ICT in Social Studies



  I.C.T. in Social Studies

Information technology in all its educational aspects can be an effective medium in contributing towards education in general and during Social Studies in particular.  The inherent cross-curricular nature of information technology makes it an ideal medium that can be used not only during information technology lessons which are now established in most European countries, but also in other subjects which use computers as a tool during their school program.  Information technology can be an excellent medium for training young people in learning about and appreciating the cultural heritage in its diversity.  

This objective could perhaps be best achieved through multicultural exchanges and contributions starting on a national level and then expanding to a Mediterranean and eventually European context at all levels of the educational spectrum.  The exposure of students to the heritage of other countries will encourage them to appreciate the culture of these countries and spark off a greater interest in their own heritage thus enhancing their own identity.  By using new popular communication methods, information technology can be the springboard for facilitating contacts across national boundaries.  


We are experiencing a major revolution in education, a revolution that could prove unparalleled since the invention of the printing press - and the instrument in this revolution is the computer.  Computers and Internet facilities are now in place in all our state schools: from primary to secondary and also at the tertiary level.  It is envisaged that education will see ICT as a major teaching and learning device across all educational institutions.  With its power of interactivity, multimedia and communication, the computer proves an excellent tool for Social Studies education.  The idea is that students will be active ‘participants’ rather than ‘spectators’ in this process. Psychologists agree that the best feedback is that which comes immediately after the event.  What is more immediate than ‘surfing’ the Internet and getting the results wished for within minutes?


Of course, using information technology to teach Social Studies, or any other class for that matter, has problems, which educators cannot ignore.  We have to learn how to use this medium properly - there are numerous ways in which the computer can be employed within the learning process.  New teaching methods need to be explored, equipment has to be purchased, installed, maintained and teachers require training to familiarise them with new methods.  The results need to be evaluated and reviewed.

Social Studies are conducted during school time but at times entail transplantation to an environment different from the usual school environment. This enables students, under the guidance of their teachers, to discover the riches of a particular situation, site,  surroundings,  historic and artistic features and the role it serves today.  On site visits on a local scale may not prove too much of a problem but visits of a large number of students to other European or Mediterranean countries to witness the heritage richness they possess will be difficult.  

This is where information technology can come as help. All students can be given an opportunity to sample other countries’ heritage through the effective power of interactive multimedia. Multimedia is the embodiment of text, graphics, animation, pictures, sound and video clips and it can be easily adapted for use in Social Studies.  We know that graphics play an extremely important role in the learning process.  A look at existing teaching methods will show the widespread use of graphic devices.  Add sound, movement and interactivity on a multi-media CD-ROM about, say pre-historic temples in Malta, and all students will get the opportunity to sample the uniqueness of, for example, the underground temple at Tarxien. To go one step further into the future, students can be provided with realism by using virtual reality systems that transports them into an environment created by the computer that generates three-dimensional realistic scenes with which the students can interact.

At the Natural History Museum, London, galleries and museums are big, static displays full of large, fragile artefacts of value. How do you build interactivity into that set-up? The clue lies in a quote from museum professional David Bearman’s online paper “Museum Strategies for Success on the Internet”. On the subject of museum artefacts, Bearman asserts: “People do not want the things in themselves, they want the meanings they convey.” Some see this as a “second hand” experience, but Bearman looks at the internet and foresees a museum culture enriched by virtual visits, where people go to a gallery’s web site to plan their physical trip, selecting the exhibits they wish to see, planning their route, participating in follow-up online projects and posting questions to curators. Meanwhile, Bearman sees the CD-Rom, touch sensitive screens, video and multimedia as encouraging physical visitors to the museum to interact with the collection. He adds “… (This new technology) enables us to respond to the visitor rather than pump information at him” The visitors are taking control of the museum!

A quick look at CD-ROMs with a Social Studies content which are currently available will reveal quite a good number of titles.  Here is a cross-section from geography, history, religion, music and arts:

Virtual London

Venezia on CD-ROM

Database Europe

World Heritage Cities

Landscapes: a photobase CD
Food and Farming

Versailles 1685

Know your stuff: Castles
Museums Work

Introduction to Archaeology
The clothes we wore

World Religions

Cultural Roots Multimedia
Social Studies


Art Gallery

Adventures in Music

Children’s songs of the World

Art in the National Curriculum



Discovering Great Artists

Teachers can obtain educational software with a Social Studies content from major publishers of books, educational software developers, public domain and shareware packages, computer clubs, user groups and educational institutions that have established I.T. software production units.  Indeed, such units could produce a CD with their country’s main heritage landmarks.  Imagine what a great resource it can be if these CD’s are pooled together in an album and made available to all schools.

