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Although the speakers in the R580 IST colloquium presented a variety of useful ideas, I was particularly interested in ideas that could be applied to improving education in developing countries. While listening, I considered my personal experiences as a teacher and teacher trainer at a secondary school in Africa, and as a student and technology consultant at Indiana University. My observations fall into three areas: teaching methodology, technology training and consulting, and computer-based distance education.

New teaching and learning methods are particularly important for developing countries. In Africa, the most common teaching method is still lectures and rote repetition. Students find that what they are learning is too abstract and foreign, and they cannot apply it to their daily lives. As Dr. Siegel pointed out, student failure is more often due to poor teaching and instruction than to the student’s lack of intelligence or personal motivation. The constructivist approach to learning, held by Dr. Barab, Dr. Duffy and many others, emphasizes activities and real-world projects instead of lectures; portfolios and competencies instead of grades; studios and labs instead of classrooms; and apprenticeships and internships instead of classes. 

Dr. Reigeluth proposed a new information-age model of teaching and learning. Developed countries have moved from the agricultural age through the industrial age to the information age, but different parts of a typical African nation are in all three of these stages. The one-room schoolhouse and the factory model of education are still common, and class sizes are generally very large. Education needs to move from sorting to learning, and the teacher should no longer be considered the only resource. I know from personal experience that teaching is the best way to learn, so using students as assistant teachers would be a good way to divide up large classes. The curricula are too fragmented and should be more integrated by using long-term group projects. Also, the need to understand diverse cultures is increasing with increasing economic globalization.

When training instructors or school administrators to use new technologies, a consultant should help them solve their own problems. For the instructors to buy in to new ideas, they must be involved in the problem-solving process. Dr. Davies called this method of consulting “process consulting”, in contrast to “product consulting”. A consultant who just gives a recipe or a doctor’s diagnosis is trying to impose a pre-packaged solution; it is better to present a “toolbag of methodologies” from which the client can select. Dr. Goodrum emphasized the importance of careful listening to faculty in order to make suitable recommendations. Dr. Hallett indicated that new teaching strategies and technologies should be integrated into the instructor’s lessons gradually. To ensure the instructor’s acceptance, they should not go beyond the instructor’s comfort level.

Although computers (and even telephone lines) are currently expensive luxuries for most of Africa and generally are not the most appropriate technology for instruction, the possibility of using the Web for distance education in Africa holds promise for the future. Many rural African schools are cut off from the rest of the world, and like some “at-risk” schools in the US that Dr. Schwen described, they do not have very large technical, financial or informational resources. Web-based distance programs must be able to run on low-end machines over slow connections. Dr. Siegel indicated that computer-based instruction should exploit the strengths of the computer media and not merely copy other media formats. Web-based training should be interactive and not just be Web-based lectures, and the role of a teacher is crucial in structuring and directing the learning. As Dr. Duffy noted, the Web allows for rich asynchronous discussions and collaborations that could not occur in a classroom. A Web-based community of teachers could discuss their ideas and share their practices. Also, it is possible that Dr. Kirkley’s WorldBoard concept could be used in Africa for tourism, history, culture, and language translation, and broadcasting in remote areas of local information that government officials or foreign travelers could not quickly or easily access otherwise.

In conclusion, although new technologies are widening the gap between privileged and underprivileged groups and nations, in developing countries the need for teaching general thinking, problem-solving and collaboration skills is still greater than the need for teaching the use of the most current technologies. 
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