
Collaboration through Technology Now and in the Future:

Linking New Europe with the World 

This is the preface to the chapter about the new Europe. Although it is fictionalized it present my observation about some of the problems that our New European colleagues were facing in 1999.  Since then many of the changes have been positive.

Christina Preston 

HARDSHIPS DURING AND AFTER COMMUNIST RULE

Zdena and Stanislav have lived in seven different countries although they have never left Prague. The impact of this kind of political instability and change is difficult for those outside post socialist nations to comprehend. Now in their fifties, Zdena and Stanislav had a difficult time during the Russian occupation. Their professional development was halted, because they were known for opposing the Russians, the last of several occupations of the Czech Republic. As opposition members, they were not allowed to teach or pursue their doctorates, and feared for the education and wellbeing of their children. 

In 1968, Zdena stood on Russian military tanks in Prague’s Wenceslas Square, verbally resisting the Russian soldiers occupying the city. In 1989 Zdena’s son Jan followed her example. He was one of the students who organized the final uprising that ousted the communists and spent considerable time talking in the factories to get the support of the workers. Unlike the efforts in 1968, this time the Czechs were freed from a stultifying regime. However, the aftermath of the regime has posing challenges unexpected by Czechs and others in the post-socialist nations of the New Europe; once the elation about the fall of the Berlin Wall settled, they were left with questions about the future and the stability of the region. 

Despite their freedom from the communist regime, many New Europeans like Jan are afraid and unhappy. Like many young people around the world, they are cynical about political processes. Currently Jan is nervous and pale, studying for his final exams to be a physician. He has reason to worry. His professors are still following the authoritarian educational models set up by the communist regime. They are often cruelly dismissive of their brilliant students, looking to trip them up rather than mentor and praise them. Despite seven years of conscientious and intense study, many medical students fail. Yesterday one of Jan’s major professors told all his students they were all stupid. Jan’s self esteem is low despite his A grades. Worst of all he fears that what he has so diligently learned by heart is likely to be out of date. Jan’s partner, who managed to pass the exams, tries to provide both emotional and financial support, although she earns only fourteen dollars a month for working long hours in a local hospital. She is lucky to have a job. Jan fears he may never find appropriate employment in his home country and is already planning to go to the United States. 

There are other stresses. Accommodation in New European urban centers like Prague is expensive; property costs are rising to the levels of London or San Francisco. However, salaries in the New Europe are about a tenth of the norm in the ‘west’ and dropping, with the exception of those provided by multinational companies (MNCs) including the technology firms Microsoft and Hewlett Packard. The spending power of professionals employed by these MNCs puts them in a new elite who have been building their own homes, buying expensive cars and clothes, and educating their children abroad. These are the ones who now travel without restrictions and often leave the region for further riches in the West. Professionals like researchers and doctors, dependent on state salaries, are losing out in the economic stakes to the business executive and entrepreneur. Teachers are in a more dire situation; in nations like Russia,  they have not been paid in months (Zuckerman, 1998).

Overall, life for most citizens in the New Europe is more problematic since democracy (cf. Bennahum, 1997; Boyle, 1995; Kober, 1993; Lengel, 1998) and there are signs of backtracking. Not only are students like Jan afraid for their future, but teachers like those unpaid in Russia are fearful as well (cf. Boyes, 1998; Mannova & Preston, 1999). They desire a dialogue with others, both within and outside the New Europe who may begin to understand their conditions. They desire professional development and mentoring by others, particularly those in established democracies. Up until recently, however, this mentoring has only been available to those like the new elite who could afford to leave the country. 

Now, however, those living in post-socialist nations like Jan, Zdena and Stanislav do have a forum that connects them with others, in ways not possible before the growing use of information and communication technology. Through technology, organizations and communities in the New Europe are able to link with others both within and outside the region. One such community is MirandaNet, an international electronic community which spans the Czech Republic, Russia, Chile, Brazil, Japan, Mauritius and Great Britain. In this chapter we explore how members of this community, through both face-to-face and computer mediated peer mentoring and collaboration, engage in a dialogue that is building cultural and educational alliances across post-socialist nations and their Western European neighbors, as well as countries around the world. The chapter addresses specific cultural, generational, gender and socio-political issues that have emerged in the development of such a broad ranging electronic community. We reflect on globalization issues in the diverse educational and discursive cultures of the New Europe and the opportunity for civic discourse which was previously forbidden under the Communist regime. We also explore  the common professional culture that the community shares regardless of national, cultural, economic and  political differences. These commonalities are prompted by an understanding across the MirandaNet community of the impact of globalization on research, mentoring, collaboration, and intercultural and international communication. Finally, we examine the impact of  governmental and industrial sectors in developing on-line communities like MirandaNet and the future of culture and technology and on-line communities in the New Europe as it faces the Third Millennium.

