Educational Telecomputing Projects: Information Collections

April 1995 "Mining the Internet" column, The Computing Teacher

Volume 22, Number 7
[Electronically reprinted with permission from The Computing Teacher journal, published by the
International Society for Technology in Education.]

Theinformation on this pageis provided for archival purposesonly. Most of thelinksthat it contains
have expired. Morerecent articleson similar topics can be found here: http://ccwf.cc.utexas.edu/

~jbharris/Virtual-Ar chitectur e/Foundation/index.html .

Educational Telecomputing Projects: Information
Collections

by Judi Harris

Can the Internet bring knowledge to the precollege classroom? I nterestingly, the answer is probably no.
Surprised? Probably not, if you consider the differences between knowledge and information.

Clearly, thereis an enormous amount and variety of information available on the Internet. It comes to account
holders in many different forms:. as text, pictures, video clips, sound files, and software, and via several
different information exchange formats. Gopher, World-Wide Web, electronic mail, conferencing, realtime
interaction, and direct file transfer. But is this knowledge? Many, like Taylor & Swartz (1991) would say
"no." To these scholars, knowledge is the result of the process of knowing, which can only occur as the
learner actively constructs what s/he knows, using information in this process. Larsen (cited in Fox, 1991)

declares that the confusion between knowledge and information

IS perhaps one of the most serious and widespread mistakes in the current use of information
technology, and it leads to the attitude that giving students information isidentical to giving
them knowledge. (p. 224)

Larsen says that knowledge results when an individual personally transforms information. Knowledgeis
private, while information is public. Knowledge, therefore, cannot be communicated; only information can be
shared. Whenever an attempt to communicate knowledge is made, it is translated into information, which
other learners can choose to absorb and transform into knowledge, if they so desire.

This distinction, although it may strike you as purely semantic at first, isimportant to consider when deciding
how to structure curriculum-based educational telecomputing activities. Some of the most motivating and
successful activity structures are those that encourage students to collect and share information...and then use
it to actively create higher-order ideas.

In this month's column, five different types of information collections, or educational telecomputing activities
that help students to collect, organize, and share intrinsically interesting information, will be presented. This
article isthe second in athree-part series that features examples of three different general classes of
educational telecomputing activities: interpersonal exchanges (March 1995 TCT), information collections

(thismonth), and problem solving projects (next month). Each genre of educational telecomputing activities

http://Irs.ed.uiuc.edu/Mining/April95-TCT.html (1 sur 8)06-02-2007 21:59:12


http://ccwf.cc.utexas.edu/%7Ejbharris/Virtual-Architecture/Foundation/index.html
http://ccwf.cc.utexas.edu/%7Ejbharris/Virtual-Architecture/Foundation/index.html
http://lrs.ed.uiuc.edu/Mining/March95-TCT.html
http://lrs.ed.uiuc.edu/Mining/May95-TCT.html

Educational Telecomputing Projects: Information Collections

includesfive, six or seven different activity structures, and each structure is presented with at least one
example activity that has been classroom-tested and shared by telecomputing teachers.

It is my hope that by providing you with activity structures, rather than a potpourri of lesson plans, you will
be empowered to design effective educational telecomputing experiences for your students that are
curricularly-based and adapted to suit their particular learning needs and preferences. Thisidea (and earlier
versions of these activity classes and structures) was first presented in the May 1993 "Mining the Internet”
column, then expanded in the February, March, and April 1994 "Mining" columns in The Computing
Teacher. The following structures and examples are intended to serve as an update to that earlier work.

