 “the TEACHERS’ space” 

Building a learning place without frontiers on the Net 

Juliana Raffaghelli

University Ca’ Foscari of Venice, Italy 

Doctoral Candidate

ABSTRACT

Nowadays, the teacher cannot work from an ethnocentric vision of teaching: he/she needs to become a professional able to recognize new multicultural learning contexts, and to move their own identity and practice into an intercultural vision,  for  innovation, excellence,  and thus social inclusion in education.

This article presents a process of creation of an informal learning-community within a project of international cooperation for institutional building in educational systems, which main goal was to promote teachers professionalism and collaboration across frontiers with impact on educational innovation. 

The creation, strategies and use of a virtual working/learning environment (VLE) to promote this process is hereby described.

Furthermore, in this article I attempt to show how the VLE becomes a metaphor of a “place without frontiers”,  along the working, sharing, and learning  process. 

As such, it becomes meaningful, exposing “teachers-students” to an enlarged cultural context, diverse, but also comprehensive of the own original cultural context, because built by themselves. This sense making process could impact not only on a new dimension of teachers’ professionalism, but also, in interrogating teachers’ values that in time led to more dialogue and intercultural understanding, in a new place without frontiers, that is represented by a “virtual” reality.

Foreshadowed Problem

We may consider  multiculturalism in education a relevant problem to address new policies and interventions. As G. Hoftstede
 said, there's the need of educating for intercultural understanding, since the basic skill for surviving in a multicultural world -as he argues in his large research about  cultural values as software of the mind, covering several organizational environments in more than fifty countries-, is understanding first one's own cultural values, that recall one's cultural identity, and next the cultural values of the others with whom one need to cooperate. Cooperation is essential if we consider that every place in a globalized world is done of diversity, rather than of certainty.

More than in any other place, multiculturalism has entered in classrooms. The many “software of mind” with which kids, parents and teachers are reading facts and practices are revealed by the declination of “well founded” beliefs in traditional education: academic success, intelligence, learning performance, didactics, teaching. The discussion is not new  at all
; which is rather new, is the dimension of the multicultural phenomenon, once focused on rich countries that draw immigration flows, or ex-colonialist countries; today multiculturalism is present in every city, and almost in every community, being recognized racial and interethnic problems in poor countries as the basis of conflict, which education could lead to solve (Leclerq, 2003).
But  the problem of a multicultural society, and therefore the challenge that education has to face,  is completely renewed, not only because of migrations or ethnic conflicts, but also because of the accent put on discovering and promoting cultural identities based on neohumanistic values;  hence, a new vision of humankind , in a planet that appears to be smaller and smaller: a planetary identity, in E. Morin's words (Morin, 2003).

The teachers, as professionals of education, are at the center of this storm: they cannot remain out of these trends, since they are teaching for the knowledge society (Grant, C.A. & Wieczorek, K. , 2000) Teachers’ efforts to address intercultural education and dialogue occur in this scenery  of educational change,  where internationalization in education systems ---aimed to achieve international identities and global competitiveness--- is to be contrasted with the necessity of facing the problem of migrations at the local level (Gundara, 2000; Banks, 2001; Ziglio, 2004), as is the case of European Union, one of the most developed projects of recognition of a transnational/regional cultural identity in the respect of local cultural traits.  Teachers can no longer work from an ethnocentric vision of teaching (Lynch, 1992; Leclerq, 2003) : they need to become a professionals able to recognize new multicultural learning contexts, respecting diverse learning styles (Margiotta, 1999; Gobbo, 2000, 2004), which is completely changing relationships with classroom, peers, institutions and community; also challenging the basis of  conventional teacher status and function (Margiotta, 1999). 

But the above mentioned multicultural dynamics are not the only problem teachers have to afford. It seems there's a third dimension of multiculturalism: in the context of continuous internationalization processes of media and communications, the teacher’ roles are threatened by  ubiquitous learning, and the  schools as socialization places are weakened by digital networks and virtual worlds that function as socialization substitutes. Particularly Internet is becoming one of the most important places where learning occur, no matter what education policies preview or experts, headmasters, teachers and trainers actually do (Carneiro, 2007). Is Internet becoming a place for a new culture, where new identities could be forged, beyond the local cultural identities? Are the virtual  environments on the net capable of promoting skills to interact leaving behind the inflexible aspects of the own culture in front of other's culture? What could be the role of teachers in leading the creation of new places to learn on the net? And before the last question: How to train teachers to be those needed leaders?