DEVELOPMENT OF AN ON-LINE COMMUNITY

The MirandaNet community was originally developed in Great Britain in 1994 as an  information and communication technology-focused partnership linking government, industry and education. This not-for-profit international fellowship of teachers, researchers and industry representative strives to enrich lifelong learning and communication using technology across social, vocational, cultural and political divides. With a community spanning three continents, MirandaNet is engaged in the professional, cultural, social and political challenges that confront global learning and discourse. For instance, teachers in the MirandaNet community in Brazil and Chile act as agents of civic discourse and social change in government funded projects focusing on information and communication technology. Education is seen as the means of preserving democracy where each citizen takes a role. 

Global links are been made when the founder, Christina Preston, consults with foreign governments and invites participation from educational professionals. Not only are government leaders consulted to gain support for the on-line community, but industry partnerships maintain and strengthen the technology needs of the community. MirandaNet is currently supported by Apple, the BBC, British Telecommunications, Elsevier, Matrix, Oxford University Press, Oracle and Xemplar, who are all involved in joint projects focusing on the impact of technology on the MirandaNet community. Valuable advice is also given by representatives from British organizations such as National Association of Advisers in Computer Education, Office for Standards in Education (OFSTED), The British Educational Research Association (BERA), the UK Department for Education and Employment (DFEE), and British Educational Communications and Technology Agency  (BECTA). MirandaNet selects candidates in nations such as the Czech Republic for industry-funded scholarships on the basis of their commitment to using information and communication technology as a tool to manage change in learning, mentoring and communicating. These scholarships were created as a way for educators to network with their professional colleagues on a variety of issues surrounding information and communication technology. Often these professionals have had few opportunities or resources to develop the necessary skills for exploring the uses of computers. The on-line community participates in a discussion group and uploads research in the presentation space on the MirandaNet World Wide Web site (Dorner, 1998, April 28). This on-line dialogic space is where the on-line community can contribute to a new professional development culture and a new civic discourse.

What makes this on-line community unique is that it is not grouped according to discipline, national and ethnic origin, or geographical region. It is a community ranging from primary school teachers to university lecturers to company representatives who are interested in the impact of technology throughout both developed and developing nations. The community values the variety of perspectives that this mix beings to their understanding of the impact of culture and technology. The community and peer mentoring approach in technology-based collaboration has indicated the importance of long-term support, on-line mentoring, opportunities to present and publish findings from action research and, most importantly, close links with peer groups and a world wide community. 

"BREAKING OLD BOUNDARIES"/BUILDING NEW COMMUNITIES:

COLLABORATION IN THE NEW EUROPE

The close links that develop within on-line communities often commence with face-to-face dialogue. As the MirandaNet community grew internationally after its start in the UK, technology experts in the Czech Republic were invited to participate as community members. The ‘East’/’West’ collaboration began when Christina Preston gave a conference presentation at “Women, Work and Computerization: Breaking Old Boundaries — Building New Forms” in Manchester, England (Preston, 1994). Bozena Mannova, from the Czech Technical University in Prague, attended invited Preston to speak to the Czech Technical University’s Electrical Engineering Faculty where Bozena was the only woman on the faculty of nearly seventy members. During the conversation, Preston asked Mannova in which hotel she was staying in order to arrange a meeting to discuss the presentation. Mannova replied that she was staying in the Holiday Inn Manchester, but she would prefer to meet at Preston’s hotel lounge. When the two women got to know each other better, Mannova confessed that she had been desperate to make contact with professionals outside of East Central Europe, and thought that attending the UK conference would be an excellent way to meet other professionals. Mannova could only afford the conference fees, so she had been sleeping each night on a bench at Manchester Airport. Later, she also admitted  that she had declined a dinner invitation during the conference with Toshiba representatives because she was not sure if she was expected to pay and, clearly, she had no funds for anything other than the conference fees.