It has to be strongly stressed here that software, as that mentioned above or any other educational software for that matter, needs to be evaluated for suitability in using it for Social Studies. The quality of these products varies widely.  Sound technical design does not guarantee educational value for Social Studies software - it may be a mistake if teachers choose software packages without actually trying them out.  One solution is to have a trained team made up of teachers, curriculum consultants, media specialists and technical experts to review, evaluate and recommend software suitable for use in Social Studies.

Many subjects in schools currently use information technology facilities during their lessons.  The cross-curricular approach in Social Studies education can find a common base here by using computers during the subject lesson.  With a minimum of thought, the subject teacher can easily adapt a subject lesson to have Social Studies content. For example, during a foreign language lesson in the computer laboratory, the students can use the Word Processor to write to their pen pals.  In mathematics, the spreadsheet can be used to draw up graphs of the number of protected buildings in various countries or the funding each country allocates for heritage protection.

Recipes of other countries can be collected during Home Economics lessons and published on the Internet, as is being done already in what are termed as ‘Heritage Park’ sites on the Internet which are described further down.  During social studies, history and geography students can be given projects or group work with a specific theme, for example local folklore, a national festival, natural or architectural environment and then are asked to produce a simple computer presentation. These presentations could be published as a WEB page on the Internet or placed in a central Internet site available to Mediterranean and European countries. It is not difficult to have other subjects such as music, art, drama and computer studies to include Social Studies content in their lesson and publish the students’ own work on the central Internet site.  This is not just imparting of knowledge, but hopefully it will arouse a desire for knowledge amongst students by arousing their curiosity, which is, after all, one of the aims of Social Studies.

What is the Internet and how can it be utilised for teaching Social Studies?  One student’s view described the Internet as:  

“The net is possibly the largest store of information on this planet.  Everybody can be part of it - it is one of the few places where race, creed, colour, gender do not prejudice people against others…Communication is the key.  People talking to people.  The net isn’t computers.  That’s just the way to access it.  The net is people helping each other in a world-wide community.”  (S. Cooke)

In this description of the Internet there is already the basis for reaching several aims for which Social Studies have been initiated:  to train young people in citizenship, democracy, respect for human rights and for different cultures; to foster social integration, to underline multicultural exchanges.

The Internet is millions of computers linked together in a global network giving access to more information than a librarian could ever dream of.  You can visit museums, art galleries, libraries, exhibitions and universities.  You can access sports, journals and reviews of conferences, statistics, music, literature, language reviews, religion, festivals and so on.  This is a rich field for Social Studies Class teachers especially considering that all this can be experienced in a multi-media format thus making it more effective for young people.  

Making use of the Internet during Social Studies could result in breaking down boundaries, getting young people to know each other and to appreciate each other’s views and cultural backgrounds.  This will foster an interest in the heritage of other countries. Sometimes, it is the exposure to the heritage of other places that makes people realise that they also have a heritage of their own worth discovering and enjoying.

“The Internet is a timely tool for educators who are reforming education.  If we believe information is the bedrock of knowledge, understanding, and power, then universal access to worldwide databases and up-to-the-minute, global information and people-to-people networking is crucial to providing students with educational challenges.” (McLain & DiStefano, 1995)

This implies that in order to meet the needs of our students during Social Studies, the role of the teacher needs to change from that of ‘gatekeeper’ of knowledge to that of ‘facilitator’ and ‘manager’ of the learning environment.  The student will become a self-directed learner rather than a passive learner.  He or she will, through the guidance of the teacher, set priorities and achievable goals and assume responsibility for reaching the goals.  The Internet is one tool that will enable education to make this shift.  It will enable students to engage in self-directed learning experiences and activities that encourage self-expression, co-operative learning and interaction not only with their immediate environment but with the outside world as well.

Incorporating the use of the Internet in a Social Studies Class lesson plan could prove uncomfortable to teachers.   Not all lessons are easily adaptable for use with the Internet so teachers must consider carefully which plans or approaches to use.  Beverly Broughton, of Lyman Highschool, Florida suggests some guidelines for teachers. For example students research a particular topic such as culture, museums or music. Alternatively they may use a multicultural, global aspect such as a foreign language. They can compare and contrast information, which can also be gathered from human sources such as other students or experts.  Other approaches suggested are: critical thinking and analysis, researching and writing a report; using graphics and art, collecting and analysing data and building a database, conducting a survey via a questionnaire. Finally the students develop a computer presentation to be published on the net as a Web page.

