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Teaching IR with New Media

New media is a valuable object and medium of study in International Relations
(IR). As an object of study, the impact of new media speaks to the questions about
the nature of information in the digital age, the behavior of networked individuals,
and emerging digital identities that are central to many important current debates
in IR. As a medium, it can give our students greater opportunities to collect and
share knowledge, collaborate meaningfully with their classmates and the outside
world, and manage complex knowledge flows in order to solve problems. This pa-
per addresses the information literacy challenges facing our students in the digital
age, along with significant themes where new media can illuminate critical current
issues in IR, and offers recommendations for applying new media as a method for
enhancing student engagement and learning outcomes.

Introduction

The digital age fascinates and confuses in equal measure. Across an increasingly
connected world, digitally networked individuals – from democratic protesters and
activists to insurgents and cybercriminals – exchange information and self-organize
with a speed and fluidity that present deep challenges to the power of democratic
governments and authoritarian regimes alike (Benkler 2006; Nye 2011: 132-139).
As the recent NSA leaks by contractor Edward Snowden have revealed, govern-
ments have been responding to this rapid diffusion of power partly by monitoring
and collecting global communications in unprecedented volumes, reinvigorating
longstanding debates about the balance between national security and individual
privacy (Levy 2001; Diffie/Landau 2010).

Meanwhile, university students and professional researchers struggle to make
sense of an environment defined by increasingly rapid, dense and diverse informa-
tion flows. It is a world where traditional hierarchical relationships are being dis-
rupted by new opportunities for knowledge acquisition and collective action, and
where individual career advancement hinges as never before on the capacity to crit-
ically analyze growing volumes of information, collaborate at a distance, and lever-
age online personal and professional networks to solve problems (Rainie/Wellman
2012: 11-18; Hagel et al. 2009).

When it comes to teaching these subjects and addressing the particular challenges
of teaching and learning in the digital age at universities, the range of responses
from administrators and teachers swing from excitement and innovative experimen-
tation, to confusion, apathy and deep skepticism about the appropriateness of
adopting new technologies to meet our mission (Katz 2008: 12). There is little con-
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sensus about whether or how to use new media tools to support learning objectives
in courses, and often uncertainty how to address the social and political impact of
digital technologies through course themes. Some argue that mainstream research
in Politics and IR has particularly suffered from hesitation to address the impact of
digital technologies (Margatts 2010: 65; Carpenter/Drezner 2010: 256). Cascading
down to the student experience of IR teaching, Thornton (2012: 91) argues that »
significant opportunities for student learning are being missed through disciplinary
tardiness.«

New media – online platforms such as wikis, content aggregators, social net-
works, blogs and collaboration tools – are particularly attractive entry points for ex-
ploring the impacts of the digital age on areas of research interest in IR, and as plat-
forms for our students to learn how to more effectively collect, analyze and produce
knowledge in an academic setting.

As an object of study, the impact of new media speaks to the questions about the
access to information, the behavior of networked individuals, and emerging digital
identities that are central to many important current debates in IR. As a platform for
achieving learning outcomes, new media can present our students with important
opportunities to find and critically assess knowledge, collaborate meaningfully with
their classmates, and create knowledge in ways that measurably improve both their
engagement with ideas and the quality of their finished work. Furthermore, using
new media as a platform for student work products can be integrated with the IR
teaching experience without significant redesign of our teaching methods by apply-
ing these tools outside of the classroom as a support for the critical discussions and
analysis that happen within the classroom.

As our societies become increasingly digitally dependent, it is important to ex-
plore and experiment with ways to address the impact of social technologies in our
IR courses. This forum piece will briefly survey a few potential thematic agendas
for integrating new media into the study of IR, address the information literacy
challenges facing our students in the digital age, and conclude with some examples
of how new media platforms can be used by teachers to support learning outcomes.

New Media as an Object of Study in IR

As computing, memory and bandwidth costs continue to plummet, pervasive con-
nectivity and lower technical barriers to the production and dissemination of data
are unleashing an unprecedented growth in the volume, variety and velocity of in-
formation around the world (Laney 2001). The deep penetration of the internet, the
ubiquity of wireless devices, and the rise of online social networks continue to
bring more and more of the world’s population into direct contact. Within the next
decade, instantaneous, real-time communication may be possible between almost
any two people on the planet, with immense implications for political action, for-
eign policy and national security affairs (Schmidt/Cohen 2013: 83).
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There has been a lively debate for some time now about the political power of
social media, with a focus on whether »weak tie« networks of new media users
possess the strength to cultivate real world revolutions (Van De Donk et al. 2004;
Shirky 2011; Gladwell 2010). Most recently, differing explanations have been for-
warded on the role of social networks during the Arab Spring revolts, especially be-
tween scholars arguing that these movements were not significantly shaped by pop-
ular access to new media (Anderson 2011; Khondker 2011) and those who argue
that new media played a key role in spreading information and tactics among
protesters, allowing rapid self-organization that was initially destabilizing to
regimes encumbered by slow-moving security services (Lotan et al. 2011; Howard/
Hussain 2011).