The net as a place to meet equal-but-diverse people
The phenomenon of the mobile learning era (which in a very general way could be considered a social changing process  under the pressure of ICTs fast development ) claims for openness to an interdisciplinary vision of research and teaching in the several curriculum areas (Banks, 2001; Margiotta, 2007). Within this vision, it is necessary to consider that teachers have to face the screenagers generation (Rushkoff, 2006): the students are exposed to an amazing quantity of stimulation coming from the net, hence participating in several virtual environments and communities, sharing new cultural values and patterns; if in some cases these patterns have been declared as foreign, extraneous to the participant, the main cyberculture studies claim for a new culture of cybernauts (Rheingold, 1993; Smith, M. & P. Kollock 1999 ); and even in “multi-identities” where the real life is only one of the possible sceneries where the self is forged (Turkle, 1996); in the Maistrello’s
 beautiful metaphor,  these young people are citizens from new territories on the net.
Indeed, in cyberculture studies, this problem has been addressed in terms of virtual communities and online identities - online interactions, digital discourses, access and denial to the Internet, and interface design of cyberspace –; according to cyber-anthropologists’ definitions, cyberspace becomes a social space in which people still meet “face-to-face”, even when new definitions of both 'meet' and 'face' are needed. In David Silver words (2000), while cyberspace may lack for the most part the physical geography found in, say, a neighbourhood, city, or country, it offers users very real opportunities for collective communities and individual identities
. 
These words are strongly indicating the way virtual communities could infiltrate our “real” world (Turkle,1996). It seems that  these communities are giving the possibility to the users of  creating meaning,  having a feeling of belonging and thus, having elements to built on their own identities and personal beliefs, no matter the place they come from: the meeting point on the net, the virtual space, is a new place, a kind of Agorà, where stimulating conversations or interactions occur.
One of the most important communities studied by several anthropologist and sociologist of cyberculture have been “The Well” (http://www.well.com/) ) --a computer conferencing system that enables people around the world to carry on public conversations and exchange private e-mail (Rheingold, 1993). Quoting Rheingold to describe The Well, “Millions of people on every continent also participate in the computer-mediated social groups known as virtual communities, and this population is growing fast. Finding the WELL was like discovering a cozy little world that had been flourishing without me, hidden within the walls of my house; an entire cast of characters welcomed me to the troupe with great merriment as soon as I found the secret door. Like others who fell into the WELL, I soon discovered that I was audience, performer, and scriptwriter, along with my companions, in an ongoing improvisation. A full-scale subculture was growing on the other side of my telephone jack, and they invited me to help create something new”

Contemporarily to Rheingold’s research, the idea of communities populating the net, with several scopes, became largely studied and accepted. In line with this trend, studies about online learning communities such as  Palloff & Pratt, 1999, suggest that the social phenomenon of community could support online learning processes; a suggestion that is also supported by theories of learning that highlight the role of social interaction in the construction of knowledge from early theories of Dewey, 1929 and  Vygotsky, -1932-1990, to the important work of  Resnick , Levin, Teasley 1991) Further support may be found in the  proposal that knowledge is constructed within the social milieu (Cunningham, 1996). 

It is worth to consider Garrison and Anderson’s (2000; 2003) interpretation of the term “community of enquiry”, based upon the first philosopher Charles S. Pierce’ idea (1839-1914). According to these authors describe a learning community that incorporates the theoretical framework of social constructivism, describing what is required to create, develop and sustains such an online community; one that supports and enhances higher learning. Indeed, e-learning adopters are more inclined to work collaboratively, following interactions in online spaces, and reflecting on them to promote self-guided  learning, in an effort to replicate the results of face-to-face experience. This, in time, lead to rethinking discursive space: according to Garrison and Anderson (2000, 2003), the successful use of asynchronous text-based communication media that can facilitate higher learning requires: a) Social presence, as non-subject based communication, expressions of personal experience, expressions of acknowledgements of other participants, etc; b) Cognitive presence –evidence of academic engagement with the texts, “thinking out loud” evidence of reflection, critical thinking and further construction of meaning; c) Teaching presence –design (of the programme), facilitation of the asynchronous discussions and direct instruction.
Let’s take particularly the idea of social presence: there’s evidence (Watt et al., 2002, quoted by Roberts and Lund, 2007) suggesting that rather of  “deindividuation”, and then lack of respect of netiquette may be the case in an online environment, the process of “depersonalization” is more likely to appear. If deindividuation could be defined as the loss of self values because of anonymity, “depersonalization” is the lack of a “centralized” self that controls an unique behaviour pattern, deepening in group dynamics: the anonymity provided by most Internet communications should then reinforce socially normative behaviour rather than undermine it, because of the adherence of that part of the self/identity to the community where the individual is taking a particular role, having more opportunities to hide other parts of the own personality/ behaviour that could be perceived as a contradiction with group values. Walther (1996) calls this phenomenon “hyperpersonal communication”, considering that it should appear in long term online relationships.
Supported by connexionist approach, the metaphor of  social networks to promote knowledge sharing and building, legitimation of peripheral participation,  and distributed intelligence (Resnick, L.B, 1991; Wenger, E. 1998) were concepts that relied on the assumption that most knowledge is an interpretation of experience, an interpretation based on human exchanges (mostly conversations that have an important idiosyncratic component), that both enable and constrain individuals' processes of sense-making. 
This raises a new question: does a community need a place  to consider it a real community? Or a community celebrate it status independently of the idea of a shared space to do, think, create?
There’s a plethora of definitions and debate.  Both in biology, (where  a community is a group of interacting organisms sharing an environment) and in sociology, (where a "community" has been defined as a group of interacting people living in a common location), the idea of an environment, a place, gives the main traits to the group that interacts. The definition has evolved and been enlarged to mean individuals who share characteristics, regardless of their location or type of interaction. In this sense, "community" can mean a community of interest or an ethnic group. Wider meanings of the word can refer to the national community or global community. What these various meanings have in common is that they refer to the strength of the ties between the group, of whatever nature—cultural, ethnic, or moral—they may be.

Nevertheless, the idea of virtual communities, strongly recalls the metaphor of places on the net. Indeed, Sherry Turkle’s research about identity’s construction processes through MUDs (Multi-users Domains) take us to reflect on the idea of virtual reality as metaphoric spaces where people navigates, interact, and communicate about their chosen characters, which in turn reflects a part of their identities
.