It is important that teachers do some research before students are given a task on this so called “information superhighway” to make sure that the topic chosen is available and is suitable for students.  The teachers should have a variety of sites they want their students to explore and should have thoroughly explored the sites themselves.  This makes the teachers aware of sites that are useful for Social Studies teaching and avoids the problems inherent in the Internet itself like, for example, unsuitable sites, dead ends, inappropriate links or getting hopelessly lost in a maze of links. Often the best sites for future lessons are those discovered by the students themselves after they have accessed the sites suggested by the teacher.


It is a fact that the Internet is the ultimate source for research. It is also an excellent means of publishing.  Completed Social Studies projects compiled by students can be published on the Internet as a school Home Page.  This Home Page may include also the Social Studies output produced by students in the other subjects as outlined above. Students can produce text-based publications, videos and, using simple authoring packages, also multimedia presentations that reflect originality and creativity.

The students’ self-esteem is developed when they get feedback from others reading and observing the work they published on the Internet.  Besides this, a real life skill is learned and this is one of the main objectives set out by the Council of Europe in encouraging Social Studies Classes.  Young people, with their keen interest in information technology, enjoy reading and seeing what other students have produced in countries around them. This makes them aware of the great cultural diversity of the Mediterranean and Europe - another objective reached.  However, before teachers allow students to publish their work on the Internet, they must be sure that their students know the rules of publishing with regards to copyrights and to acknowledging credits.


It would be ideal if a Web site, specifically dedicated to Social Studies for Europe and the Mediterranean be set up to host all these school home pages and to offer links with other sites that have a Social Studies content. It could be called for example “Heritage Online” and perhaps be maintained by the Council of Europe, monitored by the European Foundation for Heritage Skills and included as one of its Euro-Mediterranean cultural heritage co-operation programmes. 

Web sites for schools already exist. ‘Web66’ hosts over 2,500 schools from 43 countries and another site called ‘Gakkos’ sponsors a virtual classroom that encourages ‘global citizenship’ among children from age 10 to 14. However, these sites are of a general nature.  Particularly on a European scope, the “Web For Schools” (Wfs)  has a projects section regarding literature, history and culture with a wealth of information which can be used in Social Studies. It supports what are termed  “Heritage Parks” with a lot of resources for use during history and Social Studies.  These parks are a good resource for other teachers visiting the area since they can use them for their own lessons or direct their students to them.  For example, the section “What do Europeans eat?” allows students to create their own pages or send in recipes of their favourite meals and local food dishes to the Web site.  Looking up “Festivals and Traditions”, one can access several European countries and find out about their everyday life, historic, seasonal, regional and also religious festivities particular to that country.  The information, of course, is complete with graphics and pictures. 

“By weaving their own informative, innovative Web pages, students move beyond passive learning and become global publishers.” (“Create Your Own Internet Project”, 1995-96). Such a Social Studies orientated site could also be the basis of a forum for teachers involved in Social Studies education in all its aspects.  They will be able to interact with other teachers and exchange ideas, lesson plans and share Social Studies related materials from their own respective countries. It would be a good idea for experienced teachers to share their teaching resources regarding Social Studies by publishing them on the Social Studies site.  Imagine what an effective resource centre this could be if teachers from all over the Mediterranean and Europe were to co-operate in building up such a site!  And all this can be available very quickly from school or home.  

One important advantage that searching the Internet has is that once the students or teachers have located and downloaded the material they want to make use of, they have several options in handling it: they can read it or discard it if it is not wanted, they can print it or simply save it for future use.

Of course, teachers and also students need to be made aware of negative implications in the use of the Internet and e-mail. Access and use of the Internet has to be in support of education and research and within educational goals and objectives of education. Some considerations are: the appropriate access of sites for students through the use of a filter; Internet is not to be used for private purposes; correct use of e-mails and web space; public chat rooms are to be controlled or not allowed; no use for personal financial gain, gambling, political purposes or advertising is forbidden.

Equipping schools with networking facilities is not an easy task. An example of how this can be tackled is ‘Project Connect’ in the United Kingdom.  This is a pilot project with the aim of providing access via networked PC’s, to the Internet for schools all over the United Kingdom at the lowest possible cost to them. Their piecemeal policy is to help students to develop communication and presentations skills first.  This will then be expanded to video productions in multi-media presentations, video conferencing, and the use of graphics skills and music in teaching and learning. Furthermore, during BETT 98 education show in the UK this year, an ambitious public-private partnership to help schools implement and use Information and Communications Technology (ITC) was launched.  One of its main goals is to see all schools, numbering 32,000, using the Internet for teaching and learning by the year 2002.  Once the network is in place, then it can be tapped by all teachers of any subject including Social Studies education.


