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Networking the Nile:
Technology and Professional Development in Egypt
by Mark Warschauer, University of California, Irvine
From 19982001, | served as Director of Educationd Technology for alarge US-
funded aid program supporting English languageteachingin Egypt There were huge
chdlengesin thework. Some of them werelogistical, such as howto set up acomputer
laboratories and Internet access in schools that had irregular el ectricity, few phonelines,
and no staff capable of managing networks. Many more of the chdlenges were sodal
and cultural, such as howto hdp develop a sustainable professiond development
network in acounty where educationd systems are largdy hierarchical and classroom
teachers have little roomfor initiative. In struggling to hd p Egyptian educators develop
professiondly, | went throughmy own trial by fire. | had to maneuver between two of
theworld'smog formidable bureaucracies: the US aid regime and the Egyptian
govenmental educationd establishment. | had to badance the short-term objectives of the
project with thebroader god of leaving behind a sugainable movement for educationd
change | had to fundionin a county where people want much of what theWest has
while rglecting much of wha theWest values. Intheend, | learned tha my own

professiond development, like tha of the Egyptians | worked with, rested largdy on



listening to others, articulating a vision, degpening a commitment, and rethinking the
interaction between computing, culture, and community.
Arrival in Egypt

| arrived in Egyptin March 1998 afew monthsafter receiving my Ph.D. in
Second Languaye Acquisition from the University of Hawai ®. | had been on the market
for atenure track postion, and had had a couple of goodinterviews, butdecided to cut
the search process short when | was offered apostion with the Integrated English
Languaye ProgramBll) in Egypt (IELP-11). IELP-II, flush with $52millionin funding
fromtheUS Agency for Internaiond Development (USAID), was oneof the largest
languaye education aid program in history. | couldn®resist the chance to paticipaein a
well-funded effort to hdp introdue educationd computing in acounty asinteresting as
Egypt

Shortly after arrival in Egypt, | had avivid glance at how interesting Egypt was.
During my first week there, | stoodon thebanks of the Nile and tookin the Cairo
landscape Acrosstheriver, | saw the glimmering towers of the World Trade Center,
induding some of thefanciest stores, restaurants, and offices of moden Egypt Looking
down, though | also saw a poorfamily of eight who lived in three tiny boas by the bank
of theNile. Thinand pootly clothed, this family appaently spent ther days and nights
onacouple of tiny canoes nolonge than afishingpole. Yet, asl looked down, | saw a
shiny object in thecenter bod, and, uponlooking more closely, | realized it was a
batery-opeated television. Even thisimpoveished family livingin tiny canoesona
highly-polluted river was grasping at modeanization throughmedia. This contrast within

confrasts was an excellent introdudion to me of Egypttoday. Egyptwas rushingtoward



modernization, while at the same time modernization had to conform itself to the
centuries-old ways of life of EQyptian sodety.
A Deficit vs. an Ecological Perspective

In spite of al these contrasts, my first conflicts were not with the Egyptian
system, butrather with the American one 1ELP-113 chargewas to improve Engdlish
languayeteaching in Egypt so as to strengthen the country@® ability to paticipaein the
globd econony. Toward this end, the program had a number of different project areas
related to teacher training, materials devel opment, and management consultation, all
accompanied by numerical gods (e.g., x number of teachers will betrained iny content
by z date) established in the program@® contract with USAID. My task, assisted by a
staff of ninefull-time Egyptian and American educators, was to hdp reach these
objectivesin our educationd technology efforts.

Thoughthe emphasis on numerical gods was in one sense well-motivatedN too
many aid projects had squandered money withoutmovement toward any measurable
objectivesN it also belied a deficit perspective, that is the bdieve that Egyptlacked
something, and that we were going to provideit, by filling Egyptian teachersGempty
mindswith therightknowledge skills, and attitudes (referred to as (KSAOin USAID-
lingo). Incontrast, | had amore ecological perspective on ourtask, viewing Egyptian
education as an eco-system in which we had to nurture the capeacity for ongoing growth
and change (Holliday, 1992;1994;see Kling, 2000for discussion of sodo-technical
systems). Frommy view, our first task was not to rush to begin training programs, but
rather to try to better undestand the soda ecology. | thusproposd we begin with a

naiond needsandysis. Thiswas resisted by some of my superiors, butwe were



eventudly ableto carry it out, usng focusgroup meetings interviews, questionnares,
and visits to schools and universities to better assess the context and potential of
educationd technology in Egypt

Hardware, Software, and Humanware

We foundtha, even in 1998,Egyptian schools and universities already had a
moderate amountof computer equipment, some of which was connected to theInternet.
Schools also had been provided with a nunmber of eductiond software programs.
However, teaches had few ideas how they could actudly integrate new technologiesinto
education. AsoneEgyptian professor told us Que have the hardware, we have the
software, we lack the humanwareO(quoted in Warschauer, 20024. Thislinebecame one
of themantras of our program, and we set outtogeher, Egyptiansand Americans to hdp
foger this humanware.

