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Editorial

Enricomaria Corbi

Last September 23rd an interesting post of Tom Goodwin was published
on TechCrunch, the influential blog entirely dedicated to new technologies
(http://techcrunch.com/2015/09/23/the-internets-vanishing-point/).

The author begins in an effective manner: “Welcome to the future of the
internet, where the web has disappeared.” What does he mean by the see-
mingly paradoxical idea of an internet without the web? The starting point
is a principle, which, since the studies of Marshall McLuhan, has been one
of the pillars of the reflection on the impact of technology on human exi-
stence as a whole: “Technologies only become truly integrated into society
when they move from requiring forethought to becoming an afterthought.
It’s the progression of all innovations and it’s now happening to how we
experience the internet.”

The topic of the experience of the internet is educationally crucial and
I will come back to it later. However, I would like first to hint at a couple
of aspects of Goodwin’s argument. To explain the ongoing evolution, the
author distinguishes three eras of the (use of the) internet. In the first, it
was founded on portals and the internet was a sort of big magazine on the
web. Although Goodwin does not draw this conclusion, we should venture
to say that in the first era the use of the internet, as a big archive of infor-
mation, was still influenced by a typographic mindset (and the advantages
were limited to the vast amount of materials that were available). We can
still detect perhaps traces of this first era, for instance in the use that many
of us make of the Cambridge Dictionary or the Treccani Encylopaedia:
although we may have the printed version of it at home, we prefer to look
it up on line for reasons of speed.

In the second era the centrality of the search operated by the user emer-
ges. The user becomes the main actor and, in a certain sense, s’he contri-
butes to shaping the web with her/his search: “Information wasn’t pulled
through to us, we had to go find it, but everyone could contribute and the
popularity and depth of what was available exploded. This was the era of
the deep web, content hidden in messy structures, but pulled up from the
depths based on complex search algorithms. The Internet in this era beca-
me surfing, where we swam amid waves of information, swooping down
with the right wave to ride.”
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Commenting once more on the author’s reflections, we can say that this
is the era in which Wikipedia takes the lead and a new idea of knowledge
comes to the fore: knowledge is not only available on the web but it is cre-
ated through users’ interactions. The latter, moreover, organize also a sort
of hierarchy of information in that massively horizontal environment that
the web is. It is the very experience of knowledge that is changed: there is
no longer the predominance of portals, which draw their authoritativeness
from a source outside the web (as was the case of the Treccani Encyclo-
paedia), but there are sites that become pre-eminent as a consequence of
users’ interactions. It is more or less what happens when, in order to know
how to translate an idiom, we refer to forums instead of looking up the
Cambridge Dictionary (even in its on line version).

The third era is a sort of “hybrid,” marked by the catching on of apps,
which can be described as “micro-portals extracting personalized informa-
tion and presenting it to us in a closed eco system.”

With the typical acceleration of the world of new technology, also this
era is drawing to an end and the future should be represented by what
Goodwin calls “Thininternet,” related to the centrality of mobile phones,
which “have become the default screen for web access and apps have shif-
ted to become our primary consumption mode. The next era of the web
stems from this environment. It will be a time where ubiquitous connecti-
vity, and universal digitization, presentation, and aggregation take place in
parallel and cross-pollinate to produce an entirely new web experience.”

As aforementioned, this emphasis on ‘experience’ is crucial from an edu-
cational standpoint. Indeed, the public debate on education tends to insist
on the importance of new technology and on how it should be introduced
in schools but the focus is more on the technical devices than on the expe-
rience one has, whereas it is on this last point that we should concentrate
our attention. Especially if we consider one more element highlighted by
Goodwin with journalistic forcefulness: “Ask 30-year-olds how much time
they spend online and it’s a big number, ask 18-year-olds and it’s greater
still, but ask 12-year-olds and they can’t tell you, because, for them, there
is no concept of online.” The disappearance of the web is not, accordingly,
so much a ‘technological’ disappearance as an experiential one and it is
related to a generational element: it is for the 12-year-old that the concept
of on line does not exist any longer at the level of her/his experience.