These examples relate to the socio-economic difficulty that those in the Czech Republic and other nations have experienced since the fall of communist rule. Desperate to connect with others outside her own community and her own country, Mannova resorted to half-truths to save face. Mannova, and many others, needed a global community in which to connect that avoids the insurmountable costs of international travel, accommodation, telephone calls, and other expenses. During communist rule, only the politically favored had the advantage of travel. Thus, while Mannova had one opportunity to travel to the UK, Preston kept the connection with her new Czech colleague, by funding her own trip from the UK to present to the Electrical Engineering Faculty at the Czech Technical University in Prague. Preston presented an approach to the use of computers in education that was new to the Czechs. Before the fall of communism, the computing and electrical engineering curricula had not been developed for many years and still followed antiquated computer science precepts. Mannova was trying to introduce new ideas and a new pedagogical culture to the Faculty. After being forbidden during communist rule to do what she loved most, Mannova accepted two lecturing positions in Computer Science, one at the University and a second at the Arabska secondary school in Prague. Preston met many of Mannova’s colleagues during her visit to the University and the Arabska school. Because of the enthusiasm to know more about new approaches to the teaching of information and communication technology in British schools, Preston awarded Mannova and her colleagues MirandaNet scholarships to collaborate in this growing global on-line community. Mannova’s interest in participating in this community and developing a new professional and educational culture was intense, primarily since her career had been immobilized during communist rule because of her record of politicized opposition. 

NEGOTIATING THE DIFFERING CULTURAL AND PROFESSIONAL ATTITUDES REMAINING AFTER COMMUNIST RULE

The consequences of politicized opposition were severe under soviet rule. After decades of risking one’s personal and professional stability by opposing communist rule, for many in the New Europe the fear endures today. At the other end of the scale, widespread apathy was born of self-censorship and a desire simply to survive. What has been most debilitating for this region has been the cultural isolation and the sense of failure in securing civic discourse and intellectual freedom. In some nations in the New Europe, like the Czech Republic with its history of Austrian, German and Russian rule since the seventeenth century, a professional and cultural context has developed which is not confident in local or regional approaches and strategies, be they professional, educational or political. Emerging from this past, the Czech government is still searching for stability. Several elections have shifted government leanings back towards the left. 

Information and communication technology education is one area where local approaches and government support are just beginning to develop. Education generally is not a top priority at the governmental level in the New Europe, but the government of the Czech Republic is beginning to take a greater part in prioritizing and meeting teachers’ funding needs and in redefining their role. Because technology initiatives in education are relatively new, Czech members of the MirandaNet community have looked outside the region for guidance and established examples. For example, on their first contact outside the region the Czech Miranda community was disposed to think that all democratic institutions were perfect. During their attendance at a London-based conference supported by the British Council and Toshiba, Czech members were surprised to find that the British teaching profession is also emerging from a negative past. They discovered that since Margaret Thatcher came to office, the teaching profession has been at war with Conservative government policy makers. Fundamental conflicts, due to a lack of consultation of educators by the government, have centered on the purpose of education, the content, the means of assessment and the setting of standards. For example, Czech MirandaNet member Zdena Hamerahaltova (1995), the headteacher of a secondary school in Prague where the first MirandaNet computer lab in the Czech Republic is housed, was interested to learn of the automony educators have to develop their own pedagogical strategies in the UK. Conversely, she has been surprised by the level of governmental control over what is taught through the UK national curriculum from the earliest stages of education. She would have expected this level of control from autocratic governments rather than a democratic one.

Other expectations were also confronted in the community. For example, when Czech MirandaNet members interacted with those in the UK, the Czechs expected to encounter diversity between the professional stance on information and communication technology in each country as well as differences in access to technology. What they found instead is that  Anglo and Czech professional differences have been subsumed in their joint endeavor to identify the governmental and industrial context in which teachers can operate best. 

TECHNOLOGY INITIATIVES AND ACTION RESEARCH IN THE CZECH REPUBLIC

Czech MirandaNet members applied for and won a 30,000 ECU ($30,000) Joint European Project (JEP) from Tempus, a European program which funds the development of educational initiatives in Central Europe. The JEP, coordinated by the Czech Technical University in Prague, has developed three more computer labs for training teachers in Prague and Ostrava, building on the one existing lab funded by industry at a secondary school in Prague. Czech MirandaNet members are using these labs to establish similar mentoring and professional development activities as in the UK MirandaNet and other international MirandaNet centers. Through such projects, Czech MirandaNet members are encouraging collaborative lifelong learning for  teacher educators across cultural boundaries, distributing knowledge about ICT programs within the Czech Republic and developing  assessment and evaluation systems with experts from Helsinki University and the University of London’s Institute of Education. Through MirandaNet three additional teacher education ICT training rooms were funded to offer Czech teachers the latest advances in computer mediated communication (CMC), computer application development, multimedia, and video-conferencing. The MirandaNet community also develops multimedia  programs that are designed to stimulate learning among teachers and challenge the cultural stance of teachers in the New Europe and other global regions which house MirandaNet.