It is worth to remember, at this point, the classic concept of Agorà: The Greek word "agora" comes from the verb "ageirein meaning "to gather" and designated initially the assembly of the whole people, as opposed to the council of chiefs (boulè). From there, it came to designate the location of that assembly and what happened on this location, hence its later meaning of "market-place". The Agora became in the Greek society an important place that represented mainly democracy, but also, it offered the possibility of communicate, learn, and exchange not only goods but mainly ideas. In fact, in Aristotle’s ideal city, the Agora represents the life of it, being separated into two domains: the vulgar, one for business and commerce, and the  “free agora” for more serious political, intellectual and religious activities (Politics, 13331a31): from this vision, it seems clear that the Agora is what people, through intense participation, build, rather than a simple localized, architectonic, place.
So the idea of place is, following this argumentation, not a mere idea of localization; it is rather and idea of space of sense-making, a point in the net of social interactions  where meaning is shared and cultivated by a human group. The concept of community seems to join, in some extent, the concept of symbolic place.

The evidence gathered above,  leads us to the idea that meeting people from several cultural backgrounds and experiences on the net should be not only possible, but also, a rewarding experience, in terms of cognitive, emotional and social learning,  for those that participated. This kind of question was never addressed in the mentioned studies: the “intercultural question” was a background, being assumed that all people participating on the net accepts a certain shared (cyber)culture . Only in the last years, where the intercultural discussion is emerging as a new model to rethink education relationships (in the school, between educators/teachers and students), the idea that intercultural encounters can have place also in the net is being highlighted (Bélisle , 2008).

This is the idea that I’ll try to work out in this article, being the related assumption that the possibility of creating places –like an Agora- on the net, can become later on, a space of sense-making where not only learning, but also intercultural dialogue and reflection would occur. 
Teachers’ Professionalism on the cutting edge
A complex picture of society and learning has been presented in the last paragraphs. A changing, multicultural, and hyperconnected society, where learning seems to occur not only in the classroom context, but in the many opened spaces of life-experience, and particularly, within, or maybe, in-between the net and its new culture, is presenting a clear challenge to teachers. 

How could they participate and play their role of educators in such a complex picture of new learning contexts?

In my view, this scenery is calling for a decentralized vision of discipline and practices, which is, an intercultural vision, not only about the several nationalities and multilinguistic classroom the teachers’ have to face; but also, about extending the meaning of intercultural, opening it to new emerging languages and cultures created by the net, that could be considered another competing culture to the school and formal /national culture of education.

All these problems need an innovating approach that cannot be partial, or fragmentary; in fact, one of the main strategies identified and discussed in  EU and in new entering countries (European Commission, 2007), has been the reinforcement of teachers’ training, and research on teachers’ training, through a vision of a mobile profession, among others. 

Teachers’ professionalism is the core element of quality in education; there’s complete agreement at the international level that professionalism can be achieved through Higher education degree (the so called universitisation process in teachers’ training –Zgaga, 2007-); but there’s a raising concern about  valorization of practices and professional identity of teachers, considering them as researchers (Elliott, MacLure & Sarland, 1996; Clark & Peterson, 1986; Jansma et. Al., 1997)  as experts whose potential could be developed through active participation to teachers’ communities. Those communities in time, by exchanging good practices, could  reflect on action (Elliot, 2006); as it has been emphasized (Midoro, 2005; Margiotta, 2007), these activities could lead  to professional affiliation, motivation and thus, excellence 

This article focuses a process of learning-community building within a teachers’ internationalization/europeanisation  framework –observing the phenomena of geographic/cultural mobility--- (Margiotta, 2007; Zgaga, 2004; 2007), and through the use of a virtual working/learning environment. 

I attempt therefore to show how online places can become a metaphor of a “place without frontiers”,  along working/learning  processes. As such, it becomes meaningful, exposing “teachers students” to an enlarged cultural environment, diverse, but comprehensive of the own original cultural context., because built by themselves. 

In fact, the process of giving sense  to the action of participation, generates opportunities to reflect on ethnocentric teaching practices, with impact on motivation, teaching methodologies, and then, to the perception of their own role as social actors.

A case Study

The experience discussed in this article was part of an international cooperation project called PACE. I played a role as participant research, being in charge of developing e-learning strategies and coordinating the online platform that allowed teachers from several nationalities to interact in the course of project actions. 
Therefore, the Method used was an ethnographic approach to an learning community, which in time became an online learning community (Walcott, 1999; Paccagnella, 2006), with triangulation of methods. 
* Participant researcher, being in charge of developing e-learning strategies and coordinating the online platform that allowed teachers from several nationalities to interact in the course of project actions.

* Following-up the group of 24 teachers for one year, participating in three residential workshops (ten days) and sharing the VLE every day.

* Questionnaires (to the whole group)  and interviews  (to a part of the group) were done after every residential workshop. 

* Participation to Italian Monitoring –observing pilots at the school- 

* Participation at students seminars and Students VLE
The case 
It’s worth to present the project to understand the experience scenario, and why the metaphor of “working across frontiers” became so important

In the project manager words’ “PACE is a project…developed within the framework of the Adriatic New Neighbourhood Programme INTERREG-CARDS/PHARE in collaboration with a wide range of partners throughout the Adriatic region: in Italy, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Serbia and Montenegro. It’s important to say that the lead-partner had a very significative profile: an international school,  with teachers and students from all over the world, that promotes education for a multicultural understanding and dialogue.

PACE means “peace” in Italian, but in this case  stands for Project Agency Cooperation Education. “…The project aims to foster the potential of education as a vehicle for promoting institution building and as an instrument of reconciliation in post-conflict societies and in those facing challenges of social and cultural change. Within this big “container” the idea was to promote teachers’ professional development as a mean to help requalification of education in participating countries; bearing in mind that the international dialogue developed within the project could have an impact in raising cultural awareness and understanding among teachers and students
. Those are the main players, in the assumption of the project, of educational systems: from good practices in schools, hubs of excellence can be created, and hence, institutional building and social impact could have place. Therefore, 

The project is being implemented through collaboration between bodies, such as schools, universities, ministries and NGOs across Adriatic countries, that have not traditionally worked together. Naturally, teachers are central to such an ambitious undertaking. They work together in PACE with educational institutions and agencies in partner countries to foster innovation within the respective national educational systems
. 