All this has a multitude of educational implications, which cannot be
investigated within the framework of an editorial. I will confine myself to
raising some questions: if it is true that part of the educational undertaking
consists in the organization and shaping of the dimensions of space and
time, can we limit ourselves to intervening in these dimensions as we adults
conceive and experience them (for instance through the distinction betwe-
en being and not being on line)? If for us being connected to the internet
means being on line, whereas for the 12-year-old this is not the case, how
can we make this experiential difference educationally fruitful? If one of
the greatest achievements of educational thought in the 20th century was
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the stress upon the need to start from the experience of educatees, should
we not take seriously and valorize their experience of the web? How can
we contribute — in Deweyan terms — to a “reconstruction and reorgani-
zation of the experience” of the web? How can we do this in educational
environments (I am thinking of schools), which are often modelled after
other logics of space and time? And could it not be convenient, instead, to
preserve these other logics? Could not schools represent for the 12-year-
old the opportunity of experiencing the internet in forms different from
those s/he is accustomed to? Playing with the phrasing of the first sentence
of the post, from which I have taken my cue, are we appealed to imagine a
‘future of the internet where the web is disappeared and the school is still
there’? May the task of future schools be precisely that of representing an
environment in which the internet is less thin?






Editoriale

Enricomaria Corbi

Lo scorso 23 settembre un interessante post di Tom Goodwin ¢ stato
pubblicato su TechCrunch, I’influente blog interamente dedicato alle nuo-
ve tecnologie (http://techcrunch.com/2015/09/23/the-internets-vanishing-
point/). Uincipit € particolarmente efficace: “Welcome to the future of the
internet, where the web has disappeared”. Che cosa intende I’autore con
’idea apparentemente paradossale di un Internet senza la rete? Il punto
di partenza ¢ un principio che dagli studi di Marshall McLuhan in poi &
uno dei cardini della riflessione sull’impatto delle tecnologie sull’esistenza
umana nel suo complesso: “Technologies only become truly integrated into
society when they move from requiring forethought to becoming an after-
thought. It’s the progression of all innovations and it’s now happening to
how we experience of the internet”.

Il tema dell’esperienza che si ha di internet ¢ pedagogicamente cruciale e
vi tornero. Ma prima vorrei accennare a un altro paio di aspetti dell’argo-
mentazione di Goodwin. Per spiegare ’evoluzione in atto, I’autore distin-
gue tre epoche nell’'uso di Internet: nella prima esso si fondava sui portali
ed era di fatto un grande magazine sulla rete. Anche se Goodwin non trae
questa conclusione, potremmo azzardare I’idea che nella prima fase I'uso
che si faceva di internet, come di un grande archivio di informazioni, risen-
tiva moltissimo di una mentalita ancora ‘tipografica’, che traeva vantaggi,
pero, dall’elevato numero di materiali resi accessibili. Tracce di questa pri-
ma epoca sono tuttora rinvenibili — ad esempio — nell’'uso che molti di noi
fanno del Dizionario o dell’Enciclopedia Treccani. Pur avendola a casa o
nei nostri studi, preferiamo, per ragioni di rapidita, consultarla oz line.

Nella seconda emerge la centralita della ricerca che I'utente conduce.
Questi diventa, dunque, protagonista e in un certo senso contribuisce a
‘formare’ la rete con le sue ricerche: “Information wasn’t pulled through to
us, we had to go find it, but everyone could contribute and the popularity
and depth of what was available exploded. This was the era of the deep
web, content hidden in messy structures, but pulled up from the depths
based on complex search algorithms. The Internet in this era became surf-
ing, where we swam amid waves of information, swooping down with the
right wave to ride”. Anche qui integrando cio che I’autore dice, potremmo
affermare che ¢ in quest’epoca che si afferma Wikipedia e, quindi, ’idea
che la conoscenza non solo ¢ resa disponibile sul web ma ¢ creata attra-
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verso le interazioni degli utenti sulla rete. Tali interazioni, inoltre, orga-
nizzano anche una sorta di gerarchia delle informazioni in quell’ambiente
massimamente orizzontale che ¢ il web. Cambia quindi I’esperienza della
conoscenza: non ¢’¢ piu la preminenza di un portale che trae la sua autore-
volezza da una sorgente extra-web (p.es. la Treccani) ma siti che si afferma-
no grazie alle interazioni fra utenti. Un po’ come quando — per sapere come
tradurre una espressione idiomatica italiana in inglese — piu che consultare
on line il Cambridge Dictionary cerchiamo sui forum.