We set out to hdp develop a cadre of educators who tha could engagein more
persond and professiond experience with new technologies, consder and pilot ways of
usng these technologies appropriate to ther own teaching situaions and hdp provide
ongoing leadership to assist other Egyptian educators in integrating computersinto thar
professiond lives.

Our framework for accomplishing this was based on Roge'sd(1962)S-curve
conaept of innovadion diffuson (see Figure 1). According to this conaept, changes are
first adopted by asmall group of risk-taking innowators. Soonthereafter come the early
adopers, who are not as cutting-edgeas theinnowetors, but who tend have more standing
in ther inditutionsand respect from their colleagues. Theinnovaors are cruda for

launching an innovdion, whereas the early adopters are critical for getting innovadion



accepted by themaingream. Followingtheearly adopiers come the early majority, the
late majority, and, eventudly, wha Roge's called laggards
Computers in English Language Teaching

We set our task of reaching outto bath innovdors and early adopiers, and hdping
form anetwork anongthem for ongang work on educationd technology issuesN
similar, for example, to the kind of computer and compostion community intheU.S. To
accomplish this, we organized atwo-year professiond development program that we
caled CELT (Computersin English Languaye Teaching). We recruited about100
people to paticipatein the CELT program in three groupsof 30-35. Groupswere made
up of English teachers, English languaye supevisors, and English methodobgy
specialists from schools, universities, and English for Specific Purposes centers.

We tied the content of the CELT program as closely as possible to the actud
needsof Egyptian teachers and learners as identified throughthe needs andysis.
Technology ingruction covered induded simple tasks such as the creation and use of e-
mail lists for professiond discussion, the use of office software to develop materials or
prepare presentations and theuse of thelnterne for findinginformation or creating
professond Webstes. We selected free or advertiser-suppoted software over
commercia software so tha teachers could readily replicate wha they had learned in
thar own situaions We developed modues on classroomuse of technology focused in
pat on the @ne-Computer Classroom Oas this reflected the conditionsof Egyptian
schools. Participants who completed the CEL T program were thusprepared to provide

leadership in theareas most needed by Egyptian teachers.



All thos who participaed in the CELT program had to gothrougharigorous
application process tha evaluated ther expertise in English languaye teaching methods,
thar experience with technology, and ther leadership potential. Applicants had to
propo%, and present in a persond interview, a specific technology-based project tha they
would implement in thar own schools, universities, and regions We encouraged people
to apply in pars or groupsfromthe same inditutions We selected people to paticipae
either because they were innovaors who were aready experimenting with technology in
theclassroomand had some valuable lessonsto share, or because they were potential
early adopters with an interest in technology and with goodties to the broader
educationd establishment.

The CELT program conssted was divided into three main parts:

(1) A Pre-Training Period. During a pre-training period of oneyear, CELT

members had short computer training workshopsin Egypt and formed teams
to further plan ther projects. The CELT members met in Cairo and continued
discussions onlineto prepare for thar main training and ther project work.

(2) A Main-Training Program. Following thefirst year, CELT members

paticipated in an intense onemonth training program in the US where they
learned about computer-assisted language learning and carried out work on
thdr projects.

(3) Follow-Up Implementation. Followingthe main training program, CELT

members continued thar efforts by completing thear projects, implementing
thdr projectsin their schools, continuing discussion over e-mail, paticipding

in advanced workshopsin Cairo, and sharing wha they had learned with ther



colleagues by leading ther own local workshopsand paticipaingina
naiond CElectronic OasisO(see discussion bdow). Findly, in 2001,a
nationd CELT conference was hdd so tha members fromthethree CELT
groupscould share ideas together and view each other® projects.