As we can see, an important point raised by the project was the necessity of thinking not only about teachers’ training, but also, and mainly, a new model of continuing teachers’ training that would allow strong engagement, believing then in the possibility, and opportunity of change within national educational systems, characterized by structural rigidity that weights in turn on teachers’ motivation . The idea was expressed on the methodology: 
“The innovation takes the form of a set of core beliefs and common strategies of teaching and learning, the means whereby some fundamental themes (“Big Ideas”) can be explored and engaged with in a pilot project in partner countries, within existing school curricula
.

It’s important to explain what these three elements mean, because they are the essentials of PACE approach to teachers’ engagement, and they created the substance of teachers’ conversations, and online exchanges. 

Figure I shows PACE approach, whereas table I introduces the three fundamental themes (BI’s) , and table II, the core beliefs and common strategies. 
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Figure 1 – The P.A.C.E process of implementation

Table 1 – The BIG IDEAS – This table have been elaborated by the author of this article, based on the original presentation of the Project’s Education Director.

	The Big Ideas

The thread of the human being runs through all, giving rise to the possibility of dialogue across Big Ideas. The Big Idea groupings allow teachers to work together with teachers from related subjects, albeit from different educational systems, while individually shaping the materials generated towards their own specific subject curriculum. It has been recognized from the outset that it is outside the scope of PACE to make changes in a school’s curriculum, but it can enable existing curricula to be delivered through the lens of a Big Idea using new methods of teaching

	Experimental Science

the human being anf the natural world (science teachers) 


	Culture and Change

the human being, cultural identity and cultural interaction (humanities teachers) 
	The Human Being

a course of Study, what it is, or means, to be a human being in Europe, in a country, in a local region, in a family, as an individual. This could involve human rights, ethnicity, conflict resolution and identity (language and literature teachers). 


Table 2 – The PACE educational approach – This table have been elaborated by the author of this article, based on the original presentation of the Project’s Education Director. The author have participated to the process of identification and creation of Core Beliefs and Common Strategies.

	Core Beliefs

Teachers’ beliefs that underlie quality teaching practices, following the opinion of PACE participants (headmasters, students and teachers)
	Knowledge should lead to understanding 

	
	Student feedback and view are essential. Students are collaborators. 

	
	The personal development of the student is central 

	
	Independent learning should be encouraged and supported 

	
	Different kinds of minds (eg. respectful, ethical) and intelligences (eg. emotional, creative) should be respected and fostered (Howard Gardner, 2007) 

	
	Students should be given opportunities to think about why and how they learn, about how they know what they know. 

	
	Transparency: the goals of the programme should be clear. The modes of assessment and the assessment criteria should reflect the common strategies and be known to the student 

	Common Strategies

Teaching strategies that should be shared and implemented through the process of piloting within PACE experience according to the opinion of PACE participants (headmasters, students and teachers), and adopted by PACE teachers’ experimentors. 
	Experiential learning: practical work in tandem with theory

	
	Opportunities for learning both inside and outside the classroom. (For example, via small group projects, perhaps with a social service element, designed and organised by students themselves; via field trips, via visits to relevant institutions and sites.) 

	
	Subject material with “real life applications” and connections to the world outside the classroom 

	
	Diversity of teaching methods, resources and aids 

	
	A participatory approach to class, with students taking responsibility for contributing 

	
	Students challenged to develop their own, well-founded ideas and express them in their work

	
	Collaborative work amongst students and between students and teachers.


Where do you come from?

[image: image2.png]M Sa




Picture 2 – A Map showing where the participants schools were placed – Taken from the dissemination booklet  “The PACE project, a story of innovation in Adriatic schools”, pg. 11. – www.educooperation.eu/fad 

The participant teachers: a complex picture!
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Picture 3 – Scheme with information about teachers’ network, considering countries, subjects, kinds of schools– Taken from the dissemination booklet  “The PACE project, a story of innovation in Adriatic schools”, pg. 11. – www.educooperation.eu/fad 

The process of exemplar material building was the activity that led the group to interact and learn about practices, but in essence, the assumption of  creating spaces to dialogue among several education systems, reviewing not only practices but also the concept of conflict, lied behind.  The process of  building the learning space traveled in parallel with the workgroup needs: there wasn’t a top –down structure building idea, but a progressive growing up structure that would lead to a “comfortable” shared space.

Introducing the Space:  is it possible to work together? 

One of the main aim of the project was to create several pilot lessons, to be implemented and discussed by teachers. 

The workshop attempted to make a difference as continuing training offer to the teachers: from the beginning, it was emphasized by the Education director the necessity of have time, space and responsibility: every teacher was supposed to produce the pilot, building on the large framework of Big Ideas, Core Beliefs and Common strategies. Discussions between teachers were then fundamental to create individual teaching projects. It was assumed that only through collaboration in both plenary sessions and broad subject groups teachers, across countries and diverse school programs, new approaches and created schemes of lessons out of their combined best practice could be forged. Hence,

…” Innovation, , did not mean “wiping the slate clean” but, rather, building on existing strengths and extending the vision of what is possible”… The interaction between teachers in the subject groups will stimulate and support the creation of materials. Implicit in the process is reflection on both the underlying values of the teaching materials and the human qualities we wish to cultivate.”