Far from being the exclusive domain of civil activists and democratic protesters,
new media has also become a potent tool for political repression and the support of
terrorism. Iran, China and Russia have all proven adept at using new media tech-
nologies as tools of state repression, leveraging social technologies to trace net-
works of opponents, preemptively disrupt protests, and censor unwanted political
discussion (Morozov 2011). Terrorist groups such as Somalia’s Al Shabaab have
also developed quite sophisticated new media strategies for recruitment, propagan-
da, and even to coordinate attacks (Meleagrou-Hitchens et al. 2012). Bombings in
Afghanistan are often followed by testy Twitter exchanges between the Internation-
al Security Assistance Force (ISAF) and Taliban forces in attempts to establish nar-
ratives on the international stage (Farmer 2011). The network dynamic of loosely
affiliated insurgents able to communicate and coordinate using mobile phones has
presented deep challenges to Western military hierarchies accustomed to analyzing
and fighting other hierarchical organizations (McChrystal 2011).

Long theorized limitations on the political power of decentralized social net-
works (Tarrow 1994: 138) have been receiving renewed attention, as the very net-
work dynamics that allow self-organization of crowds around simple binary ques-
tions may also actively inhibit the development of leadership within crowds (Lanier
2006). Specifically, analysis of the spread of viral information on social networks
indicate that while densely networked crowds may be particularly adept at commu-
nication and disruptive action, they may be structurally inhibited from developing
more complex alternatives (Sun et al. 2009).

An important feature of studying these potential impacts of new media is that
new media creates new classes of data that can be directly observed and systemati-
cally analyzed in ways that were never possible or certainly impractical with previ-
ous mediums of communication (Hafner-Burton et al. 2009: 560-565). A host of
relatively easy-to-use analytical tools for measuring the reach of messages and pro-
cess tracing the impact of new media communications can be directly accessed and
experimented with by students themselves (Hansen et al. 2010: 44-48; Scott/
Carrington 2011: 1-6). With free online tools such as Gephi, or NodeXL, sophisti-
cated analysis of social networks that used to require teams of professional re-
searchers working for weeks or months, can be accessed by a single student in a
matter of minutes or hours, opening up exciting opportunities for research and
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classroom discussion. Undergraduate students can easily explore data sets generat-
ed by their own social networks, which can serve as inspirations for more ambitious
projects as the familiarize themselves with these new sources of social data.

Recent debates over the national security leaks of Edward Snowden (Farrell/
Finnemore 2013; Gioe 2014) and the wide range of government materials publical-
ly released by Wikileaks (Maurer 2010) highlight that the ways new media shapes
and mediates debates over foreign policy and national security matters are both
timely and worthy of analytical attention in IR classrooms. Though these reflect
longstanding debates over surveillance and privacy that have played out since the
early days of the commercial internet (Levy 2001; Diffie/Landau 2010), questions
about the proper balance between surveillance and privacy can hold special inter-
ests for students actively exploring their own positions on privacy and experiment-
ing with transparency in their digital identities.

An enormous range of potential impacts of new media in IR can be presented,
including intelligence studies, the politics of cybersecurity and cyberwarfare and
hacktivism, to name just a few. A uniting factor in all of them is that such cases of
new media as an object of study can touch on themes that are of direct relevance to
our students’ lives, and through direct participation in new media information flows
and platforms that many of them may have experience with as users. Uniting these
themes in the classroom with an active engagement with new media as a method of
studying IR can help our students not only recognize the wider significance of so-
cial technologies they use, but also help them to directly and deeply participate in
digital culture in order to understand its impact on the social world.

To do that effectively, however, we must first recognize that our students may
not be as tech savvy as we might assume, and that they face important challenges
with information literacy and knowledge creation as a result of the forces of the
digital age. New media have exacerbated these issues, but new media tools may
also be of particular use in overcoming them. This is where experiments in course
design can be of help in unlocking the potential of new media in the IR classroom.

