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Editorial

University in the 21% century

The Siientific Communications Act of 2007 (HR 1453) was introduced by the US House of
Representatives on 9th March. The National ScieRoandation, an independent United States
Government agency that supports fundamental rdseard educatiorhas thus been allowed to spend
ten million dollars for each of the fiscal year©8dhrough 2012 to provide communications trairtimg
improve the ability of scientists to engage in pudialogue.

The Congress found this action necessary becaiesgiic and public policy issues are nowadays so
closely intertwined that scientists — especiallysin spending taxpayers’ money — have to be able to

explain technical topics to non-scientific audienddost importantly, however, this bill stemmednfro
the need to create a “scientific citizenship” feeg/body.

Both the necessity for scientists to be able toroamicate and for audiences to have a solid scientif
knowledge are not new, not even to large politicetitutions. The new aspect of ti&eientific
Communications Act of 2007 is that not only researchers, but also universitylents need to be trained
to better communicate. In this way, future generetiof scientists and technicians will be ready to
establish a more conscious and mature communicajibrsociety.

If the Act is passed and brings about positive Itesthen university itself will change, as a third
mission will be added to education and researehdibsemination of scientific knowledge.

The issue of &hird Mission or aThird Stream for universities has been debated in the UnitedeSt
and in some European other countries over the feastyears. Nevertheless, it has generally been
referred to as mere “knowledge transfer” from ursitees and research institutes to industries.

In a knowledge-based society and business worddtaisk is even more important. However, according
to analysts of the British Russell Group and othgrerts, this interpretation of tfigird Mission has not
lived up to expectations, as an efficient knowlettgesfer from Education to Industry cannot bedine
and because what mostly counts in a society imgsti innovation for its development is to create a
strongly innovation-oriented environment, wherdafjae between universities and business leaders — o
better, between Education and Industry — devel@psrally. In other words, the need thus arisesafor
culturalmilieu to be created that facilitates the production thieduse of knowledge.

In a democratic society, this environment shouldbeparticipatory nature, where citizens favour the
creation of knowledge and play an active role ittipg it into practice. What is more, in a demourat
knowledge-based society, everyone should haveththace to access knowledge and use it to improve
their lives in economic, environmental and cultueasins.

This does not merely stems from the need for squasdice, but also from the need for efficiencyaif
culture of innovation is widespread and peoplevattiparticipate in it, a society investing in knledge
will develop faster and have deeper roots.

If all this is true, then reinterpreting the rolé universities is necessary. Together with knowkedg
transfer to industries, thEhird Mission ought to also include a proactive approach indiseemination
of knowledge and the creation of a scientific eitighip, which obviously means reconsidering the rol
of universities by both studying the relation exigtbetween science and society more in detail and
training students to face the challenge of theird Mission, as expressed in th&cientific
Communications Act of 2007. Besides, more resources and a higher degree epémdience in
communicating with non-scientific audiences is Arotessential prerequisite.

This may prove to be an indispensable gateway topemed to move from the 190 the 21 century
education, from a society based on matter transftiom to one founded on knowledge.

Translated by Slvia Agostini

Pietro Greco
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