CELT members chos avariety of projectsrelated to thar own interests. One
professor, for example, hdped launch an English-languaye Website for his university.
While such a project might notbedirectly related to English languayeteachingin the
classroom, the project served to highlight to Egyptian educationd ingitutionsthevalue of
integrating technology and English and inspired other universities and departmentsto
later launch or improvethdar own Engdish-languaye Web sites, thusfacilitating
professiond neworking. Other CELT memberslaunched electronic discussion lists to
network English teachersin particular regionsor programs. Other CELT projects
focused on topics such as devel oping multimedia presentation content for the one
computer classroomand creating video-based listening exercises for university English
COUSES.

Themog exciting part of the program was when people returned to the US and
actudly attempted to implement their projects. Success varied, dueto differential levels
of suppot at their local ingitutions Neverthdess, at least a handful were able to
integrate technology into ingruction for thefirst times, and were exhilarated by it. An
exampleis seen in thework of Mounira, aCELT participant who teaches English
literature at an urban university. Lacking accessto any departmental or university
computers for he teaching, Mounira began to invdve some individud studentsin

tracking down onlineinformation on English poems fromther home computers. These



students made wall poders aboutwha they foundonline and also gave oral presentations
to theothe studentsin theclass. These poders and presentationsgenerated so much
student curiosty aboutthelnterne tha voluntary after-class "field trips' were organized
to the public access computers at a nearby library. Groupsof students, mog of whom
had never previoudy sat in front of a computer, worked in pars at thelibrary computers
to signupfor free e-mail accounts and learn how to use the World WideWeb. These
newly connected students then started to dotheir own onlineresearch on English pods,
leading to more classroons presentationsand eventudly to an online collaboration with
studentsin another English class taughtby a CELT participant at a different university.
Mounira explained to me by e-mail (persond communication, April 2001)how al this
activity reshgped class dynamics:
Two other students gave a presentation ontheinauguration poems ddivered by
Robet Frog and Maya Angdou (another pod they're studying thisterm) in the
inauguration ceremonies of Kennaly and Clinton. One of thetwo students had
come over to me afew days earlier and accusngly said: "l haven't donea
presentation yet". | could barely keep myself fromlaughing outloud | have never
had a student before ask to give apresentation! In fact, this same girl had come
ove to me at thebeginning of the semester in tears because she had flunked her
previousEnglish course. Thefind assignment is hgppeningrightnow. It'sa
collaboration between three of my students and Laild's students [a class of a
CELT paticipant at another university]. | thoughtmy students would ssimply
rewrite onlinewha they had come up with in class but they're doing more than

that. They seem to have formulated indghts aboutthe poan which | have noidea



wherethey gotfrom! | can only think of oneword: motivation. | haven't had

such afulfilling experience in alongtime. | keep receiving emailslike "please

reply now!" or "l sent youan email, youdidn'tgetit?' Or students submitting
entries for apoery competition, on thedeadline, throughattachments, and
requiring immediate confirmation. I'm notcomplaining, because to meit's
nothing short of amiracle andI'm jus so hgppy to beawitnessto it.

Mounira® message warmed my heart, asit hdped me redlize tha what we were
trying to accomplish was not futile.

Probzbly more important than people@individud activity in the classcoomwere
theongoing training activities tha followed, and the neworks tha were forged. Toward
thisend, IELP-I1 coordinaed closgly with the Ministry of Education and Egyptian
universitiesto assist the CELT membersin organizing oneweek follow-up workshopsin
thar own locales. This coordination was chdlenging, as the Ministry of Education was
not used to facilitating this kind of grassrootsinitiative. Thoughthousndsof Egyptian
classroomteachers have traveled abroad for training over thelast two decades, no
systematic initiative had previoudy involved them in providing subgantial ongong
follow-up training to ther colleagues. Thougharrangements were eventudly madeto
carry outthis follow-up training, this was accomplished only after a great deal of ddays,
obdacles, and resistance, with some CELT membes facing problems even getting
Ministry of Education approvd for leave to attend follow-up meetings This greatly
tested my patience, until | realized that so much of what people try to doin computers
and compostionin theUS s often outside of frameworks of ingitutiond suppot. Inthe

end, with great persistence, we were able to arrange theworkshops



Each workshopwas led by 1-4 CELT members and induded 5-15local teachers,
depending onthe size of thelaboratory available. The content of these workshopswas
similar to theinitial workshopstaken by the CELT participants and focused onthe
mastery of basic tools, such as word processing, presentation software, and the Internet,
and the applicationsof these tools for professiond communication and English teaching.
Approximately 1,000teachers participaed in these follow-up workshops and, as
indicated by this statement by one CELT member, some of those trained continued the
cascade or snowbdl effect by also doingtraining at their school sites.