Information Literacy Challenges of the Digital Age

In order to capture value from new media in teaching, it is important to grapple on
some level with the complexities of how technology is altering the context educa-
tion for our students. The so-called triple revolution of the Internet, social networks
and mobile devices has altered the context of how our students learn, make deci-
sions and connect with the world around them (Rainie/Wellman 2012: 19). Finding
and evaluating information, discerning credible information from misinformation,
and communicating information ethically and skillfully are major challenges for
our students, especially in an environment where information is proliferating at an
unprecedented pace (Julien/Genuis 2011: 104). As Eric Schmidt, executive chair-
man of Google, noted in 2010, »every two days now we create as much information
as we did from the dawn of civilization up until 2003… I spend most of my time
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assuming the world is not ready for the technology revolution that will be happen-
ing to them soon« (Siegler 2010).

The challenge of teaching in the digital age is often framed as a need to engage
an incoming generation of »digital natives« who are supposedly both digitally liter-
ate and have high expectations for classrooms to keep pace with technological in-
novations they experience in their social lives (Oblinger/Oblinger 2005). Many aca-
demic institutions have responded to these challenges by investing heavily in hard-
ware, such as smartboards or tablet computers brought into the classroom at great
cost. If, however, student engagement is measured in terms of improved learning
outcomes, intellectual challenge or student interest in the course, there is little evi-
dence of any positive impact of these costly and time consuming efforts (Richtel
2013).

There is also no empirical evidence, however, that incoming students are in fact »
digital natives« prepared to meet the information literacy demands of the digital age
(Margaryan et al. 2011: 432; Karnad 2013: 3). While students may possess broad
experience with e-mail, social networking and mobile devices, this doesn’t neces-
sarily translate into the kind of information literacy or knowledge creation skills
useful in academia (Pilerot 2006: 86). Cope and Flanagan (2013: 11) have observed
that while students can be quite expert at information discovery, they often struggle
with »critically examining the claims made by those information sources, under-
standing the differences between different kinds of sources (e.g., a highly polemical
blog post vs. an empirical analysis), and then synthesizing those pieces of informa-
tion into a coherent and original analysis.« Or, as Justin Reich of the Harvard Grad-
uate School of Education put it simply, »even if remarkably high percentages of
students report using technology, it doesn’t mean they know what they’re doing
« (Stokes 2011).

So how can we use new media to help our students develop information literacy
and create knowledge? One promising path entails offering our students opportuni-
ties through new media platforms themselves to more easily leverage the forces of
collaboration, transparency, social recognition and connection, especially in their
writing and engagement with knowledge flows. New media spaces have been
specifically designed to facilitate interaction, debate and collaboration, and we
should be willing to experiment with ways of making use of those designs in pur-
suit of our learning objectives. The following recommendations offer a few illustra-
tions of the ways new media can be used outside the classroom to support course
objectives, with minimal design, maintenance or supervision requirements by the
instructor.

New Media as a Platform for Developing Information Literacy

A simple application of new media in the learning experience is to use a social net-
working site, class website, or even closed wiki to allow students to share a com-
mon platform for critically assessing the sources they read. Approaching course
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readings and research as a social activity rather than merely an individual one can
lead to critical debates that can be brought into the classroom as the basis for class
discussion.

Students may read more critically and share more of their thoughts on the litera-
ture when they are exposed to an »audience« of their fellow students, and they of-
ten experience higher levels of intellectual engagement with course materials when
shared exploration of these materials is both incentivized by social recognition or
instructor feedback, especially when paired with extrinsic rewards like participation
grades (Reich/Daccord 2008: 230; Purcell et al. 2013). With instructor involve-
ment, superficial engagement with the literature or confusion that might otherwise
lay dormant until exposed by assessment can be identified and addressed earlier in
the learning process. Leveraging the social design of new media tools can help our
students engage with discussions in the literature rather than merely ingest material.

My own experience in this area was originally inspired by an ambitious experi-
ment in social learning and collective sense-making conducted by Kansas State
University Cultural Anthropologist, Michael Wesch, who asked students in his Dig-
ital Ethnography course to both find and read 94 scholarly articles on a given theme
in a single week (Wesch 2009). Organized as a »smart mob«, students were asked
to read 5 articles over a week and fill in a standardized form with proper citation
formats and spaces for summaries. Each entry was presented on a class web page
for other students to read through before the next class meeting. Wesch was happily
surprised by the results of the experience: »This created an amazing foundation for
deep conversation. I think all of us were literally on the edge of our seats, finding
connections and debates across the literature at a level I have never experienced in
an undergraduate setting« (emphasis in the original).

