 
vast majority of higher education institutions replicate almost identi-
cal models of organization and governance, so that diversity and the 
possibility of having a differentiation proper to each institutional ed-
ucational project and structure fall into a vacuous unanimism, typical 
of educational orthodoxy, either because of a certain comfort with the 
status quo, that has historically characterized supply and demand, or 
because they are satisfied with their limited procedure as universities in 
a country with serious problems of educational coverage, exclusion of 
young people from marginalized regions, and the absence of argumen-
tative confrontation between what the university can offer and what 
society needs.
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The dynamics of
University autonomy

S
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and administrative 
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Create, organize and 
develop its Academic 
programs

Apply resources to fulfill 
its social mission and 
institutional function 

Image 39.  The dynamics of university autonomy. 
Source: Own elaboration.

Therefore, if you, kind reader, are looking for viable alternatives for the 
evolution of your educational organization, I believe that the leaders of 
this sector today could well increase their social impact by accepting 
this invitation to discern about the deepening of a profound transfor-
mation in our Latin American educational history, taking advantage of 
the great opportunity that arises from the challenges of the so-called 
Knowledge Society. 

The metasystem designs 
The traditional systems of educational organization have little capacity 
to respond to the evolution of challenging environments such as those 
posed by the Knowledge Society, the Learning Society and the Infor-
mation Society. That is why, in the exercise of its autonomy, UNAD has 
been conceived as a metasystem with duly confirmed and public criteria 
for action among the entire university community.

When, in 2004, UNAD leaders took on what we called the First Great 
Opportunity, by installing a radical change from its conception to its 
design and development of the so-called Systemic Viability, we did so 
from the perspective of organizational cybernetics for a public higher 
education institution.
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For the public outside the Institution or for newcomers, the language 
describing the University may be somewhat complex, but when they un-
derstand its logic, they understand its benefits and, above all, its effec-
tiveness in ensuring the results of growth in students, programs, regions, 
sites and projects, in accordance with the institutional commitment.

The term metasystem has several meanings, and in the case of UNAD 
it refers to the integration and replication of all the components of the 
university system in a uniform, universal and technical way among ac-
tors, units, concepts and projections. It is an implementation of the 
basic concepts of the British theorist Stafford Beer, based on a model-
ing of viable integrated systems, through giving strategic value to the 
construction of a metasystemic organization, strengthening the clarity 
of concepts such as:

a.	 	 Organizational cybernetics: 

Cybernetics comes from the Latin 
kybernetes, who was the helmsman 
of a ship; later the Romans called 
him gobernatus.

Need to ensure consistency 
between the mission statements, 
efficiency of the units in charge 
and positive impact of the results.

OC is the expression of governance 
that guides the course of each 
systemic organization.

Image 40.  Organizational cybernetics. 
Source: Own elaboration.

Cybernetics in organizations is not well known for its effectiveness in 
the short term, since it requires radical transformations within the or-
ganizations and, of course, a strong and committed will to change their 
environments in a disruptive way, it does not admit going “a little at a 
time” or the experience of piloting in this or that unit; when this hap-
pens, generally the tradition of “doing as it has always been done” (it 
has always been done this way) triumphs over small efforts in a small 
environment of experimentation.
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b.	 Variability as an indicator of complexity:

Installed capacity of the 
systemic organization 
to respond effectively to 
its own evolution and to 
demands (opportunities 
and threats) of the 
environment(s) in 
which it operates.

Its mathematical 
expression is: 

V=2n

Image 41.  Variability as an indicator of complexity. 
Source: Own elaboration.

An organization in constant evolution and growth needs to perma-
nently establish its response capacity so as not to overwhelm its atten-
tion and the quality assurance of its products and services. This is the 
purpose of calculating variability in a metasystemic organization that, 
like UNAD, acts simultaneously in different areas and with a portfolio 
of programs and projects that arise from its management in each of 
the systems that comprise it.

c.	 Ashby’s theorem and its implications:

The Dual Operational Model as a 
fundamental tool to mitigate early 
dropout and amplify student 
retention and permanence.

It refers to the need to guarantee 
within an organization with a systemic 
structure such as UNAD, coherence 
between the missionary postulates, 
efficiency of the units in charge and 
positive impact of all the results 
achieved in their actions within a 
specific environment.

Image 42. Ashby’s theorem and its implications. 
Source: Own elaboration

An organization such as UNAD requires the guarantee of its teleological 
actions without distorting its principles and responsibilities, in coher-
ence with its institutional mission. Ashby’s Law facilitates the formula-
tion of strategic actions without distorting the role that the university 
should play without departing from its course, but in harmonic conso-
nance with the environment where it is present.
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d.	 Systems thinking for business and organizational leaders

Way of conceiving reality from the 
integration of multiple visions of 
diverse order: philosophical, scientific, 
technical, social or economic among 
many to agree on an interdisciplinary 
vision that allows acting and 
projecting within said reality.

UNAD Vision

Analytic- 
Reductionist 

approach

Systemic
approach

Holistic
approach

Image 43.  Systemic vision at UNAD.  
Source: Own elaboration.

Learning to think and manage an organization in a systemic way is not 
an easy task; it requires discipline and individual rigor to push our linear 
thinking towards an integral and holistic thinking of the human collec-
tives that make up the organization. This way of thinking and acting 
requires a reasonable amount of time, a demanding qualification and 
an institutional culture that facilitates coherence in thinking, speaking 
and acting without hesitation.

e.	 Mathematical modeling of viable systems

Addressing the development of a complex organization implies not 
only describing a mathematical formula but, in particular, understand-
ing the main difference between a reticular and fractal management 
and administration in which, I am convinced, lies a good part of the 
results achieved versus those vertical forms that prevail in most of our 
educational institutions in Latin America.

It is the number of possible situations 
or states derived from the variety (V), 
which a systemic organization may 
face and which may influence the 
effective development of an 
opportunity or the effective solution 
of a structural problem.

Its mathematical expression is:

C= ΣV
Cunad= ΣVsap + Vsm + Vsf + Vso

Cunad= 8 + 32 + 256 + 262.144

Cunad= 23 + 25+ 28+ 218 

Image 44.  Mathematical modeling of viable systems.  
Source: Own elaboration.
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This modeling contemplates variables that determined radical chang-
es from various macro-projects that motivated decisions of the UNAD 
Higher Council since 2004 and up to the present. These have been the 
seed of radical and coherent innovations that were able to differentiate 
themselves from the traditional short-term actions to mitigate con-
junctural and structural problems, as generally happens, and that, on 
the contrary, generated policies that today strengthen the disruptive 
transformation route prospected.

f.	 	El The role of information and information systems design 
(ISD) in enabling organizations to function effectively 
(to fulfill the purpose for which they are created).

A set of devices and tools 
of various types that have 
the purpose of circulating 

information for decision making 
or to provide continuity to 

key strategic processes.
In the case of UNAD, each system of 
the metasystem needs information
selected and classified differentially.

The SID must clearly determine the conditions 
under which the sender defines and transmits 
the information and the receiver receives it for 
effective decision-making or process continuity; 
in this sense, information selected and classified 
algorithmically must be provided so that the 
information flows that are determined allow 
optimal organizational functioning.

Image 45.  The role of information and information systems design.  
Source: Own elaboration.

It is also important to point out that the metasystem implies an in-
ter-systemic mission, functional and operational coherence, and that 
it is articulated with organizational management systems supported 
by big data, which manage a diversity of leaders in different areas of 
institutional action. This has generated a high level of administrative 
efficiency within an organization that assumes classified information as 
one of the most important assets of its missional action..

All this rationale has inspired us to manage the institutional strategic 
course, which, since March 2, 2004 until today, has been guiding us in 
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the consolidation of UNAD as a Mega-University at the service of the 
postulate of “education for all””.

Therefore, and according to the General Statute of UNAD, the Universi-
ty defines itself, acts and dynamizes as a system of systems, supported 
by the different platforms of human talent, curricular, pedagogical and 
didactic, technological and financial, in order to ensure the achieve-
ment of effective results of high quality and relevance, in each of its 
substantive responsibilities and systems.

UNAD’s metasystemic model is a Competitive Strategy modeled to 
make us a more effective organization compared to our peers of the 
same nature as a public university in Colombia.

UNAD is conceived as an integrated organizational system that coher-
ently articulates systemic levels, units and devices, as an intelligent or-
ganization for the fulfillment of objectives and management in the var-
ious areas and contexts of innovative and self-regulated action, with 
the capacity to learn, unlearn and improve itself on a permanent basis.

This action is based on fundamental concepts such as organizational via-
bility, variety as an indicator of complexity and the key role played 
within it by the various information systems for sound decision 
making. In this way, we work to consolidate a viable system.

It refers to the analysis of the relationships 
of people who interact with each other 
and at the same time with a specific 
environment. These actions are defined by 
a shared mission and vision and take place 
within a systemic structure regulated by 
rules, processes and procedures.

System
approach
Viable

Image 46.  Viable system approach. Source: Own elaboration.
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UNAD as a
Viable system

We must understand ourselves as a dynamic and 
evolving organization, which determines itself as 
a metasystem (integration of multiple systems) 
and which is interrelated through performance 
criteria defined by its heterarchy (teamwork), by 
its fractality (work between peers), and due to its 
reticularity (work in networks), based on project 
management and where optimal communication, 
permanent self-regulation and effective feedback 
between these members are key.

A viable system such as UNAD 
creates capacities to adapt flexibly 
to the dynamics and conjunctures 
of the environment, by correctly 
reading the signals derived from 
the PCI and the POAM, where its 
mission is operationalized.

Image 47.  UNAD as a viable system. 
Source: Own elaboration.

For some scholars of the systemic approach, the routes disaggregat-
ed into subsystems are easier to understand in linear sequences and 
create taxonomies that, when chained together “infinitely”, create dis-
tortions in the understanding of their practical effect. Hence, one of 
the advances in Stanford Beer’s conception is the guarantee of under-
standing the metasystem and its various systems in a balanced chaining 
that differentiates them conceptually but avoids being a differentiating 
factor in their praxis, so that the various actors can mobilize flexibly 
among them. This is, in itself, one of the major obstacles that arise at 
the beginning but that, with time and continuous training, clarifies its 
strategic action for the institution’s staff and outsiders.
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Image 48.  UNAD’s organizational structure. Source: Own elaboration.
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The performance criteria of the metasystem
The UNAD Metasystem is based on ten (10) performance criteria that, 
by the way, no one understood when we first exposed them in 2004, 
and that today have assorted in the vast majority of the members of 
our educational community an unimaginable commitment, which was 
one of the determining reasons why UNAD, in 2019, obtained the rec-
ognition as the first public university to obtain the Great Place To Work 
certification, ratified for the year 2020.

Systematicity
A UNAD leader promotes interaction 
and unity of purpose from the different 
management fronts, understanding the 
comprehensiveness of their responsibilities 
and the impact that decisions and actions 
have on the overall achievements and 
results of the University.

Reticularity
A UNAD leader facilitates the work of the 
networked team, strengthening the recognition 
of shared achievements and addressing failures 
and errors, through the articulation of efforts of 
the different academic and administrative actors, 
ensuring the strengthening of communication 
channels and managing information responsibly, 
ethically and effectively.

Fractality
A UNAD leader recognizes the diverse forms 
of institutional presence and development. 
Likewise, their actions, thoughts and words 
maintain the same authenticity and identity 
that promotes the University in all its contexts.

Heterarchy
The role of a UNAD Leader is exercised and 
earned through example, his/her decisions 
transcend his/her position and position in the 
University and legitimizes his/her activities 
under a transversal character, fulfilling the 
objectives, maintaining consensus and 
respect for the roles and competencies 
of his/her collaborators or peers.

Project management
The management of a UNAD Leader is based on a structured planning 
exercise, where effective strategies with high academic, social, 
administrative, financial, cultural, political and scientific impact are 
sought, through programming and efficient use of scarce resources.

Productivity
The work plan of the UNAD Leader is aimed 
at achieving high levels of development and 
delivering high-impact results, accompanied 
by indicators of quality, efficiency, efficacy 
and effectiveness, whatever the role or 
position held at the University.

Competitiveness
A UNAD leader recognizes and identifies 
the opportunities and threats of the 
environment, develops strategies to take 
advantage of and energize institutional 
resources and competencies to master 
the key factors of educational success and 
the generation of competitive advantages.

Accountability
A UNAD leader presents openly and 
transparently the results of its management, 
the use of resources and the social impact 
of its actions. Likewise, he/she provides 
feedback on the fulfillment of the work 
plans of his/her collaborators and peers 
and jointly develops action plans for 
continuous improvement.

Self-management
The management plan of a UNAD Leader 
is based on its own criteria for the 
definition of high impact objectives, on 
the empowerment of activities towards 
its work team and is regulated from the 
self-critical analysis of the results 
obtained and the recognition of failures 
and opportunities for improvement.

Image 49.  Performance criteria: from organizational 
functionality to structure. Source: Own elaboration.
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In a previous chapter I presented the key concepts and definitions to un-
derstand the organizational framework of our University, which derives 
from the academic orientation of the UNAD Solidarity Pedagogical Mod-
el based on learning to learn, as well as the important role of the tools of 
Participatory Planning and Structural Foresight. Now, let me explain the 
four structural systems that today make up the UNAD Metasystem and 
its various management and information systems that seek to strength-
en a harmonious and coherent integrated management.

Variation of educational
purposes to assume them
training challenges to 2050 Comprehensive training to 

inquire into who I am, what I 
will do and how I will do it, 
including myself with others.

Research and innovation with 
a practical and competitive 
sense at the same time, in 
local environments.

Social projection of the 
individual "being" to 
understand the "we are" as 
one that seeks collective 
well-being.

By 2050 the greatest educational 
challenge will be its own 

transformation. More than teaching, it 
will be about education for learning to 

learn. Individual expressions will be 
determined by real life and cyber life.

The development of cyclical thinking, 
effective communication, networked 

collaboration and integrated and 
holistic creativity.

Image 50. Variation of educational purposes to take on formative 
challenges to 2050. Source: Own elaboration.

In the presidential periods of UNAD initiated in the years 2007, 2011, 
2015 and 2019, the internal statutes have consigned the evolution of 
this transformative process and its update leaves a clear traceability of 
the evolution of this educational Metasystem that is UNAD.

I hereby transcribe the latest conceptual definitions that, in a critical 
and constructive manner, we proposed and that were unanimously 
approved, in December 2019, by the Higher Council. Here it is worth 
reiterating that currently the structure of the Metasystem is support-
ed by algorithms and platforms that allow it to flexibly and efficiently 
scale multiple and diverse demands for educational services with a high 
structural responsiveness.
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The aim is to guarantee that the programs and services offered at the 
multiple levels and educational cycles that we offer have the conditions of 
quality training and efficiency in the operation of the different platforms.

For its strategic, substantive, tactical and operational development, 
the Unadista metasystem has four (4) organizational systems:

•	 High Policy System,
•	 Missional System,
•	 Functional System and
•	 Operational System.

 
Thanks to an articulated and robust, technologically speaking, Inte-
grated System of Institutional Intelligence, the actions of the various 
systems are linked in common purposes, with due monitoring and 
evaluation.

High policy 
system

Mission 
system

Functional 
system

Operational 
system

Decision making

Decisio
n making

Decisio
n making

Decision making

SII UNAD
4.0

Image 51.  Integration between UNAD systems. Source: Own elaboration.

The following is an authorized transcription of the definitions set forth 
in the Organizational Bylaws, in effect for each of them:
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High-policy structural system

Higher 
University 

Council
President’s 

Office
Academic 

Board COACH

Image 52.  Sistema de alta política del metasistema UNAD.  
Source: Own elaboration.

The bodies and the unit associated with the High University Policy Sys-
tem of the UNAD Metasystem are the Higher University Council, the 
University President’s Office, the Academic Council and the COACH, or 
Organizational Center for Higher Studies for the Qualification of Hu-
man Talent. These guide the strategic development of the University, 
through the formulation and definition of policies for the fulfillment of 
the substantive responsibilities and the holistic sustainability of the in-
stitution, in the curricular and academic, technological and innovation 
and financial sustainability orders.

Missional structural System

VIDER VISAE

VINTER

VIMEP

VIEMVIACI

Image 53. Sistema misional del metasistema UNAD.  
Fuente: Elaboración propia.

Made up of those units whose responsibilities and strategies are man-
aged in compliance with the institutional mission. They act in coordina-
tion with institutional policies through programs, projects and services, 
aimed at satisfying the needs and expectations of the various users of 
the institution. Integrated by:

•	 Vice President´s Office for Social Inclusion for Regional Develop-
ment and Community Outreach - VIDER
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•	 Vice President’s Office for Academic and Research Affairs - VIACI
•	 Vice President’s Office for Services to Applicants, Students and 

Graduates -VISAE
•	 Vice President’s Office for Intersystemic and International 

Relations - VINTER
•	 Vice President’s Office of Media and Pedagogical Mediations - 

VIMEP
•	 Vice President’s Office for Innovation and Entrepreneurship - 

VIEM

These are the units in charge of energizing UNAD’s raison d’être, ex-
pressed in each of the substantive responsibilities, which for UNAD go 
beyond the traditional ones of teaching (comprehensive training), re-
search and extension (regional development), and make viable -addi-
tionally- those of inclusion and permanence, internationalization, and 
technological innovation. These offices manage the policies that corre-
spond to them, as well as the design, direction and evaluation of mac-
ro-projects, programs and projects, which guide the strategic action of 
the functional and operational systems, in coherence with the guidelines 
of the High Policy System, the Institutional Development Plan and the 
president’s guidelines.

Sistema estructural funcional

GIDT GIF

GCMO

OCI

GTHUM

GAF

SGRAL

GCMK

OPLAN

Image 54.  Sistema funcional del metasistema UNAD. Fuente: Elaboración propia.

The functional system responds to the actions aimed at ensuring the man-
agement of resources that facilitate the fulfillment of the purposes and 
mission policies. It is aimed at generating the support required to strength-
en the mission, the assurance of sustainability, modernization and quality 
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in the institutional metasystemic model, through technical management, 
control, procurement, optimization and maximization of resources, as well 
as monitoring the holistic management of the University.

This system is made up of the General Secretariat -SGRAL, the Inter-
nal Control Advisory Office -OCI- and the Planning Advisory Office 
-OPLAN-, and the following Management Offices:

•	 Technological Platforms and Infrastructure Management - GIDT
•	 Quality and Organizational Improvement Management - GCMO
•	 Human Talent Management - GTHUM
•	 Administrative and Financial Management - GAF
•	 Physical Infrastructure Management - GIF
•	 Communications and Marketing Management - GCMK

Sistema estructural operacional

ZCBC

INVIL

ZCORI

ECEDU

ZAO

ECSAL

ZOCC

ECBTI

ZCBOY

ECAPMA

ZCAR

ECACEN

ZSUR

ECJP

ZCSUR

ECSAH

ITP

Image 55. Sistema operacional del metasistema UNAD. Fuente: Elaboración propia.

It is composed of those units whose responsibilities are aimed at the 
coordination and execution of strategic actions to ensure the quality 
and relevance of the educational service, to ensure the continuous im-
provement of training and research processes, as well as to contribute 
to the projects and programs of social projection, inclusion, interna-
tionalization and innovation of the university community.

The operational units include schools (which bring together programs 
by area of knowledge), school councils, special academic units, zonal 
directorates and their respective committees and work teams, as well 
as international sections.
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The Schools and Special Academic Units of the University are as follows:

•	 School of Administrative, Accounting, Economic and Business 
Sciences -ECACEN.

•	 School of Agricultural, Animal Husbandry and Environmental Sci-
ences -ECAPMA.

•	 School of Basic Sciences, Technologies and Engineering -ECBTI.
•	 School of Education Sciences -ECEDU.
•	 School of Social Sciences, Arts and Humanities -ECSAH.
•	 School of Health Sciences -ECSAL.
•	 School of Law and Political Science -ECJP.
•	 Virtual Institute of Languages -INVIL.
•	 Professional Technical Institute -ITP.

At the regional level, UNAD has been distributed in zones. The zones 
integrate the centers that operate in an organizationally delimited de-
partmental and interdepartmental context, a zone that guarantees 
coherence in the institutional identity and promotes interculturality, 
productivity and competitiveness of territories and micro-territories. 
UNAD has eight zones:

•	 Amazonía Orinoquía Zone -ZAO, which includes the 
departments of Meta, Casanare, Guaviare, Vaupés, Vichada and 
Amazonas. 

•	 Bogotá Cundinamarca Zone, which includes the Capital District 
and the department of Cundinamarca.