| am very hgppy these daysreally because my dear trainees have started applying

what they have already learnt in the workshopin their own schools. One of them

called me yesterday and informed me he has taught the computer technician and
another teacher of English in the same school howto use Microsoft PowerPoint
and they were interested and the three started preparing a PowerPoint Presentation
for ther pupis. Thisisonly astart and | am expecting more and more feedback
from other trainees who were al unde zero in thefieldsof technology (e-mail

communication, March 27, 2001)

In additionto the CELT program, a nunber of other efforts were carried outto
hdp conlidae a group of innovaors made up of the CELT members and othe highly
interested teachers. Three of these were especially importantN both to the Egyptian
educatorsOprofessiond development and mine They were the Ed Tech SIG and

ELTEgypt
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Ed Tech SIG

Themain professiond assodation of English languageteachersin Egyptis known
as EgypTesol (Egyptian Teachersto Speakers of Other Languayes). Shortly after it was
formed, and in themidg of the CELT program, | volunteered to hdp launch an
Educationd Technology Specia Interest Group (Ed Tech SIG) without EgypTesol.

Thiswasrisky in acouple of senses. First, | was stepping somewha outside my
boundsas an |ELP-1I staff, directly into an Egyptian professiond assodation in work tha
was paalld too, but notformerly pat of, my actud job. Secondly, | had noideatha, if |
attempted to lead, others would follow.

In theend, the Ed Tech SIG was a successN and it remainsto this day an active
groupwithin EgypTesol and more broadly within Egyptian Endish languaye education.
TheEd Tech SIG organizes a nunber of activitiesthroughouttheyear, but by far its most
important is the Electronic Oasis. a computer/education fair within theannud EgypTesol
conference. The SIG members work feverishly for afew monthsbefore the conference
to arrange for the equipment and networking, to get theroom set up, and onthe weekend
of the conference to ddiver presentations For example, at the November 2000
Electronic Oasis, 120 presentationswere given ontopics ranging from thebasic, such as
getting afree e-mail address, to the sophisticated, such as the authoring of multimedia.

Throughhdping form the SIG, | learned theimportance of recognizing and
nurturing local talent. | stroveto work mos closely notwith the QechniesO(i.e., the
innovaors discussed earlier), butrather with theinfluential educators who were starting
to gd interested in technology (the potential early adopters). | attempted to extend

leadership oppotunities to them, even when it would have been far easier to jugt simply
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dothetasks mysdlf. Attimes, | had to lower my expectationsN but, at other times, they
were far surpassed, for example, with the smashing success of the Electronic Oasis.
When | left Egypt, the Ed Tech SIG was nota powerhous, training thousndsof teachers
onaregular basis and tranforming the county. Butit was at least a self-sugaining
grouptha was continuing to movethe profession forward in condgdering and applying
technology in languaye education.
ELTEgypt

Another importantinditution, and onetha was more contentious was EL TEgypt
EL TEgypt was launched after thefirst CELT group returned from the United States as an
electronic community of Egyptian English teachers. It was, to my knowledge thefirst
electronic educationd network in Egypt

Thoughattempts were madeto have a Webste, it never really gotoff theground,
as mog of thos involved had nether thetime norindinaionto keep it updaed. The
ongoing indantiation of EL TEgyptwas thusits email list. Thelist has approximately
225members of people involved in Endlish languayeteaching who use it to pog
announements, discuss issues related to implementation, and otherwise address the
status of English languaye teaching in Egypt and its relationghip to technology.

ThoughEL TEgypt was established at my initiative, it was not something tha |
directed or controlled, even in the early stages. Neverthdess, since | was consdered to
betheresident expert on all matters related to technology and English teaching, people
looked to me for guidance and direction.