The Czech Miranda members were specifically encouraged to conduct action research, particularly in the area of teacher empowerment. Action research, defined as that which enacts or encourages local and global change for the achievement of a more equitable and sustainable society, is important in the New Europe. Despite the vast changes since the fall of communist rule, change through education for a more equitable and sustainable New Europe is still a concern. Barber (1996, p. 220). argues, “The trouble is that too little research actually results in real change. Part of the cause of this difficulty is that many teachers do not get to know what the research says or what its implications are.” By encouraging the MirandaNet community to conduct its own action research and communicate its findings, such “real change” is possible.

Members of the Czech MirandaNet were funded to attend a conference titled “An Action Research Approach to Classroom Projects in ICT” at the University of London’s  Institute of Education. The impetus of the conference was to convince teachers that they were able to conduct research projects in the classroom and discuss their findings with the MirandaNet community worldwide. Teachers were encouraged to be proactive and innovative about their own practice rather than waiting to be told what to do by an ‘expert’. MirandaNet is not only concerned with proactive and innovative uses of ICT, but in the cultural and professional attitudes to technology. For example, Bridget Somekh (1994) presented a workshop on management of change issues. The Czechs began to realize that introducing new technologies is not only a matter of equipment, but a matter of changing attitudes, pedagogical development planning, and agreed implementation strategy. The Czechs were still at a stage which the UK had long since passed, when single enthusiastic teachers in the classroom were leading innovation and experimentation. An emphasis on individual efforts does not ensure that processes are embedded within the overall school policy. The Czechs needed help in strategy and planning because during the 40 years of communism, central directives had stunted understanding and growth of these areas in Czech institutions. Thus, the new MirandaNet members were enthusiastic, yet hesitant about creating a new curriculum as well as a new professional and educational culture.

“EUROPEAN BRIDGES”:  CATALYSTS FOR CHANGE IN THE NEW EUROPE

Emerging from the ‘old’ professional and educational cultures and totalitarian governments, MirandaNet members in the New Europe are concerned about being fixed in  authoritarian educational and professional modes. However, through their interaction with the MirandaNet community, their international on-line exchanges, and face-to-face workshops and seminars, facilitate both professional development and cultural exchange. For example, Czech member Lenka Zeranova was selected to attend MirandaNet workshops in London and Prague on the use of the Internet in teaching after designing a collaborative project with Melanie Maher, a MirandaNet member from Coombe Girls School in New Malden near London. Zeranova and Maher, along with a Norwegian partner school found through the Internet, submitted the project for funding through the European Union program, Socrates. The project, ‘European Bridges’, had an overall aim of increasing  collaboration in the European Union and to ultimately include professionals in other countries. Zeranova argues, “We feel that after a long period of political isolation our Czech teachers can gain from seeing  how other teachers work and sharing their concerns and interests.  We are most interested in learning about collaborative and constructive learning which includes understanding democratic procedures and processes.” She notes, “What is very new for us is the development of topic work and project learning. We have very little practice in this kind of independent learning.” However, through the ‘European Bridges’ project, Zeranova and her colleagues are using this international collaboration to develop educational projects that will give learners more autonomy, an autonomy impossible during communist rule (Zeranova, 1998).

Mirka _Cernochova, a MirandaNet Fellow and member of the Faculty of Technology and Education at Charles University in Prague, has been focusing on the teaching of multimedia packages as a means of developing creative collaborative writing projects. She has been struck by the UK emphasis on using software as a tool for creative learning rather than simply teaching students how to use software applications, with no particular focus in mind. Because of the enforced professional and educational culture during communist rule, New European educators are excited about using information and communication technology for creative purposes. However, many feel a need for mentoring and guidance, and the continuous contact between professionals that is essential to the learning process. The British education scene is also rich with independent professional bodies for advisers, IT coordinators and educational researchers who contribute to MirandaNet activities. Understanding Czech national practice in the context of other international information and communication technology (ICT) strategies is enlightening. The Czech MirandaNet members are also members of the National Association for Advisers in Computer Education (NAACE), arguably the most influential UK professional body.  They are also expanding their own ICT professional body, Poskole, which has held seven annual conferences. The international MirandaNet community sees these face-to-face interactions as a chance to learn about East Central European developments in software and classroom practice which are equal to, or surpassing in, merit to developments outside the region (Chernochova, 25 January 1997).

