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The 21st Century Context: The senseless and tragic loss of life over the past decade in the Balkans is the surest indication that conflict prevention is one type of humanitarian intervention that warrants our undivided attention. No country has unlimited financial and human resources. Therefore, we must choose among competing priorities as the present campaign against global terrorism illustrates. How we choose to allocate resources is a fundamental question of ethics. The financial costs of war, estimated at the minimum price of $1 billion per month, alert us to the fact that alternative policy options must be a serious priority. In ethical terms, the focus of this presentation is a cosmopolitan one, placing the accent on human nature and on the peoples in the Balkans, bringing us back to Waltz’s first image in Man, the State and War. The changes since the revolutions in 1989-91, and, more immediately, in the aftermath of 11 September 2001, compel us to underscore the role of personal responsibility and engagement in world affairs. Specifically, we must consider the role of the person as an ethical actor, an agent, in global affairs. States have interests, but people have needs. Over the past decade, intra-state conflict has all too blatantly demonstrated this fundamental reality. During an era marked by technological innovation, the gap between the affluent and the excluded is striking. An increasing number of weak states and societies profoundly influence the quest for peace in systemic terms. The premise of this talk is straightforward: it is necessary to awaken a global human consciousness through a particular type of Internet education. This new type of learning has the task to sustain interpersonal dialogue and facilitate exchanges of ideas and peoples on an unprecedented scale.

The present situation leads us to pose several questions and to suggest possible answers addressing the topic our title introduces.

1. Why the Internet as a basis for scientific and educational partnerships?

The response to this question relates to the ways in which educators, researchers and public servants achieve a “value-added” in human terms during the communications revolution. These remarks reflect our work over the past three years in the development of Internet seminars. Our experiences have taught us that there are several valid reasons to make the Internet the basis of our interactions, bearing in mind several caveats. First, the Internet allows those who have access to engage in direct, real time discussion across continents with the option to archive materials for broader dissemination to a global audience. Second, multi-point videoconference programs provide a cost effective, efficient and organized means to communicate, when combined with listserv and Internet classroom tools. Third, when each site in an Internet seminar benefits from the presence of a motivated facilitator, the human interactions contribute substantially to the online exchanges.

Although we are far from the ideal type of Internet seminar, present realities lend urgency to our work. It is our responsibility to create and implement unparalleled strategic initiatives in education of relevance to the policy world. In this context, the future is now. Our efforts as engaged global citizens, although grounded in current realities, must reflect a long-term perspective, a pro-active vision. Nowhere is this urgency more evident for Europe, and for the transatlantic partnership, than in the Balkans. Three times in just over a decade we have seen the need for both continents, as well as countries in other parts of the world, to intervene in the region: in Bosnia, Kosovo/a and Macedonia. Each case teaches its own lessons in history, culture, language and human relations. This fact alerts us to a complexity that derives from the persistence of nationalism and the strength of realist tenets. Paradoxically, we confront fragments of time and space in the Balkans in a world that is more interdependent. Despite a greater number of states and institutions, the global population, in a collective and personal sense, is marked, without exception, by a heightened sense of vulnerability. What is missing in this picture that enables conflicts to proliferate in an era that attests to the greatest prosperity and technological progress the world has ever known?

A key point to underline, and to reflect upon in ethical terms, about the potential role Internet education could play as an instrument of conflict prevention is clear:

there is a pressing need to reach peoples directly in real time throughout the Balkans and to learn together with them in a sustained and systematic way. Why? It is evident that there is no substitute for human interaction as a way to bridge cultures. Personalized teaching may convey ethical values to students through the presence of an instructor deeply committed to his or her field of knowledge. As Internet educators who stress the human dimension in global learning, we have an opportunity to create the basis for mutual understanding or to explore divergent points of view in post-conflict situations. 

In the current environment, financial constraints and visa difficulties limit the travel of those inside the region beyond its borders. Therefore, it is our responsibility as educators to make sure we “bring the Balkans in” to our educational experience. This possibility, which is a value-added afforded by the communications revolution, allows us to create knowledge in unprecedented ways instead of relying on purely traditional teaching about the region, primarily from a Western frame of reference. 