Information Exchanges

There are many examples of thematically-related information exchange that have been presented as popul ar
telecomputing activities. Students and their teachers from around the globe have collected, shared and
discussed, for example:

. Student-written book reviews

. summer and winter solstice information

. children’'s voices (as sound files)

. teenagers fashion preferences

. favorite quotes

. international eating habits

. local weather conditions around the world
. children's hour-by-hour schedules of activities on acommon day
. recipes

. wild bird observations

. family life customs and perspectives

. insect identifications

. immigration/emigration experiences

. international holiday customs

. Internet signature files

. Vvideoletters

. schoolground ecosystems

. school safety rules

Thistype of activity can involve many classes without becoming an overwhelming management task for
teachers, and is a particularly powerful application of telecomputing tools because students become both
creators and consumers of the information that they are sharing. Projects like these typically begin with a call
for participation that is posted by a classroom teacher, such as this message, offered by "Internet angel” Patti

Weeg:

From "Patricia A Weg" <pweeg@ource. asset.conp
Subject: *Multi-Cultural Calendar: 'Valentine' nanes

R Ik S b b b b S S S b

Lovi ng Nanes

R IR I b b b I S Sk SR RN e
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The Sal i sbury KIDCLUB kids searched for nanes of places that
capture the 'Valentine' spirit. Please add any ot her nanes
of cities, towns, nountains, etc. W know there nust be
simlar nanmes in other countries but we just can't recognize
them.. You'll translate themfor us?

Many t hanks!

Here's their |ist:

Darling Range Ms. Australia
Dar |l i ngt on, Engl and
Darlington, South Carolina
Fri end, Nebraska

Fri endshi p, New York

Heart's Content, Newf oundl and
Heart's Delight, Newfoundl and
Honey Brooke, Pennsyl vani a
Honeygr ove, Texas

Ki ssi mmee, Florida

Love, Ckl ahoma

Lovejoy, Illinois

Lovel and, Col orado

Lovel and, Chio

Lovel ock, Nevada

Lovel y, Kentucky

Lovi ng, Texas

Lovington, Illinois

Val enti ne, Nebraska

Kristi, Kelli, Hi ckory, Mggie, Mckey, Karen, and Nada

Sometimes students initiate information collection projects, too. These two young men, who are from two
different countries, initiated an international project about flags by saying:

| ~ -=+ KIDPRQJ FLAGS PRQJECT '95 +=- |~

Dear Fri ends,

W (Andraz and |) would like to organize a project. A project about flags.
We are asking 'kids' to send us a 'drawing' of their flag and al so

a description... What do the colors nean, and nmaybe sone

hi story. ..
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Pl ease DRAW your flag, because 'scanned' pictures are very big,
and when we get a lot... then the hard drive will get too full :)
Pl ease sent your drawn flag with a description to:

Kl DPROJ @ . nodak. edu

[mat eri al del et ed]

Andraz - pttsc3@ublicl. noprnd. mail. si
Robbert - parwant o@acktic. nl

Sharing information that isintrinsically interesting to children on an international scale is an excellent way to
engage students in authentic cultural exchange.

Database Creation

Some information exchange projects involve not only collecting, but also organizing information into
databases that project participants and other students can use for study. Successful information exchange
activities can "grow" into database creation activities.

Students in Julie McMahan's Y ear 9 Computer Literacy classes, for example, created a database of important
world events by compiling and reflecting upon answers to the following survey:

| MPORTANT EVENTS SURVEY

1) How old are you?

2) Are you a nale or a femal e?

3) Where do you live? (Cty, State, Country)

4) What is the nanme of your school ?

5) What was the nost inportant event that happened in your
school during the past year? (Please explain briefly why you fee
this event was so inportant.)

6) What was the nost inportant event that happened in your

city or state during the past year? (Please explain briefly why
you feel this event was so inportant.)

7) What was the nost inportant event that happened in your
country during the past year? (Please explain briefly why you
feel this event was so inportant.)

As new information access and organization tools (such as the World-Wide Web browser, Mosaic,) become
more widely used in precollege classrooms, databases that students create across sites can be freely shared
with the rest of the Internet community. Databases can also be created for students to access, using
information that they supply. Venanzio Jelenic (Venanzio@hookup.net), for example, proposed the "Jaunts'
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project, in which students from many different countries collect pictures of their hometown signs (i.e.,

"Welcome to Port Sydney, home to 500 nice people and one old grouch."), and send them, along with text
describing the town and themselves, to Venanzio, who adds the information to a growing WWW page.