PRESERVING CULTURAL IDENTITY AND LANGUAGE IN THE NEW EUROPE

During the years that Czech educational professionals have been members of the global MirandaNet on-line community, they have established a sister organization, Czech Miranda, which preserves their own identity, diversity and language through information and communication technology. Preserving indigenous cultures and languages is a priority of all MirandaNet members throughout the world. Preserving local languages has been particularly successful due to the efforts of the international MirandaNet community. Roger Wagner, in his book, Hyperstudio (1994), argues that literacy involves the ability to communicate within the medium of one’s culture. Often the medium of one’s culture strays from the traditional mode of reading and writing, which is why MirandaNet’s ICT initatives are important for finding other ways of communicating cultures. 

Historically, many well-known geniuses, found other ways to develop their knowledge, since their severe reading and writing handicaps hindered traditional learning approaches. Fortunately, they came from homes that could afford to expand their horizons outside the school culture and the confinement of written and spoken norms. Well known names like Einstein, Churchill, Edison, Farrady and Yeats are cited by Carolyn Mullins and Thomas West (Mullins & West, 1984) who maintain that new developments in computer technology herald a significant shift towards the increased use of visual approaches to information analysis. The authors maintain that had Farrady been able to read and write better he would have been limited by other people’s words.  He was, instead, visualizing solutions to problems that had not yet been expressed in language. 

Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996) discuss the shift in communication towards visual forms, which he sees as a fundamental challenge to the hitherto unchallenged centrality of written language. For example, when images were used in UK secondary school science text books in the thirties, they were illustrations of the text. Progressively images have come to communicate in their own right, not dependent on written commentary and often adding another idea. Kress and Van Leeuwen’s work on  icons and symbols underline an increasing awareness amongst educational researchers about the limitations of communication through language alone in a heterogeneous and multicultural society. Mass media which can draw on sound, picture and animation are more compelling for many pupils than their under-resourced classrooms.  Homes that can afford computers linked to the Internet have better access to current information in multimedia form than a school library. 

Where traditional print sources can offer a certain level of communication and learning, multimedia can augment the role of written languages. An example is a MirandaNet project in Chile, in which Preston has been involved as an advisor for the national government agency called Enlaces. Enlaces is responsible for changing the learning culture in Chile through information and communication technology. It has developed a teaching and learning website called La Plaza, for use in all state schools. The Mapuche, the indigenous people of Chile, run their own government-funded schools, but students also attend regular state schools. Through multimedia technology, the Mapuche, who have no written language, have been using multimedia resources to visually and aurally communicate the essence of their culture to the outside world. Mapuche students, ranging in age from 4 to 15, are recording the sounds and narration and illustrating the audio with their own pictures. Mapuche teachers have been closely involved in this project. MirandaNet brings in the technology, instructs the teachers on using the hardware and multimedia software, then allows the Mapuche teachers guide their students. As a result, an active learning approach has developed and students’ self esteem has risen. Interestingly, Mapuche children's performance in the regular state-run system has also improved, including their proficiency in Spanish, the language used in the national education system. The importance of this example is the value given to verbal, musical, storytelling and other non lingual forms of 'knowing' which are not well covered in conventional educational systems. 

Through their community network, MirandaNet Fellows know about the achievements of the Mapuche and have developed a similar project in Mauritius. the Mauritian system, which values only reading and writing in French and Hindi, currently have no place for multimedia-focused creative learning. Like the Chilean children, those in Mauritius have low self esteem and frequently fail because all the emphasis in the classroom in on academic subjects which marginalize their indigenous language, Creole. With the new MirandaNet multimedia project in Mauritius, perhaps these students will find the enthusiasm to preserve their own cultural identity, as have the Mapuche.