Here we must bear in mind though that those in region communicate with outsiders in a particular manner which may well differ from local interactions. Second, we must be realistic about the peoples we are able to reach in region. These persons are likely to be in the larger cities where infrastructure is better and access to Internet more widespread. Thus, we return to the difficulties of exclusion and the fundamental reality that conflict is a result of isolation, poverty and a lack of education leaving those outside vulnerable to manipulation by political entrepreneurs.

Although we must bear the preceding caveats in mind, Internet learning with a substantial personal dimension is significant in policy terms for two reasons. First, it allows those studying at institutions involved in our seminars to develop contacts in the region. This experience enriches the prospects for their work in the Balkans. Second, this type of direct, regular contact in region makes us increasingly conscious of, and steers us away from, the “imported state” phenomenon explained in Badie’s sociological analysis. This has relevance for the ways in which international protectorates are managed by states and global organizations like the United Nations. Of particular significance is how education relates to reconstruction efforts. More precisely, it is important for us to focus on the conduct of civil-military relations once a conflict ends and the ways in which United Nations administrators work with local politicians and NGOs in the rebuilding phase. How can this learning take place in practical terms?

2. What tools do we have to work with at our disposal?

The transatlantic Internet seminar Kosovo/a and southeastern Europe (TISKSE) is an educational experience that takes place each fall semester with real time transcontinental interactions twice weekly for two hours each day. Each of TISKSE’s components are presented at http://www.rboston.com/bosch/tiskse01 

In addition to the website, three Internet learning tools are featured in the seminars: a listserv to disseminate information about the weekly lessons, tiskse01@yahoogroups.com; a PC videoconferencing program, with an integrated audio, video and chat space, http://www.cuseemeworld.com; and a text-based Internet global classroom tool, http://www.nicenet.org. Let us explore these tools in turn as each contributes to the TISKSE experience.

The principal function of the TISKSE website is to create a “learning community” in cyberspace. This is the guide to the Internet seminar. It is meant to provide practical illustrations as well as images of the “meeting place” we create. Each partner we work with, each tool we use may be accessed there. A syllabus and a detailed description of each weekly session topic are available at a mouse click’s notice. Publications that explain TISKSE’s evolution over time are also listed. The weekly sessions feature a timeline of each session including photos of participants, Power Point Slide presentations and archived audio-video clips highlighting guest lecturers’ talks.

The task to create an organized means of communication in a class beyond borders is handled through the use of a listserv otherwise known as TISKSE01@yahoogroups.com. This tool allows us to exchange information about the seminar’s implementation in an effective manner. Examples attached illustrate its use on a weekly basis.

The PC videoconferencing tool, CUseeMe PRO, is only beginning to fulfill its potential in the transcontinental exchange of ideas and development of innovative pedagogical methods. Its multi-point capabilities and accessibility at modem speeds offer us options in the presentation of projects related to the use of the Internet in Kosovo/a like EducWeb, http://www.educweb.com. This is a school-twinning project that originated with two Internet conferences bringing practitioners and educators together to discuss the situation on the ground and to answer questions about practical matters related to the area. This project is an excellent example of how the Internet may be used to create a shared awareness, to teach people outside the Balkans about the region, to emphasize the personal, interactive dimensions of online learning and the significance of language and culture for communication among peoples there. Armand Burguet, the project’s organizer, has presented EducWeb three times in the TISKSE series following Colette Mazzucelli’s participation in the initial EducWeb conferences. As a follow up to Burguet’s talks, our Internet classroom tool may be used to continue a global text-based, non-real time question and answer threaded dialogue about his initiatives.

In order to introduce a global awareness through text dialogue, TISKSE features the Nice Net Internet Classroom Assistant (ICA). This tool allows students to pose questions about weekly seminar topics and to exchange views with their counterparts in other countries. The use of this tool is another way to bring colleagues from throughout the Balkans into the seminar on a regular basis so that their ideas may be shared with persons in other parts of the world. 