•	 Boyacá Zone - ZCBOY, which includes several municipalities of 
the department.

•	 Caribbean Zone - ZCAR, which includes the departments of 
Atlántico, Bolívar, Cesar, Córdoba, Magdalena, Sucre and San 
Andrés.

•	 Western Zone - ZOCC, which includes the departments of 
Antioquia, Chocó, Caldas, Quindío and Risaralda.

•	 Central East Zone - ZCORI, which includes the departments of 
Arauca, Santander and Norte de Santander.

•	 South Zone - ZSUR, which includes the departments of Tolima, 
Huila and Caquetá.
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•	 South Central Zone -ZCSUR, which includes the departments of 
Nariño, Valle del Cauca and Cauca.

Zonal Nodes. These are structural components of the UNAD Metasys-
tem, of an operational nature, responsible for managing the fulfillment 
of the institutional mission at the regional level, through the directorates 
of nodes and centers, in order to achieve educational expansion at differ-
ent levels, towards the consolidation and regional roots of the University.

Centers. They are structural components of the UNAD Metasystem, 
of an operational nature, responsible for academic management and 
attention to users and the local and regional community. They are 
classified as: Open and Distance Education Centers (CEAD), Commu-
nity Centers for Virtual Care (CCAV) and Regional Development Units 
(UDR), among other student and community care units.

Institutional networks. They are organizational devices of a participa-
tory nature, which stimulate interrelationships with their members, 
who work as a team to achieve common objectives and goals, which 
result in the integration of academic and administrative communities 
that produce and disseminate information and knowledge, with a sense 
of institutional belonging. UNAD promotes the following networks:

•	 Statutory networks, made up of the Student Network, Alumni 
Network, and Teachers Network.

•	 Academic networks, made up of the course network.
•	 Curricular networks.
•	 Research networks, and
•	 Support networks made up of advisors and monitors.

Mirror organizations. These are mechanisms whose fundamental ob-
jective is to strengthen UNAD’s identity as a single organization and to 
influence the various forms of institutional presence and development 
in the multiple spheres and contexts of action, effectively replicating 
on a smaller scale the governance structure of the university, together 
with its responsibilities and scope, related to its context of action. From 
these structures, national and zonal leaderships are constituted.
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Institutional Boards, Chambers and Committees. These are advisory 
and consultative mechanisms that operate at the local, regional, na-
tional and international levels, in which the representation of various 
units or levels is combined, with programs or projects in common, 
and which allow the reticular development and execution of institu-
tional policies.

Interaction for knowledge management with an inclusive 
social sense
Curriculum management is developed at UNAD from four key compo-
nents, as can be seen in the following illustration:

Curricular
Management

Program
Support

Curricular
Network

Curricular 
Evaluation

Design and piloting Curricular 
evaluation methodology.
Accessible formats, syllabus, rubrics, 
activity guides. Guiding document, 
Decree 1330: Learning outcomes 
and academic credits.

Harmonization: Curricula, 
academic offerings and curricular 
guidelines (SII 4.0).
Comprehensive review of master 
documents.
Accompaniment in peer visits

Establishment of the National 
Curriculum Network.
Presence in 21 centers. 
Dynamization of the guidelines.

Interaction with the 
environment and discipline.

I UNAD Colloquium

Image 56. Gestión curricular. Fuente: Elaboración propia.

 The units attached to the Mission System manage, together with the dif-
ferent Schools and Zones that make up the Operational System, the ac-
ademic, research, social projection and innovation guidelines, processes 
and strategies for the development of the educational and practical com-
ponents that are incorporated at the mesocurricular and microcurricular 
level in each graduate and postgraduate program.

Likewise, within the concept of holistic sustainability, the Academic Lead-
ers Networks and their fractals enhance the development of research 
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seedlings and innovation and entrepreneurship seedlings, as well as with 
the teachers in charge of the practical component, who guarantee the ar-
ticulation of the metasystem systems.

In turn, the students in the development of their formative process, which 
is the center of action of the UNAD Pedagogical Model, is strengthened in 
various scenarios of collaborative work, promoting the social construction 
of knowledge from independent study to teamwork and the development 
of products, according to the thematic areas proposed in the Circles of 
Interaction and Participation, Academic and Social (CIPAS).

Dynamic systems to meet today’s challenges
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Image 57.  UNAD Metasystem. 
Source: Own elaboration.
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Vso=218
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Image 58.  Variedad: Sistema Operacional. Fuente: Elaboración propia.

The articulation of all these components of the UNAD metasystem 
greatly enhances the dynamics, relationships and results expected from 
the University as an organizational system.

Possible states
Vso=262.144
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Image 59. Possible states of the Dual System. Source: Own elaboration.

The metasystemic organization has led UNAD to obtain increasingly 
significant results. What has been formulated here, dear reader, is not a 
recipe. It is only an imperfect description of reflective analysis based on 
some unsuccessful practices, but, fortunately, in most cases successful.
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It is our desire to share with you what has been learned by our hundreds 
of leaders in Colombia and abroad, and who have committed them-
selves, day by day, to deliver more significant and innovative results 
and greater efficiency and impact in the public educational institutions 
of Colombia.

What UNAD represents in this case is a good example of the meaning 
of planned and coherent change in public management. It is not the 
author’s intention for this to sound pretentious, but after participat-
ing in various spaces of analysis and reflection with fellow university 
presidents from Latin America and with various academic directors of 
Colombian education, I have no hesitation in saying that there is a ma-
jority consensus on the urgent need to comprehensive educational re-
newal in policies and structures of all kinds.

Rigorous virtual education is not about “blowing bubbles”, it requires 
tracing an evolutionary course of policies, understanding with a strong 
will an educational model based on learning and assuming a high com-
mitment to disruptive innovation in education; that is to say, it is to 
secure a radical transformation of the policies, structures, norms and 
practices in all its actors, spheres, cycles and levels, based on an un-
precedented collective acceptance and construction of the challenges 
imposed by the Knowledge Society for, from the pertinent education, 
to put our continent in tune with the global conversation about where 
comprehensive training should move forward.

If someone unsuspecting analyzes the results achieved to date by the 
daily work of the thousands of UNAD members throughout the coun-
try, in each region, zone, node or center, without hesitation they would 
say that their achievements speak for themselves. However, for the 
university administration, these results are not complete or entirely 
satisfactory as long as only one of those who come to UNAD to study 
decides to leave due to shortcomings in the service, because the diffi-
culties will continue to appear every day and will only be mitigated if 
we learn to listen to our students and applicants, and if we choose to 
address new challenges by involving our graduates, who will make the 
educational change an experience as the constant of the Colombian 
educational dream, and, therefore, Latin American.
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If this awareness of continuous improvement is consolidated, we will be 
an important mirror to strengthen a better Latin American University 
within the set of all its educational institutions. For this reason, this 
text has no other intention than to challenge you to embrace the idea 
of disruptive transformation so that new generations of Latin Ameri-
can leaders come together to work so that we never stop dreaming of 
a highly qualified and relevant education for our children and young 
people. Consistent with our realities and socioeconomic contexts and 
whose graduates are a reference to follow for their dignified moral 
and solidarity skills, for their frontier knowledge, and for the use and 
appropriate development of exponential technologies in favor of the 
well-being of our fellow citizens.

At UNAD we continue to take steps to evolve the model created and 
thus serve the transformation of hundreds of institutions and thou-
sands of life projects embodied by Colombians and Latin Americans, 
today hopeless and immersed in endless cycles of violence, poverty and 
absence of the educational opportunity for the dignity of their lives.

In each of the meetings that I permanently hold with members of the 
UNAD community, I appeal to reason, and much to the heart, mind, 
will and commitment of each UNAD leader, so that we are aware of our 
challenge, of the historical footprint that we must leave, based on the 
planned route of organizational evolution, and in the coherent articula-
tion between the UNAD mission and vision, through five development 
plans that have been strategically linked since 2004.

For the leaders of the University, it has been clear that both innovation, 
entrepreneurship and creativity are learned, and that we all have the 
potential capacity to develop critical, analytical and powerfully imagi-
native thinking.

For many years in the scenarios of scientific reflection, creativity and 
innovation were analyzed, their possible genetic origin, or if our cre-
ativity and innovative spirit were the result of a social good derived 
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from the form of education obtained or a mixture of our evolved in-
telligence and our potential. Today I firmly believe that at UNAD the 
commitment of its leaders has expanded in such a way that, regardless 
of their origin, they contribute their creativity to consolidate this ed-
ucational project that also seeks to be inclusive and equitable for all 
those who aspire to transform their existence. 

In this sense, there is a majority consensus in understanding that we 
are all potentially creative and innovative, and it is precisely for this rea-
son that I reiterate the value of human solidarity, to invite the represen-
tative leaders of Colombian and Latin American education, from their 
attitude positive, help to demonstrate that we accept, in the role that 
corresponds to each one, assume the challenge of manifesting said cre-
ativity in the formulation of demanding educational innovations, con-
sistent with our organizational and pedagogical models, to strengthen 
in our continent a qualified, relevant education and competitive, that 
is fully commited to inclusion and equity in the pursuit of educational 
excellence for all.

Great strategy
vision

Metasystem
UNAD

Moving 
reality

mission
Image 60.  Coherence between mission and vision, in UNAD 

Metasystem. Source: Own elaboration.
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UNAD Mission UNAD Vision

The mission of the National Open and 
Distance University (UNAD) is to contribute 

to education for all through the open 
modality, distance and virtual learning 

environments, through pedagogical action, 
social projection, regional development 

and community action, inclusion, solidarity, 
research, internationalization and 

innovation in all its expressions. With the 
intensive use of technologies, particularly 

information and communications, to 
promote and accompany autonomous, 
meaningful and collaborative learning, 

generating culture and entrepreneurship 
that within the framework of the global and 

knowledge society promotes sustainable 
economic, social and human development 
for local, regional and global communities 
with quality, efficiency and social equity.

The National Open and Distance 
University (UNAD) projects 

itself as a leading organization in 
open and distance education and 

virtual learning environments. 
It is recognized nationally and 

internationally for its innovative 
quality, the relevance of its 

educational offerings and services, 
and for the commitment of its 

academic community to integral 
human development and the Eco 
sustainable management of local, 
regional and global communities, 
as well as for its contribution to 

this purpose.

Image 61. Source: Agreement 014 of 2018, of the Higher University Council. 



Chapter 7 
 

UNAD 4.0 and the revitalization 
of today’s university

The university, in general, as an institution - a social instrument to pro-
mote the development of communities, is not going through a good 
historical moment in Latin America.

And I am not referring to the scarce and nowadays generalized drop 
in the worldwide demand of students due to the pandemic, although 
in the case of UNAD, unlike most of the Colombian higher education 
institutions, the confinement and restrictions derived from Covid 19 
consolidated the confidence in the virtuality and quality of this Uni-
versity, being the institution that most increased its enrollment rates 
in the middle of the pandemic, according to a study by the Colombian 
Association of Universities (ASCUN), among the few that managed to 
increase. All indicators confirm that even before the pandemic, world-
wide university demand had been falling, especially in the orthodox 
face-to-face training scheme.

This does not mean that the interest of young people and adults in 
education has declined; on the contrary, it is increasingly confirmed as 
one of the options -or perhaps the only one- that allows them to move 
up the social and labor ladder in a dignified and progressive manner. If 
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the demand for higher education institutions falls, but the interest in 
education remains and increases. 

The conclusion is very simple: other virtual training alternatives are 
appearing, business, various educational providers, for all audiences, 
with staggered costs, less bureaucratic and more efficient, which are 
responding to the expectations of society and that the University, as a 
whole has not been able to decipher or respond sufficiently.

An objective reading of the Colombian educational history determines, 
unfortunately, that the impacts on the equitable transformation of our 
society are scarce and its lack of vanguard generates a lag in the gen-
eration of knowledge and appropriate technologies to positively im-
pact the regional problems that grow day by day. Unresolved structural 
problems, wasted opportunities to make Colombian regions competi-
tive, degradation of the exercise of public affairs with a clear distortion 
of ethics and morals, hopelessness learned from one generation to an-
other and multiplied during two centuries of history, and, in short, a 
diffuse side of the coin, especially for the youngest, and polarized more 
often than not for the older ones.

The University, as a social institution and an effective response to the 
expectations of the population, has been losing confidence in Latin 
American societies.

As I noted earlier, the education of today can contribute to the pursuit 
of happiness and therefore education, seen from the path of innova-
tion, is one of the great opportunities that we should not miss in the 
university institutions of the 21st century.

A quick review of analyses by industry experts and major companies 
worldwide -before the pandemic- confirms this worrying reality: “If 
universities do not evolve, we are going to disappear,” warns the dean 
of La Sorbonne Francois-Guy Trebulle; the same diagnosis is made by 
David Roberts, of Singularity University, the university of Silicon Valley; 
for Dan Levy, of Harvard, “many universities are going to close because 
they are not needed”; in his book Every man for himself! Andres Op-
penheimer tells how the president of MIT speaks of the end of some 
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traditional careers because of the mismatch between what is learned 
and what is practiced.

For Microsoft, professionals are no longer hired for what they know but 
for what they are able to learn; and, to top it off, technology multina-
tionals - such as Apple, IBM and Google - are undervaluing university 
training as “impractical” and out of touch with reality. The list can go 
on and on, and it is a warning bell.

A university that is alien to the complex problems of its population and 
context, far from dialogue with the State, closed to non-traditional au-
diences, located in geographic areas with a large population, with its 
back to technology and blinded because “it has always been done this 
way” (like the orthodox), is doomed to disappear, and the people have 
understood this, even if they are not experts in university studies.

A society that claims to be free needs a solid educational system that 
forms people with a critical conscience, with analytical thinking and with 
a clear path of their rights and duties. This requires a dynamic university 
that, acting as the conscience of that same society, can express itself 
freely and autonomously on the current and future development of that 
society, based on its necessary condition for the exercise of freedom of 
thought, creativity, research and innovation in the service of society.

The events of polarization and violence that are currently taking place 
in our Colombian society are the result of a citizenry that clamors to 
be heard and that requires, as mentioned in the Educational Project, 
“to intensify the sense of the public as a process of nation building and 
the exercise of deliberative politics and participatory democracy, as a 
public service, as a public good, as a public presence, from the actions, 
the tasks and, as a priority, the feelings of our educational community,” 
and hopefully of all the governmental institutions and the actors of 
different sectors of the Colombian society.

The university that earns social respectability for its thoroughness, for 
its educational quality, for the relevance of its research and the impact 
of its innovation, will achieve a favorable result in the formation of men 
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and women full of values and capabilities in the renewed learning of 
valid and meaningful knowledge. 

I emphasize once again that today’s education must contribute to the 
search for happiness. Education, seen from the path of innovation, is 
one of the great opportunities that we should not miss in the university 
institutionalism of the 21st century.

In 2003, researchers Liisa Valikangas and Gary Hamel, in Harvard Busi-
ness Review, speaking about organizational resilience, issued a dramatic 
and prophetic statement, which almost two decades later applies per-
fectly to the vast majority of universities today: “Organizations, they said, 
fail when they deserve to fail, that is, when they have shown themselves 
to be consistently unable to meet the expectations of their stakeholders. 
A noble past does not grant the right to an illustrious future. Institutions 
only deserve to endure if they are able to withstand the onslaught of 
new institutions. A society’s freedom to create new institutions is its in-
surance policy against the inability to recreate old institutions”.

By 2003, the National Open and Distance University (UNAD) was at 
a crossroads, since it had already fallen into the traditional model of a 
pachydermic public university and found it difficult to survive by break-
ing away from this model. It took 20 years (1983-2003) of accumu-
lated frustrations that both distance higher education and UNAD, as 
a public pilot of the same, to become fully aware of how far it was still 
far from its true impact of quality and inclusive and equitable relevance 
for Colombian society. The distance education of the time did little to 
show itself in its real formative and investigative dimension, and with-
out embarrassment, before the recurrent scarcity of quality of its me-
diators, means and mediations, it gave permanent reasons of its also 
scarce pertinence to its detractors.

When we arrived at the presidency of the university we set out to rede-
sign the path and, modestly but proudly, I consider that despite the diffi-
culties, criticism from the establishment, rejection from the educational 
orthodoxy and many eyes on us, today we can “charge” positively, for 
the benefit of Colombian higher education, that we were able to make 
an institutional turnaround, and today we are much more than a teach-
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ing and program offering university, which is the paradigm in which the 
collective of higher education institutions has been embedded.

We started in UNAD 1.0 and we are now in UNAD 4.0
By essence, the University is reflexive, changing, collective - system-
ic, and has the responsibility to overcome its environment, anticipate 
complexity, seek alternatives and take risks. Traditional universities 
with some success respond to the first descriptions, but almost none 
of them face their responsibilities, which is what we have done, as a 
team, thanks to the commitment of the leaders of the vice-rectorates, 
schools and zones, at UNAD.

Some public opinion leaders and “sacred cows” of the sector have 
tried to put us on the asphalt, and from the media, legal, social and 
academic pressure, we have recovered and, for the same reason, we 
have discovered that continuing to do more of the same would only 
respond to the expectations of a few, but not of a Nation thirsty for 
educational opportunities.

Therefore, with creativity, research, courage and risk, in legitimate use 
of university autonomy, we have discovered that effective manage-
ment is possible, and that it can also be oriented towards the problems 
of the country and the students, rather than the scarce economic re-
sources that have been provided to UNAD by the Colombian State, but 
that have not stopped our academic, rigorous and flexible responsibil-
ity, in addition to the promotion of teamwork, intelligent and produc-
tive, and the integration with other key social actors in the disruptive 
commitment that revitalizes today’s UNAD.

Being the Colombian mega-university is just one of the impacts of an 
innovative and efficient organization. Although enrollment figures 
have increased exponentially in the last three years, serving this popu-
lation, increasing programs with accreditation, expanding educational 
offerings in programs and territories, expanding internationally, gain-
ing recognition for our work environment and financial management, 
and leading national and international forums on virtual education, is 
not luck or a mere one-day event. 
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It is the result of the quiet, silent and committed teamwork of more 
than 17 years at the head of the University.

As I mentioned in chapter four, we have identified the current UNAD 
metasystem management model as UNAD 4.0, not because of the nov-
elty of the name, but because it means that to get there we have gone 
through UNAD 1.0, UNAD 2.0 and UNAD 3.0.

We have dated UNAD 1.0 to 2004, when the University’s structure was 
modified and reduced by presidential decree. This allowed us to proj-
ect ourselves as a structure in accordance with the expectations of the 
pedagogical model that was beginning to consolidate.

Between 2006 and 2007, when we achieved full university autonomy 
and went from being a university establishment to an autonomous 
university entity and began to implement the performance criteria 
of Systematicity, Reticularity, Innovation, Heterarchy, Accountability, 
Fractality, among others, we began to dimension a real university with 
a national character, homogeneous in its actions and with a national 
impact. This consolidated UNAD 2.0.

As the Internet evolved and developed applications, software, pro-
grams, repositories, and various tools to accompany and qualify the 
learning process mediated by technologies and with the help of tutors, 
UNAD 3.0 was structured. It is in the network, all digital, how the Uni-
versity manages its day-to-day academic, administrative, financial, da-
tabase, welfare services, interaction and control, among other aspects.

And once the University was consolidated in its processes, and as a way 
to respond not only to the high demand of students but, above all, 
to the need to be proactive and provide timely responses to the new 
twists and turns of higher education and what society expects from it, 
for the 2019-2023 rectoral plan, UNAD 4.0 was structured, and has 
been gradually consolidated.

This UNAD 4.0. is conceived as a result of the integral metasystem-
ic evolution of the Academic Solidarity Project, which registers as a 



159

Education, virtuality and innovation 
Jaime Alberto Leal Afanador

guiding principle of the management actions the peremptory need to 
address, from the university vision, the change, with anticipatory exer-
cises against the duties and responsibilities as an organization, which 
is legitimized in the prospective as a rigorous tool for the construction 
of the future.

Thus, UNAD 4.0 is the result of the integral metasystemic evolution of the 
Academic Pedagogical Solidarity Project-PAPS, which defines the guide-
lines that seek articulation to serve as a guide to our mission, facing the 
challenges of the Knowledge Society, and the role that as an intelligent 
organization we must fulfill to strengthen our educational leadership.

Opening minds to 
promote change.

Learning to learn as a 
structural challenge.

Problem-based curricula 
and processes that foster 
entrepreneurship.

Social knowledge as a 
guarantee of the integral 
being.

Time-space coordinates to 
incorporate into the e-ecology 
of learning that teaches.