Similarly, Czech students are being guided by the MirandaNet community to develop creative ways of articulating and preserving their culture(s) through information and communication technology (Kazdova, 1997). For example, Czech MirandaNet members at the University of Ostrava are guiding Czech youth in efforts such as the Tajfun theatre project discussed in the previous section of this book by Zdenka Telnarová, Eva Burianová and Laura Lengel. The 15-17 year old student members of the Tajfun theater group have connected with other youth theater groups in the New Europe to participate in a project called “Legends and Myths of Central Europe”. Through computer mediated communication, Tajfun is working with youth theater groups from Poland and Germany to preserve the cultures and languages of East Central Europe. Other MirandaNet members have guided students to co-produce theater, written and directed by Czech and Japanese students, and enacted through video conferencing linking the two nations. The links made during these artistic practices have remained long after the performances.

These initiatives are important, because there is a tendency for such technology-based projects to develop but as simply copies of ‘Western’ cultures and approaches, rather than according to local and regional cultures in the New Europe. For example, lecturers at Charles University in Prague, started learning about multimedia by studying thirty different CD-ROM titles which were donated by Microsoft. The teachers planned to evaluate these products and use them as a basis for professional multimedia production. However, they abandoned this plan because of the emphasis on the Microsoft products’ content and language which deflected them from concentrating on Czech and European approaches. In developing on-line services, European  governments realize if they choose Microsoft products, they risk locking schools into one commercial system. Along with governments, the European SchoolNet, which aims to “raise awareness in the educational community of the value of the internet as a teaching and learning resource” is against using Microsoft products as well because the culture of the company is perceived as authoritarian (EUN, 1999, 16 March). Governments and organizations realize that Microsoft does not work in partnership with education, but presents a ready-made, U.S. corporate solution which does not take account of the need for linguistic and cultural diversity in Europe. In 1995, when the Czech initiative to research CD-ROMs began, it was difficult to find CD-ROMs in the Czech language. European approaches were welcome, but there was insufficient finance in the European software industries to produce many CD-ROM titles for educational purposes. Because of insufficient finance, CD-ROMs are often pirated in the New Europe. With the pirating of CD-ROMs, Microsoft has again taken a stance against New European needs and initiatives, illustrated by the Bulgarian case discussed in the introductory chapter of this book.

MirandaNet initiatives, to bipass pre-packaged products and to create their own products, have uncovered important connections across very diverse communities. For instance, through their connection with the MirandaNet community, Chilean and Czech MirandaNet Fellows realized how similar their experiences were under authoritarian rule. For forty years, while East Central Europe, South-Eastern Europe and the former soviet bloc was dominated by a Left Wing, aetheist dictatorship, Chile was under the thumb of the right wing. Under each authoritarian system, the MirandaNet members lost their right and responsibility to make decisions at the grass roots level, a process to weaken the spirit and lower self esteem.  The two women Fellows who opposed the dictatorships in Chile and the Czech Republic used the same metaphor in describing their experience of the repressive regime they had endured. “After the coup, when I was an adolescent, a lid came down on my head.  I lost my youth and my young adult hood in powerlessness. Now that the lid has been lifted I am peering into the light.  But I do not know which way to turn” (Varlia, 1994) [authors’ emphasis].

Through the MirandaNet community these women, and many other community members, have decided which way to turn — to each other. Through the MirandaNet listserv, and the chat room on the MirandaNet World Wide Web site, community members share concerns, experiences and ideas. They realize that, while in the past they were alone and isolated, now they have a group which provides support and encouragement. Now that many members are no longer isolated but are struggling financially in ways not known during authoritarian rule, new concerns can be shared. For instance, one member wrote in the chat room about how, during communist rule, the banning of meetings was easy to circumvent in Czechoslovakia. But, she wrote,  authoritarian central control is insidious. Russian domination was the subject of covert protest meetings. Czechs were united against a common enemy and there was a heady companionship in those days, with time spent singing protest songs and telling anti-Russian jokes. She wrote, “In the days when the Russian puppets pretended to pay us and we pretended to work, we had time for each other. But not now. We have to make money. We have to make decisions. There is no humour and no uplift. We are all in the rat race like you.”

Other concerns are shared by the community. In the MirandaNet chat space, Mirka _henochova (1999, January 25) contributed her thought on gender and age marginalization through technology: “The gender issue raised here has an important aspect to it, since there are many women in science and technology education, and each are equally ‘unfriendly to women’.” Another member (Cuthell, 1999, January 28) responded, “If anything [computer mediated communication] tends towards non-masculine discourse, rather than didacticism.   But I may be wrong on that.  Some of the threads I was involved in as part of a course on online teaching manifested all the  things that are wrong with a male tekkie environment: the binaries of yes/no, right/wrong.”

