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Educational Exchange 2.0

International exchanges are among the best methods for fostering cross-cultural respect and understanding. However, exchange programs are costly and only engage a small minority of students. By combining web-based technologies with well-established pedagogy for deep cross-cultural engagement, opportunities for exchanges could be vastly expanded. With a sound strategy and commitment from public and private sector leaders, it is entirely possible that within 15 years, every young adult could have a profound international cross-cultural experience as part of his or her education.

Limitations of Existing Educational Exchange

Traditional educational exchange programs, while effective, continue to be plagued by the following limitations:

1. Numbers: Less than 1% of Americans enrolled in higher education engage in study abroad programs and only 4% of the higher education population in the US comes from abroad. In addition, in many European countries less than 2% of tertiary students go abroad to study. 

2. Preaching to the converted: Participants in exchange programs are self-selected. They are already on the path to seeking out and exploring diverse cultures when they sign up.

3. Cost per student and access: The cheapest international exchange program is $4,000/student (Fulbright costs 10 times this) – so access tends to be restricted to those with fairly substantial means.  

4. Building bridges where they already exist: The most popular region of the world for American exchange students is Europe. The region of the world with which the fewest American students participate in exchanges is the Middle East/North Africa. Moreover, enrollment in the intra-Europe ERASMUS program far exceeds that in the ERASMUS-Mundus, which promotes exchange between Europe and other regions.

Educational Exchange 2.0

Web-enabled international cross-cultural educational exchange can help address this challenge. Without seeking to replace traditional exchanges, web-based international dialogue can strengthen the field of international education and exchange by: preparing students and helping them learn about other cultures prior to traveling abroad;  providing an incentive for students to participate in physical exchanges; developing partnerships with higher-education institutions through web-enabled programs; and providing an alternative for those unable to travel abroad.

Proof of Concept

Since 2003, Soliya has partnered with 80 universities in 25 Western and predominantly Muslim countries to implement the Connect Program, a 10-week web-based cross-cultural education and exchange program integrated into accredited courses. Evaluations demonstrate that young adults can form meaningful relationships and make lasting educational gains through online cross-cultural programming when it is facilitated, sustained, and not anonymous. This is one of a growing number of samples that make up the emerging field of Exchange 2.0.

Proposal

The objective is to expand web-enabled deep international cross-cultural educational experiences worldwide in order to: 1. Reach beyond self-selected individuals and elites; 2. Connect those regions and cultures that most need to be bridged; 3. Ensure that every participant has a deep and constructive engagement with other cultures and perspectives.

The UNAOC would work in close partnership with Soliya to mobilize support of key member states, education institutions, and private foundations and corporations to demonstrate the effectiveness of web-enabled cross-cultural education and exchange and to expand the integration of such models into higher educational curricula. At the Berlin Meeting of the UNAOC Focal Points, we will discuss this initiative, invite feedback on the idea and proposed strategy, seek commitment of key players to help lead this initiative and agree on next steps.