Interactive pedagogical 
models.

Social projection supported 
by the impact of research 
and innovation.

Significant impact of 
training and research.

Systemic evolution of the 
educational organization.

Image 62.  UNAD 4.0: Organizational learning. 
Source: Own elaboration.

This is a permanent exercise of democratization for the access, perma-
nence and promotion of diverse population groups, guaranteeing them 
an education with quality and relevance.

In this sense, the integral formation implies, as already mentioned, de-
veloping the competencies that carry a new social leadership rooted 
in all of us who are part of the UNAD community, with the purpose of 
empowering managers of transformation of individual and collective 
life projects, given the high community potentiality demonstrated for 
four decades in favor of the development of the regions with positive 
effects on micro-territories and populations that require the programs 
and services developed by the different systems of the metasystem.
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This is why UNAD 4.0 is an evolution that demands more from its lead-
ers every day:

Standards and values

Leaders must internalize the 
organization's mission, values 
and performance criteria.

Leaders must share the vision and 
be committed to its achievement 
as a common purpose.

Leaders must feel free to innovate 
and propose, supported by the 
nature of the organization.

Leaders must have a high 
sense of responsibility to the 
organization, to the students 
and communities they serve.

Responsibility

Leaders must be accountable to
established norms and values,
respect them and abide by them.

5

Flexibility

Commitment

Clarity

4

3

2

1

Image 63. Leadership and its impact on organizational 
environments. Source: Own elaboration.

As mentioned above, the evolution of the Academic Pedagogical Soli-
darity Project, PAPS, in its versions 1.0, 2.0 and 3.0, and now 4.0, shows 
the will of our University Higher Council to strengthen the value of the 
educational transformation path and contribute to the social transfor-
mation of Colombia.

Today, at the head of this collegiate body, UNAD as an educational com-
munity challenge itself once again to become a reference in the con-
text of global society, and to continue its strategic educational action 
towards a purpose of social impact, from its innovative pedagogical ac-
tion and with multifactorial schemes in which population coverage, in-
equality, educational quality, participation of the young population, so-
cial mobility and effective entrepreneurship, dignify our fellow citizens.

UNAD 4.0 will continue working to consolidate the key human values 
for a prosperous Colombia, supported by its educational model and the 
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development of multiple innovative strategies and the generation of 
exponential technologies, to procure sustainable development in the 
communities of this diverse and multicultural nation.

UNAD 4.0 will strengthen its innovative and inclusive action towards 
the potentiation of its human, academic and research platforms, in its 
different systems, in order to consolidate its impact on multiple sus-
tainable ecosystems with creative developments from innovation, ef-
ficiency and integral productivity in territories and micro-territories.

UNAD 4.0 will also contribute to its purposes with a human talent of 
the highest disciplinary and pedagogically qualified level, so that they 
can contribute in a conscious and committed manner to the different 
sectors that impact the integral wellbeing of people, communities and 
regions of Colombia.

In summary, UNAD 4.0. is a real contribution to the constitution of an 
innovative and relevant educational model based on the realities of Co-
lombia and Latin America. We must consolidate it at all costs as our 
great competitive advantage, demanding from us forceful efforts with 
more effective results and in less time than the contributions and strat-
egies that we have achieved so far.

Differentiating institutional commitments
In addition to the University’s original and modern governance struc-
ture (discussed in the previous chapter), the UNAD 4.0. concept has 
already, halfway through the current president’s term, boosted the fol-
lowing macro-projects (presented in no particular order):

•	 Organizational Center for Higher Studies and Qualification of Hu-
man Talent (COACH)

•	 Metasystemic Global Staff
•	 Campo UNAD 
•	 Regional Intersystemic Observatory (OIR)
•	 Open University System (SUA)
•	 Professional Technical Institute (ITP)
•	 Comprehensive Care System (SAI)
•	 TV UNAD Virtual
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•	 Integrated Institutional Intelligence System (SIIUNAD) 4.0
•	 Retention and Permanence Policy (RP)
•	 Internationalization and UNAD Global

Below is a brief summary of each of these strategic scenarios.

Organizational center for advanced studies and qualification 
of human talent (COACH)
UNAD 4.0 has decided, by majority consensus of its educational com-
munity, and by agreement of the University Higher Council, to create 
the Organizational Center for Advanced Studies and Qualification of 
Human Talent (COACH), as a scenario to forge the legacy that, devoid 
of particular interests, is delivered to the Colombian society as a model 
of inclusive and high quality university in its programs and services for 
the entire population.

This COACH, referred to in the previous chapter as part of the High 
Policy System of the UNAD Metasystem, will consolidate the policies 
aimed at strengthening the human platforms of UNAD, for its differ-
ent systems and structural networks, and will house the strategies, 
programs and projects for the selection, qualification and promotion 
of UNAD leaders of today and the future. This is not an expression of 
endogamy, but a way to influence the understanding of a university 
model forged from its mission essences and its prospective vision in 
the expansion of qualified and relevant opportunities of educational 
programs and services, using as key tools the so-called mentoring and 
coaching processes to strengthen coherent relays in the exercise of the 
mission legacy.

Metasystemic Global Staff
To consolidate its vision, UNAD needs to provide the best working con-
ditions for its hundreds of employees in Colombia and abroad. What 
has been achieved is mainly the result of the collective and solidary 
effort of our leaders, who, in a committed and coherent manner, share 
and make possible on a daily basis the postulates, principles and criteria 
of action of our PAPS 4.0, in the exercise of our institutional foresight.
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The Global Metasystemic Staff is also a UNAD creation, as has been 
the inventiveness of the metasystemic organization itself, in coherence 
with its fields of action and the different systems, networks and units 
where its leaders manage on a daily basis.

This form of organization, distribution, allocations, recognition, career 
and merit, among other aspects, is unique in the Colombian higher ed-
ucation system, as well as in the State University System, and is the 
product of a concerted and participatory work of its community, out-
side of rigid, costly, politicized schemes that are not very dynamic for 
personal and social development.

The Metasystemic Global Staff will promote:

•	 The consolidation of the Mega-University in the context of mega-
trends, with a prospective vision and research and innovative, in-
telligent, dialogic, open and flexible capacity, that proactively re-
sponds in a suitable, ethical, pedagogical and socially responsible 
manner to the problems of quality coverage and promotes equity, 
social inclusion and lifelong learning.

•	 The creation of conditions that promote the rooting and perma-
nence of its students and graduates in their places of origin. In this 
way, UNAD contributes to reduce the phenomenon of migration 
of qualified human talent to promote regional development in the 
search for relevant solutions to the needs of the communities in 
which it seeks and will seek educational social impact.

•	 Innovation for organizational development and its social impact, 
and co-responsible action that contributes to closing the digital 
divide by endorsing the implementation of Big Data, Maching 
Learning, Blockchain and artificial intelligence with the strategies 
and projects formulated from the Institutional Development Plan 
towards the route that recognizes the permanent irruption of new 
technologies, interconnected with the organizational metasys-
temic architecture.

The aim is to have a Metasystemic Global Staff that promotes the con-
solidation of the institutional mission. 
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In this ideology of UNAD commitments, I emphasize, it is necessary 
to enable better conditions for the dignity of work, the valuation of 
social interaction and the cultivation of symbolic language and those 
values that constitute non-conventional resources, such as creativity, 
innovation, participation, solidarity, cooperation, mutual aid and under-
standing of the metasystemic processes that occur in our educational 
community.

On the other hand, our leaders make it possible to understand the glo-
balized world, emphasizing in the regions the necessary dynamism of 
the transformation processes required by new times, spaces and inter-
cultural relations. Thus, they respond to the challenge of globalization, 
competitiveness, and decentralization of the different territories, as 
protagonists of their own development and the development of the 
various communities involved.

The changes described above reaffirm the need to develop new compe-
tencies in the exercise of leadership, which must also, at the same time, 
evolve at the same time as the constant prospective exercises in the face 
of the duties and responsibilities required by our organizational evolution.

This legitimizes the interest in having and providing job stability, con-
sistent with the desire to provide wellbeing and with the Unadista orga-
nizational model. This Metasystemic Global Staff will guarantee that, in 
the near future, the following intentions will be strengthened:

•	 Consolidate a university community based on an axiological 
framework of educational social service.

•	 To strengthen the academic community so that it is, in effect, 
participatory, deliberative, creative and capable of guiding the 
changes that are required internally and externally.

•	 Promote the innovative organization derived from the Organiza-
tional Statute for a creative and harmonious institutional devel-
opment.

•	 To foster environments conducive to meaningful and autono-
mous learning for all members of UNAD; in environments brim-
ming with solidarity and respect for all forms of expression and 
lifestyles.
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•	 To understand and contribute to the necessary transformation 
of educational relationships and pedagogical practices, in order 
to develop the capacity to act in new learning environments that 
enhance human virtues and spirituality, as a condition for the suc-
cess of an ethical professional and work performance, above any 
technological determinism.

•	 Strengthen a culture of knowledge, innovation and research in 
the context of inclusion, regional development and community 
outreach.

•	 Strengthen pedagogical, technological, social and humanistic 
competencies in the context of the open and distance modality 
and its digital and virtual expressions, to consolidate UNAD mem-
bers as community, ethical and supportive leaders, trained under 
national and international quality standards, committed to the 
development of their region and with the highest cognitive, so-
cio-affective, intercultural, scientific, technological and research 
competencies.

•	 Contribute to the improvement of conditions for a post-con-
flict society, through pedagogical practices and experiences for 
peaceful coexistence.

•	 Emphasize identity and leadership in the field of open and dis-
tance education and in virtual environments, giving meaning to 
daily actions and recognition to the UNAD brand.

•	 Interact with the communities, harmonizing UNAD’s progress in 
its Solidarity Academic Pedagogical Project 4.0, frontier knowl-
edge and state-of-the-art technologies, and respect for tradi-
tions, culture and ancestral knowledge that must be strength-
ened by a permanent dialogue of knowledge.

•	 To have an effective national and international presence, ensur-
ing that wherever there is a fellow citizen who needs and wants 
to be educated, he/she will find the opportunity to do so with 
UNAD, given its trans-territorial and cross-border nature.

In summary, the Metasystemic Global Staff will strengthen the 2019-
2023 Development Plan (More UNAD, More Country), which is the 
necessary route to renew the commitment to the institutional mission, 
vision, principles, values, goals and objectives.
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Campo UNAD, sowing a networked country for peace
In the prologue I wrote for the presentation of this project in 2015, I 
highlighted that “the hypothesis that guides Campo UNAD is that pub-
lic higher education should change its axis of needy relationship with 
the State, for a priority relationship with civil society, so that the latter, 
strengthened by education, redefines its relations in general with the 
State, a State that has generally been absent from the basic priorities of 
the collective welfare of Colombian men and women”.

UNAD’s educational project emphasizes that the public is the means 
that gives meaning to the common good. The environment of the pub-
lic is constituted by pluralism and the recognition of the other. Rethink-
ing the public not only from the State but also from civil society, is an 
interesting twist of the concept, for its realization from the practices of 
higher education in the service of lasting peace among Colombians.

In our case, as a public university, the regional, community and solidar-
ity-based essence of UNAD has allowed us for almost 40 years to focus 
on this priority relationship with civil society, reinforcing the public di-
mension of the educational service.

This implies, among other things, considering that in the public dimen-
sion of education, it does not matter whether the provider is public or 
private in nature, that it contributes to:

•	 Strengthen democracy, that is, the social fabric in the interaction 
between civil society and the State, as a meeting place for com-
mon interests.

•	 To establish principles of coexistence and respect for differences.
•	 To train to cooperate for the common good.
•	 To train in solidarity as a public-ethical value.
•	 To apply knowledge for individual and collective well-being, for 

sustainable human development and social inclusion.
•	 To exercise intellectual and moral leadership.
•	 To strengthen the constitution of citizenship in multiculturalism 

and in active and ethical participation.
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To contribute to the post-conflict evolutionary process, UNAD offers 
the country all its installed capacity in human talent, geographic cov-
erage, physical and technological resources represented in software, 
hardware, networks, connectivity, innovative platforms for web radio, 
streaming television, immersive platforms, mobile devices and web 
conference platform.

And it is there where Campo UNAD is formed, whose objective is to 
qualify the educational and productive condition of the rural inhabi-
tants, through the multiple formative levels offered by the Institution 
(literacy, primary, secondary, tertiary, formal and non-formal educa-
tion) attending each of the needs in education, training and qualifi-
cation of the farmer and his family, at the same time improving their 
productive processes. All this with the support of public and private 
organizations in the agricultural and mining sectors, leaving visible the 
effect of a new Colombia in the post-conflict era: more social, more 
equitable, more inclusive and, of course, more respectful in the conser-
vation of its environment.

Campo UNAD is therefore an alternative oriented to rural populations 
and their families, characterized by a pedagogical, methodological, di-
dactic and productive proposal that is highly coherent with each other 
and with the needs of the communities to which it is directed.

Campo UNAD has defined management, administration, training and 
follow-up processes, in addition to the development of teaching mate-
rials and didactic strategies that respond to the theoretical positions of 
the inherent training and research processes.

Campo UNAD reaches rural populations thanks to a robust institutional 
technological platform, through media such as: Radio Campo, TV Cam-
po, Campo Red, Bibliocampo, Mi Finca and Agro-services, among oth-
ers. In addition, Campo UNAD’s interactive application will be aimed 
at Colombia’s rural population (children, young people and adults who 
work and live in the countryside), as well as all those interested in agri-
cultural and livestock issues in sectors such as production, marketing, 
marketing, arts, crafts, trades and customs, and other aspects of inter-
est to rural dwellers.
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UNAD intends to be an efficient mechanism for Colombia in Peace, and 
to this end it has significant strengths for the design, adaptation and 
interoperability between different mobile platforms, via the web, vid-
eoconferencing, augmented reality, physical and technological infra-
structure. These institutional potentialities, as well as its presence in 
1,116 municipalities through 65 regional centers distributed through-
out the country, allow it to reach and benefit all Colombians, but espe-
cially the most vulnerable populations. 

Campo UNAD allows the entire rural population to access knowledge, 
but also to generate it, making use of different technological platforms 
and supports, such as tablets, computers and cell phones. These me-
dia mobilize information in a pedagogical and didactic way in a simple 
and clear language, favored by the interconnectivity provided by the 
government to Colombians and the technological infrastructure avail-
able in the country, according to the diagnoses of the Colombian digital 
ecosystem.

In summary, Campo UNAD, attached to the System of Inclusion, Com-
munity Outreach and Regional Development, will address the common 
needs of certain social groups (workers, families and rural dwellers) 
related to: agricultural production, agro-industry, access to land ten-
ure, credit, markets, technical assistance, technology and information 
to support the agricultural sector and other alternative activities such 
as handicrafts, agro-tourism, entrepreneurship, associativity and lead-
ership, in order to provide a series of benefits that result in improving 
the quality of life of the different actors participating in this process, 
contributing to one of the millennium goals related to the reduction of 
poverty and, consequently, contributing to lasting peace in Colombia.

Regional Intersystemic Observatory (OIR) and the future 
Territorial Thought Centers
At the launching ceremony of these macro-strategy initiatives, in 2019, I 
stated: “One of the most important new challenges facing UNAD action 
and leadership in the face of the challenges of the 2019-2023 Develop-
ment Plan (More UNAD More Country), is embodied in the so-called 
Regional Intersystemic Observatory-OIR- which seeks to ensure the 
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understanding of our regional realities and, from there, deploy strate-
gies and construction actions with other actors and social leaders in the 
search for structural responses to problems and the use of opportunities 
to jointly forge sustainable comprehensive welfare to population collec-
tives in all territories and micro-territories of the country”

Of course, the OIR will also contribute to the training of social leaders 
to be the basis for the development and strengthening of Territorial 
Thought Centers, the result of an effective social conscience that we 
hope, from now on, will begin to build reflections and concrete actions in 
the path of the leaders of the University and of the leaders of the various 
communities and regional sectors.

As we have always reiterated, and as stated in the UNAD manifesto, “the 
character of service and public good of higher education, understanding 
public service also as a public dimension of excellence, autonomy and 
social responsibility, is not in doubt and this document reaffirms this 
historical vocation of UNAD with full moral and ethical sense, without 
going into further preambles, since the discussions on the subject are no 
longer focused on whether it is so, but rather on how it should be trans-
formed from education to promote an extended integral wellbeing”, 
which ultimately is nothing more than making PEACE a living letter and 
not just a polarizing discourse in the national context.

Both Campo UNAD and the Regional Intersystemic Observatory (OIR) 
are legitimate outcomes of UNAD’s mission. 

These developments make visible the new relationships that must be es-
tablished between the University, the State and civil society, and which 
require a profound and pragmatic redirection with the participation of 
all the living forces that want to incorporate their knowledge and exper-
tise to this transforming scenario.

Thus, UNAD has called on members of the State and members of all 
governmental and non-governmental organizations in each region and 
territory to recognize the importance of an integrated action for trans-
formation, based on collective, non-partisan interest, and fully aware 
that if public and private institutions continue to weaken due to the 
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scarcity of their social impact, there will be no way to build a truly sus-
tainable and competitive society over time. Let us not continue leaving 
our difficulties of always and today for the governments of the day to 
solve them, we are aware of their necessary support, but also of the vital 
role of the living forces of the communities and sectors that must be 
revitalized in the construction of an active and participatory State.

This is a task that must be assumed reflexively and critically, because the 
diagnosis in this regard is made periodically, but the planned action is still 
of little impact, especially in marginal Colombia, which is the majority. 
Sadly, and up to now, we have not found for this Colombia, rigorous pro-
posals that beyond the media, support the true meaning and sense of 
education and its institutions to consolidate peace and the true welfare 
of our country.

Only the intelligence and dynamism of the key actors in each region 
and territory will serve as the nucleus of new networks that will lead 
to the transformation and social, economic and educational mobility of 
Colombia.

Open University System (SUA)
In the founding document written, among others, by the engineer 
Leonardo Yunda, current Vice President of Media and Pedagogical Me-
diations of UNAD, it is stated that “the Open University System -SUA is 
characterized by an offer of training courses that favor the certification 
of competencies in specific fields of knowledge, 100% online, devel-
oped in a short time through flexible, dynamic and self-directed learn-
ing strategies with the support of interactive multimedia applications”.

Another aspect that justifies the creation of this System is centered 
on the concept of education for life, and for all. It is understandable 
to think that to supply this premise, UNAD has the Continuing Edu-
cation System and the Continuing Education System, to respond to 
this education, as indicated by UNESCO, plus the Open University Sys-
tem (SUA), becomes an adjuvant for this healthy purpose that thinks 
of those excluded in some way from the Higher Education System, 
for whom assuming the high costs of the certification of competen-
cies has become a barrier for their professional achievements, and the 
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SUA, from Another pedagogical approach, totally different from those 
that prevail in these systems, is perfectly coherent to maintain that 
training continuity called Education for Life.

One of the components of UNAD’s Academic Pedagogical Project, the 
Academic-Contextual aspect, makes an essential call to UNAD as Uni-
versitas, which obliges and commits it to fulfill three wills, which give 
total sense to the SUA proposal. Let’s see:

The first goal corresponds to the “integral formation of the human 
person, through communicative action, hopeful dialogue and forma-
tive research” (PAPS 3.0, 2011, p. 145). Thus, the SUA undeniably re-
sponds to the integral formation that has been conferred to the UNAD 
as Alma Mater generator of knowledge, which does not discriminate 
the person to access an educational opportunity, but keeps open the 
four assumptions of that undeniable communicative action, according 
to Jürgen Habermas: intelligibility, truth, rectitude and veracity.

The second goal, related to “the management, production and social-
ization of scientific knowledge, through research, systematization, 
conceptualization and critical appropriation of life and intellectual ex-
periences” (PAPS 3.0, 2011, p. 145), supports the creation and philos-
ophy of the SUA, since this management, production and socialization, 
as well as life experiences, constitute the elements that provided valu-
able information to determine the necessary creation of the System.

This is the result of UNAD’s experience as an open system, as well as 
the accumulation of projects it has carried out throughout its history 
with disadvantaged communities, developed through its students in 
the eight zones where it has a presence. The result of this aim is today 
the starting point for the SUA.

The third and last goal is associated with the “qualified service to the 
community, appealing to the validation and enrichment of the knowl-
edge produced by the university and the critical appropriation of the 
knowledge incorporated in the communities, to enrich it and ener-
gize its productive and cultural potential” (PAPS 3.0, 2011, p. 146). 
Consequently, the SUA through its proposal of qualification to certify 
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competencies, favors the process in different areas, of selected cours-
es of the Schools, to contribute to society, and that allow to qualify in 
a specific knowledge so that their labor options increase and the pro-
ductive potential of their knowledge is effective in the context where 
the students apply it.

