e-Education in the “cosmopolitan century”

Colette Mazzucelli

If, as Carnegie Council President Joel Rosenthal reasons, conflict is part of the human condition and ethics is about negotiating differences, the challenge of the new century may be, in part, to define spaces for excluded groups to communicate. This is a potential role for e-Education with a human focus during the 21st century’s technological revolution. These remarks aim to highlight Internet tools that are simple to use and helpful to educators who are, or soon will be, teaching in education’s “fourth wave” http://boschalumni.org/alumni/mazzucelli/kosovo.pdf.

After the spring 1999 bombing campaign in Serbia, it was evident to me that communications technologies have a role to play as an instrument for conflict prevention. Specifically, how may we include peoples in turbulent areas within our global classroom to make their reality our own in an unprecedented learning experience? United Nations Deputy Secretary-General Louise Frechette underlines that the person, and a concern for human rights, are increasingly at the center of an emerging global system. This fundamental shift in thinking led me to create a transatlantic Internet seminar for the Balkans, http://www.spiegel.de/netzwelt/netzkultur/0,1518,druck-124085,00.html. 

In the initial Internet seminar, a group of 15 participants “met on the Net” using a telephone bridge to provide the audio connection across the Atlantic. A website specifically designed for this purpose, http://www.rboston.com/bosch/tiskse01, was our “virtual place in cyberspace”. All the materials including a timeline for each weekly session, photos of participants, Power Points and Web links related to session topics are hosted there. The seminar listserv, tiskse-subscribe@yahoogroups.com, is particularly helpful to organize the dissemination of information about our global teaching. An integrated audio, video and a text-based chat space, CUseeMe, brings multiple sites worldwide into real-time dialogue, http://ts.mivu.org/default.asp?show=issue&id=45.

Three years into our path-breaking work, what results do we acknowledge? What are the lessons learned in Internet pedagogy? The most significant results we observe relate to our realization that there is no substitute for the human dimension in teaching. This is particularly true when our focus is ethics and international affairs. Why? One may argue that to learn about ethics, one teaches by example. The presence of an instructor in the traditional sense is an important element in the overall experience. Moreover, international affairs are intrinsically about relations among people. This is why the personal touch is an essential component of e-Education. How do we build in the human dimension in our work beyond borders?   

By far, the availability of cost effective multi-point PC videoconferencing with integrated audio, video and chat has enhanced our ability to create a true feeling of belonging within a global classroom. The interest younger people have to surf the Web is also a huge advantage in e-Education. A creative design and use of websites to organize e-Symposia like those organized by the Japan Center for Preventive Diplomacy, http://www.dwcw.org/e-symposium/index.htm, enable a greater number of persons with Web access to participate in lifelong learning experiences with policy relevance.  

e-Education underscores personal responsibility and engagement in global affairs. Here Stanley Hoffmann’s insight is prescient: ethics can aim to enlarge “in a variety of ways…the cosmopolitan sphere of international affairs…through the establishment of a transnational society”, http://www.carnegiecouncil.org/programs/morgenthau.html. In this century, borders take on new meaning. Territories aspiring to statehood include peoples of multiple nationalities. These mixed ethnic groups experience first-hand the difficulties diverse peoples encounter to live together, or to express allegiance, within state lines traditionally drawn. Although their recognition of unprecedented possibilities to communicate beyond borders is unmistakable, the overwhelming majority of the world’s populations lack the means to do so. 

This combination of stateless peoples and borderless communication may yet define an unprecedented role for the person as ethical actor during the next hundred years. We may speak of the need to define e-Education in the “cosmopolitan century” as a distinct approach to learning that urges and gives human beings a voice, without traditional loyalty, instead of forcing their exit from an emerging transnational society. e-Education may thereby help us reflect on the root causes of violence or to grapple with a key question post 11 September: what causes terrorism? In this way, educators may begin to address the issue of exclusion at the heart of human conflict.

