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Global learning in a
global society?

In this second case study, Dave Spooner reports on
an adult education project which uses the Web to
faciltate discussion between groups in different countries
with interests in common. Some of the lessons learned
and the problems encountered have relevance for those
working with other age-groups who wish to link
internationally using ICT.

This article was written after completion of the first
programme of International Study Circles (ISC), run by the
Workers’ Educational Association (WEA) and its partners on
behalf of the International Federation of Workers’ Education
Associations (IFWEA). A programme of two international
courses, it had been the subject of intensive planning and
preparation for nearly two years, assisted by grants from the
European Commission’s Socrates Programme, the
Norwegian and Spanish governments, and IFWEA’s affiliates
in Finland, Sweden, Norway, and Germany. In many ways,
the project represents the cutting edge of the WEA’s thinking
on ‘learning in a global society’, mediated through the
Internet.

In thirteen countries (UK, France, Belgium, Germany,
Sweden, Spain, Peru, Taiwan, Barbados, South Africa,
Estonia, Bulgaria and Kenya), between September 1997 and
June 1998, small local study groups met each week to
participate on a course on globalisation and the local
community. It was designed collectively by course leaders
from each country, meeting for a 10-day working seminar in
Spain during June 1997, around the impact of transnational
corporations on the workplace, the community and the home
from thirteen different geographical perspectives. 

Each local meeting would be recognisable as being, in
many ways, a conventional WEA class. Held one evening a
week or fortnight in local trade union offices, community
centres or meeting rooms, there were no computers in sight.
The participants, 180 in all, were mostly employees in
transnational corporations from a wide range of industries,
including banking, engineering, telecommunications and
media, electronics, chemicals, food and drink, and others.
The weekly sessions were discussion based, with background
materials translated into the local languages. 

The less conventional aspect of the course was the way in
which experiences and reports from discussions were shared
and debated internationally. Put simply, after each session,
the group leader (or one of the course participants) in each
country sent reports through the Internet to the course World
Wide Web site. A few days later, just before the next session,
they returned to the web site and collected the results from
all the other groups for printing and distribution to the local
participants. The manager of the web site (based in Finland)

added links from the reports into other
resources on the World Wide Web as
topics of discussion emerged,
highlighting particular companies,
industries, issues etc., thus broadening the
range of materials available for use in the sessions. Over the
period of the course, debates and discussions emerged
between the groups, working towards a common
international course report, providing a world-view on the
impact of transnational corporations on local communities. 

During the courses themselves, the core ‘discussion area’
of the web site was ‘closed’. In other words, only the
participating groups had passwords. This ensured that the
participants were able to maintain democratic control over
the process, and were not over-run by surfers on the Internet.
Nevertheless, at the close of the course, the site was thrown
open for anyone wishing to use the material as a basis for
further courses or individual study1. 

The most important characteristics of the project for the
WEA and its international partners are three-fold: 

• It is a logical aspiration that global development
education be conducted internationally, both in form and
content. On the other hand, it is recognised that it should
also be firmly rooted in local experience. The ISC
technique attempts to combine both. 

• It reinforces collective learning, both locally and
internationally, and challenges prevailing models of
Internet-based distance learning based on isolated
individual learners communicating solely through a
computer keyboard. 

• It retains the best traditions of the workers’ education
movement (student-centred learning, democratic course
development, etc.), yet engages with new techniques of
distance learning and Internet technologies. Although it
relies on the Internet for ‘internationalising’ the learning
experience, it does not rely on each and every member
of the course having access to a computer and
associated Internet facilities and skills. As long as the
member organisation has access, the course works. 

Such a course is not necessarily easy to organise. Linguistic,
cultural, political and (highly interesting) technological
differences take time and sensitivity to overcome. We are
proud that the principles of equity and solidarity in the
international workers’ education movement insist that each
participating group has an equal sense of ownership over all
aspects of the project, including methodology, content and
design. This cannot be simply achieved over a modem, but
requires physical international meetings between project
representatives. 

Even then, clarity on the detailed agreements is not
always straightforward, and the practical experience of
organising ISCs revealed some important questions.

GETTING IT
RIGHT?

