Venezuelans Still Enthusiastic about Pacific

by Gene E. Bigler

When the University of the Pacific decided recently to revive a program oriented toward Latin America, the first effort to reach out to the region was focused on Venezuela at least in part because of the belief that the many alumni from Venezuela might help provide fertile ground for cooperation despite anti-American attitudes often voiced by its President, Hugo Chavez.  Accordingly, when Provost Phil Gilbertson led a delegation from the University back to the northern most country of South America from January 28-February 6, 2010, no one should have been surprised by a good reception, yet nearly everyone was.  The greeting was simply much warmer than they could imagine.  In a variety of visits to high schools and universities and other important institutions in four major regions of the country, Venezuelans reacted enthusiastically to the visit and warmly embraced the prospects of going to Pacific to study, welcoming U.S. students to programs there and generally working cooperatively with Pacific to rebuild its program of inter-American educational cooperation.

Out of the more than 300 alumni from Venezuela, probably more than from any other foreign country, a group of about ten, led by prominent businessman Alberto Yanez, were delighted to organize an ambitious program for Provost Gilbertson, his wife Carole, Dean Giulio Ongaro of the Conservatory of Music, Dean Margee Ensign of the School of International Studies, and professor Gene Bigler.  During the nine-day journey which was also guided personally each step of the way by Yanez, the team from Pacific visited six prominent high schools, two universities, the world famous National System of Youth and Children’s Orchestras of Venezuela (abbreviated FESNOJIV for the name in Spanish), and three other prominent institutions in the capital city of Caracas, the industrial center of western Venezuela, Valencia, the prominent eastern twin cities Barcelona/Puerto La Cruz, and the two great cities of the State of Bolivar in the southeast, the modern and planned Ciudad Guayana and the historic Ciudad Bolivar which was originally called Angostura.
During the visits to the outstanding private high schools (two in Caracas, three in Ciudad Guayana and one in Valencia), the Pacific team met with school officials and large groups of mainly junior and senior students to describe Pacific’s new Inter-American Program and other opportunities that students from Venezuela might have to study at one of Pacific’s campuses in Stockton, Sacramento and San Francisco.  Of course, most of these young students expressed interest in the undergraduate programs at the main campus in Stockton.  Besides the degree programs, students focused their attention on the University’s unique combination of relatively small size with the great educational diversity of nine different schools and colleges which offer more than 80 degree programs. Students were also attracted to the small classes at Pacific, close student-faculty relations and residential living and learning opportunities including the Spanish-speaking residence at Casa Covell, and what is called the 24-hour-a-day educational experience, on the Stockton campus.
After listening attentively to the presentations made at each school, students rushed up and eagerly engaged Pacific officials with questions about life as an international student at Pacific, academic, sports, music and other types of scholarship opportunities, how to handle difficulties in getting a  visa to study in the U.S. and many other concerns.  Yet the one idea that seemed to hold special attraction as a reason for taking the long trip to California was the way Pacific brings the three great cultures of the Pacific Basin together on its campus.  Alert to the global challenges facing their country, many young Venezuelans recognized the advantage of becoming part of the convergence of Asian, Latin American and North American peoples that is expected to make the 21st century into the Pacific Century and is such an integral part of the Pacific experience.