The on-line community also discuss their own views of MirandaNet and their role in the community. “MirandaNet is both a network and a community. The people who form part of it (them?) share common interests, but what I find stimulating is the range of diversity, rather than simply interests in common” (Cuthell, 1999, February 10). Another member comments that, through this on-line community, “There are no boundaries” (Butler, 1999, February 12). 

THE FUTURE OF CULTURE AND TECHNOLOGY IN THE NEW EUROPE

On the verge of the Third Millennium, boundaries are not as strong as they have been in decades, or centuries past. Relationships between nation states, governments, multi-national companies and international organizations are shifting significantly on a global scale. The trend towards an expanding interventionist state, particularly in the New Europe, has been reversed and, as a consequence, concepts of citizenship are diversifying.

As evidenced by initiatives like MirandaNet in the Czech Republic and SuliNet in Hungary (ANSware/SuliNet, 1997), technology has become a resource for new alliances in a way that has not been possible before. The power of national governments in the New Europe and elsewhere around the world has been reduced. This reduction brings a newfound power to citizens and their ability to participate and engage in civic discourse. The impact of globalization and technology on citizens, governments, and business in the New Europe is immense. In the New Europe, where privatization is occurring at unprecedented rates, private and multinational companies are often financially healthier than national governments.

New European governments can still take a clear role as arbiter, encouraging businesses to share responsibilities in international affairs and the civic sector. In the Empty Raincoat: Making Sense of the Future, Charles Handy (1994) writes eloquently of the modern paradox in which rich capitalist nations transfer their attention from pursuing immediate profit to building up their intellectual assets: the civic returns on their research and development investments, education programs for employees, and spending on broad community concerns. Handy recommends that companies review their policies on the environment, including expenditure on the community. 

Multinational technology firms in the New Europe, such as Intel, Oracle, Microsoft, Toshiba and IBM need to rethink their role in the community. For example, 48 corporate leaders in the ‘West’ have formed the Business Council for Sustainable Development. Their stakeholders are becoming accustomed to annual results that build towards an improved future for the community. This alliance is powerful enough for national governments to take notice (Handy, 1994). The move towards privatization continues in post-socialist nations and, as corporate power is increased, more of such alliances can be formed in the New Europe. These future alliances can address the unique and ever-changing needs of New European communities.

The challenge to national governments and corporations inherent in technology access, development and implementation, is incorporating the technology in civic sectors and educational systems. MirandaNet is supported by technology corporations like Oracle, Apple and Hewlett Packard. As an international industry/education partnership, MirandaNet creates links between industry, government, and citizenship. It is a exemplar for other alliances and partnerships between the New Europe and advanced capitalist nations.

As access to technology is always a concern in regions experiencing vast social, political and economic changes (Lengel, 1998; Lengel, in press; Lengel & Murphy, in press), such alliances are crucial for civic discourse. In regions like the New Europe where citizens cannot afford the computers, telephone lines, ISPs and even electricity that those in the ‘West’ take for granted, technology alliances provide support to participate in both local and global dialogue, to build electronic communities that would otherwise be impossible. These electronic communities can be active agents for participatory dialogue and civic discourse, rather than passive media consumption (Heppell, 1993). Along with future alliances to provide more access and user opportunity to citizens in the New Europe in the Third Millennium, educational initiatives that creatively and critically use technology can be agents for change. As Beare and Slaughter (1994, p. 166) argue in Education for the Twenty-First Century, “when the right relationship is established between people, culture and technology a new world of options emerges.” The “right relationship” is crucial. As Casmir (1995, p. 318) argues, “we do need to learn to use what technology and new ideas offer us in building our future.” He does warn that building the future “must be done in a spirit of cooperative respect, which assumes that new foundations and value systems have to be found by all of us together, rather than be merely announcing new incentives so citizens will go along with old ideas.” 

This “spirit of cooperative respect” is the key to civic discourse. Advanced technologies and connectivity appear to have great potential to provide a forum for civic discourse, growth and change. The opportunity to discover how to enact this growth and change is now available to citizens of the New Europe, citizens who were once forbidden to engage in developing their own future. The future is now in the hands of the citizens of the New Europe. As we continue to experience changes in the New Europe, or be concerned citizens in neighboring global regions, we will work to make the New Europe a desirable  location for citizenship in the Third Millennium.
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