In addition to these efforts, it is imperative for UNAD to stimulate 
the technological and scientific competencies of its students, and to 
a lesser extent, without underestimating their importance, the basic 
competencies of the professionals trained by the university, common 
to different trades, so that our professionals can perform adequately 
in their discipline.

In short, the Open University System - SUA, complies with the raison 
d’être of UNAD to meet its substantive functions, as it potentiates 
the development of the person “...through comprehensive training... 
so that the demands of Social Projection, as a relevant element of the 
Academic - Contextual Component, which makes visible the Mission 
and Vision of the University, are a reality today”.

The SUA will also “organize learning paths focused on strengthening 
not only technical and theoretical competencies, but also transversal 
competencies to meet the training needs of a target population that is 
currently entering a changing labor market that is constantly evolving 
and demands integral professionals who, in short, are capable of per-
forming the tasks assigned to them, because they meet the conditions 
for success. 

These routes will also contribute to persevere in lifelong learning and, 
at the same time, to obtain a certificate that will support the partici-
pant to have better job and professional opportunities at national and 
international level”.

Professional Technical Institute (ITP)
EIn UNAD 4.0, the creation of new academic units enhances the mission 
of seeking a greater impact in the qualification of a highly relevant human 
talent for the productive sector and that allows companies and industries 
to be more competitive and productive.
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This will enable their effective participation in global markets for the com-
mercialization of products and services. This is where the Professional 
Technical Institute (ITP) appears as a device managed from dynamic and 
flexible curricula with the capacity to respond to the knowledge revo-
lution, and that under the dual training model determines an approach 
based on skills and competencies that are formulated as a product of ap-
plied practice in conjunction with industrialists and entrepreneurs, in the 
scenario of disruptive and exponential technologies.

The action of the ITP will favor training strategies and its objective will 
be to respond to policies of modernization of production and compet-
itiveness that demand a highly qualified human resource in the current 
scenario of the revolution of technological knowledge. Thus, the training 
of technicians and technologists in Colombia will substantially change its 
current training model and will contribute to the articulation between 
the university - productive sector - social sector through virtual on-site 
practical training.

This approach will ensure the flexible and adaptive curricular changes 
and transformations necessary to bring the training of technicians and 
technologists out of their backward position. Unfortunately, with few 
exceptions, today society recognizes them with a professional handicap 
translated into low salaries and little reputation for their work. 

The ITP, created in 2019, within the Metasystem and in particular in the 
operational area, advances in specific curricular designs in two disrup-
tive technologies: Software and Multimedia Development, so necessary 
for the labor market, as confirmed by the market analysis made by the 
SENA Labor Observatory, which measures the behavior of occupations 
at national and departmental level, based on the information of enrollees 
(people seeking employment), vacancies (human resources require-
ments by companies) and placed (successful job placements) (SENA, 
2017). According to the latter, among the occupations most requested 
by companies and with the least response are those related to ICT and 
computer systems.

These technologies include those related to information systems, pro-
gramming, graphic design, info-technology, big data and gamification. 
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Thus, dual training, such as that planned by the ITP, can simultaneously 
generate potential institutional performance scenarios for graduates of 
the two programs.

In Latin America there are many job opportunities in the field of in-
formation systems (application design, programming and functional 
analysis of systems), as well as in the area of design that accompanies 
multimedia productions, making this specific labor demand necessary 
to meet the challenges of globalization and to make our societies more 
productive and equitable.

The ITP will also provide the training required by multiple companies from 
all sectors in areas such as: Development of mobile Apps and games for 
IOS and Android, frameworks and databases; management of specialized 
software and all kinds of computer tools necessary for the development 
of content and multimedia projects such as Illustrator, Photoshop, Corel, 
Autodesk, Unity 3D, among others; digital marketing (SEO and SEM 
management, digital marketing strategies, implementation of AdWords 
campaigns, Community Manager and specialized knowledge about so-
cial networks), among others.

Regarding work experience, companies require a minimum of one year of 
ITP-certified experience. This experience is acquired during the training 
process, since the company will be the core learning place.

In the near future, the ITP will strengthen dual training in areas such as:

•	 Systems Programmer Analyst - Multimedia.
•	 Professional Graphic Designer - Multimedia.
•	 Graphic Design and Multimedia.
•	 Technical Masters in Multimedia or Systems.
•	 Video Game Developer.
•	 3D Designer.
•	 Digital Marketing Specialist.
•	 Commercial Specialist in Digital Marketing.
•	 Master’s Degree in Digital Marketing Analyst.
•	 Digital Technologists experts in/Community Manager/Web De-

velopment.
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Integral Care System (SAI)
As a result of the Covid 19 epidemic, many institutions turned to vir-
tuality to safeguard students, and slightly transformed their on-site 
structures and tried to optimize technological platforms that do not 
always meet the quality required by virtuality and that demand the 
articulation of pedagogical, didactic and technological resources.

This lack of rigorousness has caused that instead of counteracting de-
sertion, this performance has dramatically increased it. Due to situ-
ations such as these, many have been quick to describe virtuality as 
a disaster, instead of self-criticizing the way in which erroneous de-
cisions were made, which have undermined the social reading of the 
valuable educational impact of virtuality.

Organizations such as UNAD know that one of the most significant 
requirements of the model is based on the timely ability to respond 
to the concerns of its students and other users of its services and pro-
grams. Therein lies one of the greatest difficulties faced by a complex 
organization: to guarantee the absolute satisfaction, in terms of quality 
and response time, of each of the thousands of queries and the neces-
sary effective response to which each user is entitled by the Institution.

The evolution and growth of the University has brought with it new 
challenges in terms of the necessary interaction with our stakeholders. 
This has led to the strengthening of internal and external communica-
tion systems through mechanisms and strategies that strengthen the 
institutional image, identity and reputation, as set out in the agenda of 
the university’s presidency 2019-2023.

In this context, and in order to respond to the purpose of improving 
services, since 2010 the strategy USER ATTENTION SYSTEM (SAU) 
was designed, which was adopted by the University in 2013. Said Sys-
tem adequately fulfilled its objective, but due to the continuous in-
crease in the demand for new services and the increase in the student 
population, it was seen that it showed signs of lag and dissatisfaction, 
so in 2018 it was necessary to redesign it and turn it into a new com-
prehensive attention system for UNAD.
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This exercise was based on the analysis of the information obtained 
from the four service channels available to the SAU: 

•	 A module for filing Petitions, Complaints and Claims,
•	 An Information System of the Vice President’s Office for Appli-

cant, Student and Alumni Services - SIVISAE,
•	 The Contact Center databases, and
•	 The Academic Registration and Control databases.

We found that, as demand increased and multiple care variables 
emerged, the process became limited in its capacity to deliver effective 
and timely results in response to requests.

This is how, in 2019, the SAI Integrated Care System was projected, 
based on a substantial premise: the consolidation of a UNAD Service 
Culture, supported by disruptive technologies of artificial intelligence, 
big data analysis, automation and Machine learning self-management.

With the SAI, since February 2021, it has been possible to meet 80% 
of the requests in a self-managed manner and the remaining 20% with 
the support of the Metasystem’s actors.

The SAI was materialized in a very robust technological tool, with a single 
entry of requests that are automatically classified and routed. There, the 
user is notified that his request has been received and is being processed, 
and the response time is announced, in case it is not automatic; and di-
dactic tools and resources are added for the induction, training and per-
manent qualification of the various internal and external users.

The new system was accompanied by an intensive and qualified perma-
nent induction of the organizational members of the various Systems, 
Networks and Units of the University, so that they would recognize 
the importance of the activities and the results of the productive work 
they carry out, in relation to the needs of users.

However, the SAI also seeks to guarantee the timely and efficient flow 
of communication between the organization’s systems, units and net-
works, in coherence with the criteria of metasystemic action, according 
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to which each and every one of the Organization’s actors is called upon 
to participate in the user service cycle: applicant, student, graduate.

The SAI has the challenge of providing an optimal service of timely 
attention that promotes immediacy, quality and timeliness, and at the 
same time, reduces, with zero tendency, the levels of repeat requests.

Thus, the attention to user requests is prioritized in the first instance 
to the access of self-managed channels, so that the user can autono-
mously resolve his or her request. These service channels will provide 
immediate responses to requests fed by a knowledge base, supported 
by artificial intelligence. Examples of this are virtual assistants or 
chatbot, WhatsApp Bot and automated FAQ forms, among others.

Likewise, the service channels in which information is provided by an 
actor or an academic or administrative network are configured in a syn-
chronous and asynchronous manner. Synchronous channels are those in 
which there is real-time interaction between the actors, and asynchro-
nous channels are those in which communication is timeless. Priority has 
been given to channels such as a national telephone hotline, virtual chat 
with 7x24 advisors, personalized attention in centers, social networks 
and the automatic response management module, among others.

In addition, an added value of the SAI lies in its purpose of identifying 
the trajectory of each user and their experience with the University, 
so that, together, we can establish the most effective way (in time, 
means and responses) to improve and maintain a positive experience 
that improves their perception of the services delivered by UNAD.

UNAD Virtual TV and UNAD Virtual Radio
I have always had a special liking for radio and television. In fact, in my 
youth I was a radio broadcaster in the 70’s and at the beginning of my 
role as dean of engineering at UNISUR we had a TV program called 
“Mention of Honor”, to recognize Colombian men and women of sci-
ence, which was broadcast through the Hispasat signal, the Spanish 
ATEI satellite. Then, as university president, since 2004 we managed 
the open television slot to make two programs on the institution-
al public channel: “Educación y Desarrollo” and “Con Olor a Región”, 
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which are still broadcast today on the Institutional Signal and the Zoom 
University channel.

Also, fifteen years ago we initiated the transformation of the university’s 
mass media, deploying an analysis of possible scenarios for the mass me-
dia. Thanks to the enthusiasm of Miguel Ramón Martínez and Carlos Lin-
eros, the option of virtuality was created for radio and then, years later, 
for television. This is when the virtual channel appeared. RUV or Radio 
Universidad Virtual was born with the support of leaders such as Andrea 
Franco and Briceida Valderrama and hundreds of others throughout the 
country, who turned the spirit of a constantly growing grid into a scenar-
io of support for the integral formation processes of the student body. 

Several awards and recognitions to our RUV confirm the value of this 
educational media opportunity.

On the other hand, on a certain occasion, regarding the pandemic, and 
while UNAD management leaders masterfully intervened in an open 
conversation with our students through our TV channel on YouTube, 
I realized that we were facing a competitive advantage like someone 
who sees a new blue ocean.

For UNAD, its YouTube TV channel: UNAD VIRTUAL TV was created 
about 10 years ago after the UNAD Virtual Radio which, as I noted, 
today enjoys great success and recognition. With the TV channel it has 
not been like that, until now: we see a great opportunity and, of course, 
it should be part of that great competitive advantage. Today we have 
everything we need to make this mass media a window for dissemi-
nation and meeting with the communities to strengthen institutional 
performance, and be a media scenario of Higher quality and innova-
tion. With a decade of existence, it will be one of our best opportunities 
to get in touch not only with the student body, but also with Colombi-
an and Latin American society. 

This example of competitive advantage, until today not sufficiently ef-
ficient, is a great area where we can take advantage in a metasystemic 
way of increasing our value chain for the beneficial educational impact 
of student populations of all cycles and levels.
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UNAD VIRTUAL TV will be able to strengthen each of our systems with 
its own scope for each population segment, for each macro-project of 
the Development Plan, expanding our geographic reach in regions and 
countries, and enabling the great diversity of actors and related strate-
gies that are part of our vision of also contributing to the Ibero-Ameri-
can educational institutionality.

This valuable tool also helps us to strengthen our Intersystemic rela-
tionships, which must continue to be built in order to make viable an 
institutional portfolio of highly relevant educational social products 
and services for society.

UNAD’s portfolio, in turn, serves to strengthen the Higher Education 
System with its different schools and graduate and postgraduate ac-
ademic offerings: the Continuing Education System and its inclusion 
areas such as the Regional Intersystemic Observatory; the Continuing 
Education System and its different short-term qualification offerings; 
as well as the new Open University System with competence certifi-
cation scenarios with intensive use of the technological platform that 
we use today for the variety of products, users, regions and social and 
productive sectors that UNAD has been serving for four decades.

It is clear that this decision on the future of UNAD 4.0 will expand not 
only the field of programming of our YouTube channel, which until 
now has been more of a repository of institutional television programs 
such as “Education and Development” and “With the Smell of the Re-
gion”, along with multiple, albeit scattered initiatives of our teachers 
and schools and areas to contribute to the training of students.

From now on, TV UNAD VIRTUAL has a strategic value to strengthen 
the value chain of the university and will become, in the short term, a 
basic tool to manage our competitive advantage, showing a functional 
organization in its programming grid, optimizing existing resources in 
the different units and systems, and giving a leading value to the Vice 
President’s Office of Media and Pedagogical Mediations in conjunction 
with the Communications and Marketing Management. To this end, 
systems and strategies are grouped so that these leading units, in the 
exercise of metasystemic integration, promote the creation of a 7×24 
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hour grid that strengthens the slots of current and new institutional 
programs and increases our organizational visibility. It is, at the same 
time, the alternative to anachronistic forms of making educational 
television and, even, of making commercial television with heavy hu-
man platforms and technical and technological resources, quite costly 
by the way, that have returned in the urgency of the pandemic without 
major impact; it is now about managing a new way to dynamize the 
channel with horizontal strategies that take advantage of our diversity 
of talents in teachers, students and graduates as well as our wide re-
gional presence and our important technological advances.

Integrated Institutional Intelligence System
This is another strategic area that will consolidate another competitive 
advantage for UNAD. Its development base, since 2015, is the hybrid 
Blockchain model applied to the metasystem and whose basic descrip-
tion I show in the following graphics:

UNAD Blockchain is the organized way to give meaning 
and significance to our growing data so that it can be 
managed ethically, analytically and transparently by the 
participants of the different systems and networks.

Blocks of interrelated systemic transactions are created 
from a mathematical modeling that cannot be altered 
in the future and that is supplied with data from 
projects and shared goals to achieve impact in the 
various fields of action of the university.

from the Internet of information to the Internet of value

Components of each system of the Metasystem: 
High Policy System + Mission System + Functional 
System + Operational System, in such a way that 
each one acts with each other and with other systems.

Blockchain Protocols as a guarantee of transparency 
extended to the integral management: it becomes a 
new criterion for transversal action, mobilized from the 
ethics of the actions of each member of the Metasystem, 
so that each decision and act issued is fully known by 
other internal and external actors, strengthening the 
institutional reputation.

Blockchain Components of UNAD Metasystem

Info-technology for systems, fractals and 
networks: It will be articulated through different 
levels of access to the SII UNAD 4.0 platform, and 
decision making from data analysis will be immersed 
in this platform and its computer networks; 
available and visible to internal and external users.

VINN, GIDT y SGRAL (Data Mining): 
The triad will guarantee, by means of electronic 
certificate, each transaction in the Metasystem. 
The respective authentication will be automated.

As the consolidation of the UNAD Blockchain evolves, a decentralization 
of the system towards the public will be guaranteed and the heterarchy 

in the UNAD management of the system will be enhanced.

UNAD Blockchain Internal Context
Smart Contract
Agreement by which each UNAD leader agrees to comply, 
under voluntary consent, to make use of the Blockchain platform 
SII UNAD 4.0, in a transparent, true and lawful manner, assuming 
the legal implications derived and the referred compliance modes. 

They base their 
development on 
software derived 
from virtual codes.

It does not require 
intermediaries other than 

transparency and trust, which 
ensures compliance with the 

stipulated conditions, validated 
by a certifying entity. 

Record of Authentication 
Transactions

Miners
• General Secretary.
• Vice President’s Office for Innovation.
• Platforms and Technological Infrastructures Management.
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UNAD Blockchain is the organized way to give meaning 
and significance to our growing data so that it can be 
managed ethically, analytically and transparently by the 
participants of the different systems and networks.

Blocks of interrelated systemic transactions are created 
from a mathematical modeling that cannot be altered 
in the future and that is supplied with data from 
projects and shared goals to achieve impact in the 
various fields of action of the university.
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of the system towards the public will be guaranteed and the heterarchy 
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The above infographics show, in a brief way, one of the most valuable 
components that will distinguish UNAD 4.0 in the future.

For nearly five years we have been advancing in the development of an 
Integrated Institutional Intelligence System, which provides its leaders 
with key performance guidelines for the analysis of institutional data 
and guarantees direct responsibility in decision making, so that each of 
the organizational, academic, administrative, technological and finan-
cial processes are fulfilled and, in addition, serves to outline permanent 
strategies for effectiveness and transparency.

Retention and Permanence Policy (RP)
Dropout is one of the most worrying structural problems for a univer-
sity. In Latin America, it is a problem that reflects the limited impact 
of educational policies, anachronistic pedagogical models and minimal 
progress in the management and application of relevant knowledge.

Virtual and distance education does not escape this phenomenon, 
which is made more complex by the reduced understanding of their 
roles, methodological value, pedagogical schemes and the relationship 
between teachers and students.

Therefore, in 2016, the UNAD Higher Council, with Agreement 02, en-
hanced the Retention and Permanence Policy (RP) which was based on:

•	 The contribution to education for all through the open and dis-
tance modality and in virtual environments.

•	 The fostering of methodologies and didactics, so that those 
who aspire to education strengthen habits of discipline and 
commitment.

•	 The development of institutional responsibility with student in-
clusion and permanence, and therefore the reduction of the drop-
out rate, the increase in the graduation rate and the increase in 
coverage and university welfare services.

•	 Commitment to high quality standards.
•	 The promotion of face-to-face meetings complementary to vir-

tuality as part of the Academic Life and to strengthen the UNAD 
social-solidarity spirit.
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•	 The promotion, within the University Life, of the UNAD spirit 
through social, artistic, sports and cultural interaction.

The central actors in this process are the students, who make autono-
mous, meaningful and collaborative learning the essential condition for 
the development of their integral formation.

At UNAD, PR is also a responsibility of the different actors of the edu-
cational community: directors, academics and administrators.

The 2017 Meeting of UNAD Leaders declared that: “All UNAD lead-
ers are convinced that we can act to significantly increase retention and 
permanence in the next two years, because we will assume an integrated 
work on this purpose collectively where fractals and members of the dif-
ferent networks will not cease in the effort to provide excellent service to 
students and our actions will be aimed at adding to this great purpose 
even all those who we know do not provide a good service to the institu-
tion and to the student body. These sticks in the wheel will be made visible 
and invited to join this UNAD cause in the interest of consolidating our 
second great opportunity”.

That statement endorsed the PR policy, which states:

“significantly increase student retention and permanence, through a col-
lective and integrated work of actors and systems, towards an excellent ser-
vice to students, which enhances their satisfaction and loyalty to UNAD”.

The purpose of the Student Retention and Permanence Policy is to fo-
cus efforts towards continuous improvement in academic, pedagogi-
cal, technological, administrative and financial management to ensure 
excellent service delivery, through multiple strategies and incentives, 
seeking to generate better conditions of wellbeing, loyalty and conti-
nuity of its applicants, students and graduates, linking all academic and 
administrative staff and members of the different institutional systems 
and networks.

The Commitments of the Student Retention and Permanence Policy. 
UNAD, consistent with its criteria for action, with its metasystemic or-
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ganizational structure, with its strategic direction and especially with 
the Solidarity Academic Pedagogical Model, is committed to:

a.	 The continuous improvement of its academic management, 
through the strengthening of student support, the permanent re-
vision of the micro curricular management, the academic offer and 
the operationalization of the instruments that contribute to satisfy 
the needs of the students in each of the University’s programs.

b.	 The continuous improvement of pedagogical management, 
through the articulated work of the academic networks and 
different actors that participate in the formative process of the 
students, materialized in the roles that they have been exercis-
ing and in the implementation of the different strategies of ac-
companiment generated and managed by the University, which 
should allow the counseling, sensitization, understanding and 
development of competencies that will strengthen each student 
in their motivation and conviction for the complete fulfillment of 
their formative goals.

c.	 The continuous improvement of technological management, 
through the optimization and evolution of the virtual campus 
and registration and control, as well as the services derived from 
it (allocation of spaces for practical component, generation of 
certificates and applications, forums, among others), so that 
students have sufficient tools to develop their training process. 

d.	 The continuous improvement of financial management, starting 
with the search for financing options with external organiza-
tions and alliances with actors in the productive and educational 
sector of the country (ICETEX, National Savings Fund, among 
others), through the formalization of enrollment agreements for 
students, as well as the implementation of incentive strategies 
and discounts for special populations, making available to stu-
dents, the necessary mechanisms to facilitate their linkage and 
permanence with the University.
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e.	 The improvement of administrative management, evidenced in 
the work of the different actors of the organization that have 
contact with the students, headed by the Center Directors, the 
Academic Registration and Control officers, the Program Lead-
ers and the Teachers.