(The education director, Ibidem, pg.13)

The necessity of give continuity to the process launched on the several workshop was immediately evident: How can participants to several countries, to collaborate when they come from such different realities ?

Teachers and their materials needed to go virtual.

The Unversity of Venice, that made the proposal of creating a platform to interact, came from a well developed experience on e-learning courses for initial teachers’ training and in service training. Nevertheless, the idea of creating a space for a working, participatory approach was to be a complete challenge.

 Space was given important attention since the first seminar. The Education Director  introduced it with this words:

“The Space aspires to create a fraternity of teachers, to replicate the day-to -day “terrestrial” inspiration, support and empathy we look for in colleagues close at hand. The space also exists to keep to the forefront the aims and objectives of the project and to store information you may need in addition to teaching materials. Beyond this, it ought to make it possible (and easy) for you to work with other colleagues on the modification and development of exemplar materials and to exchange experiences on the progress of the pilot, its frustrations and rewards!”

Teachers, in my own vision, should not be seen as only “downloaders” of information, but they were going to become mainly uploaders
. My hipothesis was formulated on the bases of two main ideas:

1. The development of the Web is giving us the possibility of participating creatively and freely on the net. The largely commented phenomenon of Web 2.0 (O’ Reilly, 2006) has led to see Internet as platform, where people comes not only to retrieve useful information, but mainly, to collaborate and interact. Technology support social participation on the net, and is no longer to be seen as an “experts’  field”, but as common user opportunity to communicate, create, share, becoming authors of their own thinkings. This lead in time to a new idea of democracy of information and media (Tapscott, 2007).
2. Coherently with this vision of Internet, the claiming for teachers professionalism requires a vision of teachers as creators, as researchers that go in deep understanding of their discipline (Margiotta, 2007) through teaching, and as authors of their own learning objects and teaching strategies.  This active and reflective approach could be clearly supported by the above mention phenomenon of  publishing easily on the net, on one hand; but it isn’t all, because if teachers can publish, they could also share and use collaboratively with their colleagues and students their own materials. Furthermore, this approach could solve one of the main problems highlighted in teachers practices: the teachers’ ”professional isolation”, that provokes fragmentation and lack of motivation for innovation.

The Space was then designed following this conception, in a attempt of adhering to the project strategies of teachers’ training. In the Picture 3, I introduce the starting point of the Space.
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Picture 3 – The original Idea

The process of implementation of The Space

From the first residential workshop, teachers were invited to use the space to upload their materials and to interact, collaborating in the ideas that could help them to develop their pilot experience. From 1° to 3° RW, the space was to be considered useful to show results of what it had been achieved after every meeting, launching then discussions and practices in the “real world”: 

a) First exemplar materials from a small group of teachers who started discussion about pilot and PACE approach (First residential Workshop)

b) All exemplar materials to be piloted from a growing teachers’ community (Second Residential Workshop)

c) Work in progress and reports from pre-pilot experiences (Second Residential Workshop)

d) The PACE approach proposals (PACE Common Strategies adn Core Beliefs, Assessment discussion, the Space as a mean of international collaboration) - 2RW-

e) The exemplar’s final version, enriched of piloted additional materials, results, teachers & students reflections and joint report (Third Residential Workshop)
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Picture 4 – The coherence between process of implementation and The Space development

The problems

Even when the platform was given relevance both by the education director and the Scientific Committee, teachers where not immediately  committed by the idea of having to deal with technology, and more things to do within the project.

In order to promote participation, a process of consultation of teachers for using the so called “virtual working space” was implemented, and then some ideas about what was happening were obtained.

What follows is a transcription of my research diary that gives some relevant examples on teachers’ opinion about the use of VWS, and also, the step forth from Virtual Workin Space to the metaphor of “place of meeting”: The Space.

Teachers’ Consultation: Ideas for the VWS building – From the researcher “diary”

Session of Interviews after 1st Residential Workshop – September 2007
Following a series of meetings with teachers  several ideas came out in order to make the platform an useful and purposeful tool for piloting.

Here is a list that I would like to share again with the consulted teachers to correct every possible bias emerged from my synthesis of what was said. It is to be noted that I decided to leave out personal names, making a general list, in order to avoid any controversy because of the differences in personal opinion.

Furthermore, the ideas are grouped taking into account the treated topics rather than personal opinion.

1. The VWS' importance for the PACE Teachers' Community

The consulted teachers agreed about the importance of platform in promoting and achieving PACE goals. All of them expressed, in a certain extent, that they recognize the VWS's potential as a place where to retrieve and share interesting resources and examples. Nevertheless, the opinions where quickly split according  something that we could call “users' profiles”. The first is the “Interactive User”, a person that considers the  platform value as a space to share information and interact with others. The second is the “Practical User”, a person that considers just the value of “things” that he/she might find into the platform to use, or even the value of “throw” something into the platform for others teachers' use; these persons  don't really care about commenting or interacting, or maybe don’t believe in the importance of those kind of interactions. And the third is the “IT-Limited User”, a person that recognizes the value of platform, that is able to criticize and suggest the nature of information and ongoing processes into the platform, in relation with the whole PACE strategy (teaching innovation, teachers' training), but who's not enough skilled in IT to put up their own materials and interact through forum. The consulted teachers suggested, on one hand that the platform should represent the spirit of what PACE is, but this thing won’t be overcame till many teachers will be using and participating to the platform. On the other hand, they clearly underpinned the idea of sharing resources within the platform, but taking into account that those resources should be useful for the several challenges teachers might face while PACE goes on. In the opinion of all the consulted teachers, the materials should show teachers ownership and innovation.   