1. See www.ifwea.org/isc



The role of local facilitators
Each country selected a course leader, or ‘facilitator’, to co-
ordinate ISC activities at a local level. The role of the
facilitator included recruiting study circle members,
translating education materials, convening and running local
study circle meetings, writing up the results of each session
for the web-site, downloading the discussions of other study
circles, compiling national evaluation reports, attending
international project meetings and liaising with the ISC
Project Co-ordinator.

The role of facilitators in these courses is crucial in
ensuring effective local delivery and maintaining coherence
at an international level. The importance of this role during
the first programme was under-estimated initially, and
therefore the educational functions of the facilitator were not
fully appreciated. It was only as the pilot programme
progressed that we were able to define the precise role of the
facilitator. In particular, we recognised that the unique
feature of the ISC model is that it is international in both
scope and focus. A central aim of the project is to stimulate
thinking and action on a global basis. Thus, whilst the study
circles in each country are informed by local needs and
allow for grassroots participation in the preparation and
delivery of the courses, there is a need to maintain the
international dimension beyond local problems and issues.
The facilitators are central to maintaining this balance.

Defining the target audience 
The majority of participants in the pilot programme were
from trade unions, with only a few countries involving other
NGOs. The trade unionists were mostly local shop stewards
and organisers. Participants were recruited from different
industries and sectors including food and beverages, metal,
motor, chemicals, retail clothing and services. Whilst most
participants worked in the private sector, there were some
participants from the public sector or from companies which
had recently been privatised. Several participants worked for
transnational companies such as Volvo, Nestlé, Guinness,
Hyundai etc. Others were in local firms. A small number
were self-employed or unemployed. 

In evaluating the impact of the ISC courses, facilitators
agreed that the target group needs to be defined more
narrowly than in the pilot programme. Participants came
from diverse industries and companies, with only very
general interests in common. For ISCs to result in sustained
international links and concrete activities between workers
and trade unions, the target group must share a practical
need for this level of contact. Such needs are more likely to
exist between workers in the same transnational company, in
the same industry or between groups of workers who face
particular problems, such as young people, women or those
who have experienced privatisation in the workplace.

Course content
Participants overall were extremely positive about the ISC
focus on globalisation. Workers are hearing about
globalisation and it has become part of the mainstream

language of the trade union movement, yet there is little
education focus on the issues. Often where trade union
education on globalisation is taking place, it is treated
abstractly and is far removed from the everyday experiences
of the workplace. The ISC project fills an important gap in
providing education which has an explicit focus on global
issues.

International topics are not as immediately relevant for
trade union members as are the more traditional areas of
trade union education such as health and safety, collective
bargaining or shop steward training. Therefore the link
between local problems and international issues has to be
made explicit to make an impact. However, in a course being
delivered internationally, the precise links to local situations
will obviously differ, leading to a need for flexibility in the
curriculum at a local level. Whilst the bulk of the materials
are uniform between the study circles, there is a need for
facilitators to introduce local content which helps to add
context to the wider global issues.

In the pilot programme interesting debates emerged
concerning transnational corporations. There were very
different political contexts in which the study circle
facilitators and participants were working, and different
traditions of workers’ education. The Estonian participants
commented that transnational corporations had only recently
entered the Estonian economy and therefore: ‘Due to our
situation, we need more neutral information on the topic. We
are not yet in a position to be critical.’ Yet in other countries,
such as South Africa, there is a different tradition of political
education in the labour movement and workers have
expectations of a more explicit political focus in education
programmes.

This debate was important in revealing the need for
sensitivity in the construction of education materials,
enabling the underlying political issues to be debated
thoroughly, whilst respecting local historical and political
realities. 

Methodology 
The pilot programme demonstrated the need to further
develop our methodological approach to global education. It
increasingly became clear that educational methods used for
local or national courses are not necessarily appropriate or
effective in an international education programme. Since
IFWEA is attempting to run ISCs which are integrated and
coherent at an international level and are not simply about
running the same programme separately in different
countries, a methodology is needed which results in learning
outcomes which have an integrated international dimension.

In this respect, the ISC approach does have significant
strengths.

