The interactive virtual field-trip

Background – This project started with a simple premise that field-trips were beneficial to student learning. I based this off two main theoretical principles; Piaget's cognitive theory (from the aspect age appropriate learning and social interaction) and constructivism (from the aspect that field-trips engage students in forming their own learning processes). From this, I began to think about the situations where a field-trip opportunity is missed, and the reasons behind that missed opportunity. Some of the reasons I came up with were; a lack of funds, a lack of time, or no appropriate field-trip environment available. 

I began to wonder how these obstacles could be overcome and I realized that if we couldn't bring the students to the field-trip, we should find a way to bring the field-trip to the students. Of all the options available, I realized that a video-conferencing tool like Skype could be an easy to implement, cost effective solution to the problem. To properly address the problem there were several areas of interest I would need to approach.

System set-up – The breakdown of the overall system would be; two locations (classroom and field-trip location) connected through a video-conferencing tool. All effort would be paid to hosting the field-trip in the same manner as if the students were on site, including a hosted tour. 

Classroom set-up – The classroom will need a specific set-up consisting of a computer capable of connecting to Skype (or whatever video-conferencing tool is being used), a way to project the video large enough for the class to see, a web-cam to broadcast the classroom to the field-trip guide, speakers to hear the field-trip location, and most likely a separate microphone for questions and interaction between the classroom and field-trip location. The benefit of this set up, is that many classrooms already have most of these tools on hand, and the others are easy to obtain, and relatively cost efficient.

Field-trip site – The field-trip location set-up is a little bit more complicated and requires a description of what I call the avatar. Basically, in order to truly host a field-trip in as close a manner as normal, it is important that the point of view be that of a field-trip participant. To achieve this goal, I thought up a system to create an avatar who will take the place of the student and offer a view of everything going on. This will be done through the creation of an avatar suit, a vest that will hold the same componets listed under the classroom set-up; a web cam, microphone, speakers, a small screen, and a computer capable of running the video-conferencing tool.

MISC. - The goal of a interactive virtual field-trip is to go beyond the current system of virtual field-trips which rely on students being able to properly navigate a static site and reach the conclusion that both the teacher and field-trip location desire. This is a flawed system and the interactive virtual field-trip seeks to restore the interaction between students and site that is crucial to an effective field-trip.

Web-based material – The web-based portion of an interactive virtual field-trip must contain several elements to assist in the planning and implementation of an interactive virtual field-trip. It must contain the following elements; a way to search for field-trip opportunities, a system to put the classroom in contact with the site, a calendar system to help teachers plan when a certain location is available for a field-trip, and a system for rating field-trips to assist the teacher in picking a good location.

This project – This project does not seek to set up the entire structure necessary to run n interactive virtual field-trip and so this project will consist of a web site that details how the program works, describes the set up, and contains a sample of the system in use.