2. The VWS pros & cons

· Staying in touch vs. Being overwhelmed by information

· Using to put and take useful material vs. using to chat and have superficial exchanges

· Having the IT skills vs. not having the time  or interest to achieve those skills

· Designing and sharing relevant/contextualized material to pilot vs. facing the problem of “contextual missing information” and controversy that could emerge about materials.

· Feel ownership of materials vs. need somebody else helping in the process of “uploading”.

· Being in an general international teachers' community vs. dealing with “loneliness” within disciplines (a non discipline-specific community)

With regard to the above mentioned items, teachers said: 

 * “The VWS is useful because it allows people to stay in touch, having this kind of 'online' conversations across distance, but the site needs to be polished, because otherwise it becomes unmanageable” 

* “I’m not capable of dealing with IT, if you tell me server or file, or upload, I’m not keen, I don’t care, even when I recognize the importance of IT, because I know where my potential is...give me a crowd, give me a classroom.  I also believe that build up a site has some limitations: there’s information that if it's de-contextualized, could be really misleading or even controversial” [many examples were made about teaching Islam culture]-. The thing is 'What to put into the platform', because a debate about something that’s taking place online vs. something that takes place into the classroom could have totally different results -----provoking students to think and discuss in FTF
 context could require inputs that would be misunderstood in a virtual space, were additional information given by “the field” gets lost . “Of course IT gives you amazing speed to retrieve many resources, and a broad access to them. But gathering crucial information and putting the right questions could be a completely different thing”

* “I consider the platform a place where to throw my material and where I could eventually see if somebody goes to read or comment that, but I guess that chat and posting to the forum could become something else to do in my day, it sometimes could represent an overwhelming quantity of information”

* “I also see the site as a place to throw materials and find other interesting stuff, but if I'm alone, if I don't have anyone else of my discipline commenting or asking me something very specific, I don't see how could I be motivated to upload my exemplar...”

3. The VWS’ Structure and Function: Suggestions 

The Main page (VWS' Home)

· To be given user id and password by email (paper gets quickly lost!)

· The platform is not so intuitive: a clear direction is to be done when entering, because if there is a general forum with discussions, people has the opportunity to click there, and they do so .

· To polish the main page of News material, and to give news in an impersonal/brief way

· To have a more “personalized” main page, where clear information about pilots/discipline were given evidently

· To have links in the main page that allow a quick linking to the teachers' pilot forum

· The inscription “This site is under construction” gives the idea of something that is not concluded. There are things done into the VWS, so it would be better to put something that gives a better idea of an ongoing process like “working in progress...”

The TC Space

· Receiving email notification of forum posts

· The language must be English in every case (there's the option of Italian, shouldn't be)

· Teachers' names must be changed by the units' title, 

· It could be interesting to build a repository where definitive materials can easily be found, (a link to the teachers' name, the unit title, a unit short description, the additional materials or assignment schedules, etc...).

· The repository needs to be clearly distinguished from forums: one possibility would be to highlight the nature of “work in progress” within the place where materials and discussions are held, and of “definitive work” where definitive materials are to be found.

· A common theme to comment or share would allow more participation.

· The TC must keep closed to the teachers' community (not open to the SC, or other non-teachers members).

4. Other Ideas about the VWS

· It gives the opportunity to communicate with teachers from other nationalities but there's the problem of lack of time to be engaged in a such a complex process (another thing in the day)

· The several expectancies about the VWS role in the project: the rational/analitical criterion of “having a number of exemplars to use” in the platform vs. the most “social/emotional” criterion of “using the platform to communicate and build a community”.

· The platform limitations: the need to learn new IT skills, and the problem of materials “ownership”. With low IT skills, the teacher needs to email  the administrator to have its materials uploaded. It's necessary to explore the ways in which the platform allows teachers to use it in a more autonomous way their own materials.

· The need to understand that there's an ongoing process where the platform is being built, and where errors -in using, seeing, communicating- will occur; which means in turn that a certain learning process is required to reach the definitive feature of teachers' materials to be published (literally: when, after discussions and sharing in the platform “sandbox”, the materials can be put in a public/open online space.

· The need to see this VWS as a different experience (with regard to the other forums, which have particular structures that teachers are accustomed to use) where something new.

· Calling the VWS as The Space:  “the virtual working bla bla bla is too complicate! To me the value of this platform is just to have a space were to find the others, it give me the idea of put and share, and see the others’ materials, yes, but there’s another thing: it’s the projects’ place, I don’t have to think to the problem of my origin, my nationality, because I know I’m playing in this protected space, so…, that’s it, …Why don’t we call this just “The Space”? It’s something outside of this world!!!! (Laughing)

This last comment, (from which I wasn’t prepared to understand the underlying process of sense-making at the time it occurred), resulted very significant, and then it was decided to call the platform “The Space”. 
From this list of indication, apparently banal, it is possible to see how teachers from four different nationalities where conceiving a place to be built, in every detail, avoiding also the “cultural” clashes. The following results show how the “Space” metaphor gained relevance among teachers, achieving results; even when I will later show that the potential of “the space” as Agora wasn’t completely developed: therefore, we could say that the sense given to technology, had it foundations, but more time was necessary to develop it possibilities.

The Space Results and Perspectives

Outcomes 1: The Space as the Matrix of shared knowledge
After the 3rd Residential Workshop, teachers evaluated the importance of this kind of tool: 

The Space was considered useful in order to develop some of the activities/areas of PACE teacher’s experience, mainly because: …

”it gave them the opportunity to see other colleagues didactic approaches, compare teaching perspectives, spark ideas, give help to other teachers, sharing materials.”

