
Elizabeth Segall

‘The Internet rules, but it’s not quite
OK’, seems to be the main message
coming across in this issue of The
Development Education Journal which is devoted to
Development Education (DE) and Information and
Communication Technology (ICT).

ICT is a relatively new term, at least in education. From
the early 80s until quite recently it was simply Information
Technology (IT), and the focus was on enabling students of
all ages to become computer literate, particularly with regard
to the emerging information explosion. It has been a subject
in its own right in the National Curriculum for some years,
and has been inspected as such since last September. In
England the general requirements are that ‘pupils should be
given the opportunities, where appropriate, to develop and
apply their IT capability in their study of National
Curriculum subjects,’ while in Wales pupils are also to use
IT ‘to develop and apply their knowledge and understanding
of the cultural, economic, environmental, historical and
linguistic characteristics of Wales.’ 

The growth of the Internet since the mid-90s is
responsible for the addition of the word ‘communication’,
and the preponderance of Internet-centred articles in this
issue is presumably a reflection of the Internet’s impact on
the authors – and perhaps an indication of how previous
educational IT applications have passed them by. Or have
development educators been held back by a technosceptic
culture, an example of which was published in these pages
four years ago (Ashmore 1995) which issued dire warnings
of the consequences of being seduced by CD-ROMs? (See
also Segall 1996.)  

But the time for technoscepticism is past, there is more to
ICT than the Internet, and if we are to address the influence
of ICT on DE, or even the potential for DE to influence ICT,
we need to look at everything that ICT can offer.

Peter White calls it ‘the cyberspace revolution’ and refers
to the ‘widely different responses’ it has provoked from
technophobes and technophiles. But more importantly, he
introduces us to technorealists whose goal is ‘to understand
it [technology] and apply it in a manner more consistent with
basic human values,’ and then proceeds to show how
valuable this concept can be in ‘Global Youth Work’. 

White’s active approach differs from the remedy
suggested by both James Deane and Nigel Cross from the
Panos Institute who argue the case for sustained public
debate on the issues raised by the information revolution.
Cross suggests that this will lead to ‘some kind of consensus
about what to do with these different sets of knowledge and
endorse an agenda for action.’ But who could be entrusted to
set such an agenda, and who would be bound by it? Whilst
we must never abandon our critical faculties when using
technology, experience is showing that attempts to impose
restraints on the negative aspects of the Internet are mostly
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failing. No amount of public debate will stem the ever-
increasing flood of information threatening to overwhelm us,
nor stop the cyberspace revolution. There is no responsible
alternative but for educationalists to adopt the technorealist
outlook and to pass this on in their work.

The ‘Getting it right?’ section, though also Internet-
centred, provides several examples of this approach: Dave
Spooner’s report of the painstaking preparation for the
International Study Circles leaves one in no doubt that
successful use of ICT requires an understanding of the
technology as well as of the needs of its users, and that the
benefits can be local as well as international; the service
provided by ID21 in focusing on development issues
provides a ‘development research shop window’; the account
of IT’s STEP programme demonstrates that the pedagogical
planning for a Web-based classroom resource needs as much
thought and research as any other educational material and
the ambitious plans by OneWorld Online to make its
enormous information pool more educationally relevant
should be welcomed by teachers and teacher-trainers in the
light of the government’s policy of bringing more technology
into every classroom.

John Castleford reminds us of the three key skills
essential for all students: ‘finding information, using it
wisely for a meaningful purpose, and communicating the
results’ and emphasises the need for students to develop
their own critical skills to differentiate the quality of the
material on offer via the Internet.

The International Baccalaureate course ‘Information
Technology in a Global Society’ described by Cees
Hamelink includes the social and ethical dimensions of the
use of ICT for ‘enhancing and expanding our knowledge of
the world’. In my opinion the topic could begin to be
addressed at an earlier educational stage. By the age of 16,
today’s students will have been computer users for at least
eleven years, and without the values which Hamelink (and
other contributors) highlight, an uncritical acceptance of
technology may already be ingrained into the students’ ways
of thinking.

Wendy Harcourt demonstrates how a technorealist
approach can empower and enlighten. Her Women on the Net
(be they in Zanzibar or Rome) do not assume that a
‘wonderful world will open at the touch of a button’ but the
cyborg they have established by ‘creating and managing new
knowledge systems’ is ‘something curious and wondrous’
which is allowing them to add a new dimension to lives
which are often difficult and isolated. 

It is just this ability of the whole range of ICT to add an
extra dimension to leisure and learning (as in the above
National Curriculum recommendation for Wales) which
should be harnessed by development educators, particularly
those who have direct access to teachers and classrooms.
Although it may be a long time before all teachers and
pupils have online facilities to access the Internet, ICT
covers much else – video and tape recorders, as well as
computers used with general software, with programmable

control equipment and with music keyboards – which can be
used to provide a global input.

There is also a determination by policy makers that
teachers need to be better equipped to make full use of ICT
generally. Many readers will be aware that new entrants to
the teaching profession are now expected to have reached a
high level of IT competency (National Curriculum Level 8),
but there are many practising teachers who have had to pick
up computer skills informally, thus missing out on
developments in the ‘outside world’. This problem is being
addressed by a scheme funded by £230m of New
Opportunities Fund money to be spent in England, Wales,
Scotland and Northern Ireland on ICT training courses for
teachers and school librarians. Although there are flaws in
the scheme (such as the requirement for schools to have a
certain level of ‘hardware’ in place before being eligible to
join, and no provision for funding teacher-replacement cover
for those absent on training sessions) the benefits will
gradually work their way through the system.

DE workers would be well advised to keep in touch with
training courses in their localities, as they may be able to
encourage trainers to include a global input to courses. This
is not as far-fetched as it may sound; the courses will cover
all aspects of classroom ICT including word-processing,
data-handling, and music and art packages, and the
computer-literate development educator knows that whatever
the activity, it can benefit from the addition of a global
dimension.

One of the most significant indications of the importance
of ICT on DE can be found in a 1999 DFID publication
which gives priority status to exploiting the new technologies
in DE, linking DE with the National Grid for Learning, and
giving every school ‘the opportunity to develop a link with a
school in a developing country.’ Such school links do not
necessarily have to be computer based, but the potential to
add this dimension is obviously there.

There can surely be no clearer call to development
educators to become technorealists than this commitment by
DFID, and it is my hope that all readers (including any
remaining technosceptics) will now adapt technorealism for
our common purpose of good DE, and harness the potential
of educational ICT to add a global dimension to our work. 

� Elizabeth Segall specialises in promoting the use
of ICT in DE and World Studies. She has developed
and produced a number of educational software
resources. 
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