Using new media as a method of study can be a pathway for both developing
critical information literacy and as a bridge to IR course themes. Creatively inte-
grating an activity like this into an IR course can open up new avenues for explor-
ing course themes such as the challenges of intelligence analysis in an age of un-
precedented information flows, how crowds make sense of information or disinfor-
mation, how dominant narratives arise in politics or society, or the role and limita-
tions of expertise and epistemic communities in shaping foreign policy, just to
name a few. The use of wikis and other »crowdsourced« learning methodologies
can thus be deceptively simple ways of exploring deeper epistemological issues.

Suggested new media tools for the development of information literacy:
– Free wikis resources such as www.mediawiki.org/wiki/MediaWiki, or

www.wikispaces.com. These can be used to create shared spaces for students
to critically engage source material as in the above example, collaboratively
prepare for exams, revise and update the course syllabus in light of classroom
discussions and discoveries, or any other task where collective, cumulative and
transparent writing would be helpful in achieving learning outcomes or critical-
ly developing information literacy.

– Content aggregation and content management tools such as www.diigo.com,
www.delicious.com, can be explored for quickly and easily assessing web con-
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tent, such as following fast-moving current events, or tracking a wider range of
expert knowledge than set out in course readings. For a more ambitious dive
into dynamic content discovery and curating, try: www.netvibes.com/en/indi-
vidual.

– Another helpful resource for supporting student information literacy is the se-
ries of search education and »search literacy« courses offered by Google:
www.google.de/insidesearch/searcheducation/.

Opportunities for Collaboration in Knowledge Creation

Collaborative writing assignments are another avenue for using new media plat-
forms to work with problems that students encounter in creating knowledge. Free
tools that allow students to actively collaborate on writing projects can bring
greater transparency to the process of knowledge creation in service of learning
outcomes. Assigning students to remotely collaborate on the creation of arguments
and research papers taps into a form of transparency that simulates the kinds of dis-
tributed teams they will likely be encountering in their professional lives. While by
no means any easier than any other form of writing for students, requiring them to
collaborate in transparent online platforms can highlight collective action problems
that many students will need to master later in their professional lives as members
of globally distributed working teams.

One of the most successful experiments I have run with students in terms of im-
proving the overall quality of their writing involved the collaborative creation of a
policy position paper written with Google Docs. Students were given a 24-hour
deadline to write a 6-page paper in teams of four, which predictably produced
mediocre results and no small degree of group tension. The groups were then given
more time to revise the paper, with the requirement that they work only through on-
line collaboration. Students reported that the process, while frustrating, produced a
higher quality work product than if they followed their usual approach to writing –
that is, a predictable flurry of last minute solo writing before the deadline. As an
instructor, I had a unique window into their thought process and collective problem
solving through a version-tracking feature of the platform, and could more clearly
see which students made significant contributions to the final work product.1

Flipping Deitering and Gronemyer’s (2011) arguments in favor of academic
blogs into an argument about student writing itself, »the dialogues become search-
able, browsable resources that students can use to see the debates, the arguments,
and the intellectual energy beneath the surface of polished, published scholarly
work«. While there is no panacea for the classic undergraduate problems of inexpe-
rience, procrastination and insecurity, new media offers structurally different ways
of approaching them. Leveraging the transparent design of new media platforms in
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writing assignments can have markedly positive effects on resulting work products
if thoughtfully applied.

Suggested new media tools for online collaboration:
– Google Drive (drive.google.com) is an office suite that enables cloud storage,

file sharing and collaborative editing compatible with most major file types.
The version tracking and live editing features can create the ability for both
students and teachers to watch each other thinking through ideas as they are
created. This is new modality for content creation that is well worth exploring.

– A full-featured and popular task management tool for more complex collabora-
tive projects is Asana: www.asana.com. Designed to facilitate group projects
without e-mail, this platform is designed to provide transparency in project
work and supports devolved decision making, as team members generally have
equal capabilities to reassign work according to their current capabilities and
interests.

– Social networks such as Facebook Groups are used by many teachers to pro-
vide shared spaces for collaboration, though I’ve found them to be quite limi-
ted in design, and with numerous thorny privacy issues that should be carefully
weighed before use.

Using New Media to Connect to a Wider Community

A lively debate exists on the value of academic blogs, and many teachers have ex-
perimented in using blogs for teaching IR (Carpenter/Drezner 2010: 257-259).
Shared writing platforms such as a closed blog, or even public blogs or other new
media publishing platforms can be powerful venues for students to connect to each
other and to outside audiences in ways that increase both their motivation and allow
them to draw on outside expertise. Not only does this give students the opportunity
to expose their work more directly with the outside world and create opportunities
for unexpected outside feedback, but several studies indicate that the quality of stu-
dent work improves when it is presented in such public forums (Reich/Daccord
2008: 230-235; Stokes 2011). The overall combined effect of these impacts was
summarized by the Pew Research Center’s Internet & American Life Project as »a
greater investment among students in what they write and greater engagement in
the writing process« (Purcell et al. 2013).