Retention and Permanence Policy Objectives

a.	 Strengthen scenarios for counseling and development of stu-
dents’ academic activities, so that they have the necessary and 
permanent support in their educational process.

b.	 Strengthen coaching competencies in the different departments 
to strengthen leadership and continuous improvement ofthe 
strategies and processes derived from the retention and perma-
nence policy.

c.	 Enhance the role of support and guidance of counselors, 
teachers, monitors and other actors who assist students be-
ginning their studies.

d.	 Improve the instruments, devices and channels of information 
and communication so that students can develop their forma-
tive process through the Virtual Campus and the activities of ac-
ademic life and university life in the Network of Regional Centers 
of the UNAD. 

e.	 Strengthen the PR policy through the institutional media in or-
der to inform in a timely and effective manner about the Insti-
tution’s activities and the organizational dynamics referred to in 
the strategies defined herein.

f.	 Identify and optimize processes and procedures for efficient ser-
vice to students, reducing steps and improving timelines.

g.	 Identify weaknesses and problems of access, navigation and ac-
ademic management of virtual courses, to ensure the develop-
ment of student activities.
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h.	 Ensure the proper provision of services to students, based on a 
culture where good and assertive attention to their requests from 
students prevails, with clear, timely and consistent responses.

Internationalization and Global UNAD
The Knowledge Society brings challenges to educational institutions 
and calls for an understanding of the value of open education, as en-
visioned by the designer of the future of the planetary society, the 
Frenchman Edgar Morin. In this context, UNAD undertook its first in-
ternationalization project in 1998, which evolved with its branch office 
in Florida, United States.

Below, I describe the main components of the substantive responsibil-
ity of internationalization, which corresponds to the educational and 
organizational interactions carried out outside the Colombian territo-
ry, and which are based on the constitutional precept of “education for 
all” as well as the guarantees of relevance, quality and UNAD educa-
tional coverage.

It is managed through the different organizational systems under the 
guidance of the Office of the Vice President for Intersystemic and Inter-
national Relations (VIREL), which is responsible for promoting transna-
tional academic communities and managing alliances and agreements 
for academic mobility and talent and resource management.

It is worth reiterating the trans-territorial, cross-border and simultaneous-
ly local character of the open, virtual and distance education modality, in 
order to promote the projection and insertion of UNAD in the dynamics of 
the international knowledge and innovation system and to contribute to 
the development of the country and the Latin American continent.

At UNAD, internationalization is a function inseparable from the iden-
tity and culture of the University, and has a Policy with precepts, strat-
egies, actors and devices, approved by the Honorable Higher Council, 
and from which I extract some of its concepts.

Meaning and sense of Internationalization. UNAD legitimizes the 
trans-territorial and cross-border nature of open, virtual and distance 
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education, to generate contributions to the visibility and positioning of 
its mission, through the analysis of global contexts and the strength-
ening of international cooperation, which favor the curricular inter-
nationalization of its programs, knowledge management, the appro-
priation of new technologies and the interculturality of its university 
community, based on the institutional precept of “education for all”, 
thus guaranteeing relevance, quality and educational coverage in glob-
al scenarios, consistent with its e-learning pedagogical model.

Principles of internationalization at UNAD:

a.	 Integral human development, or the contribution of the con-
stituent elements of the global curriculum to the integral for-
mation of students.

b.	 Integrality, or the capacity to articulate in a transversal manner 
with the elements of distance learning, research management, 
social projection, inclusion and techno-pedagogical innovation.

c.	 Virtuality, or the use and appropriation of e-learning tools and 
virtual learning environments.

d.	 Glocality, or the impact and added value in terms of social pro-
jection that internationalization generates in the development 
of local communities and the way in which these communities 
are incorporated into the global environment.

e.	 Co-responsibility, or the shared responsibility of each of the Uni-
versity’s mission, functional and operational units for the devel-
opment of internationalization.

f.	 Legality, or the guarantee of compliance with national and inter-
national norms and regulations in the exercise of its substantive 
functions.

g.	 Inclusion, or the generation of educational opportunities for Co-
lombians living abroad and whose access to national education 
has been restricted by geographical barriers.
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h.	 Transterritoriality, or the strengthening of relations, interac-
tion and intercultural academic dialogue between the Universi-
ty and the world.

i.	 Interculturality, or the dialogue that recognizes the diversities 
and interrelationships among the different international cultures 
for the achievement of the academic objectives of the University.

j.	 Transferability, or the export and import of mediated technol-
ogies,knowledge and good practices of the UNAD pedagogical 
model, seeking the strengthening of UNAD as an international 
certifying entity in distance learning.

k.	 Cooperation, or the development of articulated activities with 
international organizations through formalized alliances for the 
achievement of the University’s mission objectives.

l.	 Self-sustainability, or obtaining and transferring external re-
sources to the development of each of the projects managed 
within the framework of internationalization.

UNAD’s internationalization goals:

a.	 To increase the presence, visibility and international recognition 
of the University’s undergraduate and graduate academic pro-
grams, continuing education, continuing education, academic 
services, and the development of its substantive functions in a 
global environment.

b.	 Strengthen the internationalization of the curriculum, under 
standards of comparability and equivalence of credits that facili-
tate academic mobility and the offer of joint or multiple degrees 
with foreign universities.

c.	 Appropriate “internationalization at home” and glocality as inte-
grative strategies of different global university experiences and 
practices to generate impact and academic promotion in com-
munities at the local level.
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d.	 Strengthen relationships and agreements that promote and fa-
cilitate scenarios and dynamics of exchange and cross-border, 
physical and virtual participation of its academic actors, the in-
corporation of resources from international cooperation proj-
ects and funds. 

e.	 Facilitate the creation and strengthening of cooperative net-
works for research and curricular management that will make 
the University’s e-learning pedagogical model more visible.

f.	 Develop pedagogical strategies for specific training in foreign 
languages, incorporated into the curricular structure of under-
graduate and graduate academic programs, permanent and con-
tinuing education.

g.	 To innovate and permanently adapt the University to the new 
global educational context.

By virtue of the above, the UNAD Global System was created in 2015 
as a set of strategic, operational and procedural elements, which inter-
act in an articulated manner for the implementation, evaluation and 
fulfillment of its internationalization policy and objectives, and inte-
grated by the following strategic areas:

a.	 Curricular Internationalization Area: Aimed at adapting the cur-
ricular structure of undergraduate, graduate, permanent and 
continuing education courses and programs, under standards of 
comparability and international compatibility of credits, allowing 
the creation of multiple and joint degree programs, as well as in-
ternational degree recognition and certification. To this end, cur-
ricular proposals from international organizations, international 
training initiatives, international competency frameworks, inclu-
sion of foreign professors in international chairs, bibliography 
and academic activities in other languages, and management of 
international memberships for international scientific networks 
and associations are contemplated.
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b.	 International Academic Interaction Area: To promote the partic-
ipation of the University’s stakeholders in physical and virtual 
cross-border academic scenarios, as well as the development of 
knowledge exchange activities, the growth and recognition of 
the University’s academic networks and research communities.

c.	 Foreign Language Training Area: Aimed at developing language 
skills to ensure international proficiency and competitiveness of 
the UNAD community through courses and programs designed 
by levels under the Common European Framework of Reference 
- CEFR and offered by the Virtual Institute of Languages - INVIL, 
which are implemented transversally to the different academic 
programs of the University as a formal offer and, in a comple-
mentary manner, to teachers, administrative officials, graduates 
and external groups of interest as a continuing education offer. It 
also contemplates second language immersion scenarios that are 
operationally articulated with UNAD Florida. 

d.	 International Cooperation Area: Focused on the management of 
diplomatic relations with universities and international organi-
zations, participation in projects, consultancies, training in the 
development of international competencies and academic con-
sultancies, as well as the procurement of resources and the de-
velopment of intercultural competencies.

e.	 International Visibility Area: To promote the University in global 
scenarios, the growth of international enrollment and the po-
sitioning of the UNAD project, making its programs visible and 
the feasibility of establishing frontier study centers, as well as 
the promotion of UNAD Florida and the creation of UNAD Latin 
America and UNAD European Union.

UNAD Global System Managers:

a.	 The Office of the Vice President for Intersystemic and Interna-
tional Relations (VIREL). Responsible for the direction of the 
UNAD Global System, for compliance with the policy, for following 
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up on the actions of the other areas involved in it, and for formu-
lating and assigning the goals and improvement plans to be met 
by the units responsible within the framework of the System.

b.	 The Virtual Institute of Languages. Attached to VIREL, and re-
sponsible for the formulation, direction and fulfillment of goals, 
programs and projects for second language training, in the devel-
opment of the Foreign Language Training Policy, which promotes 
the training and development of competencies in the mastery 
and proficiency in a second language, facilitating the access of the 
academic and student body, guaranteeing the excellence of the 
academic programs and the global impact of its graduates. This 
Institute also promotes the UNAD Multilingual program, or the 
strategy for the development of the foreign language training pol-
icy according to the needs of each academic unit and program.

c.	 The Vice President’s Office for Academic affairs and Research, 
the Schools, and the Research Management System. Respon-
sible for the development of curricular internationalization as a 
strategy for the adaptation and modernization of the Universi-
ty’s academic offerings to the global environment, and the con-
solidation of international academic cooperation scenarios. 

d.	 National Zones and international sectionals. Responsible for 
the development of international visibility in the promotion and 
growth of international enrollment and ensure the participation 
of the community in their area or country, or as will surely be the 
case of UNAD European Union, as a challenge of the Develop-
ment Plan 2019-2023.

Likewise, the system strengthens the internationalization of the curric-
ulum by incorporating elements of internationalization such as:

a.	 Disciplinary courses in foreign languages offered by INVIL,
b.	 Disciplinary courses in the curricula of foreign universities, 
c.	 Contents, bibliography and academic resources in foreign 

languages,
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d.	 Temporary assignment of foreign professors to UNAD profes-
sorships as visiting professors,

e.	 Permanent attachment of foreign teachers to UNAD profes-
sorships with the respective compliance of the requirements to 
work in Colombia.

f.	 Elective courses or formative research projects with foreign 
universities.

Another aspect to highlight is the offer of multiple degree programs 
(two or more academic degrees, awarded separately by UNAD and two 
or more institutions participating in an inter-institutional academic co-
operation agreement) and joint degrees (obtaining the same degree 
issued by two or more national or foreign higher education institutions.



Chapter 8 
 

Things right
On July 7, 2021 UNAD celebrated exactly 40 years since it was legally 
born as Unidad Universitaria del Sur de Bogotá.

In a surprising and sometimes inexplicable coincidence (as has hap-
pened on other occasions at UNAD, probably due to the volume of ac-
tivities, programs and actors involved in it, without ceasing), on this 
date the Ministry of National Education gave legal life, by the Ministry 
of National Education, to the Undergraduate Degree in Virtual Law at 
UNAD, through resolution number 012182 of July 7, 2021.

The fact, which would seem to be a simple anecdote, goes beyond a 
chronological coincidence, and becomes a historical milestone not only 
for this University but also for the Colombian higher education system. 
UNAD’s virtual law undergraduate program is the first to be offered in 
this modality in Colombia, after 191 undergraduate programs, all of 
which are face-to-face.

As has been said here in previous chapters, this University has had to 
confront educational orthodoxy, embodied in a vision of education 
that is alien to the new social, labor, technological and knowledge re-
alities. In its short institutional history, UNAD has managed to break 
down myths, imaginary walls and prejudices and, with technical and 
argumentative foundations, has demonstrated that various levels and 
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programs (such as engineering, music and sports, among others) can 
not only be studied with the support of virtual technology, but also 
that this technology, instead of limiting them, enhances them.

But in the case of university law studies, the technical and argumen-
tative foundation was not sufficient. Prejudice, belief, classism and 
the refusal to admit technology as a means not only for training, had 
built a wall that, at some point, many other institutions of higher ed-
ucation believed insurmountable, because for years the official entity 
responsible for approving such applications, the so-called National 
Intersectoral Commission for Quality Assurance CONACES, from the 
Ministry of Education, repeatedly and with very diverse and dissimilar 
arguments, denied the applications, in a way incomprehensible to the 
sector. This University also had to suffer such a biased view from the 
“system”, but repeatedly, convinced of its purpose and the benefits 
that a virtual law program would bring, each time its arguments were 
refuted, it responded to the Commission, until finally the proper ap-
proval was obtained. 

For it was not understandable how, while other areas of knowledge were 
advancing towards a new reality, thanks to technology (social networks, 
interdisciplinary teams, real-time research, academics from other conti-
nents, flexibility in training, relevance of content to the student’s reality, 
and contrast of realities at the right time, among many other positive 
dimensions of virtuality), those who had previously expressed fear of en-
riching this attendance with technology, had overcome the myth of the 
cave and had found the light of applied knowledge.

But in the case of law training, things were the other way around.

As if knowledge were frozen, abducted or finalized in the enormous en-
cyclopedias of the physical libraries to which, initially, only the children 
of rulers, magistrates and businessmen, in turn close to the courts, tri-
bunals and tribunals, had access, and in recent decades to the children 
of the city who could reach the classrooms of universities with build-
ings for face-to-face activity.
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As if the understanding and mastery of the rules were a privilege of a caste 
and not a bridge to justice, which is a requirement and a universal right.

As if the legal profession were still the medieval expression of the trivi-
um (grammar, dialectics and rhetoric) for the exercise, now analogous, 
of a few.

As if justice were a matter of exclusive understanding of big families, 
businessmen, rulers and powerful people.

As if the application of the law were something purely local or of 
unique interpretation, regardless of the social and cultural reality of 
the communities.

As if the pandemic had not demonstrated that life goes on beyond the 
offices and classrooms.

As if the popular wisdom, the agreement of communities far from the 
judicial offices and the mechanisms of intra-family, intercultural and 
generational conciliation had no legal value.

As if the only way of acquiring a lawyer’s professional skills were in the 
courtroom, libraries, courts and paper documents, when all this, and 
much more, takes place in the new society: the interconnected one, 
without borders, with permanent revaluation of paradigms and with 
universal access to knowledge.

And as if artificial intelligence, Blockchain, databases and systems were 
not beginning to displace some of the operational tasks of lawyers and 
to demonstrate, with informational analysis, that there are human legal 
decisions that adversely affect fairness, as they go against the normative 
foundations and are seduced by passion, affection and other elements.

And despite this accumulation of opinions, as well as market and even 
political interests, UNAD succeeded. The academics of the Universi-
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ty’s School of Legal Sciences were able to demonstrate that the un-
derstanding and application of the law, the analysis and collection of 
evidence, and legal practice, among other areas of legal study, can also 
be done virtually.

With the Law Program, UNAD 
now has 49 undergraduate 
and 28 graduate programs 
and continues to consolidate 
its commitment to quality, 
relevance and inclusion.

Once again,
UNAD changed the paradigm

The Ministry of Education 
granted the first qualified 
registration for a virtual law 
program in Colombia.

There are 192 law 
programs in Colombia, the 
only one in virtual mode 
will be offered by UNAD.

The Law program joins the 
Music and Sports Management 
programs in the list of pioneers 
in the country to be offered in 
virtual mode by UNAD.

#MásUNADmásPaís

Image 65. Approval of the first virtual law program in Colombia. 
Source: Own elaboration

Thanks to UNAD’s efforts, it was possible to open the door and the 
minds of academics at the service of the Ministry, and a positive re-
sponse was found to the need to train lawyers for a country with mul-
tiple regions, where justice has not arrived or has arrived very late, 
where the services of a legal professional are unaffordable, or where 
the volume of cases that demand legal intervention are not enough for 
those who, trained in the big capitals, decided to go to remote places.

The ghost, the walls and the shadows of the cavern disappeared, and 
made UNAD, once again, a pioneer and beacon of the sector. And behind 
it will come virtual law programs from other higher education institu-
tions, and there will be another enriching reality for this area of knowl-
edge. But, above all, thanks to this advance, Colombia will have more 
opportunities for access to justice, so that thousands of compatriots 
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can more easily know the law, know how to interpret it, understand the 
procedures and approach the due and timely application of justice.

Studying law virtually will entail a new way of assuming professional 
training in this area of knowledge. What began as a philosophical ex-
ercise on the purposes and nature of the State, became the study of 
heirs of great families and of companies for which they had to take 
title in order to maintain the legacy. Later, civil conflicts led law to deal 
with the responsibilities and consequences of state acts and of groups 
defending certain causes; and with globalization, law became interna-
tionalized and entered extraterritorial spheres, intellectual production, 
copyright, natural resources and even digital environments, among 
others. Now, permanent social protests, diversity, state neglect, the 
appearance of fiefdoms, expropriations and the confirmation that in 
Colombia there are regions, towns and cities where the Constitution 
and the law do not apply, demand lawyers capable of going to the vil-
lage, the hamlet or the reservations, and sensitize the citizens about 
their duties and rights, helping them to lead a dignified life in accor-
dance with the law.

At a time of celebration of another anniversary of institutional creation, 
the achievements of UNAD members far surpass those of universities 
with more than a century of existence. In 40 years, not only has institu-
tional life been achieved, but also educational models have been mod-
ified, the status of Colombian mega-university has been attained, and 
history has changed and will continue to change. Because the vision 
of the university management is not limited to go over, remember or 
recreate it, but to create a new one, because that is what a living, open 
and flexible university is like... like UNAD! 





Chapter 9 
 

The exercise of transformational 
leadership

In this chapter I record some lessons learned about the manner and 
style that have been most beneficial to me, as president of the universi-
ty, in order to ensure coherence between what the National Open and 
Distance University (UNAD) seeks as a transcendent objective and the 
motivations, styles and character of its leaders.

This is based on my experiences with dozens of national and regional 
managers, with different profiles, who have accompanied me over the 
years. I have always been interested in learning from my bosses and 
leaders, from when I held incredibly visionary conversations with the 
first president of the university, Hernando Bernal Alarcón, and espe-
cially with Miguel Ramón Martínez, its first Vice President and ideol-
ogist, who invested much of their experience in laying the social and 
community foundations of the UNAD of today and the future.

To most of the directors I owe gratitude for their commitment, service 
and loyalty to the educational project, although I cannot fail to note, 
with regret, that some undermined the institutional trust for the ben-
efit of particular interests, but fortunately the UNAD network, collabo-
rative and committed, did not allow attempts at individual protagonism 
or actions that recall orthodoxy rather than modernity to permeate.
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I am sure that situations like these have not happened only to me, be-
cause in all kinds of organizations we engage in a fair of serious and 
ethical commitments that move hand in hand with vanities and per-
sonal ambitions, which become invisible over time, but at the same 
time as huge obstacles.

To speak of leadership is to refer to multiple attributes, personalities, 
results, ways of interacting with teams and personal and institutional 
purposes. Clearly, helping to guide a mega-university requires many 
competencies and skills that, from my own experience, I will describe 
here, based on two premises that, as one would say in business terms, 
are non-negotiable: respect for all people as such, as beings with digni-
ty, feelings and purposes in life; and commitment to a common cause: 
educational inclusion with quality. Getting all members of the universi-
ty community to act in this way, rationally and even emotionally, is one 
of the challenges we have set ourselves in what we call “transforma-
tional leadership”.

In order to achieve and exercise such leadership, I believe that these 
five values must be configured:

1. True and good will
Our teacher, Miguel Ramón Martínez, used to say that a good person, 
especially if he is supportive, is known when he influences without au-
thoritarianism, but with the authority gained by the reflection of his 
actions and results.

From UNAD we have learned that hierarchy is not essential, and that 
teamwork is worthwhile when it is directed by a leader who motivates, 
who sows optimism and who recognizes the virtues of others, rather 
than their mistakes.
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Solidarity emerges as a virtue and expresses 
itself spontaneously from the human heart,
for it emanates from good will and awakens 

a good will, without generating violence,
nor obstacles, nor stupid or senseless resistances, 

since authentic solidarity is directed to all 
and never against anyone

Miguel Antonio Ramón Martínez

Image 66.  Miguel Ramón, first vice-president for academic affairs - UNAD. 

