Teaching Social Studies with Technology


Teaching Social Studies with Technology

Jason Capuzzi

jasoncapuzzi@yahoo.com



EDUC 504 Computers and Technology

Holy Family University

October 12, 2004


Computers are valuable communications tools that are not being utilized to their maximum potential in most schools today.  Computers and their software are just as valuable in the field of education today as pencil, paper, and the chalkboard were in centuries past.  Similarly, just as the aforementioned technologies have been integrated into every classroom, computers should be too.  Yet most students are still sent to a computer lab to do their work on computers.  As Kevin Ryan and James Cooper state in their book Those Who Can, Teach, “This setup is ideal for technology education [in other words] teaching about the computer…” but “[computer labs] do not lend themselves to interdisciplinary… projects.”  This becomes problematic because once oriented with the basic uses of the computer, the user develops literacy and fluency only with practice and regular use.  Therefore, computer education should always be interdisciplinary, or integrated into regular core curriculum coursework.  In this paper, I will illustrate examples of how to integrate web-based activities into Social Studies lessons for elementary school students.  

There are dangers, however, in relying on machines to take on the role of teachers.  A computer can never be expected to teach a person, but computers can be used as learning aids and tools for research and production.  The goal of teachers then is to first educate students about the computer, how to use it efficiently, then to provide students with opportunities to use their computer skills to explore learning by themselves, study for tests and quizzes, conduct research, and complete course assignments. 

Every student needs to know the basics of how to use a PC, how to send and receive email, and how to conduct internet-based research before graduating and moving on to either college or the workforce.  Simply exposing students to computers at an early age and integrating the uses of technology into the core curriculum can achieve most of these objectives.

There are many ways to enhance the teaching of social studies by integrating the use of computers in classroom exercises.  For example, by using the internet to conduct web scavenger hunts, students learn how to efficiently search the vast regions of the internet for relevant information.  Also, they begin to encounter information from a variety of sources and are forced to choose the best and most credible of the lot.  

Research

Before sending your students out into the uncharted, unregulated wilderness of the World Wide Web to seek out credible information, you should prepare them to be critical of everything they find.  While evaluation of web-based sources is not the focus of this paper it does deserve some mention in the context of internet research.  There are many websites and web based activities that teach internet users to critically evaluate information gathered on the web.  Internet Detective, http://sosig.ac.uk/desire/internet-detective.html , a British website, features an online tutorial that takes about an hour to complete. This exercise teaches students techniques for evaluating website quality.  The site states:

The Internet offers access to many resources but some of them can be of questionable quality, don't degrade your work by using poor quality information, don't get caught out by citing mis-information, learn how to recognize high quality, information quickly and effectively, improve your Internet information skills.

These skills are important because as internet use becomes widespread more people are posting information.  Students must understand the differences between good and bad sources and be able to distinguish between the two quickly, otherwise they risk investing time and effort reading an unusable web page.


Now that your students are experts at discrediting and discarding weak information pulled from the web, and at singling out usable sources, they are ready to conduct web-based research.  One particularly good site for gathering geographical and political data about other countries is the CIA world fact book: http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/ .  This is a government website but is accessible to all.  This site is an excellent tool for finding information on small or otherwise obscure nations and also good for finding maps.  Other sites have similar content but are designed for young children.  Often, these kid-oriented sites will have links to grade level appropriate pages that the CIA page does not.  World Atlas: http://www.worldatlas.com/aatlas/world.htm is one of these sites.  The difference between these two sites is mainly appearance (the World Atlas page can be a little distracting).  If your students know what they are looking for, I would direct them to the world fact book.  If they are on a web scavenger hunt I would point them to the world atlas because of its abundant hyperlinks.
The internet is a good place to begin conducting research but by no means should you limit students to use of the web.  There are also many other ways to use the internet to teach Social Studies.

Lessons


One way to use computers and the internet is through web-based lessons.  For example, the link listed below will take internet users to a page that outlines the revolutionary war.  http://www.socialstudiesforkids.com/subjects/revolutionarywar.htm Students working individually or in pairs can follow the links and find answers to specific questions prepared by the teacher.  Questions in this case should leave room for more than one possible answer.  For example one question might be: List as many reasons as possible that the Colonies provided as justification for declaring independence.  Another could be: Which battles of the Revolutionary War were the most influential and why?  This activity not only lets children work independently but also improves their comfort level at using the internet to gather information.  

Another site that can be used in a similar manner is called “Colonial Kids.”  http://library.thinkquest.org/J002611F/index.htm   This site was put together by elementary school students studying colonial times in America.   Although there are mostly photographs, this site has a lot of information to provide other students studying this topic.  Activities like this are good preparation for independent research, projects and reports.  Because students are working independently, this type of interactive lesson requires some guidance from the teacher.  He or she might walk around the room monitoring progress and ensuring that students stay on task.


A website about Native Americans can be accessed by the link below.   http://www.mce.k12tn.net/indians/navigation/native_american_territories.htm This site provides more graphics and visual information, but can still be useful in similar classroom exercises.  Here is an example graphic from this site that contains hyperlinks.  By clicking anywhere on the picture, you will be taken to the Eastern Woodland page.  To explore all of the links associated with this page access the link above.




