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Internet to promote autonomy
				
Tom Maguire
	This is a real classroom experience being carried out in a State high school similar to your own.

Expectations

	The immediate goal of the class is to improve students’ reading and writing in English using the Internet as a motivation. In practice they are asked to search the Web for information and create a web page about it.

	However another general purpose is that of enabling students simply to come to grips with this future communications medium and experience its possibilities and limitations at first hand. 

	There are more far-reaching educational aims, too. In practice students will have to set their own goals before setting out on their Internet search. Then they will have to search through this vast source of information and learn to sort out the relevant from the irrelevant according to their purposes. Finally they will have to organise their findings so as to create a coherent web page. It is in this process that I think your students will benefit most because they will get the opportunity to learn more about learning and themselves, in short they will learn to learn. In this sense to internet is to promote autonomy.

Whetting their appetites

	Let’s look at the organizational aspects of the class. 
	As an introduction to the web you can surf with students some sites whose topics you know appeal to them. These are some of the websites I found useful:
		www.timecast.com: for modern music.
		www.nba.com: the famous basketball team’s website
		www.audionet.com: online radio programs
		www.hollywood.com: films
		www.altavista.com: to introduce search engines

	As well as enjoying the sights and sounds of the pages, help pupils analyse what they are seeing by drawing their attention to the layout, design and general presentation of each website.  Talk about the colors used, the fonts, and the backgrounds chosen.  Stop at some of the pages and using the “View” menu on the browser click on “Page Source” which makes the HTML code visible and then “Page Information” which shows the structure of the web page. This will show students how a web page editor actually constructs a page behind the scenes. They won’t have to write HTML code but once they see how a web page is structured they can learn new tricks from others’ pages. It will also help them to check that their own page is correctly formatted with all the images etc. included.

	To do all this you need a browser, web page editor and e-mail facilities. You can get them by downloading Netscape Communicator at: http://www.netscape.com . 

Creating a web page

	The next phase of the class organisation involves teaming students in twos or threes and having them create a plan for their website.  The suggested starting point is a topic which interests the group.  I suggested to them that they should choose a theme related to their town or region since one of my goals for the class was to get to know themselves better. We refined the proposed topics through class discussion.

I also taught the class to use “Mind mapping”, a technique for visually displaying a complex plan.  The students used a software program to construct their mind maps.  You can download a demo of this program at:  http://www.mindman.com.

	It is then necessary to have students learn and practice making WebPages with the Netscape Communicator editor.  In this phase they put into practice what they learned during the presentation of different websites.  You can introduce them now to different ways of structuring pages, for example using frames and tables.  This is a good moment to talk about appropriate colors to use and advise them to observe the color combinations, design and backgrounds of billboards, glossy magazines, adverts, logos and TV images.

	There is a full course on making WebPages with step by step instructions for students to follow at: http://www.xtec.es/~jmaguire/creative


Organising access

	We had only one computer connected to the Internet and so the teams had to take it in turns to search for information. This is where another program was important for us.  This software, called Secret Agent, enables you to read the cache memory of your hard disk and save it to a floppy.  In this way the teams were able to transfer the information they found on their Internet to a floppy disk and read it offline on another computer. This meant that while one group works online the others work offline on their information. Secret Agent is available at: http//www.ariel co.uk/sagent

Exchange

	Our class was given a big impetus by participating in an international project run by AT&T(Japan).  We were partnered with an American high school in Kuwait and a Japanese high school in Tokyo.  The project was designed to foster international cooperation between high school students by enabling them to create a joint website.  We agree with our partners to create an online magazine, an e-zine.  To achieve this each group of students in each country first introduced themselves and proposed a topic of interest.  Then came a period of negotiation during which different student teams from the three countries e-mailed each other to determine topics of common interest. (It is good to emphasize to students at this point that they choose a theme which they know something about and have an interest in.) Once they had decided on common themes the teams researched and wrote an article for the e-zine using the Netscape Communicator editor. This is where the previous practice with the editor came in useful.

	The Japanese project is open to schools annually in the month of September and you can apply to participate by visiting their virtual classroom website at: http://www.kids_commons.net/vc.

	If you prefer to set up your own international project you will have to advertise for partners but you can easily get complimentary website space and an e-mail address by applying to: http://www.geocities.com.

	When students’ web pages are ready, you must upload them to your website using straightforward FTP(file transfer protocol) software, freely available at: http:// www.ftpx.com.

Assessment

	I found that the students I worked with had little difficulty in surfing through the pages in English they encountered. I believe their reading skills improved particularly through reading their information offline when they were at leisure to consult a (computer) dictionary. Their web pages differed in visual quality and they were obviously at pains not to write too much, preferring photos and icons. This was also the tendency of the two other international groups, one of which had some native English speakers. I learned from this comparison to balance my judgment of my own students’ writing, which in some cases was well matched with those of the native speakers. 

	Despite the timetable of the class, 2:00 p.m. to 3:00 p.m. on Wednesdays and Fridays, motivation was high and students attended regularly and got on with their web page. The hands-on format of the class is clearly one of its strong points.

	Through the web page discussions, held frequently during the planning stages, through the topics and through the search and organize nature of the class, students were offered the opportunity to learn more about learning and about themselves. I believe many of them benefited from that opportunity.

	Click here to get the detailed course followed by the students.