On a smaller scale, but equally effective and maybe as a first step towards using the Internet, electronic mail (e-mail) may be used.  This is simpler and cheaper than browsing the Internet and faster than using a fax or normal mail.  Nowadays, electronic mail is known as an effective tool at a few schools in Europe.  In the future it could definitely play an important role in all European schools.  The new examination programme of Dutch schools oblige them to have e-mail experience in the upper secondary schools.  The Socrates programme facilitates networks in the educational field and believes e-mail to fulfil essential needs.


E-mail can help in Social Studies Class teaching by establishing contacts between students from various cultural backgrounds all over Europe with the resulting breakdown of cultural barriers between them.  Knowing other people is a first step in understanding them and co-operating with them.  E-mail can help partner schools to stay in contact around the clock and in linking pupils and classes in an e-mail project.  The pupils, teachers and other partners choose a theme, draw up a programme, carry it out and e-mail their contributions to other schools. A few hundred schools within the European Schools Project are connected to each other by e-mail and have experienced, for some years now, what e-mail can mean for education.  The big advantage of e-mail is that schools can ‘invite’ the outside world into their classroom.

A typical example is that of Augustinus College, a secondary school in Amsterdam, were the pupils collected articles about health care that they presented and discussed in class.  They then formulated a thesis about it.  During their English lesson, they drew up e-mail text, which was typed during the information technology lesson.  Their e-mail partners discussed the contents and exchanged opinions.  It is noted that the discussions were vivid and showed much about the cultural backgrounds of the participants. Perhaps they could have used an Interactive Relay Chat (IRC) by which students could have real time conversation, through the keyboard, with each other.  Who knows, this can lead to video conferencing over the Internet in the not too distant future.  All this shows the great potential that the Internet has for teaching and learning in Social Studies.


However a teacher must be alert to problems involved in group work when using information technology.  The extent to which any group is able to exploit the learning opportunities within any setting depends on the maturity of the students to be able to manage themselves, the task requirements and the resources including computers and networks. The teacher can use the group work sessions on the computer as an exercise to reduce any antagonism within the group giving the students an opportunity to learn how to co-operate on a project.


The time spent on the computer, for browsing publishing or otherwise can be crucial. Some argue that students will not benefit if they spend more than thirty minutes using the computer. Others say that young people get addicted to computers and so waste too much time at the expense of other educational or social activities. Again, since multimedia and the Internet present pre-established links for example from one Web page to another, many times without any logical connection, pupils are bombarded with a lot of information in a short while.  This is not in conformity with classical educational teaching practices where pupils have time to assimilate, consolidate, enquire and revise. The solution to this lies in selecting the best Internet materials and in preparation by the teacher since all experiments in leaving education to depend solely on the pupil’s own motivation have not proved successful.


Maybe only a few teachers are conscious of the real power and also of the danger of IT in the educational process.  It can be a disastrous mistake to organise Social Studies using only office automation applications, CD’s, the Internet or e-mail.  These should serve only as media tools - perhaps they are better, more effective and more powerful than the old fashioned ones therefore making them ideal tools to be used as a source of information and publishing, as a means of international exchanges, of establishing contacts abroad, as a means of making young people realise the great cultural diversity of the Mediterranean and Europe.  They can help to inculcate a spirit of mutual respect, tolerance and friendship and alert them to what they have in common: all steps leading towards mutual understanding and peace.

Internet Resources:

http://culture.coe.fr/index.html
http://a2z.lycos.com/education/issues
http://galaxy.einet.net/galaxy/social-sciences/education.html
http://wfs.eun.org/schools/
http://flash.lakeheadu.ca/~groupmed/teacher.html
http://www.civictrustwales.demo.cu.uk/ehd.html
http://canberra.edu.au/handbook96
http://www.eduweb.co.uk
http://www.lancs.uk/users/ktru/esrcgrps.html
http://wfs.eun.org
http://wfs.eun.org/schools/timeline/festival/Spain.index.html
http://www.cssjournal.com/journal/hisdoc.html
http://tecfa.unige.ch/edu-comp/www-tl-sig.html
http://www.gakkos.com
http://www.eun.org
http://eschola.eun.org/
Charles Galea
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