The platform was generally considered useful to give teachers the idea of a working group “across frontiers”, eliminating national barriers and borders; as it means a lot to students too, especially when they see that in so many schools their peers do the same pilots, and come up with similar or very original questions!”

So forth, participating in an international community of teachers & students had impact in personal practice, because it was an opportunity to work with people from different educational system, bind by some ideas and beliefs, present on that “third space”, the PACE community, wich virtual representation could be the semiotic representation of a space, with it bases on a platform (technological correlate) 

The platform could be then considered an instrument that supported some of the most outstanding processes of PACE approach: sharing experiences and working models; opening a window to the communication between students and teachers from the several national realities involved in the project.

Nevertheless, the potential of this kind of tool is to be developed. Some teachers reported: 

…The space was somehow the “storage space” (…)and its proper value and the purpose is about to come; the space was important and it can become more important if it becomes a means of communication amongst students and teachers; (I) think it should be implemented for the relation between students…; 

…Technical barriers as equipments and teachers’ skills are a problem to face if this kind of instrument is to be used…

Outcomes II. The sensemaking process: building metaphors of intercultural dialogue
A strong metaphor,  those of the “six blind man and an elephant” was achieved to represent the need, felt by the group, of understanding reality as a complex  thing that is often seen from several points of views. This metaphor was present in all the teachers exemplars and also in students works. At the last residential workshop, the education director concluded, in a discussion with project managers and the research team, that 
“…The story of the blind men and the elephant was a unifying metaphor for the PACE Project lesson materials. It permeated strategies and themes, giving imaginative force to the importance of different perspectives on topics and broadening individual points of view through listening to others…”
In fact, in more than a half of the pilots, the idea of the elephant as a big, complex thing to be perceived and understood through exploration from diverse positions, like “several focus of light on an object” (humanities teacher) was present. The original version of the poem was offered by an Italian teacher, in Italian; therefore, several versions in English were retrieved and used by teachers; and images and objects representing the idea where used by teachers from humanities to literature, to sciences (world cultures, Italian language, English language, Croatian and Serbian Language, Economics, Physics)
This impregnation of a common image through the teachers community was a clear emergent sign of a sense-making process, of an effort to build a common narrative of practices across frontiers and disciplines. Not given by the Director or imposed by a coordination, but achieved by consensus from the first residential workshop (FTF), and strongly enough to represent, in the end, the  space in its graphic presentation. 
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Picture 5 – A view of The Space

Some Reflections on The Space

Using net-based technologies for communication and specially to fostering professional communities is a challenge that requires a changing mindset.. This challenge was pointed out through the several PACE meetings. 

Teachers perceived the importance of the space, but also considered it a further step in a “community across frontiers” like PACE, since extra energy needs to be dedicated to explore and use technologies. They were also very concerned about the quality of their own published materials, so, as some teachers expressed, now the material is definitive, there will be room to invite and share with new colleagues the PACE approach. 

Therefore, knowing other local/national realities, and communicating with them through the use of “virtual” space was considered not only relevant, but crucial from an educational point of view, and also as a professional development  opportunity.
All teachers emphasized the motivation and curiosity showed by their students about the different realities participating to PACE experience.  Teachers also stressed the need to enhance this motivation for educational innovation in class and at school, by introducing common activities “across frontiers”

The same students asked to keep on participating on the space to communicate with peers from other countries. 

In accordance to the above presented results, in a sustainability of project vision, it shouldn’t be lost the opportunity of exploiting the space’s potential (re-shaping interfaces when necessary) for:

a) Enlarge teachers network, inviting new teachers to see what it was achieved by PACE approach

b) Promote the process of piloting by new teachers, opening to them the possibility to a) comment and discuss piloted exemplar material, b) publish their new material in informal way (through blog or forum). This could lead to new teachers training projects using net-based technologies.

c) Promote communication amongst students to build proposals for Secondary School improvement (A permanent public
 forum of opinion on Secondary System). 
d) Promote new cooperation projects where teaching piloted materials is done through an “international” approach supported by the space (this means that students can share or even solve some assignments, or complete activity, with the use of the platform or other net-based tools offered by the Agency).

The “tangible” result of this project was, at first, that all material is traceable in the space, which is open and usable by every interested teacher. But mainly teachers considerated essential giving facilities for new teachers to join the community and not only see the first teachers’ experience, but also enter in the teachers territory, which frontiers are just the limits of imagination.

Conclusions

Here my attempt is to go a step further on  the discussion about virtual learning communities or virtual learning environments. The first could be identified as the soft, psychosocial part of human groups involved on the net, in processes of sense making through shared activity; while the second, in the literature, is mostly recognized as the hard technical part –what kind of resources to create the environment to learn/interact-. Through this experience we could say that it’s not only about creating a community, about interacting and supporting collaboration, nor even about disposing the crucial resources on the net. I assume that there’s a process of creation of a semiotic space, a place where re-interpretation of the own experience, followed by new common narrative  occurs. This in time could predispose people participating to international online communities not only to collaborate, and then to learn, but also to achieve an intercultural vision, being them invited to feel they are “out” of a certain cultural marked environment. In fact, the cyberspace isn’t my place –with my cultural rules- or your space: it’s a third, neutral, new place to build.
We could say then that the net is giving us the opportunity to create “culturally” enlarged environments where to practice dialogue, but also, where to de-structure the own cultural identity, producing cultural awareness, and mainly, the sense of possibility of building new “peaceful” places.