Beyond higher levels of engagement, participation in public spaces can lead stu-
dents to an earlier appreciation of the value of external review. Students in a recent
class were asked to complete a complex technical project (the design and construc-
tion of a drone), which required documenting and coordinating their progress with
a public blog. Within a week of the blog going live, they had received input from
an expert on another continent who had encountered their blog through a web
search, and suggested critical fixes based on detailed photos showing a fault only
an expert would recognize. This provided a powerful lesson in the potential value
of transparency that could also be used to discuss the nature of knowledge flows
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and the potential speed of innovation within rigid hierarchies versus more transpar-
ent networks. Again, this could have been a topic discussed in class as theory, but
dealing with it from direct experience in service of solving a problem the students
found relevant was a powerful way to directly connect with the lesson.

When experimenting with this form of public engagement, it is important to con-
sider that many of your students may not have much substantive experience with
these technologies, especially for educational purposes, and may resist engagement
for any number of reasons. Resistance rooted in a lack of familiarity with the tech-
nologies or with anxiety about the potential social transparency about new media
learning efforts can often be effectively met through early collaborative work that
takes the pressure off of any one individual to both use a new technology and face
the vulnerability of social transparency. Privacy concerns, however, should be care-
fully considered. Students might be wary of peers outside their classes looking in
on their developing thoughts, or of future employers who may negatively judge ar-
tifacts from their student years when taken out of context. If asking students to pub-
lish work online, always give them the opportunity to remain anonymous through
pseudonyms.

Tracking back to IR course themes, addressing privacy concerns in their partici-
pation with new media platforms can offer opportunities to explore the technical
and social challenges of remaining anonymous in the digital age, and how the need
to protect individual digital identity can figure in protest movements, democratic
accountability, intelligence collection, law enforcement, cybersecurity or any num-
ber of other areas where authenticated digital identities are valued. It is very diffi-
cult to understand the digital age without actively participating in it, but thoughtful
crossovers of course themes and classwork methodologies can open exciting oppor-
tunities to collectively explore these issues with your students.

Suggested new media tools for sharing writing with a wider community and ex-
ploring online privacy:
– If your university doesn’t already provide blogging platform for students,

Wordpress is a free and open-source blogging tool that can also be used for
content management (www.wordpress.org). Wordpress is the most popular
blogging platform on the Web and has a very active ecosystem of expert users
and resources to help students develop their ability to navigate such public
spaces.

– I would also strongly recommend that all IR students familiarize themselves
with TOR software for providing anonymous online browsing, and basic en-
cryption tools such as PGP. Browsing anonymously and communicating pri-
vately are not just technically interesting topics, but for students who seek
work in the fields of diplomacy, journalism or human rights, these should be
minimum required skills for ensuring their own security and the livelihoods of
those they work with (Schneier 2013).
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Conclusion

Our students will likely spend their lives increasingly reliant on the Internet, mobile
computing and online social networks to navigate the complexities of their world.
They will be entering a networked information economy that differs significantly
from the industrial information economy that preceded it, and must develop news
skills to cope with rapid increases in the volume, variety and velocity of informa-
tion in society. They will be required to engage with new media spaces in order to
make their voices heard in these new public forums, and a premium will be placed
on their ability to meaningfully discover, make critical sense of, and contribute to
knowledge flows. As the complexity and speed of the global communications con-
tinues to increase, digital information literacy will become a more challenging and
more important skill set to acquire. Bridging their firsthand experience with the In-
ternet, social networks and mobile devices with rigorous analysis of the social and
political impacts of those forces is an exciting opportunity in IR teaching. Building
this into the design of our classes creates the opportunity for learning and reflection
by both teachers and students on many complex, important themes of the digital
age.

It is important to help break down the traditional isolation of the university class-
room by connecting students more deeply to ongoing academic debates, to their
classmates and teachers through collaboration, and to the wider world outside the
classroom through these new public spaces. Technology can facilitate the goal of
university courses to step beyond their traditional role as centers of expert knowl-
edge transfer, into more dynamic venues for the analysis, critique and collaborative
creation of knowledge by students themselves. By taking this step we are more
likely to see our students think rather than just learn, and we in turn are more likely
to learn from them. In an era of accelerating technological disruption in every area
of public life, we all have much to learn. Critical engagement with new media can
help all of us on that journey.
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