La terza epoca ¢ una sorta di “ibrido”, segnato dall’affermarsi delle app
che possono essere descritte come “micro-portals extracting personalized
information and presenting it to us in a closed eco system”.

Con I’accelerazione che ¢ tipica del mondo delle nuove tecnologie, anche
quest’epoca ¢ sulla via del tramonto e il futuro dovrebbe essere rappresen-
tato da quello che Goodwin chiama “Thininternet” (potremmo tradurlo
‘internet sottile’ oppure ‘internet smilzo’, con una punta di ironia), legato
alla centralita dei telefonini: “[M]obile phones have become the default
screen for web access and apps have shifted to become our primary con-
sumption mode. The next era of the web stems from this environment. It
will be a time where ubiquitous connectivity, and universal digitization,
presentation, and aggregation take place in parallel and cross-pollinate to
produce an entirely new web experience”.

Come detto, questa enfasi sull’esperienza’ mi sembra fondamentale in
un’ottica pedagogica: a volte nel discorso pubblico sull’educazione si insi-
ste sulle nuove tecnologie e su come esse dovrebbero entrare nella scuola,
ma il focus € piu sul dispositivo tecnico che sull’esperienza che se ne ha,
laddove & proprio su questo che dovremmo massimamente appuntare la
nostra attenzione. Soprattutto considerando un altro elemento sottolin-
eato da Goodwin, con giornalistica icasticita: “Ask 30-year-olds how much
time they spend online and it’s a big number, ask 18-year-olds and it’s
greater still, but ask 12-year-olds and they can’t tell you, because, for them,
there is no concept of online”. La scomparsa del web &, quindi, non tanto
una scomparsa ‘tecnologica’ bensi esperienziale ed & legata a un elemento
generazionale: ¢ per il dodicenne che I’o7 line non esiste piu e non esiste al
livello della sua esperienza.

Cio ha una molteplicita di implicazioni pedagogiche che non si possono
investigare nello spazio di un editoriale. Proporro solo alcune domande:
se & vero che parte dell’impresa educativa consiste nell’organizzazione e
strutturazione degli spazi e dei tempi, possiamo limitarci a intervenire sulle
dimensioni dello spazio e del tempo come noi adulti le concepiamo (per
esempio attraverso la distinzione tra essere o non essere on line)? Se per noi
essere connessi al web significa essere on line, mentre per il dodicenne no,
come possiamo rendere pedagogicamente feconda questa differenza espe-
rienziale? Se una delle grandi conquiste del pensiero pedagogico novecen-
tesco ¢ stata ’enfasi sull’esigenza di partire dall’esperienza dell’educando,
non dovremmo prendere sul serio e valorizzare la sua esperienza del web?
Come possiamo contribuire — in termini deweyani — a una “ricostruzione e
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riorganizzazione dell’esperienza” del web? Ma come farlo in ambienti edu-
cativi (penso alle scuole) spesso modellati su altre logiche dello spazio e del
tempo? E non potrebbe essere, invece, conveniente conservare e preservare
queste altre logiche? Le scuole non potrebbero diventare per il dodicenne
un modo per vivere internet in forme diverse da quelle proprie della sua
esperienza? Giocando con I'incipit del post da cui ho preso le mosse, dob-
biamo forse immaginare ‘un futuro di Internet dove il web ¢ scomparso ma
la scuola & ancora 1i’? Che il compito della scuola di domani sia di costitu-
ire un ambiente in cui Internet sia meno smilzo?
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