New technologies are evolving in a way that experiencing intercultural encounters is becoming more and more possible, and perhaps, a feed-back between intercultural places on the net will produce strong impacts on places in the real world, as this case attempts to show.
Of course intercultural dialogue is based on intercultural competence, which is to say skills and a “software of mind” that are not easy to perform in a short period. Even more, as Hofstede recalls, the place where we grew up constrains the way we think, feel and act (…) and culture is the unwritten book with rules of the social game that is passed on to newcomers by it members, nesting itself in their minds
.  In this author view, we can only  intervene on practices, the more superficial part of individuals’ cultural mindset. 

On the other hand, I tried to present several evidence about the strong impact that participating on the net can have on the process of shaping the multi-identities of the “fragmentary” self which  S. Turkle talk us about.  
The point here is - clearly to be deepen on-,  in which extent virtual worlds are offering us new experiences where own cultural values could be renegotiated, to shape new identities more open to cultural exchange. The metaphor of The Space, presented in this article, built on teachers’ discourses about sharing practices; it promotes the idea of a place without geographical location or national symbols thus leading participants to a kind of experience that allow them to build new discourses about intercultural dialogue. Could be this called a new virtual melting pot?  Is the force of shared practices rather than narratives about The Space  more important to achieve intercultural dialogue?
At this point it’s worth to remember that learning about other’s culture is only possible through knowledge, that in time could lead to understanding. The net can offer the possibility to feature experiences and environments where other’s cultural symbols can be recognized, and re-significated , through new shared narratives. 
In line with these reflections, we must recognize that technology constitutes not only a mean for learning, but allow conversations that strength processes of sense making and therefore, belonging to a  subjective reality.  In fact, as it has been emphasized by Sharples, Taylor & Valvoula (2007),


…learning  not only occurs in a context, it also creates context through continual interaction- The context can be temporarily solidified, by deploying or modifying objects to create supportive work space, or forming an ad hoc social network out of people with shared interests, or arriving at a shared understanding of a problem…

The process of participating in a virtual space goes then far from building a “community of practice” (bottom-up vision) or creating a learning environment (top-down vision). There’s a dialectical relationship between learning and technology 
 , where interaction takes to a continuing process of reconstructing contexts.

If technological space is adequately proposed, if it allows access to the crucial information, and then usability: the consequence could be the generation of a semiotic space where social rules are re-created and reinforced, there’s engaging, and thus, meaningful learning occurs.

In this case, recalling the idea of place of meeting, was useful as a metaphor to raise the question of  belonging to a physical location, strongly connected to national identities and culture (some of them in conflict among);  but attempting to generate the perception of  a room where people work together and share ideas, results, and tasks,  gave to the participants the idea of an “inhabited place on the net ”: a place without frontiers where dialogue with otherness becomes possible.
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�	 Hofstede, G., Hofstede, G.J., (2005) “Cultures and Organizations, Software of the Mind”, revised and expanded 2nd edition, New York: Mc. Graw Hill.


�	  Between the pioneers of the necessity of reconsidering education not as a process of    mere transmission of “general” cultural values we find Bruner's assumptions of school as a place were teachers and students' narratives generates a culture of education (Bruner, 1996). Another important discussion has been launched by Gardner and his concept of  several intelligences, which claims for a recognition of intelligences and skills other than verbal and logical intelligences, mainly promoted by traditional education, and occidental “mindset” (Gardner, 1983) 


� Maistrello, S. 2007,  “La parte abitata della Rete”, Milan: Tecnologie Nuove.


� David Silver, 2000, “Looking Backwards, Looking Forward: Cyberculture Studies 1990-2000, retrieved from  � HYPERLINK "http://rccs.usfca.edu/intro.asp"��http://rccs.usfca.edu/intro.asp�, 15 May 2008; originally published on Web.studies: Rewiring Media Studies for the Digital Age, edited by David Gauntlett (Oxford University Press, 2000): 19-30. 


� Reinghold, H. (1993) “The Virtual Community” – Electronic Version � HYPERLINK "http://www.rheingold.com/vc/book/intro.html" ��http://www.rheingold.com/vc/book/intro.html� , retrieved on 28 July 2008 – Introduction.


� Sh. Turkle uses the example of “Dungeons and Dragons”, one of the first multi-players game where people from all over the world interacted to hack and slay,  but also to create common or individual rooms, castles, cities. Once created, people comunicate to populate them, as a social adventure.  


�	 In the following quotations, all references to the participant institutions, apart from the researcher’ institution, have been removed.


�	 Another important representation underlying the start up moment was the crucial role of education in european policies aimed to the europeanisation process; therefore, the new entring countries could be invited to take part of Europe through strengthening and modernising education systems.


�  Education Director’s presentation, First Residential Workshop, June 2007


�	 Project presentation, the P.A.C.E. site: � HYPERLINK "http://www.educooperation.eu/"��www.educooperation.eu� 


�	 Based on Stephen Fry, who described Web 2.0 as:  “…an idea in people's heads rather than a reality. It’s actually an idea that the reciprocity between the user and the provider is what's emphasised. In other words, genuine interactivity, if you like, simply because people can upload as well as download….” Retrieved the 20-5-2008, from the Video on � HYPERLINK "http://www.videojug.com/interview/stephen-fry-web-20"��http://www.videojug.com/interview/stephen-fry-web-20� .


�	“Face-to-Face”, which is in personal-real, not online-virtual situation (Anderson & Kanuka, 2005).


In a teacher’s words: Of course the access level is a problem to be explored taking into account the institutional framework. For some students and teachers, to have free access could be perceived as a threat. Nevertheless, using a platform is a secure form of collaborating, because every person could be given, on request, a personal log-in and password, where identity remains clear to other participants, and where the space is restricted and controlled by a central administrator.





� Hofstede, ibidem, pg. 36


� Sharples et. al., ibidem, pg. 231