Electronic Publishing

Another type of information collection and exchange can occur with electronic publishing of acommon
document, such as a newspaper, literary magazine, or electronic journal. For example, students who worked
with Priscilla Franklin, of the Woolslair Elementary Gifted Center in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, created an
"ethnic cookbook" with recipes supplied from students all over the world. John Swang, director of the

National Student Research Center at Mandeville Middle School in Louisiana (nsrcmms@aol.com), helps
students to edit and publish both printed and electronic journals that feature the results of exemplary student
research. And Gary Ritzenthaler (garyz@elm.circa.ufl.edu) coordinates a"Global Student Newswire," which

makes high school student-authored news stories and photographs available, viathe Internet, to student
journalists all over the world who are publishing news using a variety of medialocally at their schools.

Tele-Fieldtrips

Organizers for the Global SchoolNet Foundation encourage Internet-connected teachers and studentsto share
observations and experiences made during local fieldtrips with teachers and students from other cities, states,
and countries. Erica Rogers (erogers@bonita.cerf.fred.org) maintains and distributes a monthly schedule of
international fieldtrip information posted by participating teachers. In thisway, if an upcoming fieldtrip will
yield information pertinent to a particular class' curriculum, questions can be sent to the children scheduled to
take the trip to answer while on the outing.

One unusual example of such an electronic fieldtrip occurred in August 1994, when Jane Goodall took sixty

children to visit the exotic animals on the Michael Jackson Ranch, teaching about their care and feeding, and
sharing information about the issues associated with animal welfare. The students who visited the California
ranch took other children's questions along with them, so that they could find answers and report them back to
the remotely-located questioners. After the trip, the student visitors wrote and shared both the answers that
they discovered and their general observations and impressions of the experience.

"Fieldtrips" (often expeditions) taken by adult or child subject matter specialists are also shared on the
Internet. In the month that this article appears, ateam of archeologists and bicyclists will be engaged in an
expedition to Central America, studying the ancient Mayan civilization as part of "MayaQuest." Thisrich

interdisciplinary project was described, in part, as follows:

During this school year, a kid-directed team of archeol ogi sts and
bicyclists will be using the |latest technology to help illumnate
one of the greatest nysteries of all tinme: the collapse of the
Anci ent Maya Civilization.

Bet ween February and May, 1995, the teamw || travel through
Guat ennl a, Belize, Honduras and sout hern Mexico. On nobuntain
bi kes they'll carry H -8 canmeras, |aptop conputers and EXEC:SAT
satellite transponders which will connect the teamto an on-1line
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audi ence featured on Prodigy and the Internet.

Students will be able to help direct the expedition and hel p
answer questions by archeologists in the field. CNN Newsroomw ||
air weekly reports on the expedition's progress and students in

M nnesota will produce live satellite prograns with acconpanyi ng
support curriculumavailable via the Internet. Al Internet
materials are avail able via Gopher, Wrld-Wde Wb, or e-nail.

Rk I b S b b b b S S b S S S A A b S b b S

* MAYAQUEST *

R b b I bk b S R S A S S b S b b b A i S b S S R

* Gopher: InforMNs. k12. m. us/ m-Kk12 *
* WAWN http://InforWMNs. kl2. m. us/ mayaquest *
* E-mai | : Mayaquest @ nf or MNs. k12. rm. us *

R IR I b e I S S I A S A Rk S R e I S R AT ke I b S b b

An equally exciting and sophisticated "vicarious expedition” focussed upon astronomical research was
sponsored by NASA in mid-1994 and was dubbed "FOSTER On-Line."

FOSTER On-line will plug an airborne astronomy missions group into cyberspace. These researchers fly on
NASA's Kuiper Airborne Observatory with an infrared telescope at 41,000 feet; the altitude diminishes
problems with atmospheric absorption. The women and men involved in this research will be based in both
Hawaii and Californiain May and early June. During this time they hope to share the excitement of a NASA
research project with K-12 classrooms viathe Internet.

Frequent project updates will be sent aimost every day. Students and teachers will be encouraged to send
guestion to the team via Email. Various background materials including articles, lesson plans and images will
be made available via gopher and FTP. A video documentary about the research team will be aired via
satellite once per week. The remainder of this message will provide details on the various components.