In organizations, and particularly in educational organizations, highly 
effective leaders are conspicuous by their absence and, on the con-
trary, reactive leaders abound. With the latter it is almost impossible 
to manage change and, on the contrary, with highly intelligent leaders, 
imagination is not in short supply and their interest in new learning 
and knowledge is generally high. This is where there is a great oppor-
tunity to develop the hard, systematic work required to reengineer 
any organization.

What binds people together is not the authoritarianism of the one who 
commands, but the authority forged day by day by the one who di-
rects, fostering a clear dialogue to positively influence the search for 
effective results. A leader is not made by a position; but, on the con-
trary, a true leader does consolidate an outstanding position. Today, 
the authoritarian messianism of certain leaders of the past is no longer 
a reference point. Henry Ford, Mussolini, Adolf Hitler, Napoleon Bona-
parte, Alexander the Great and so many others could not, in today’s 
environment of the Knowledge Society, lead entire nations to manifest 
their great transformations, misfortunes or wars as did those who ac-
companied them in their times to be recognized, for better or worse, 
by the history of mankind.

In the Knowledge Society, a true leader must influence his collabora-
tors, colleagues and peers along the path of creative and innovative 
thinking. 
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Sowing in others the key to learning how to learn in order to be better 
by choice and will is our challenge.

In the case of UNAD, the experience has been bittersweet: During 
these 40 years, I have met magnificent and integral beings, men and 
women from all Colombian regions, who have had a significant influ-
ence on the organizational transformation achieved, largely because 
they knew and have known how to multiply their capacity to make 
things understood and done well. I have also come across some who 
have misused authority, converting it into power - an unheard of prac-
tice in academic life - and excessive ambition, because they think they 
are bosses just for holding a position. Positions are necessary in an or-
ganization to delimit responsibilities and functions, but leadership goes 
beyond that, it requires the effort of the leader who exercises his or her 
good character to gain understanding of what to do and convictions 
about what should be.

We are all born geniuses! Unfortunately,
 most of us die in mediocrity.

You can't be a leader where you don't want to be, 
nor where you think of work as simply a way to 
make a living, rather than a platform to express 

the best of yourself.

The leader has to be a perpetual learner to bring about 
change in himself/herself and support that of others.

Image 67.  UNAD leadership and action in times of change. 
Source: Own elaboration.

A good leader expands his or her good will to guide, stimulate, correct 
in a good way and, especially, motivate so that others learn daily about 
the issues of their responsibility, and go further by knowing the role 
they play in the gear of the UNAD metasystem. This type of leader 
emphasizes self-evaluation and self-regulation. 
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A good leader has good will and places him/herself at the level of the 
other and highlights his/her achievements not only with words, but 
also with motivating actions and incentives of various kinds.

On the interconnection 
between change, transition 

and effective communication.

Increase 
awareness

Of a new leadership 
model.

Increase awareness of the 
challenges that exist in being a 
leader who manages change 
when everything is evolving.

Image 68. The goal of raising awareness. 
Source: Own elaboration

2. Trust, trust and trust
Trust is a gift that some people develop in direct relation to transparen-
cy. Therefore, it is one of the most difficult values for the organization 
in the construction of teams that need to evolve from their own ability 
to provide and generate trust in others and for others.

Confidence is linked to the faith, first of oneself in one’s own talents, 
and then in the ability to transfer to others in collaborative and coop-
erative scenarios. Whenever a leader wants to strengthen the compe-
tence of having confidence when starting up a team, he must combine 
his observation of each and every one of the others, his emotional in-
telligence, and of course, his suspicion when assessing that each one 
carries within him particular attitudes and aptitudes.

A team that trusts each other and its leader represents a great compar-
ative advantage for the organization and reflects the degree of reputa-
tion and external recognition that the organization gains socially.

Having confidence is key to ensure the evolution of one’s own talent 
and to positively influence the evolution of the talent of others. It is 
about forging a cradle of extensive leadership based on trust in the 
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collaborative, supportive and cooperative talent that is created in the 
work environment of a team. Without that faith, little can be achieved, 
because, in the end, leaders are the seeds of new leadership that create 
incredible capabilities to achieve goals and objectives.

Trust is the key to the success of projects developed by an organization of 
any sector or level. Trust is fostered when the behavior of the leader and 
his team is equitable and fair, avoiding preferences. Trust is generated 
when people are not discriminated against, when there is full discern-
ment of differences to guide others, gaining ground to seek consensus.

A leader and his team must not only consider what to do and when to 
do it, but also how to do it. Doing so creatively without resorting to 
linear thinking, which more often than not falls into the mode of facile, 
irresponsible and light work. This can only be counteracted by resort-
ing to strategic thinking to strengthen the effectiveness of processes, 
procedures and results. 

Dream of having it all, but are unwilling to make an effort and roll up 
their sleeves.
Desire a good salary without offering something that really justifies it. 
Think that success depends on luck.
Do not value their work and even more, do not value the work of others. 
With their nonconformist attitude, generate uneasiness and 
demotivation in others...
Consciously distorts or do not deliver information…

What do you think of people who...

It is impossible to build UNAD’s success 
on the basis of a bunch of excuses

Image 69.  Opportunities for improvement. 
Source: Own elaboration.
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A leader generates confidence when he is able to transform tensions 
into joy, and to awaken the team’s faith by encouraging them to 
achieve everything they set out to do. A leader who generates trust 
is always alert, knows how to evaluate the environment and, in the 
face of difficult circumstances, creates calm and transforms actions 
into dynamics to make everything work. This is not taught only by 
academia, nor is it in all the books on leadership; a good part of it is 
generally obtained through experience, but it is also achieved when 
leadership cradles are woven as crops of good seeds to consolidate the 
culture within an organization.

A leader generates trust when he is able to turn urgency into new learn-
ing; when he is able to discern between what is urgent and what is im-
portant, and when he establishes priorities in the flow of his team’s work.

All organizations seeking success must be demanding and rigorous in 
order to achieve the goals and objectives set, but they must also create 
conditions for their leaders to lighten their personal burdens and remain 
motivated and eager to continue learning for their own good, but espe-
cially to feel proud of the social impact generated by their organization.

3. Effective communication and communication skills
Like trust, communication is vital in the exercise of leadership. It could 
be said that communication is the spirit that connects the leaders of 
an organization to each other. It is important to understand that com-
munication requires clearly designed strategies in order to have a ben-
eficial effect within an institution. Otherwise, communication can turn 
against the leaders and, cumulatively, against the organization itself, 
hence the importance of multiple devices and strategies to prevent the 
failure of a project or an institution.
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How to develop the 
talent to be a leader 

in what you do.

How to learn from others 
and facilitate learning 

from each other.

How to lead and 
manage change and 
transition yourself.

How to strengthen 
effective communication.

Being part of UNAD
implies knowing...

Image 70.  Being a UNAD Leader implies knowing...  
Source: Own elaboration.

The low achievements of a unit within an organization may come from 
poor communication or from the negative influence of the leader so that 
institutional actors assume preventive or preventive attitudes that di-
minish their motivation and, therefore, result in poor work performance.

Communication is not just sending a message. A good leader listens, learns 
from observation and is attentive to others. A good leader is a communica-
tor par excellence and always goes to the bottom to recognize the root of 
the problems or opportunities that arise at various junctures.

A good leader connects with others in order to interpret, guide and 
assist them in understanding the purposes of communication. This 
leads him/her to know the opinions of others and to value them in 
their proper dimension in order to know which of them can serve to 
improve understanding.

This implies knowing how to interpret, evaluate the situation, recog-
nize the reason of the other and, of course, incorporate it as an action 
for improvement. On this subject of communication, I would like to 
bring back some examples that become obstacles to communication 
derived from the leadership style of the communicating leader:
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Pseudo-leadership
The Squire: Squire of his own position, who does not take risks or 
innovate in his own management.

The unethical negotiator: The one who accumulates resources, 
knowledge, keeps interests and intellectual capital to guarantee a 
future outside the organization and even goes to the extent of 
negotiating institutional information.

The retainer: The one who bears his role and position to the extent 
that he can withhold or limit the normal flow of information.

The smarty-pants: Who thinks she/he knows it all and sees the 
rest of her/his peers as mere apprentices or servants.
The indispensable: The one who believes he/she is indispensable 
and that by the simple fact of existing in the organization, he/she 
deserves everything and everything must be given to him/her 
without delivering anything in return.

Wrong styles of

Image 71. Misguided styles of pseudo-leadership. 
Source: Own elaboration.

4. The value of example
In the course of these four decades I have encountered cautious offi-
cials, custodians, guardians of their own wealth, and, of course, demi-
gods and sacred cows, but I have also had the privilege of recognizing 
great colleagues who connect immediately thanks to their ability to 
interpret people, to recognize the depth of situations, to listen in order 
to go deeper into what is happening, and even capable of establishing 
synchrony with those opponents, enemies or contradictors of our or-
ganizational model, in the worst moments.

From their captivating personalities, these leaders have been able to 
connect with people with confused personalities, sometimes confused, 
and have put their chests, as they say colloquially, to the most extreme 
situations that have threatened the personal and institutional reputa-
tion of the UNAD project.

These leaders have been proactive in formulating and undertaking 
strategic actions to engage their spirit in a purpose of educational so-
cial service, and from there take the strength of the communities to 
turn it into determinations that have overcome the moments of crisis 
transforming them into opportunities. 
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5. La pasión por el cambio y la transformación innovadora

A leader, above all, must exert a harmonious and genuine influence to 
achieve resonance between the institutional thinking and that of the or-
ganization’s members. He/she must be interested in postulating ideas 
and strategies that strengthen the levels of internal and external under-
standing of the supreme interests that guide the work of the institution.

At UNAD, such a leader must focus on understanding the different ar-
eas that make up the metasystem and, of course, ensure the great-
est efficiency of its leaders. That is, to deliver the best services and 
products to all our students, alumni and the many communities served 
by the University. Forging this type of leadership will never be an easy 
task, so the will of the leader must be recognized in his or her passion 
for change and innovative transformation.

In this type of metasystemic organizations, hierarchy becomes a myth 
or something invalid. The passion for the permanent improvement of 
the educational project requires a deep knowledge of all the academic, 
administrative and financial areas and systems that make it up.

In this innovative organizational model, the substantive responsibili-
ties of UNAD mark an important differential for the management of 
its leaders, since their work is generally under pressure, so they are not 
allowed to accumulate work and tasks on a day-to-day basis. This is one 
of the reasons why such a leader must learn to delegate.

Delegating is also an art, which must be learned and managed with 
competence, skill, thoroughness and effectiveness. To this end, the 
leader must communicate well to his delegates the rules, procedures 
and times to execute strategies, tasks and activities, which implies a 
rigorous capacity to follow up on what has been delegated and to ob-
jectively qualify and give feedback in order to transform delegation 
into an opportunity for continuous and permanent learning.

Speaking of passions that become habits, the management of informa-
tion for decision making is fundamental in the exercise of leadership, 
since it is not a matter of asking for reports and more reports, or of per-
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manently holding meetings and more meetings, but of guaranteeing 
the analysis of the data generated in order to fine-tune in the best way 
the specific strategic action that must be transformed into decisions 
on a daily basis.

When we refer to the passion of leadership, we are also referring to 
convictions, since these are the ones that invite the effort to achieve 
the agreed goals despite the obstacles and even the situations of risk 
and threat that the project or the organization itself may face. Hence 
the priority of learning to overcome obstacles, which is why one must 
begin by looking for ways or strategies to overcome difficulties. It is at 
these moments when the leader shows his/her serenity, his/her ca-
pacity to redirect, to support and to guide his/her people, demonstrat-
ing his/her capacity as a forger, with his/her team, of the so-called 
effective strategic action.

The leader’s attitudes
We have seen the values that should inspire the leader, and these should 
be accompanied by concrete, permanent and in some cases general-
ized actions.

Generally, an outside observer of any organization might think that the 
best thing to do when faced with a threat or a challenge, or even an 
obstacle of unproductiveness, is to delegate to a person who knows 
what he or she is doing. In fact, this is how it works, but it must be add-
ed and guaranteed that this person knows not only the function of the 
position, but also the strategic context of the institution, so that he or 
she can coherently and easily interrelate the other systems, processes 
and procedures involved.

Here arises another reference of the leader’s passion and it is the role 
that he/she plays on his/her team to be in tune with the principles and 
values of the institution, so the leader must be concerned that every-
one is willing to know and share what they do with others.

For a transformational leader, time does not belong to him/her, be-
cause in the end anyone can interfere in his/her time and there is very 
little he/she can do to avoid it, which is why discipline becomes his/
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her best ally. Nowadays, it is no longer possible to believe that every 
past time was better, because the best is always to be discovered and 
to be done, especially when the cause of productive work is to serve 
in the environment surrounding the organization, especially if it is an 
educational one.

When we speak of the passion of the leader and his team, it is because 
both are able to dream, to create and not only to improve what is be-
ing done. This implies a necessary competence to create new services 
and to give new values to what is done, in order to satisfy the users. 
In an organization that evolves, doing the little things well, thinking in 
filigree, implies defining a high level of demand on a daily basis, which 
requires that the leader and the organization are willing to promote an 
effective incentive policy that strengthens the well-being of the mem-
bers. In the end, passion is also contagious and that is what is expected 
of any human conglomerate that works productively for a transcen-
dent cause.

This is what has happened at UNAD, as I once explained to a Minis-
ter of Education, who asked me how a public university could gener-
ate the levels of budgetary reinvestment with its own resources in the 
improvement of its mission (it is good to note that UNAD operates 
with less than 20% of its budget from State resources). There are no 
prescriptions. I only replied that it is necessary for the organization’s 
teams to have understood the value of the cause for which they devote 
themselves on a daily basis, transcending the mere labor or economic 
link. At that moment, the ideology of the motto of the current four-
year term of office emerged: “More UNAD, More Country”, which also 
identifies the current Development Plan.
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Success in managing change requires 

Great leaders erect their 
monument with the stones of 
the criticisms thrown at them  

new UNAD leadership 
and action model 

Image 72.  The success of leading change. Source: Own elaboration.

Ideal organizations do not exist, but it is necessary to move towards ex-
cellence. On this path there will be difficult situations resulting from ad-
ministrative inefficiency, the absence of academic quality (in the case 
of education), poor budget planning, and, in short, multiple factors 
that require constant observation of organizational events to avoid 
succumbing to mediocrity, incompetence, and of course, the ease of 
non-compliance with responsibilities and goals, translated into the phi-
losophy of laissez-faire and letting things go by.

“Qualifications and possessions are worth 
little at the end of life, what really remains 

is the satisfaction of having contributed 
to others to be better human beings and 

to achieve happiness in their lives"

Image 73.  President’s Reflection.
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In short, leading to transform requires a clear and true understanding 
of what, how, what for and where the organization should go. This re-
quires a team of leaders with an open mind, a positive attitude and an 
entrepreneurial spirit, even beyond the competencies of the pioneer-
ing leader. Promoting innovation is not an easy task, as there are a va-
riety of associated factors that stimulate or delay the achievement of 
goals, which is why leadership teams must periodically revitalize goals, 
try new feats, compete healthily and loyally within the framework of 
creativity, be accountable for the rigor of tasks and have the greatest 
clarity on how processes operate and standards are applied.

UNAD's leaders must 
internalize the 
organization's mission, 
values and criteria for 
action.

UNAD leaders must share 
the vision and be committed 
to its achievement as a 
common purpose.

UNAD leaders should feel free 
to innovate and propose, 
supported by the nature of the 
organization and not hindered 
by bureaucratic orthodoxy.

Clarity

Commitment

Flexibility

The leadership style favors several
elements of the organizational environment

Image 74.  Leadership style favors several elements of the 
organizational environment (I). Source: Own elaboration.

An innovative leader looks beyond the walls of his office or even the 
building where he works. An innovative leader is committed to exter-
nal causes that enhance the social role of his company, and “injects” 
daily doses of optimism and new ideas so that the organization is oxy-
genated and the teams have additional motivation to strengthen their 
conviction for their causes. An innovative leader is, at the same time, 
inspiring through his/her word, his/her action, and the results he/she 
delivers are not individual but collective; he/she is an integral being 
who acts to be a living example for others.
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The leadership style favors several
elements of the organizational environment

UNAD leaders must have 
a high sense of responsibility to the 
organization and especially to the 
students and communities they serve.

Responsibility

UNAD leaders must account for 
the established norms and values, 
respect them and abide by them.

Standards 
and values 

UNAD leaders must feel that the 
qualification of the HT makes sense when 
they apply to the quality policy and the 
continuous improvement of the service.

Rewards

Image 75. Leadership style favors several elements of the 
organizational environment (II). Source: Own elaboration.

A transformational leader is capable of getting up again and again in the 
face of obstacles, does not identify who is to blame in the face of failures 
and always assumes his or her responsibilities. For him/her, the word 
punishment does not exist, but the guiding action of second chances to 
build trust, knowing that some opportunities will be violated.

A transformational leader forgives, but does not forget, knows how to 
focus on what is fundamental, looks beyond performance alone, un-
derstands that he must promote the integral formation of those who 
work by his/her side, manages disagreement always in the spirit of 
seeking consensus in spite of discrepancies, and knows how to listen 
for the sake of the health of the organization itself.

A transformational leader knows how to select and will always seek 
to surround him/herself with the best. He avoids mediocrity, fascism, 
gossip, rumors, and knows how to channel criticism in order to trans-
form it into opportunities for improvement.
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COACTIVO AUTORITARIO AFILIATIVO DEMOCRÁ-
TICO TÉCNICO INSPIRADOR

The way 
the leader 
operates

Motivates 
people 

towards a 
task.

Demands 
adequate 

compliance.

Creates 
harmony 

and builds 
emotional 

bonds.

Forges 
consensus 
through 

participa-
tion.

Establishes
high level 
of perfor-
mance on 
indicators.

Develops 
leaders in the 

present for 
the future.

Style in a 
sentence

“Let’s do 
as I say” “Do it.” “People 

come first”
“What do 

you think?”

“Do what 
I’m doing 

now”

“Working 
with you was 
a wonderful 
experience”

Emotional 
intelligence 
competen-

cies

Impulse to 
achieve ini-
tiative and 
self-con-

trol.

Self- 
confidence

Empathy, 
relationship 

building, 
communica-

tion.

Collabo-
ration and 
communi-

cation.

Conscien-
tiousness, 

drive to 
achieve, 
initiative.

Development 
of others, 

empathy and 
self-aware-

ness.

When style 
works best

In a crisis 
to promo-
te change 

or with 
problem 

employees.

When chan-
ges require 

a new vision 
or when they 
need a new 
direction.

To resolve 
divisions in 
a team or 

to motivate 
people in 
stressful 

circumstan-
ces.

To build 
consensus 
or to get 

input from 
valued em-

ployees.

To get 
quick re-

sults from 
a motiva-
ted and 

competent 
team.

To empower 
others to 
translate 

the goal into 
results and 
to develop 

their talents 
for the long 

term.

Image 76. The leader’s self-assessment according to his or her style. Source: Own elaboration.

A transformational leader learns to ask questions, but also to listen 
intelligently to good questions; he/she is a lover of dialogue, and of 
course, he/she is a headhunter inside and outside his/her organiza-
tional spaces.

Soy lider

El ejercicio del liderazgo unadista 

Contexto 
interno

Contexto 
externo

Todos podemos ejercer 
el liderazgo y podemos 
in�uir y persuadir para 

conducir el cambio      

Image 77. We can all exercise leadership. 
Source: Own elaboration.



215

Education, virtuality and innovation 
Jaime Alberto Leal Afanador

Today, in the development of the Knowledge Society, a true leader must 
influence his/her collaborators, colleagues and peers to strengthen a 
path of creative and innovative thinking. It is a matter of sowing in oth-
ers the key of learning to learn in order to be better by choice and will.

It is indisputable that the experience accumulated by the National Open 
and Distance University as a cradle of leadership, writes an important 
page in the future of a public university that, by its own conviction, be-
lieves in collective leadership, in inspirational leadership, and of course, 
in transformational leadership. Both in the good times and in the not 
so good times, the leaders of UNAD have left a mark so that the work 
of public leadership is a positive example that generates very beneficial 
results for the whole of Colombian society.

This contrasts, in general, with the ideology on the management of 
public affairs that has been subsumed in beliefs, but -it must be rec-
ognized- also in realities of inefficiency per se, of inefficient bureau-
cracies, of little or no quality in what is delivered and of environments 
of previous failure, referenced in examples personified by non-trans-
parent managers and leaders, and friends or close to environments of 
corruption, with no ethical or moral limits.