The methodology has international contact and
communication at its core. Therefore, international
experiences and co-operation do not just exist as abstract
ideas in the education programme but are part of the practice
of how education is conducted. This approach helped
establish the reality of globalisation for participants in the
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pilot programme, and demonstrated the value of
international trade union and worker co-operation. A
common experience of all the countries was the extremely
stimulating effect of this aspect of the methodology. Most of
the participants had little or no previous experience of
international work, and were excited and inspired by the
direct international links and contacts gained through the
project. 

However, there were also serious problems with the
quality of the international communication between the
countries. The education materials had to be redesigned to
stimulate more international debate, rather than simply
within the groups themselves. 

An additional problem was the difficulty of maintaining
focus in the exchanges between the participants. In the
weekly reports from sessions, each country would raise a
wide range of disparate issues, making it difficult to
maintain a clear focus in the international communication
between groups. By necessity, it led to an increased role for
the ISC international co-ordinator as a moderator to ensure
focus and continuity of discussions.

Technology and language
A sustained exchange of ideas and information using the
Internet is complex. Participants are not in physical contact,
and therefore it is difficult for them to get to know each
other. The technology cannot give the same sense of human
contact which is possible with direct meetings, and therefore
there will be a ‘distance’ between the groups. This is
compounded by cultural and other barriers. Language, for
example, was a fundamental factor influencing the flow and
nature of discussions between the groups in the pilot
programme. Translation through the facilitators is bound to
lose the spontaneity of free-flowing communication.
Furthermore, written communication tends to be more
formal and less dynamic than direct conversations between
people.

The international communication in the pilot programme
was conducted in English, whilst local study circles were
conducted in national languages. This solution to the
‘language problem’ was far from adequate. It was extremely
time consuming for facilitators to translate education
materials and weekly reports. Whilst facilitators were
confident to speak in English, participants were not.
Language barriers between participants therefore made
international communication extremely difficult, and put this
vital aspect of the ISC programme into the hands of
facilitators thereby enhancing their power vis-à-vis the
participants.

Dealing with language differences in an international
education programme is an obvious priority. However, we
have not yet found an appropriate mechanism. Where
resources permit, it would be useful to attach a skilled
translator to each local group. However, this would require
huge resources which are extremely difficult to obtain and
therefore cannot be depended upon. Another possibility
would be to select countries which have a language in

common, for example the Francophone countries. Whilst for
certain ISCs this might be appropriate, for others it might be
extremely limiting geographically and culturally, and result
in a very narrow target group.

Whilst recognising these difficulties, it was felt that the
technology does make a project of this nature possible.
International education programmes would otherwise
consume vast amounts of resources. Within the existing
limitations imposed by the technology, cultural and other
differences, it is possible to strengthen and improve the
international communication so that it impacts meaningfully
on the education process. New methods and approaches will,
no doubt, develop as we become more experienced.

The future
After the second pilot course, and subsequent detailed
evaluation completed in January 1999, we are in the process
of developing a much wider range of courses using the
International Study Circles model. 

These include an ISC of workers’ education groups in
India, Pakistan, Philippines, Korea, and Australia, focused
on the local impact of globalisation in the Asia-Pacific
(January-May 1999); a new global ISC for women workers
in the food industry (September-December 1999); and an
ISC to examine how trade unions and NGOs can work
together more effectively to defend and advance the interests
of migrant workers (January-May 2000).

The ISC model is also about to be applied to workers
within single transnational corporations. Two of IFWEA’s
affiliated international trade union federations, the
International Metalworkers’ Federation and the International
Union of Foodworkers, are about to launch ISCs to explore
whether the technique can be used to organise world-wide
company councils of trade unions representing workers in
particular companies.

In amended form, the ISCs have also been developed to
enhance national programmes, both for the WEA itself and
for the WEA’s affiliated trade unions. The Transport and
General Workers’ Union, for example, which played a major
role in the original pilot programmes, is building ISC
elements into their national education programme for lay
representatives. 

� Dave Spooner is International Programmes Officer,
WEA.

To follow the progress of the ISC programme, visit
www.ifwea.org/isc

For a more detailed description of the work, see
Responding to the Global Economy: International Study
Circles Pilot Programme: Final Evaluation Report (WEA,
March 1999). For free copies, or for more information,
contact dave.spooner@mcr1.poptel.org.uk 
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