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Imagine flying over the city of the future – one looks down and sees the equivalent of an irrigation circle in eastern Colorado, only this “circle” is actually much larger.  This concentric structure is actually the outline of a city arranged around a central site, known as the Central Dome, where all the services, including technology networks, medical services, educational resources, and public transportation, are housed.  As one moves from the Central Dome through the neighborhoods, including Neighborhood Learning Centers, one moves outward in structure and function.  The plane dips a little lower and one can see individuals moving from building to building carrying what looks like a briefcase.  This briefcase, we are told, contains something which is a basic right of each citizen – the Basic Learning Unit.  In today’s language, a laptop computer with all the networking tools, is available for each citizen; in addition, a code which gives each citizen equal access to networked resources.  Through the Learning Code, a citizen can access her/his Learning Credits which allows that individual to create and maximize one’s own multi-disciplinary, cross-generational learning experience.  Learning is individualized; collaborative, rather than competitive.  Finally, work becomes educational.  Business is education.  Human Development Centers provide extended care for the young while Storefront Learning Academies train for specific needs of society.


In considering such a future, I believe it is important to look for the evidence of this future in today’s world.  I believe quite strongly that such a Cyber City is not only possible, but desirable.  While reading, I began to reflect on the evidence today of movement towards this possible future and the benefits which might accrue from such a movement.  Here is what I see:

· One can go to www.cnn.com and create one’s own individualized news report daily

· One can access the internet with a laptop in almost any motel/hotel room in the world

· Similarly, one can access pay-per-view television in that same motel/hotel room

· One can purchase travel accomodations online

· One can also attend centralized learning experiences, like Elderhostel (in person)

· One can also take free online coursework, like Barnes & Noble University, which enhances the consumers’ understanding of the products being sold

· One can educate one’s children at home through homeschooling – much of this can be done via the internet

· One only has to drive Interstate 35 through north Austin on a Friday afternoon to experience the traffic jam created by the employees of Dell computer changing shifts – Dellcatraz, with its low-fat menu in the lunchroom, workout rooms, and 24/7 service – not to mention the continuous training available to most employees – is an example of business as education and “education as business”

In addition, to the positive evidence of some of the elements of the Cyber City and its educational components, there is also evidence today of the effects of the lack of forethought and clinging to old ways which keeps individuals from receiving the educational/learning experiences necessary to not only just keep up, but advance in an increasingly cyber-dependent world.

· In the movie, Save the Last Dance, we see a character, Derek, who is from the ghetto of Chicago, but who is successful in school.  He has just been accepted into Georgetown University.  He is also very much a part of his culture.  He spends most of his free time in a club, Steps, where he hangs out with his druggie friend, Malachi, dancing hip-hop and cruising the girls.  Malachi has spent a short time in juvenile detention.  He does not see himself as being able to be successful in school anymore.  The movie ends with Malachi making one more dumb choice to rob a liquor store with his buddies and ends up getting his car firebombed.  He survives, but we, the audience, know what will happen to Malachi.  His future is certain and it is not a desirable outcome.

The same kind of environment may exist in high schools today where financially-advantaged students have access to laptop computers, computers at home, and the internet, while financially-challenged students are lacking.  It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to see where this kind of inequality of access will lead.  

· The Texas A&M Cooperative Extension Service is in the process of bringing its employees up to speed statewide with internet technology.  The consumer demands this.  However, in College Station there is a well-developed distance education program, including coursework, which is not being offered, for instance, to employees of the research stations across Texas.  I stumbled upon that program, quite by accident, in researching a question for this class and found out about the coursework, the pricing structure, etc.  This program requires students to come to College Station for relatively short periods of time.  However, as an employee of Texas A&M I knew absolutely nothing about these courses.

An institution can be “wired”, can even have a culture of training employees (or certain groups of employees) and still manage to do a very poor job of inclusion.

· My supervisor, Richard, is very interested in the internet as a technology-transfer tool.  However, he is unwilling to commit the time and people to this endeavor.  Richard (and I am just picking on him!) does not see how he could be “selling himself” more effectively online.  Richard and the TAMU System in general is stuck in the paradigm that written papers is enough to transfer the benefits the taxpayer wants and needs.

This couldn’t be further from the truth.  The rancher is not going to be assisted in staying on the land because Richard and I produced 5 peer-reviewed papers last year.  For one thing, the rancher doesn’t have access to those papers for the most part.  In addition, the scientific jargon does not translate into anything useful to the person on the land.  The products by which Richard and I are evaluated are not the products needed by the consumer, by our constituents.

What does this have to do with the Cyber City?  Equal access to networked information means that as a scientist I have an audience even if we are miles apart.  Individualized learning means that my work can be transferred to someone who needs and wants it.  Cooperative and cross-generational learning means that grandfathers who remember what it was like to grow up on a farm can transmit that experience to their grandchildren who have lost touch completely with the land.  This is the relevance I see from my particularly rural point of view.


Equal access for the inner-city boy, like Malachi in Save the Last Dance, means that human resources can be used to assist a boy like Malachi with his anger management, knowing that he has access to the same educational base as his peers.  In a sense, Malachi as a citizen knows that he is good enough and smart enough to go anywhere and do anything he can conceive.  The human element comes into play in assisting Malachi and his family to cope with a less than advantageous social/economic condition.  Basically, Malachi has more to live for as a citizen of Cyber City.  It will be the same for the rural child who only sees wheat fields around her.  She dreams of Wall Street; she sees Wall Street on the computer screen; what she can see and dream of, she can attain.  By contrast, the child, like myself, who lived in the city and couldn’t figure out how to move to the country can also have an advantage because had I lived in Cyber City as a child I could have found the networked resources to follow that dream of leaving the city (sooner than I did).


The futurist Cyber City, described in 1994, is partially a reality in 2001.  We see the evidence of the benefits and we see the evidence of how the lack of equal access influences business and education today.  In our working environments, education and learning are valued by some and devalued by others.  In the places where learning is devalued, there is an economic disadvantage.  In businesses today where learning is valued, there is an economic advantage in the marketplace.  Our prisons are full of young African-American men like Malachi; our Ivy League schools are crying for young African-American men like Derek.  College admittance is still segregated in many ways and biased against non-Anglos.  The Cyber City concept does away with that discrimination to a greater degree.  As the authors point out many times, they do not have a clue how to fund such a vision.  I would suggest that business is the key.  Seeing education as business and vice versa is the key to the political, cultural and economic incentives to the successful manifestation of such a worthwhile vision of the future.