This became especialy difficult for me shortly after thelist was set up and the

Palestinian secondintifadeh brokeout These events, and later events, such asthe
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September 11 attacks, ingired a great amountof discusson onthelists, both aboutthe
events themselves and also abouthow appropriate it was to discuss them on ELTEgypt |
had very mixed emotionsaboutthese discussions Thoughl was thrilled to see Egyptians
discovering the exciting power of the Internet for discussion aboutther political and
sodal redlity, | was saddened by the content of the discussions (which contained many
views abhorrent to my own), and | also sympathized with thelist leaders who were trying
to figure out howto best handle the situdion. In the end, they came to what seemed to
me a goodcompromiseN to allow some initial discussion on any major topic, just
because it was so much on people@® minds but then to request tha future comments on
sodal and political topics attempt to make at |east some reference to ther relationship to
thescopeof thelist (education, English teaching, technology). Some interesting
discussions later ensued abouthow eventsin theregion could be broughtinto the
classroom, and some people also decided to create a separate list to talk aboutany
political event withoutcongraints.

Theissues aroundthelist broughthome to me thechdlenges of tryingto hdp
bring aboutgrassroots oriented educationd reform in a county such as Egypt. Effective
use of technology necessitates giving people more of avoice. Y et with an authoritarian
govenment and a hierarchical educationd system, Egyptian teachers often feel voiceless.
Opening up new channds of communication may result in outpoutings notall of which
are pretty or neat, butwhich are pat of the process.

Recommendations
Wha recommenddions then, do| have for thos who may beinterested crossing

borders to extended their own professiond development, and pehapsthat of other?
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There are many pathsonecan take to get involved in teaching or conaulting
oveseas. Universities and schools in some countries, such as China Korea, and Japan,
are frequently advertising for ingructors. For those with teaching certificates or
credentials, American schools abroad offer another oppotunity. Joining an e-mail
discussion list related to teaching in aparticular country can be oneway to gather some
information. NETEACH-L (e-mail list on Internet and English languaye teaching),
TESL-L (set of email lists related to English teaching aroundtheworld), and Dave®
ESL Cafe (Webdte for ESL students and teachers) are jud three of the many sites where
you can get in touch with English languayeingructors across the globe

If andwhen you do begin a new professiond joumey overseas, you may want to
keep these thingsin mind. First, aswe hdp develop our students' and colleagues
"humanware," so we mug develop ourown. Thouwgh | began this program with a
reputation of expertise in computer-assisted languagelearning, | had little experiencein
promoting sugtained professiond development in acounty such as Egypt. | thushad to
learn to adgpt my expertise in ways suitable to loca context. Thisinvolved adjuging
curriculum and pedagogyto suit the Egyptian context, for example, by emphasizing the
one-computer-classroomin training programs. This also necessitated developing astyle
of paient communication; nothing in Egypt takes place withoutlaying subgantial
groundwork throughinformal discussion and neworking. Findly, it involved becoming
sengtive to the political redlities of the Middle East, for example, by suppoting therights
of Egyptian educators for oppotunities at grassroats computer-mediated communication
even when the content of that communication was at oddswith my bdiefs. Inthe

process, my professiond development became intertwined with my persond
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development; by undestanding better how Egyptianslearn, think, and communicate, |

was able to clarify my own values and become better prepared for globd citizenshipina

pog-9/11 world) - -
************************************ Comment: Yes, and these values that youQe
. . . developed/clarified would be especially interesting
Second,we mug be cognizant that theory cannotbe divorced from practice and to readers.

that knowledgecannotbe separated from cultural context. Wha seems applicable
because we studied it in a course, or used in our own class, or our own lives, in the US,
will take on very different meaningsto local actorsin different sodocultural contexts.
Holliday (1992;1994)uses theandogy of tissuergjection to explain wha usudly
happenswhen Westernerstry to trangplant a reform withoutadequée attentionto local
context. Thoughthe GpeationOmay appear to bean initial success, thereformis
eventudly rejected dueto its unauitability and dueto lack of local ownership. Thos of
uswho teach or conault overseas have something valuable to offer, buttheway tha that
offer is ddivered needsto bethrougha process of collaboration and contact, rather than
impostion.

Findly, bear in mind that development occurs not throughtransmission but

throughalongterm process of experience and reflection. We cannotrush our own _ -
***************** Comment: Any/all of these, plus other statements
o . 10e highlighted in the past 2 pages are potential
development or tha of anyoned se. In tha sense, the Nile itself is agoodmetaphor. Its recommendations for readers More below.

course can gradudly change but attempts to suddenly reverse it would be completely
futile.

These arelife-longlessonsfor all of us and my own experience and reflectionin
Egypt hdped me learn these thingsalittle better than | knew them before. | till have far

to go.
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Figure 1: The S-Shgped Curve of AdopionInnovdion
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