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The Internet, Educational Exchange, and Sino-U.S. Relations


By Li Li
The development of technology, and in particular the Internet, has ushered in a new age of communication across the world.  This paper will discuss how to utilize this technology to benefit Sino-U.S. relations.  The United States has taken the lead in technological research, development, and usage.  Today, the U.S. boasts the most Internet users in the world.  According to the latest Pew Survey on Internet use, the U.S. alone has one hundred and sixty-six million Internet users, accounting for twenty-eight percent of users across the globe.  The Internet knocked on China’s door in the late 1980s and developed rapidly in the ensuing decade.  Internet users in China now total forty-six million, and six major networks currently serve China’s education and business sectors.

One important use of the Internet, particularly in the U.S., is in education; more specifically, the Internet has been widely utilized to facilitate distance education (DE).  In the past decade, DE conducted through the Internet in the U.S. has mushroomed.  Among DE’s various benefits, it has, most importantly, offered more people access to education.  Soon after President Bush started his term, he proposed his “No Child Left Behind” campaign.  The purpose of this campaign is to ensure that all school-aged children in the U.S. receive an adequate education by way of teacher and administrator accountability.  Given such momentum, the Department of Education (DOE) has funded various on-line DE related projects, such as PBS teacher training projects and various Star School projects aimed at providing online professional development opportunities for high school teachers across the country.  

Similarly, in China, even though the Internet is still at its nascence, the government has foreseen the potential benefits of the Internet for the country’s educational development.  The Chinese government has estimated that in the next five years all universities will be connected to the Internet.  The government has also expressed plans to improve network infrastructures on these campuses.  The new President, Hu Jintao, has also expressed that the use of technology to improve education in China is a critical component of his domestic agenda.

How then can American and Chinese long-term investments in educational technology be used to benefit Sino-U.S. relations?  The answer lies in educational exchange through the Internet.  Undoubtedly, some Chinese and American students, through surfing the Internet, have become friends and maintain regular contact with one another.  Yet, such friendships merely occur on an individual level.  It is evident that the Internet can enhance educational exchange between American and Chinese students on a much larger scale.  However, government funded, systematic, and purposeful educational exchanges between institutions of higher education through the Internet are few and far between.  Therefore, there is an opportunity for the leaders of the two countries to address this deficiency by funding the design and implementation of a site specifically devoted to educational exchange between Chinese and American students in institutions of higher education.  To best facilitate Sino-U.S. ties, the educational site should bear the following unique features.

First, the target audience for the site would be university students from the two countries.  All university students in the countries would be encouraged to participate, although participation would be voluntary.  Second, students would be identified by the site in such a way that they would be matched with overseas peers with similar interests.  Following the initial matching, students would be directed to a different, more specific page that includes the following areas:

· A discussion forum devoted to conversations on a given discipline area.

· A profile through which students could disclose personal information, such as interests, goals, etc.  Students could also upload pictures so that others could get a better sense of their online friends.

· Chat room where students could have discussions on various non-academic topics of interest to them.

· A collaboration forum where students could work on projects together to share knowledge and information with each other.

· An ‘Ask an Expert’ area where students could pose questions to experts in their area of study.  Experts would be professors from institutions of higher education from the two countries.  They would be from various discipline areas and should be proficient in both languages. 
Furthermore, a designated number of mentors would moderate the discussions in the areas listed above.  Mentors would be selected from the two countries and would be proficient in the discipline area and the two languages.  The primary purpose of the mentors would be to facilitate discussions and supply responses to students before they turn to an expert for an answer.  The difference between a mentor and an expert is that a mentor would monitor the site on a regular basis while an expert would only be present when students pose questions in the ‘Ask an Expert’ area.  The number of designated mentors would be contingent on the number of students in each specific discipline group.

The site would also have two versions: English and Chinese.  The two versions would be identical in content and students would be given access to both when they log-on to the site.  The technology embedded in the system would enable translation between the two languages.  Students would also have the option of viewing and composing in either language.

The design and implementation of the site calls for personnel specialized in different areas to work together to produce the best results.  For example, the designing stage would call for specialized computer technicians to design the site and ensure its smooth functioning on a designated server.  The implementation stage of the site would require the consistent efforts of mentors proficient in both languages, and content experts in different discipline areas who could provide answers to students from the two countries.  Meanwhile, technical personnel would also need to continually monitor the technical aspects of the site to ensure its ongoing functionality.  Not only would the design and implementation of the site facilitate the long-term collaboration between people with diverse backgrounds and skill-sets from each country, but this continued professional collaboration would also be conducive to enhancing Sino-U.S. relations more generally.

Overall, the site would primarily enhance educational exchange between students of the two countries.  First, the site would enhance students’ understanding and knowledge of each other’s culture and language through information exchange both formally in the academic forums and informally in the chat rooms.  Second, there would be a platform that supports more frequent academic exchange between experts in different discipline areas from each country.  Lastly, the site would help improve the language skills of the students by providing Chinese students rich opportunities to read and use English, and vice versa.

Of course, no individual or organization alone would have the means to design and implement such a multipurpose site.  Only efforts launched on a governmental level would make the full scope of the project both possible and sustainable.  To this end, the leaders of the two countries must designate relevant Departments to take over the project and set aside sufficient funding for the project.  The DOE in the U.S. and the Ministry of Education in China would be the two supervising bodies of the project and would become responsible for choosing appropriate individuals, higher educational institutions, and other relevant organizations to get involved in the project.  It is natural to predict that an educational site with such scope could have a great impact on educational exchange between the two countries.

Ultimately, Sino-U.S. relations will best be enhanced by focusing on connections between people, not government agencies.  Accordingly, the relations will continue to be improved and strengthened through exchange in various areas, such as education, culture, and trade.  Exchanges in the educational arena have drawn more and more attention in recent years.  Against the backdrop of technological development in the two countries, insightful leaders will be able to make the greatest use of these new communications technologies to bring about a new phase of educational exchange – one that benefits not only students and institutions of higher education, but many other aspects of the Sino-American relationship as well.