Information about the project is archived on NASA's Gopher at: quest.ar c.nasa.gov.

Online expeditions can even help usto track animals movements. The "Wolf Studies Project,” organized by

members of InforMNs, acommercial Internet provider in Minnesota, "allowed students and teachers around
the world to hear, see, and track radio-collared wolves in the Superior National Forest viathe Internet.”

Asyou can see, the possibilities for thiskind of rich, multidisciplinary, multimedia virtual experience are
quite powerful.

Pooled Data Analysis

Information exchanges are particularly effective when data are collected at multiple sites, then combined for
numeric and/or pattern analysis. The simplest of these types of activities involve students electronically
issuing a survey, collecting the responses, pooling and analyzing the results, and reporting their findings to all
participants. One such project involved a group of studentsin St. Claire Shores, Michigan, who polled other
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students about the time that they spend watching television. A group of students working through the National
Student Research Center (mentioned earlier) distributed a"quiz" to test respondents knowledge about breast
cancer. 10th-year students studying civil justice in Monroe, Michigan collected and analyzed responsesto a
survey of opinions on physician-assisted suicide.

Pooled data activities have also included projects in which students collect environmental data at numerous
and varied sites, then pool and analyze it to reveal patterns that help to address current scientific challenges.
For example, MaritaMoll's Y ear 6 students in Ottawa, Ontario coordinated an international study of

ultraviolet radiation levels, and Michele Wendel's students in Concord, New Hampshire led an international

monitoring project of low-level ozone readings. Jim Meinke's students in Lakewood, California proposed
helping students at other locations create isogonic maps (of the Earth's magnetic fields) with this simple call
for participation on the Cleveland Freenet:

| NTERESTED | N A NEW WORLDW DE EXPERI MENT?

MAPPI NG THE EARTH S MAGNETI C FI ELD (1 SOGONI C)

Thi s experinent can involve many cl assroons around the gl obe in:
conmuni cati ons
measur ement
mappi ng skills
cal cul ati ons

It would involve a mnimum of equi pnent at each school (or hone)
to conduct the experinent.
wor | d nmap
conpass(es)
ni ght observation of Polaris (North Star), Southern Cross
for our southern neighbors

The experinment would involve many schools or hones involved in
gathering the data fromtheir |atitude and | ongitude. How far off

is your magnetic data fromtrue north or south in your |ocation?
This data would be transmitted to us here at Lakewood Hi gh School
and we would send out a sunmary so that you could construct a
wor | dwi de magnetic map in your classroom This would also | ead

to discussions on the |ocations of the magnetic poles as well as
how to draw iso or (equal) lines. It mght also |ead to discussions
of night sky novenents around the constellations or how the

magnetic field is thought to be created.

ARE YQU | NTERESTED?
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If you are interested in trying such an experinent, drop nme a
qui ck note at the address bel ow.

Ji m Mei nke - Lakewood Hi gh School
bd765@l| evel and. fr eenet . edu

Clearly, thistype of project holds much promise for involving studentsin large-scale research efforts that use
mathematics and scientific methods to answer complex and interesting questions.

An Educational Telecomputing Archive

Would you like to learn more about any or al of these innovative educational telecomputing projects? If so,
thereis an Internet file archive subdirectory made just for you. Use the ftp command from your Internet
account, or the ftpmail gateway service via electronic mail (both presented in ISTE's Way of the Ferret:

Finding Educational Resources on the Internet) [Harris, 1994] to anonymously access the Texas Center for
Educational Technology's server at tcet.unt.edu. Once connected, ook in the subdirectories contained inside

pub/telecomputing-info/ed-infusions to find additional details on the activities mentioned above, plus
descriptions of telecomputing projects from these and other "activity genres.”

In the next "Mining the Internet" column, | will share examples of educational telecomputing projects that can
be classified as seven different types of problem-solving projects. Until then, if you would like to share your
examples of successful telecomputing activities with visitorsto the tcet.unt.edu archive, please send your
activity descriptions, via electronic mail, to me at the address listed at the end of this column.
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