A moment for self-evaluation
To conclude, dear reader, I would like you to make your own assess-
ment of the following illustrations regarding lifestyles and leadership:
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Saber que la gran sinfonía de vida 
que podría haber compuesto 

sigue escondida en su interior.

Perder oportunidades para acercarse a 
la excelencia al caer en la mediocridad 

por el riesgo de aprovecharlas.

Nunca haber experimentado 
la satisfacción 

de un gran logro.

No haber aprendido nunca a 
transformar la adversidad en 

victoria y el plomo en oro.

Averiguar que tenía un gran 
potencial pero nunca acercarse 
al genio que pudiera haber sido.

Nunca haber inspirado a 
nadie con su ejemplo.

Olvidar que el trabajo 
consiste en ayudar a los 

demás y no solo a sí mismo.

Nunca haber asumido grandes
riesgos y por lo tanto no haber
recibido grandes recompensa.

Haber vivido la vida que 
otros desearon y no la 

que siempre deseo.

Descubrir que podría coadyuvar a 
transformar el mundo pero nunca 

lo hizo por temor o pereza.

Decálogo del arrepentido 
en su último día de vida 

EN SÍNTESIS, SU VIDA FUE UN DESPERDICIO

Image 78.  The ten steps of regretful people on their last day of life.  
Source: Own elaboration.

Haber aprovechado al máximo 
todos sus talentos y competencias 

al servicio de lo demás.

Haberse levantado después 
de cada caída.

Saber que buscó la excelencia 
con arrojo, desafiando el 

riesgo y asumiendo siempre 
desafíos mas altos.

Disfrutar del valor de haber 
ayudado sin esperar recompensa.

Llegar al final rodeado de
la admiración y agradecimiento de 
las personas que apoyó en su vida.

Haber enfrentado y vencido 
sus mayores temores

Sabe que fue un 
autentico innovador.

Reconocer que su liderazgo 
no lo propició el poder ni 

la autoridad momentánea.

Saber que siempre 
buscó inspirar a otros.

Estar satisfecho con la persona 
empática, ética e inspiradora 

que llegó a ser.

EN SÍNTESIS, SU VIDA FUE UN POTENCIAL DE SERVICIO GENUINO PARA LOS DEMÁS

Decálogo del líder
en su último día de vida 

Image 79.  Ten steps of leaders on their last day of life. 
Source: Own elaboration..



217

Education, virtuality and innovation 
Jaime Alberto Leal Afanador

I hope that you, dear reader, are placing yourself in this last decalogue, 
and if not, that you are approaching it quickly. In our Latin American 
countries, and in Colombia, we still need to continue harvesting wom-
en and men leaders in the transformation from the inspiration for the 
collective good. It is a goal that is well worth the effort.

Remember, our time is always running out. How much time do you 
have left?





Chapter 10 
 

Final reflection around a cup 
of good Colombian coffee

Being president of the National Open and Distance University  
(UNAD) has been an honor and a privilege that God, Almighty Lord, 
the UNAD Community and its Higher Council, as well as the norma-
tive conditions, my health and my lucid and conscious mental condi-
tion have allowed me.

Although my heart speaks to me permanently and guides many of my 
decisions, the reality of the facts, the results, the commitments and, in 
short, the exercise of reason that should characterize academics invites 
me to reflect, constantly, about when it will be the time that, decorous-
ly and in an executive manner, UNAD should have another helmsman..

This does not mean, as some have erroneously suggested, that my in-
tention is to cling to the supposed power that the president’s office at 
UNAD endows. Nothing could be further from my true intentions: To 
forge a modern and inclusive model of education as a hopeful bet for 
the new generations of fellow citizens, for those young people who 
today are consumed in vice, in frustration, in a day to day life without 
clear purposes, without supreme examples that inspire and reflect the 
great value of effort and discipline to dream their lives, beyond the one  
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dreamed of by their parents and grandparents who had lives marked by 
misery, poverty, violence and apprehended hopelessness. 

The enormous responsibility that comes with this full time public service 
is an intense exercise of full attention, permanent preparation and team-
work to always try to get institutional decisions right. My arrival and re-
peated confirmation as President of UNAD has not been the product of 
chance, much less of political machinations, vote buying or favoritism, 
but of the results that, presented in this book, are a brief synthesis of 
so many untold stories, as well as of the trust placed in me, at different 
times, by the honorable Higher Council and great colleagues.

Life has allowed me to accompany this beloved university almost since 
its birth. In it, almost parallel to my life, I have made a great part of my 
academic and administrative career, first as a complement to my pro-
fessional studies as a food engineer, and then in various studies related 
to the exciting world of education: Master’s and PhD in Education. In 
addition, I had the good fortune to provide several consultancies and 
key services, for me, in other institutions in the sector, which allowed 
me to achieve the motivation, experience and recurrent and necessary 
knowledge to lead the UNAD project that here, in a synthetic way, I 
have described to you.

I could say that if you, dear reader, have come this far, I hope it is because 
what has been presented has aroused your interest and you wish to bet-
ter understand our commitment to public university management.

Now, I ask your permission and understanding to introduce myself a lit-
tle more in depth, not with a presumptuous intention of vain pride and 
satisfaction, but to contribute to your knowledge and understanding 
of how the university president of what is today the largest institution 
of higher education in Colombia, started from his own will that became 
collective, to be the director who has been the longest serving of all 
those responsible for public universities at the head of their presidency, 
and who, despite facing and overcoming multiple legal trials, obstacles, 
accusations, slander and slander, is still there,  firm, every day more 
convinced that education will transform in our country, and hopefully 
in our continent, years of exclusion and social backwardness.
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Writing this book has led me to make public my conceptions of what 
transformational leadership means, derived from the challenges and 
risks of innovation. This leadership points to results that demonstrate 
that public service can be effective and committed to the construc-
tion and collective participation in a cause that, like UNAD, is shared by 
thousands of leaders whose intense and tireless work is committed to 
a better educated Colombia.

I consider myself a human being full of imperfections who pretends to 
be integral and coherent, who lives the values learned from the original 
home, who feels the family as a vital reference of a dignified and fair 
existence, who has clear the role and value of the extended family as 
the nucleus that gives strength to society, who recognizes quality and 
pertinent education as the vehicle without which peace and individual 
and collective freedom will not be achieved, and who has oriented the 
actions of his life within the principles of ethics, discipline, responsibili-
ty and passion for a job well done, intelligent and productive.

I come from that Colombia in need of opportunities
I was born into a large family, in a middle-class home in Bogota, in the 
Colombia that, like the black and white television of the time, para-
digmatically and erroneously considered that it was only viable to live 
in a scenario of historical antagonisms over problems and interests 
that not even the majority of its citizens understood, but that got 
themselves killed for them: Either black or white, liberal or conser-
vative, capitalist or communist, urban or rural, rich or poor... In the 
Colombia of guerrilla, paramilitary, criminal violence or that of the 
dark State; of minimal educational coverage and almost no university 
opportunities, of subsistence only through physical labor and poorly 
paid subordinate labor. It was a country that did not manage (and still 
does not manage, since it maintains many bad legacies) to get out of 
the formerly called “silly homeland”, in which the State has not been 
present, that recirculates the problems and instead of solving them, 
makes them more complex; that believes in the short-term solution 
of the “these” and the “those”,  and, therefore, generationally fosters 
despair, indiscipline and social hopelessness.
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It was in that national environment, violent, classist, sexist and preju-
diced, and with great limitations and restrictions, that of the great ma-
jority of Colombians, in which I grew up. I was fortunate to have seven 
siblings. With them we did not have a material heritage, since we grew 
up in the midst of a lack of physical resources, but we did have a rich 
heritage of moral values, learned, starting with my great-grandparents, 
through the enormous value of education as an opportunity, almost 
unique, to surpass ourselves in our material and economic limitations 
derived from the cradle.

Today I thank God for what this environment of difficulties and short-
ages has meant, which over the years I have seen replicated in thousands 
of families in hundreds of municipalities. This has allowed me, today, to 
be able to joyfully demonstrate how education empowers thousands of 
students, teachers and UNAD graduates. I know of their efforts and re-
strictions to be formed in our institution, and therefore my commitment 
to the UNAD as an educational social cause, because this institution has 
been, for the vast majority of them, the only opportunity to get out 
of poverty not only materially but especially of the values that dignify 
their being. Education has become the means to overcome exclusion, 
despite the distance, costs or prejudices that defame its vital impact. 
The lessons of life teach us, paradoxically, that sometimes it is better 
to grow up sleeping without much clothing, having had to reduce the 
daily food for a troop of children and adolescents, because it is generally 
in the lack when any opportunity is better valued and its importance 
is understood to transit and transform life with dignity. This does not 
mean that a rich person, materially speaking, does not also achieve his 
or her integral formation, because, in fact, this is the case and there are 
several men and women who, born in a good cradle, have cultivated 
themselves as valuable persons and social examples.

Acknowledgment and eternal gratitude
At the beginning of this book, I made a special dedication to those who 
strengthened and still strengthen my spirit daily, especially my wife 
Doris and my daughters María Paula and Estefanía.

Now, I reflect on what the human spirit has in store for it, surprises that 
one’s own conscience does not always identify. A single dream, an illu-
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sion, a clearly defined north can be enough to move the will to unimag-
inable dimensions. And I say this, because surely in my childhood, and 
in the context in which I was formed, I could hardly project the destiny 
and the enormous responsibility that means to answer today for the 
future of UNAD, but Providence would allow me to find three valuable 
beacons of life, and examples of morality, passion, commitment to a 
cause and honesty in every step of their way until their death.

I am referring to two wonderful women and a unique man. They are 
my grandmother, Eva Carranza, and my mother, Inés Afanador de Leal. 
From these two remarkable women I learned the humbleness, simplic-
ity and the value of true love. Both were teachers, and in the midst of 
the shortages and their enormous challenges, they showed me that 
more than having, what is important is being; that it is useless to talk 
and promise, if words are not accompanied by coherent actions; and 
that no matter how big or small a dream may be, it is always a bet on 
life that is worth making a reality, if it contributes to personal improve-
ment and to that of those who, hopefully many, surround us every day.

After having been formed with unforgettable teachers, moments and 
learning in the cloister of the Colegio Mayor del Rosario, and recently 
graduated as a Food Engineer, I was fortunate to join the UNAD project 
where I had the invaluable opportunity to meet, work alongside, learn 
and become involved in the excitement and commitment to community 
education that Miguel Antonio Ramón Martínez inspired in the original 
distance university, whom I have recognized in this book for his charis-
ma and vital ideological contribution to the UNAD pedagogical project. I 
met him in 1983, and from him I learned, when he was my advisor, that 
education is synonymous with hope and freedom, that the main charac-
teristic of an educator is to serve others and to be supportive, and that 
the UNAD was called to be a space of intellectual welcome, of pragmatic 
knowledge for all those who accepted the challenge of self-education, 
and for the most unprotected people of this country.

The road to the Office of the University President
 I am not one of those who can be called “political animals”, nor am I 
one of those who pretend to be one in an opportunistic manner. I re-
spect and admire the integral, ethical, sincere, truthful and transparent 
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politician. And although UNISUR, and later UNAD, had in some of its 
times certain shades of politicking, because it was very tempting to 
attach a public higher education institution to a political movement, 
due to the budgetary resources (limited, but resources after all), the 
growing number of professors and administrative staff and its national 
impact, I never joined any party or clientelist movement to try to as-
cend or gain power within the University. I must say, however, that I 
was not lacking in offers.

My political party, if it can be called that way, is the “polytechnic”; that 
is, the bet for technical leadership, for education as a political project, 
with social sense and achievement indicators, and without clientelist 
and bureaucratic groups or movements. I have always considered irre-
sponsible the university director who seeks to align education to a light 
policy without aspirations of collective transformation, of retrograde 
and orthodox actions to defend sectarian and petty interests disguised 
as a cause. This should not even be thought of in a university that rec-
ognizes itself as such, because this, by essence, is and must always be 
an institution defined to be the critical conscience of a society, and 
for this it must guarantee the academic, scientific, plural, rigorous and 
serious tone of argumentation, which allows it to evolve and grow in a 
planned and prospective manner.

My arrival at the university’s presidency was not by chance. When I 
arrived there, in 2004, I had already lost an election for that position. 
As has always happened, trying to innovate and break paradigms is not 
easy. Compared to today’s UNAD and its results, the management par-
adigm and educational model of the 2003 Institution would not have 
achieved this great transformation. My first major decision, as Universi-
ty President, was to route the Institution towards its own nature (open 
and at a distance and committed to the development of the regions), 
which meant openly confronting practices of poor academic quality 
and voracious clientelist and bureaucratic appetites.

The second major decision was to prepare the educational community 
to understand the meaning of moving from being an institution to a 
University, with full autonomy and all that this entails in terms of devel-
oping processes of self-determination, responsibility and personal and 
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institutional projection, with its own convictions and not copying the 
usual educational models, inappropriate -in my opinion- for a university 
that was born to be a pioneer, but that had been recast in the course 
of time, leaving aside the traceability that President Belisario Betancur 
always dreamed of for his Distance University program.

Today UNAD is a leader because it has dared to innovate with convic-
tion and self-responsibility, even if this has meant - at times - fighting 
windmills, like Don Quixote, in order to inspire, convince and engage a 
community around a cause.

Although promises of positions and political announcements could be 
more striking or apparently quicker to reach a position, that has never 
been part of my life project and, I believe that the UNAD community has 
so recognized, at least in my case. In the 17 years of my administration 
and nearly 200 thousand people who have benefited from the UNAD 
project, no one will be able to link Jaime Leal with political practices.

The study, the preparation, the deep knowledge of the principles that 
guide the organization and the educational needs of the country con-
stituted, on the other hand, the path adopted by the writer of these 
lines not only for himself, but especially for the leaders who have sup-
ported the construction of UNAD always in search of the best strate-
gies that would strengthen a qualified educational service for more and 
more people.

Each of the very diverse areas and fields of knowledge and of univer-
sity administration itself demand a very specific and deep knowledge. 
I am not an expert in many of them, but my time in various academic, 
administrative, logistical, budgeting and technology areas, among oth-
ers, gave me the possibility of having a broad vision of university life 
and management. I arrived at UNAD with my undergraduate degree in 
food engineering – from INCCA University in Bogotá.

I was 24 years old, and at that time I had a seven-hour-a-week contract, 
which I was even told I could not be paid very soon, due to the deficit 
budget situation that accompanied the genesis of this University. That, 
instead of being a demotivation, became a challenge for me and was 
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the beginning of a career that led me to become the president of the 
university when I was 45 years old.

Parallel to my very diverse jobs in educational organizations, from be-
ing a monitor and teacher to being Vice President and Dean of Engi-
neering Faculties, I had the opportunity to pursue my postgraduate 
studies oriented to academia and university management: Graduate 
Specialization Degree in Educational Planning -from Rennes, France-, a 
master’s degree in University Teaching -from La Salle University-, and 
a PhD in Distance Instructional Technology - from Nova Southeast-
ern University in the United States, and several honorary doctorates 
awarded to me by prestigious universities and academies of invaluable 
contribution. 

I now mention the valuable opportunity I had to work in other institu-
tions. This allowed me to have a benchmarking of the sector, very rel-
evant to the realities of the educational market, and helped me see the 
enormous development possibilities of UNAD. I was a professor, for many 
years, of the Masters in Educational Administration and Supervision at 
the Universidad Externado de Colombia University, academic advisor at 
the Colombian Association of Engineering Faculties -ACOFI-, academic 
peer of the ICFES (then responsible for higher education) and the Na-
tional Accreditation Council (CNA), Dean of Engineering at Universidad 
San Buenaventura University, director of Educational Corporation for 
Research, Training and Regional Development -CIDEP, and university 
president of the University Corporation for Science and Development 
UNICIENCIA, on behalf of the ICFES, among many other responsibilities.

In addition to these experiences and the studies carried out, I have 
been able to implement strategies in response to structural and cir-
cumstantial shortcomings, always with the contribution of excellent 
management teams that I have been able to integrate with invaluable 
leaders who are always more knowledgeable than I am in each area,  
and that in the midst of budgetary limitations and motivational chal-
lenges, they have shared the interest in providing a better education 
to more Colombians. Today, we have managed to enhance their inter-
action through teamwork and 24-7 commitment, regardless of their 
modest salary and work incentives. Because the leaders of the UNAD 
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Community do not work only for their salary, but for their convictions, 
for a country project, and for giving a hand to thousands of Colom-
bians who, like many of them, have found in UNAD the only quality 
training solution to their expectations and needs.

In my role as President, I have always tried to ensure that the goals 
are collectively inspired both among the members of my direct work 
teams and among their work teams. Because in UNAD the myth of 
hierarchy is not valid. It is the passion for improvement that produces 
effective results, and the best friend is the one who delivers the best 
results, as opposed to erroneous cronyism, which only appears to form 
groups without foundation. In the organization we have bet that the 
conviction for the cause and for the human, above the position, is what 
overcomes the differences and strengthens the commitment, I believe 
that this has been understood by all to whom, once again, I thank, as 
university president, as a Colombian and as a father of a family, for all 
your dedication.

Leading implies making decisions, sometimes uncomfortable but nec-
essary, but I have never intended to harm anyone, and if something 
similar has happened, it has been to defend, above all, UNAD and its 
viability. Every decision in which personal interests are involved chal-
lenges me to understand what is above what, to know how to correct, 
to give opportunities for growth and to understand that results do not 
come overnight, and that they only come when effort is made.

I have suffered with some decisions, especially when it has been nec-
essary to remove good people from certain positions and functions, 
but with poor results in favor of the University. The challenge will be 
to have good people who are also good workers, with excellent results, 
the outcome of their intelligent and productive work.

Overcoming disappointments
I am very proud, as I know the team of leaders, teachers, alumni and 
students of UNAD are equally proud of the figures and the current po-
sitioning of the University: The Colombian mega-university (with the 
highest enrollment figures among public and private universities); with 
high quality accredited programs; that really advances in its institutional 
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accreditation process; pioneer in the development of virtual programs 
that for the orthodox sector seem impossible to develop (such as 
music, engineering and sports, among others); the first option chosen 
by the majority of good high school graduates in the country, among all 
public HEIs, to study in the development of the government program 
Generation E; with a unique and original model of global metasystemic 
staff and new organizational units and programs presented here; con-
solidated in structures of intelligent and productive work - long before 
the pandemic -; a leader in the distance and virtual education sector 
by being repeatedly elected to the presidency of ACESAD and AIESAD; 
and recognized -for two consecutive years now- as a wonderful place to 
work, certified by Great Place to Work; and other important academic 
and organizational developments that have been made and many 
others that are on the way. 

I am pleased to list all these achievements, especially considering that 
our institutional history barely reaches four decades, when in the Co-
lombian higher education sector, the main public universities are many 
years ahead of us, and in some cases have been created more than a 
century ago, in addition to an enviable budget and more support from 
the executive and legislative “establishment”. In addition, with the side-
long glance of the “great traditional system”, which resents the qualified 
growth and the highly rigorous virtuality that UNAD develops.

As UNAD is an educational social cause, the restrictions that some try to 
put on the institution lead to many frustrations. The lack of understanding 
on the part of some of those in power about the value of this tool to better 
manage public education, the fact that it receives the lowest income per 
capita compared to the conglomerate of public universities (despite 
being the one that reaches more students and regions), and to see that 
the norms created to promote education, instead of encouraging it, add 
to exclusion and low educational quality, because they do not adequately 
respond to the distance and virtual characteristics.

The achievements challenge us, and to a high degree, not to lower 
our guard; to maintain this permanent proposal of self-education and 
training, of analysis of the sector, of dialogue with the student body, of 
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study on the socioeconomic context, of permanent updating in medi-
ations and of developments that enhance, even more, virtuality and, 
above all, to sustain social trust and regional integration with all our 
team of leaders and collaborators.

I personally hope that, in the short term, we will have hundreds of fellow 
Colombians completing their entire educational cycle, from elementary 
school to a doctoral program at UNAD. we are dreaming about it; we 
are building it and we will make it possible.

Getting to the current stage has not been easy and, on the contrary, has 
taken more time and effort than we initially intended. I must recognize 
that we have also made mistakes, fortunately all of which can be cor-
rected and taken advantage of as opportunities for improvement, but 
above all, and sadly, we have been disappointed by the behavior of some 
people in the organization who, in the face of differences, have resorted 
to lies, discredit, slander, defamation in social networks and the concert 
to discredit both the present and historical image of UNAD, and me as 
a university president.