By following the links on this page, student can pull information from the web and create a Venn diagram outlining the similarities and differences of two tribes or Native American groups that lived different regions of the continent.  To expand on the information gathered from the web the teacher might ask students to write a short essay on how each geographic region influenced the native people that lived there in terms of clothing, shelter, hunting and agriculture.  There is also an online test that accompanies this site that can be accessed through the link listed below. http://www.mce.k12tn.net/indians/teaching/test.htm 


Another great exercise that can be conducted in class is the web scavenger hunt. This site has posted a web scavenger hunt about Abraham Lincoln and is a good example of an exercise for the primary grades.  http://www.siec.k12.in.us/~west/proj/lincoln/treasure1.htm  

Students who complete the hunt can submit there names to be posted in the “Hall of Fame.”  Although this example is accessed through the internet, you can easily create your own on paper or the chalkboard and send students to the web to find the answers.  This type of activity not only allows students to learn about the social studies topic of your choice but also familiarizes them with the use of search engines and information gathering techniques. 


The Library of Congress has published a website for kids that is a good resource to familiarize your students with before sending them on a web scavenger hunt.  From this site, students can access multimedia information on famous Americans, musicians, artists, and events.  Included in informative pages of text are photos, movies and sound bytes.  Click the graphic below to access the site.



Some websites are self-contained lessons in themselves.  For example, this site, “Ben’s Guide to US Government for Kids” takes students through all aspects of American government, from the local to the federal level, by following the links on Ben’s chalkboard.  





To access the site, click anywhere on the graphic.  Since this activity is essentially a self-guided exercise, teachers must create some sort of supplemental worksheet or quiz in order to assess the learning taking place.  


There are many sites out there that are essentially interactive lessons for various topics.  These sites can be very attractive and also informative.  However, I am concerned that students cannot be turned to the internet and be expected to teach themselves.  For example, http://www.rom.on.ca/egypt/case/ is a professionally designed page with animation and notes intended to prompt further interest in the topic of the ancient Egyptians.  But even the site’s author concedes that “there is no substitute for a good library.”  After introducing the topic to students with a self guided activity like a web scavenger hunt and several different pages where they can develop internet skills and begin exploring, teachers should give an assignment that forces them to narrow their sites and actually produce something with their computer skills like a power point presentation or word document like this. 

Teachers can easily create custom lessons that involve actual production of a gradable project.  A good example of this can be found by clicking on this link: http://www.twingroves.district96.k12.il.us/NewspaperProj/Newspaper.html#anchor731918 

This project is not only posted on the web, but also instructs students to use the internet to conduct research about a particular time period and then build a newspaper around an event from that period.  This seems to be very effective because the teacher not only wants the students to write an article about the particular event, but also movie reviews, fashion critiques, real estate ads, and political cartoons from the specific time period.  Students are required to immerse themselves in the period they are studying and see it from all angles.  This activity is also very good because it crosses the interdisciplinary lines of Social Studies, Language Arts, and Computer Education.

Current Events


There are many newspapers on the internet that offer free access to all issues published within two weeks.  http://www.usatoday.com/ , http://www.nytimes.com/ , http://www.washingtonpost.com/ , http://www.philly.com/mld/inquirer/  , these links are only a few of the choices available.  Many local papers also publish a daily online version.  This is a great opportunity for teachers who work in schools that cannot afford to buy newspapers for all of its students to bring current events into the realm of the Social Studies curriculum.  The New York Times has a section called the learning network.  http://www.nytimes.com/learning/  This section is geared especially for young people and includes features such as suggested lesson plans to incorporate the online content into classroom activities and discussions and a current events quiz.  

Geography


In addition to sites like the CIA World Fact Book, there are many other sources on the web for geographical information.  http://www.eduplace.com/geonet/index.html Geonet, a site that is published by Houghton Mifflin and accessible through the link above, is intended to support student use of their textbooks.  However, this site can also be used by students as a self evaluation technique to help them recognize where they need to focus their studies prior to a test.  The online quizzes provided by this site are continent specific and are broken down into the following categories: The World in Spatial Terms; Places and Regions; Physical Systems; Human Systems; Environment and Society; and The Uses of Geography.  


Another site that has an interactive geography quiz is called Geo-Sense.  Click on the globe to play the quiz.  This quiz is very difficult and pits students against an opponent over the internet but is by no means too hard for upper level elementary grades and middle school.  



This quiz can be introduced as practice for geography tests and competitions.  


A better set of quizzes a little more appropriate for elementary school students is http://www.scottbryce.com/us_geo/index2.htm .  This site features quizzes about land features, state and capitals, major cities and bodies of water.  These activities are probably better used as study material for tests.


There are many uses for computers and internet technology in the social studies classroom.  The internet is also a good source for gathering information in general and schools should familiarize students with its use.  For this reason computers should be integrated into students’ regular coursework as frequently as possible.  However, we must never rely upon computers to teach, because the machine is only as valuable as its user’s ability to operate it.
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