One way to create a learning community over time in TISKSE is to keep its alumni, as well as others interested in this type of educational initiative, abreast of the seminar’s evolution. In this sense, public outreach as an ethical imperative is accomplished through a general listserv, TISKSE@yahoogroups.com, that contains over 670 members on 7 continents. Information about trends in Internet education as well as events of interest in the Balkans is also widely disseminated with a view to identifying partners for future TISKSE programs.

3. Where do we stand at present drawing the “balance sheet”?

There are a number of positive factors in Internet education that have evolved over the past three years in our experience with TISKSE. First, we have learned how to work with a variety of tools to communicate in real time among multiple sites. Second, we are making headway in our attempts to include more persons from the Balkans in our efforts. Third, we are achieving a global outreach through the use of a listserv and archived program materials on the TISKSE website. Each of these advances illustrates that over time we have the potential to create a unique learning experience with implications for conflict prevention in the region.

The challenges we face in the global classroom are nevertheless substantial. We must recognize the limits to this type of learning given the majority in the region and throughout the world without Internet access. It is also our foremost priority to maximize the personal dimension in Internet education by working with different possibilities at each site. Students at different sites should meet at least once face-to-face prior to the start of a seminar. The presence of a professor or a facilitator in class is a clear necessity to enhance the dynamics of a group learning experience via technology. When the professor is teaching over a distance and is therefore separated from the students, regular contact via email, either through assigned e-journal entries or student essays reflecting on a selected topic in weekly sessions, is important to establish professor-student rapport. The professor-facilitator relationship then takes on an added significance in that the facilitator should be able to motivate the students as well as take charge of on site tasks in the professor’s absence. 

The weekly readings assigned should be available online for those who have limited library access. These materials should also be focused on one or two selected articles or chapters to provide a basis for common discussion among the various sites. Each section of the syllabus should include common discussion questions for weekly sessions. Other readings, including those featuring the languages of the region, may be suggested as optional to enhance the students’ overall understanding of the topic. These may be discussed in individual sessions between professor and student every 5-6 weeks. Lastly, the implications of this type of learning for practitioners on field missions in the region, either assigned with the United Nations or the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, should be explored with a view to the development of training modules that may be implemented in a flexible manner.

A Way Ahead and the Means to Work Together: In conclusion, the essence of this presentation is that there is a need to forge strategic relationships in transatlantic “educational diplomacy”. The Balkans is the area where our efforts are focused in large part because of interventions over the past decade and the implications of actions taken for the global community. There is an ethical imperative for educators to raise the consciousness of the younger generations that must live and work in the emerging trans-national environment marked by a communications revolution.

Our transatlantic partners in TISKSE include the Carnegie Council and the Rockwell Chair in the United States, the Center for Applied Policy Research in Germany, Sciences Po/Paris’ new Rotary Center in France and KACI/Pristina in region. In its initial three years, the series was made possible with funding from the Robert Bosch Foundation in Stuttgart. Through an on-going cooperation with the Austrian Institute for Eastern and Southeastern Europe, we aim to identify other partners in the Balkans and to continue our participation in conferences like the one organized this past October under UNESCO auspices. The expertise of the Institute’s staff in the history of the region and its use of Internet in its research activities are particularly relevant to our teaching. 

Moreover, we have an ethical imperative to learn about the ways in which the region may avoid what Sedunov identifies as the “poverty trap of an extra-high population growth rate and low education levels” as leaders in the Balkans strive to enhance managerial knowledge and entrepreneurial skills. It is also necessary to deepen our learning about conflict prevention in the Internet seminar by accommodating a comparative dimension in our case foci, including discussions and inquiries about Afghanistan and the Middle East.

TISKSE’s global outreach includes participation by Costa Rica, linking to its Fulbright community, China, Australia, India and, more recently, Russia. Our global perspective is presented in an initial edited volume that explains our work. This book, expected in print by 2003, includes a companion website to enhance our interaction with educators and practitioners. We hope to contribute with others who share a vision of a world in which conflict prevention becomes the main form of intervention in potential conflict areas that a reasonable military investment must support. In this context, grass-roots diplomacy must evolve over time in societies with little experience in civic action. This is why a reduction of poverty, the development of health programs to address epidemic diseases, and trans-national educational initiatives are vital in areas for which international engagement is likely to be a long-term necessity. Thank you.
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