From the beginning, attempts were made to politicize UNAD. It was 
threatened by politics. The first threat I received was only eight days 
after taking office for my first administration period, when I was sum-
moned to a debate in the Senate of the Republic. There I told the con-
gressmen that I loved - and still love - academic debates, and that this 
was my scenario for interaction. This created a condition of respect for 
the new UNAD, and since then it became a matter of course that there 
would be no room for clientelism and politicking in the University.

I try to interpret many of these non-academic behaviors as a product of 
the initial incomprehension of our proposal of pedagogical and  orga-
nizational innovation, due to the conceptual, labor and even affective 
closeness of some of these members of the UNAD Community with 
what I have identified here as the Orthodoxy, by the interest of others in 
reaching the university president’s office and holding a power not seen 
as service and sacrifice but as an opportunity to organize expenses and 
appoint personnel, and as the intention of directing the organization 
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with the force of politicking, patronage, lobbying and cronyism, and not 
with the rigor of arguments, indicators, academic debate and support 
for an academic cause and social service, as is the current UNAD.

I must recognize that these situations, which are not worth detailing 
here, but which for several years, especially at the time of the election 
of the university president, have appeared in various media and social 
networks, and which have worn down our justice system, due to the 
investigative and jurisprudential actions of entities such as the Attorney 
General’s Office, the Comptroller, the Prosecutor’s Office, the Council 
of State, the Supreme Court of Justice, the Ministry of National Edu-
cation, among others, did not stop the dynamics of the UNAD and its 
current president. On the contrary, each one of the accusations and 
interests to discredit us became our own and institutional motivation 
to examine each one of our conducts, to ensure that all our actions are 
impeccable and to qualify our processes.

These shameful actions, the history of UNAD will show, never prospered, 
because all public entities, investigations and authorities have always ab-
solved Jaime Alberto Leal Afanador and the University. Paradoxically, his-
tory will also show that many of those who were behind these infamous 
accusations were the same ones who, in the past, claimed to defend the 
UNAD project and even the dignity and performance of its president.

Many of these persons (of whom I do not hold grudges, because, un-
wittingly, they taught me to respect and value difference and to under-
stand how the lack of argument can make the academy a shambles) 
have an enveloping rhetoric, but without foundation. They affirm many 
things, but when it comes to concretizing ideas, developing arguments, 
setting indicators or committing themselves, their results are none. 

UNAD is an excellent scenario to grow, but based on work, commit-
ment, study and projects. Everything else has no place. With none of 
these people did I come out in conflict, at least not on my part.

The power to lead... to serve
Even though the experience of UNAD today presents us with greater 
advances and challenges than frustrations and losses, in the case of the 
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presidency office of the university, the concerns, tasks and challenges 
are more important than the vain pride derived from the position.

Contrary to what many people think, holding the office of the universi-
ty president is not a demonstration of power, comfort, freedom, travel 
or high-level contacts. A public responsibility of this magnitude is not 
only to have a position and a salary, but to provide a service. When 
the objective is to grow, serve, improve and build a country, these are 
simply means that try or help to lighten the burdens. Managing the 
president’s office of a university demands attention to multiple details, 
listening a lot, reading hundreds of documents, understanding the dif-
ficulties of the teams, leading dozens of meetings, reviewing projec-
tions, having a full agenda seven days a week, identifying the best de-
velopment scenarios for each of the leaders of the organization, facing 
all external entities and, above all, or better yet, the most important 
thing, interacting with the team, trusting and communicating with 
leaders and bodies at all times.

This management team with whom I share challenges is, if you will allow 
me the inappropriate comparison, like the set of fingers on my hands. I 
can think and want something with my head and heart, but that is not 
enough if I cannot move my hands to reach for it and, like a goldsmith, 
I must articulate my idea to delicately build, with my hands, each de-
sired project. Hence my permanent obsession to ensure that we speak 
the same language and understand the same purposes with each of the 
organization’s directors, that they are in the right place for the perfor-
mance of their personal and professional mission, that they have the 
proper training and that they understand their individual and collective 
role in the University. When that happens, power disappears, because it 
gives way to respectful collegiality, peer-to-peer dialogue and communi-
ty understanding of what UNAD is and where it is headed.

The magnitude of the responsibilities, the educational impact achieved, 
the volume of leaders trained by and to enhance the mission statement 
of the University should, day by day, create countless possibilities to 
be better and better as an educational cause. Experience has shown 
that the sum of so many talents and intelligences constitute a scenario 
that goes beyond obtaining personal benefits, because its mission is to 
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serve more and more people, as summarized in the UNAD Solidarity 
Pedagogical Project.

Looking back and seeing what has been built
 Forty years is very little in the institutional life of a University. With mod-
esty, but also with pride, I can point out that the conviction in an educa-
tional project, supported by thousands of Colombians who backed this 
initiative, has brought UNAD to the place of privilege and recognition in 
which it finds itself today. Although this is only one of the first steps of a 
very long ascent that, I hope, will continue to take place with all respon-
sibility in the time to come.

Jaime Alberto Leal Afanador is a historical casualty at UNAD. One more 
public servant, who has tried to read carefully and, as far as possible, 
objectively and properly the letters of a Nation that has been crying 
out for decades for a pertinent and quality education, and who, with 
the help of thousands of fellow Colombians, has understood that vir-
tuality is a good tool to interpret the pedagogy that, like music, serves 
to sing a hopeful melody for the personal and educational growth of 
Colombians and of the country, from its various regions. The greatest 
interest is that, even with better chords, those who are meritoriously 
responsible for its conduction, continue to sing with vibrant rhythm the 
chords of inclusion, social sensitivity, commitment to the homeland and 
to contribute to a dignified life for thousands of students, thanks to the 
effectiveness of their hard and planned work.

The UNAD of today, and that of tomorrow, already has officialized insti-
tutional policies, not governing ones. My final action is aimed at ensur-
ing that this already defined melody, which must be perfected day by 
day, is never lost.

I am grateful for my existence, of which I would not change anything. 
I am clear about the concept of finiteness in life, and I am aware that 
everything has its limits.

I am grateful for my existence, of which I would not change anything. I 
am clear about the concept of finiteness in life, and I am aware that ev-
erything has its limits. I like people to always study, to believe in them-
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selves and to motivate themselves to encourage others to be better, to 
take on challenges and innovative projects that allow them self-growth 
and good ambition to take on new responsibilities. All this is not for free 
and has a key requirement: to be fully aware of the meaning and signifi-
cance of the organization; and this is something that cannot be avoided 
by those who assume the duty of leading on the social and educational 
course set. I only hope, and pray to God, that the level of institutional 
maturity, the solidity of the Organization in all aspects and the commit-
ment of the UNAD community with the forgotten Colombia, will always 
empower this metasystemic Institution as one of the best in Colombia 
and, why not, in Latin America and the world.  

Infinite thanks!
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Afterword

I met the President of the National Open and Distance University of 
Colombia (UNAD), Jaime Alberto Leal Afanador, at a meeting orga-
nized by the Organization of Ibero-American States (OEI) to discuss 
distance and online teaching in Ibero-America. We complete the list of 
speakers with the President of the National University of Distance Ed-
ucation UNED, Ricardo Mairal Usón, and the present writer. Under the 
extraordinary leadership of the Secretary General of the OEI, Mariano 
Jabonero Blanco, we had the opportunity to contrast and discuss expe-
riences and draw a future for this important teaching modality in our 
countries. The meeting was held virtually in the midst of confinement 
as a result of measures taken to curb the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 
coronavirus. A few months later, Mr. Leal contacted me to present his 
book “Education, virtuality and innovation” and invited me to write 
this epilogue. I gratefully accepted this offer, in the conviction that this 
work summarizes the many accomplishments achieved by UNAD in its 
forty years of existence.

I remember the first time I crossed the Atlantic, back in 1996, to give 
lectures on anaerobic bacteria at the Universidad Autónoma Gabriel 
René Moreno University, based in Santa Cruz de la Sierra, Bolivia. Since 
then, I have traveled to Latin America on many occasions, almost al-
ways for university purposes. During the fifteen years that I held po-
sitions in the government of the University of Extremadura, first as 
vice-president of Coordination and Institutional Relations, and later as 
university president, I tried to strengthen ties with universities in dif-
ferent countries of America. An exciting experience that resulted in a 
greater internationalization of my university. It is comforting to recall 
many of the achievements in regards of student and faculty mobility, 
agreements for joint degrees and increased contacts at the research 
level, among many other actions. 
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Throughout the two years that I held the presidency of CRUE Spanish 
Universities, I worked to improve relations and increase collaboration 
with similar institutions in different countries, among them the Colom-
bian Association of Universities (ASCUN). Without a doubt, our univer-
sities and business schools are weaving an Ibero-American citizenship 
based on knowledge, study and research that will result in important 
social and personal benefits. Never in history has this possibility been 
extended to such a large number of students. This is an achievement 
that we must maintain and nurture if we want to help our countries 
progress and improve the welfare of their citizens.

In this context, the work written by Mr. Leal reminds us of the import-
ant role played by UNAD in the process of academic training, research 
and its social projection in Colombia, and in most of the rest of Latin 
America and the Caribbean. From its beginnings in the early 1980s 
until today, UNAD has gone through different stages and challenges. 
The arrival of Jaime Leal as president in 2004 marked an important 
turning point. These were sensitive times for this university, which 
was at risk of disappearing or being attached to another Colombian 
public university. The road covered from that date to the present is an 
example of institutional coherence. It is important to highlight that 
UNAD currently has more than 165,000 students belonging to 1,116 
of the country’s 1,204 municipalities.

UNAD’s thinking is based on the commitment to knowledge manage-
ment; to the radical change of the vertical, authoritarian and imposing 
pedagogical discourse; to the development of autonomous, meaning-
ful and collaborative learning; with the qualitative transformation of 
the interaction between the university and the local community; with 
pedagogical and social innovations; with respect for the sustainability 
of the systems and with the change in the paradigm of university re-
search. As Mr. Leal rightly points out, if UNAD manages to maintain a 
stable leadership in educational innovation while keeping costs below 
those of the Colombian public university sector, it will be able to trans-
late such performance into greater coverage of populations excluded 
from high quality educational opportunities and, additionally, sustain 
continuous improvement of its educational services.
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Being convinced that higher education is the main agent of social mo-
bility, the greatest element of social justice and the best way to achieve 
the progress of peoples and to democratize and make their govern-
ments more transparent and fairer, I would like to emphasize the fun-
damental role of UNAD in this priority and strategic task. This book 
gathers its history, its problems and its many successful achievements. 
There is no more gratifying task than to promote the development of 
people on the basis of knowledge. To form educated, free and caring 
citizens is perhaps the most noble mission of the university. My warm-
est congratulations to the work done by UNAD and to Mr. Leal for col-
lecting it in this book and for reflecting on the past, present and future 
of higher education in Latin America.

Segundo Píriz Durán  
General Academic Director of Planeta Formación y Universidades





239

Education, virtuality and innovation 
Jaime Alberto Leal Afanador

Bibliography

•	 ACEMOGLU Daron y ROBINSON James. POR QUÉ FRACASAN LOS 
PAÍSES. Ediciones DEUSTO. 2014.

•	 Asociación Colombiana de Universidades ASCUN. COMPORTAMIEN-
TO DE LA MATRÍCULA DE 2020 EN IES DE ASCUN. Bogotá.

•	 CASE Steve. LA TERCERA OLA: EL FUTURO DE INTERNET SEGÚN 
UNO DE SUS MÁXIMOS IMPULSORES. Urano Pub Incorporated. 2017.

•	 CASTELLS, MANUEL. La era de la información. Economía, Sociedad y 
Cultura. Vol.2 El poder de la identidad. Madrid, Alianza Editorial. 1998

•	 CLARK Richard. LEARNING FROM MEDIA. IAP Publishing. 2008.
•	 DRISCOLL Marcy. PSYCHOLOGY LEARNING FOR INSTRUCTION. 

Pearson. 2010.
•	 DRUCKER, PETER F., The Age of Social Transformation. en The Atlan-

tic Monthly, Volume 273, Number 11, Boston, 1994.
•	 ESTATUTO GENERAL UNAD. Sello Editorial UNAD. 2018.
•	 ESTATUTO ORGANIZACIONAL UNAD. Sello Editorial UNAD. 2019.
•	 FERREIRO Ramón. LA CREATIVIDAD UN BIEN CULTURAL DE LA HU-

MANIDAD. Trillas Editores. 2014.
•	 GALL Borg. EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH. Pearson. 2010.
•	 GARCÍA Lorenzo. EDUCACIÓN A DISTANCIA Y TECNOLOGÍAS. Edito-

rial PAD. 2012.
•	 GARCÍA Lorenzo y otros. EDUCACIÓN A DISTANCIA Y TECNOLOGÍAS. 

Revista Iberoamericana de Educación a Distancia RIED. Volúmenes 16 
a 25. 2019.

•	 GARCÍA Sandra; RODRÍGUEZ Catherine; SÁNCHEZ, Fabio y BEDOYA, 
Juan Guillermo. LA LOTERÍA DE LA CUNA. LA MOVILIDAD SOCIAL A 
TRAVÉS DE LA EDUCACIÓN EN LOS MUNICIPIOS DE COLOMBIA. Uni-
andes. Bogotá. 2015.

•	 GOLDSTEIN Jefrey y otros. COMPLEXITY SCIENCE AND SOCIAL EN-
TREPRENEURSHIP. Isce Publishing. 2015.



240

Education, virtuality and innovation
Jaime Alberto Leal Afanador

•	 HAMEL, Gary y VÁLIKANGAS, Liisa. “The Quest for Resilience”. Har-
vard Business Reviews. Sept. 2003

•	 JONASSEN David. TASK ANALYSIS FOR INSTRUCCIONAL DESIGN. 
LEA Publishers. 2015.

•	 LEAL Jaime. SUEÑOS Y RESISTENCIAS EN LA CONSOLIDACIÓN DE UNA 
ORGANIZACIÓN INTELIGENTE. Ediciones Hispanoamericanas. 2011.

•	 LEAL AFANADOR Jaime Alberto. Propuestas rectorales.
•	 LEAL AFANADOR Jaime Alberto. ABADÍA Constanza y otros. PROYEC-

TO ACADÉMICO PEDAGÓGICO UNADISTA: Versión 4.0 . Sello Edito-
rial UNAD. 2018.

•	 MARÍN Verónica y otros. LAS TIC Y EL DESARROLLO DE LAS COMPE-
TENCIAS BÁSICAS. Ediciones de la U. 2017.

•	 MATUS ROMO Carlos. ADIÓS SEÑOR PRESIDENTE. Fondo Editorial 
ALTADIR. 1994.

•	 MEMORIAS ENCUENTROS DE PLANIFICACIÓN SITUACIONAL PAR-
TICIPATIVA. RECTORÍA UNAD. 2004-2020.

•	 MEREDITH Gall y otros. EDUCATION RESEARCH. Ediciones Pearson. 
2015.

•	 MERZENICH Michael. SOFT-WIRED: HOW THE NEW SCIENCE OF 
BRAIN PLASTICIY CAN CHANGE YOUR LIFE. 2013. Parnassus Editores.

•	 MORIN Edgar. Los siete saberes necesarios para la educación del futuro. 
Unesco, Santillana. 1999.

•	 OPPENHEIMER Andrés, ¡SALVESE QUIÉN PUEDA!. Editorial Debate. 
2019.

•	 PLANTA GLOBAL METASISTÉMICA. Documento de trabajo UNAD. 
2020.

•	 PORTER Michael. VENTAJA COMPETITIVA. Editorial Patria. 2017.
•	 PORTER Michael. ESTRATEGIA COMPETITIVA. Editorial Patria. 2017.
•	 RAMA Claudio. LA PROBLEMÁTICA DEL FINANCIAMIENTO DE LA 

EDUCACIÓN SUPERIOR EN LA CRISIS ECONÓMICA DE AMÉRICA 
LATINA. Cuadernos de Universidades. UDUAL. 2017.

•	 RAMA Claudio. EL ASEGURAMIENTO DE LA CALIDAD DE LA EDU-
CACIÓN VIRTUAL. Observatorio de la Educación Virtual. 2011.

•	 RAMÓN Miguel. PROYECTO ACADÉMICO PEDAGÓGICO SOLIDARIO. 
Versión 1.0 UNAD. 2006.

•	 RAMÓN Miguel. UNIDAD UNIVERSITARIA DEL SUR DE BOGOTÁ. UNI-
SUR. 1983.



241

Education, virtuality and innovation 
Jaime Alberto Leal Afanador

•	 REAL ACADEMIA ESPAÑOLA: Diccionario de la lengua española, 23.ª 
ed., [versión 23.4 en línea]. <https://dle.rae.es> [marzo 25 de 2021].

•	 REPÚBLICA DE COLOMBIA. Constitución Política. 
•	 REPÚBLICA DE COLOMBIA. Decreto extraordinario 80 de 1980. 
•	 REPÚBLICA DE COLOMBIA. Decreto 217 de 2004. 
•	 REPÚBLICA DE COLOMBIA. Decreto 2770 de 2006. 
•	 REPÚBLICA DE COLOMBIA. Ministerio de Educación. Resolución 6215 

de 2005. 
•	 REPÚBLICA DE COLOMBIA. Ley 52 de 1981. 
•	 REPÚBLICA DE COLOMBIA. Ley 30 de 1992. 
•	 REPÚBLICA DE COLOMBIA. Ley 396 de 1997. 
•	 SAETTONE Jackeline. EL GRAN SALTO HACIA LA INNOVACIÓN. 

Gestión Editores. 2018.
•	 SAETTLER Paul. THE EVOLUTION OF AMERICAN EDUCATIONAL 

TECHNOLOGY. Information Age Publishing. 2015.
•	 SENA. Servicio Nacional de Aprendizaje. Observatorio Laboral y Ocu-

pacional Colombiano. 
•	 SMALDINO Sharon y otros. INSTRUCTIONAL TECHNOLOGY AND 

MEDIA FOR LEARNING. Ediciones Pearson. 2010.
•	 ASHAKKORI Abbas. MIXED METHODOLOGY. SAGE Publications. 

2008.
•	 TOFFLER Alvin. LA TERCERA OLA. Ediciones Nacionales, Círculo de 

Lectores, Edinal. 1981.
•	 UNAD. Estatuto general. 
•	 UNAD. Modelo Pedagógico Unadista. 
•	 UNAD. Plan de Desarrollo 2019-2023 (Más UNAD, más País)
•	 UNAD. Política de retención y permanencia.
•	 UNAD. Proyecto Académico Pedagógico Solidario.
•	 UNAD. Proyecto Educativo Institucional. 
•	 UNISUR y la Educación Superior Abierta y a Distancia. 1982 
•	 VILLARROEL Armando. EDUCACIÓN A DISTANCIA: ACTORES Y EX-

PERIENCIAS. Ediciones CREAD. 2015.





243

Education, virtuality and innovation 
Jaime Alberto Leal Afanador

He is recognized as one 
of the most import-
ant scholars in Latin 
America and one of the 
world’s leading manag-
ers of distance and vir-
tual education.

With more than three decades of experience in the education sector, 
he has made important contributions to Colombian Higher Education 
as a consultant, advisor and strategist in the areas of Business and 
Technological Development, Industrial Operations, Educational Plan-
ning, Prospective, Quality, Organizational Development, Accredita-
tion, Self-Assessment, Curricular Redirection and Design of Self-Learn-
ing Materials, for several institutions and associations of which he has 
been a member and others that he has led.

Since March 2004, Dr. Jaime Alberto Leal assumed, as President of 
the UNAD, the challenge of transforming the Colombian Distance 
University into a mega-university for all, with a broad social sense 
and with a clear development and appropriation of information and 
communication technologies, an essential project that has endorsed 
him as President of the University until the year 2023, when his third 
term of office ends.

Jaime Alberto Leal Afanador
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As a result, the National Open and Distance University has been recog-
nized for the quality of its educational offerings, the relevance of its ac-
ademic and pedagogical model, and its important social and communi-
ty role in the construction of education for all. As University President, 
he has been recognized as one of the leaders who has contributed the 
most to open, distance and virtual education at national and interna-
tional level, currently being a member and co-founder of important 
associations of Open and Distance Education in Colombia and Latin 
America such as the Network of Distance Education Universities of 
Latin America -RECLEAD, the Inter-American Consortium of Distance 
Education CREAD, and the Ibero-American Educational Television As-
sociation ATEI, besides being president of the Colombian Association 
of Higher Education Institutions -ACESAD and the Ibero-American As-
sociation of Higher Distance Education -AIESAD.