The Gran Mariscal de Ayacucho University (UGMA) headquartered in Barcelona/Puerto La Cruz but spread across southeastern Venezuela, and the Technical University of the Center (UNITEC) located in Valencia (in the centerwestern state of Carabobo) welcomed the delegation just as enthusiastically to their campuses.  As the only university providing dental education in eastern Venezuela, UGMA was especially eager to work with Pacific because of its top-rated clinical training programs, but the meetings also included the Deans of the Faculties of Law, Business, Engineering and Graduate Studies who expressed interest on behalf of the more than 17,000 students on several campuses. UNITEC, on the other hand, which is closer to the size of Pacific, recognized strongly shared interests with Pacific in experiential education and innovative programs in engineering and business education that would seem to be highly attractive to Pacific students for exchange programs.  Indeed, UNITEC agreed to work with Pacific in supporting internship opportunities for Pacific students at EXTRUDAL, S.A., an aluminum products manufacturer in Valencia, whose Vice President and General Manager and Pacific alumnus, Beverly Giusti de Yanez, invited the delegation for a visit and then agreed to start providing internships for Pacific students in these fields next year.  To further support the specific institutional arrangements with these universities and to develop scholarship support, logistical cooperation, joint research and other programs, the Caroni Educational Foundation, represented by entrepreneur, banker and business leader, Aristides Maza Tirado, and its affiliate in Miami, Florida, Millennia Atlantic University, also reached separate cooperation agreements with Pacific.  
Back in Caracas, one of Venezuela’s most respected international education programs, the Aristides Calvani Center for International Training – IFEDEC, organized a forum on educational cooperation.  With coverage by Venezuela’s leading TV station and other journalists, the audience of educators, political and community leaders listened to Dean Ensign, former Venezuelan presidential candidate and worldwide leader of the Christian Democratic movement (IDC - Internacional Demócrata de Centro), Eduardo Fernandez, and Provost Gilbertson address the importance of inter-American educational programs for the people of the entire region.  IFEDEC and Pacific’s School of International Studies also signed an agreement to cooperate directly to provide increasing opportunities for their students and faculty to participate in exchange programs that emphasize the development of civic and social leadership.
Significant as all these agreements are the final accord signed by Pacific in Venezuela may be the most important for the people of Stockton and eventually the entire great Central Valley community. This agreement with the National System of Youth and Children’s Orchestras of Venezuela will enable the University to bring the wonderful Venezuelan system for carrying musical education to the youth of underprivileged areas, as Dean Ongaro explained it.  Designed over thirty years ago by Venezuelan pedagogical and organizational genius, Jose Antonio Abreu, the system currently serves more than 220,000 children in Venezuela, as well as producing such musical prodigies as Gustavo Dudamel, the youthful new conductor of the Los Angeles Philharmonic Orchestra. Abreu describes his system as one for “rescuing children and young people through art, increasing people’s sensitivity, work and education as a road to collective and self fulfillment.”  
As proof of the great prowess and beauty that young people can achieve through the system, the Pacific delegation got two special treats.  First, they witnessed a series of wonderful performances by more than a dozen youth choirs and orchestras with children from ages 2 through their late teens in classes and rehearsals in improvised facilities at a FESNOJIV center where almost 2,000 people from a poor neighborhood take up to four hours of instruction six days a week.  Then at the conclusion of the trip the Pacific delegation joined the Minister of Culture of Austria and a large group of Austrian musical authorities and other distinguished guests for a virtuoso performance of Venezuela’s Simon Bolivar Youth Orchestra with musicians of from 17 to 25 years of age under the direction of Dudamel as they made a recording for Deutsche Gramophon. In the intimacy of the Green Room after the concert, the Pacific team met and talked with both Maestro Abreu and Gustavo Dudamel about the plan for future activities in the central valley of California. Dudamel indicated that he will follow developments in Stockton with interest, in response to Professor Bigler’s comment to Maestro Abreu about the great need of so many people in the region for social empowerment provided by his system, he grasped both of Bigler’s hands and said “that this is what the University must do.” 
In order to put the program of cooperation with FESNOJIV into operation, Pacific will offer two scholarships to Venezuelan students, emphasizing opportunities for the Venezuelans to learn music therapy and music management, subjects not available to them at home, and FESNOJIV will in turn explore ways to enable Pacific students to study and learn the working of its system in Venezuela.  Pacific’s musical cooperation program with Venezuela will especially emphasize Venezuela’s State of Bolivar, in the southern or Guayana region of the country, and will work in conjunction with the Armando Yanez Caicedo Foundation of Arts and Culture which was founded by one of the most celebrated composers of that region. The University delegation visited the Acting Governor of the state in the historic capital building in Ciudad Bolivar during their trip to the region, and he agreed to provide the support of the state government for the exchange of students and learning experiences with Pacific.

Media coverage of the delegation and their visit to Venezuela was yet another sign of the great enthusiasm for Pacific.  Both the leading daily newspapers in Ciudad Guayana, a bustling industrial city often referred to as the Pittsburgh of Venezuela because of its major steel and aluminum plants and the confluence of the great Orinoco and Caroni Rivers, is home to Yanez and many other prominent alumni.  After brief visits by the delegation to their offices, both the Correo del Caroni and Nueva Prensa de Guayana published a series of articles about Pacific and the visit to the Guayana region.  Other articles in leading newspapers in Valencia, a city of almost two million, and Barcelona/Puerto La Cruz, with almost a million people and the gateway to Venezuela’s huge eastern oil fields, provided highly favorable accounts of Pacific and the team’s visit to the country and their region in particular.  

While in Caracas at the end of their trip, the Pacific delegation also paid a call on U.S. Ambassador to Venezuela, Patrick Duddy, and other members of the country team at the U.S. Embassy.  Ambassador Duddy and his colleagues were delighted to learn about the great reception received by Pacific.  They explained how the University could work with the embassy to expedite the visa process for students admitted by Pacific and invited the University to explore how it could become further engaged with a new initiative it is developing for English language education, as well as the Fulbright Program which supports a wide array of educational exchanges between the U.S. and Venezuela.  While acknowledging continuing difficulties in some areas with the government of Venezuela, Ambassador Duddy was optimistic about the potential for educational and cultural cooperation between the two countries and encouraged the University in its efforts.
Most Venezuelans who came to the University of the Pacific from 1962-1987 were attracted because of the unique program of Elbert Covell College with courses taught, at least initially, in Spanish while they learned English and vice versa for the North American students, and an opportunity to earn degrees in four or five disciplines, such as economics and bilingual education, that then defined inter-American studies.  Pacific’s new Inter-American Program appears to have even broader appeal to Venezuelans today because students can take virtually any degree program in Pacific’s nine schools and colleges.  The students from Venezuela, just like their U.S. counterparts, can then be certified as inter-American professionals who are able to practice in their professional field in both English and Spanish and with the intercultural competence needed to work with any of the people in the Americas or the rest of the Pacific Basin.  However, the agreements with FESNOJIV and IFEDEC and Venezuela’s universities show that the interest in collaboration between the U.S. and Venezuela has broadened still further today. Now it is no longer a matter of just getting Venezuelan students to come to the U.S., but what the two countries and their students and faculty can learn from one another through a wide variety of exchanges and forms of cooperation.  International education is no longer just a matter of attracting students to the U.S., but it is reassuring to know that Pacific is so enthusiastically welcomed to these new areas of international cooperation today because of its achievements in educating earlier generations that now contribute so much to the leadership of countries like Venezuela.   
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