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Youtube: Opening Minds to the World


One of the hallmarks of the Institute of International Education (IIE) is the idea that study abroad is an essential experience for both students and educators. The mission of the IIE maintains that the international study experience dramatically increases global awareness and solidarity with the other, promoting cross cultural communication in the interest of peace. This mission is summed  up by the motto “opening minds to the world.” However, is the study abroad experience really the best way to open one's mind to the world? There is no doubt that traveling abroad is an eye -opening experience, however, it is also prohibitively expensive. Even worse, the freedom of studying abroad also runs the risk of becoming a glorified sight-seeing tour. Herein lies the problem with the exploding popularity of studying abroad- how can it be assured that studying abroad remains a cultural experience? Is there perhaps a more cost-effective way to reach the world? With the proliferation of the internet and social networking, it is now possible to experience the world through the eyes and ears of people throughout the world. This then begs the question: could watching YouTube offer superior cultural understanding and international experience than actually studying abroad? Is it possible that the internet could actually upend the model of international education? 


Since the internet is such a vague term and exceedingly difficult to contextualize, to test the value of it as compared to study abroad it is useful to view it through the lens of the theory introduced by TED curator Chris Anderson: “Crowd Accelerated Innovation.” This theory holds that online video (and the exchange of these videos on sites such as YouTube) is an incubator, an “online laboratory” for accelerating progress. In his TED talk, Anderson used the rapid improvement of dance as an analog for this accelerated innovation; however, this theory can easily be applied to education and cultural understanding. The theory holds that there are three variables that drive innovation: “crowd,” “light,” and “desire.” The crowd refers to the community in which innovation take place, consisting not only of innovators, but also commentators, trend spotters, skeptics, and others who can highlight innovative practices and offer commentary and criticism to further drive innovation. The light refers to the visibility of innovation to the crowd, that is, how transparent the structure of learning is and how accessible it is to observe and access the leaders in the field. Finally, the desire is the motivation to innovate, to push the boundary further. In the context of international education, the “innovation” desire? is becoming more worldly and more culturally aware. In the traditional study abroad sense, the crowd is limited to colleges and universities around the world, comprised of the students, teachers and administrators that comprise the schools. However, even among colleges and universities, there is an unequal level of information between schools. For example, NYU has the benefit of a well-established study abroad program; many students bring back stories and cultural experiences that the community sees and learns from (perhaps the point of the “global network university”). The students at schools with less established study abroad programs do not enjoy the benefit of having large portions of their student bodies [numbers of their students] studying abroad; this naturally limits the amount of information and experience that the “crowd” of a smaller university can utilize, and certainly stymies their innovation. The same carries over to the “light” component- students at smaller, less study-abroad focused schools; such students have little chance to learn from their peers at more internationally-oriented campuses. Furthermore, this lack of accessibility also dampens the level of desire of a student body that lacks a strong study abroad presence. On a campus where very little of the student body spends time abroad, there is little motivation to leave. Perhaps one of the most important insights into study abroad is that a study abroad experience benefits more than simply the person who traveled; it also benefits the community that the student returns to and shares his or her experiences with. Looking over study abroad's drivers of innovation (crowd, light, and desire), it is clear that all three could be improved upon. The reach of the internet offers an improvement to all of the three, and very well may offer the answer to prohibitive costs of an international education. 


What differentiates the internet from traditional learning mediums is that it ratchets up the drivers of innovation that Anderson highlights: crowd, light, and desire. What is unique about the internet is that it engages practically the entire world as its crowd- the innovators, commentators, and skeptics are not limited to a small subset of students; anyone can upload and critique video on the web. The light provided by the internet is unlike any other forum as well; the innovators, shooting video from places as mundane as their bedroom, can quickly reach millions of people across the world. Another unique characteristic about the internet is that more than any other place, it is a meritocracy; the best dancers, the best guitarists, and the best comedians get the most views and reach the most people. This accelerates innovation, because the aspiring dancers, guitarists, and others can imitate and elaborate on the progress of the best in the world. There is no barrier of information; anyone with internet access can learn from the world's best. Finally, the prospect of being world famous is a significant incentive that raises competition and desire far beyond physical settings. Although the influence of the internet on the progress of dancing and snowboarding may be obvious and easily observable, it is still not totally apparent how exactly the internet, especially socially media, can offer a reasonable alternative to study abroad. How exactly does perusing the internet fit into this “innovation” model? The answer lies in the fact that one picks up cultural cues implicitly from the internet, harnessing the power of “innovation” in other fields to proliferate cultural understanding. Unlike learning a skill such as a musical instrument, one does not often surf the internet in search of a cultural immersion; the exposure to international events is a byproduct of everyday internet browsing, be it watching videos of protests in Libya, reading Le Monde in French, or streaming the cricket world cup online. All three of these examples are perfectly reasonable scenarios, and all three provide distinct exposure to foreign cultures. The benefit of the internet is that it allows its users to share their perspectives; that is, to perceive the world through the eyes and the ears of another. The internet that one sees when visiting al Jazeera is the same as the internet that someone in the Middle East sees. This is a powerful fact that can break down traditional cultural barriers, and really demonstrates the power of a shared perspective. Examples (perhaps clichéd) of worldwide solidarity include events like the protests in the Iran and Egypt, and the posting of Stanford and MIT courses online. By these videos, one can see the world through the eyes of a Stanford student or an Egyptian protester, a significant change in worldview. While the influence of social media may sometimes be overestimated in these cases, there is no doubt that sites like YouTube, Twitter, and Facebook offers unprecedented access to global perspectives and world events free of the sheen and production of traditional media channels. This is why the internet is such a ground-breaking development in the field of international education; no longer does one have to travel to a country to view life in that country and to hear the unbiased  unfiltered? thoughts of real citizens. Thanks to the internet, it is possible to experience the world without having to travel.


Despite all of the tremendous international experience that the internet can provide, it still has significant pitfalls. These flaws result from the lack of context to internet media. While it is a great benefit that anyone can post to the web, the very fact that anyone can post to the web means that it can be difficult to contextualize the internet media. The anonymity of the web leaves viewers susceptible to scam and depict??. In 2009, Rodrigo Rosenberg nearly overthrew the government of Guatemala by posthumously releasing a video accusing the President and the First Lady of arranging for his murder. His video drew worldwide attention, and sparked a fervor among the Guatemalan people calling for the President's resignation and trial. However, after a lengthy investigation, a UN-led committee discovered that Rosenberg had actually arranged his own murder, in a delusional attempt to avenge the death of his lover. While the story reads like a murder mystery novel, it serves as a powerful example of the havoc that a wrongfully led mob can wreak. The fact that one man could mobilize hundreds of thousands of people through the power of the internet is a warning of the dangers of treating the internet like real life. This is why the internet is not a perfect substitute for actual travel- it often does not provide context to the experience that it provides, which can lead to misunderstanding and misrepresentation. The internet provides a wonderful substitute for cultural learning, and is an amazing tool that is bringing the world together, however, it will never fully replace physical travel.

The TED talk describing the crowd accelerated innovation can be found here:

http://www.ted.com/talks/chris_anderson_how_web_video_powers_global_innovation.html?awesm=on.ted.com_8Z3n&utm_medium=on.ted.com-twitter&utm_source=direct-on.ted.com&utm_content=awesm-site
A lengthy, but extremely interesting article about the Rodrigo Roseberg saga can also be found here:

http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2011/04/04/110404fa_fact_grann?currentPage=all

