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In a recent book, Stanford professor Larry Cuban
(2001) argues that computers are "oversold and

underused" in America's schools. Although new initia-
tives have significantly increased the number of "wired"
schools across the country, teachers' practices have
remained relatively unchanged. Rather than engaging
with the new technology in dynamic classroom settings,
students continue to learn in traditionial ways and rarely
use computers for anything more than word processing
and simple research. Especially at the middle school
level, technology can greatly benefit teachers hoping to
supplement their classroom curriculum and make it
more meaningful for their students.

One area of nmiddle school instruction that new tech-
nologies have the potential to transform is the study of
the Civil War. Students encountering this topic in
American history classrooms are often overwhelmed
with a large amount of data (battles, generals, dates,
speeches, etc.). They come away from thie experience
without any real understainding of this momentous
event and the individuals involved in it. Recent research
into historical understanding (e.g., Levstik and Barton
2001) has found that students will develop more mean-
ingful ideas of the past if it is personalized for them. If
teachers are able to provide experiences that help stu-
dents identify with historical events and people, learn-
ing will become more significant.

With the explosion of the popularity and availability
of the World Wide Web in the past decade, previously
hard-to-finid documents, letters, census records, and
other materials are now easily available to students.
Althouglh the names and dates of battles are still an
important part of the history, the stories of people who

lived in the 1.860s provide more intimate details of
what life was like in the Civil War era.

Braun (1999) suggests a number of ways that middle
school social studies teachers can harness the power of
Internet technology and integrate it into their instruc-
tion. Although the suggestions are intended for social
studies teachers, they are applicable to other subject
area instructors as well. Braun recognizes that teachiers
have different levels of computer expertise and provides
ten ways, ranging from simple to more advanced, that
teachers can improve their classrooms through technol-
ogy. One of the activities that Brauw suggests for teach-
ers desiring a meaningful experience with technology is
the WebQuest.

WebQuests
The WebQuest, an activity that is gaining popularity

among teachers, helps students harness the vast
amount of on-line resources available to them. First
devised by Bernie Dodge and Tom March at San Diego
State l]niversity in 1995, the WebQuest has become a
frequent topic of discussion at both techniology and
general education conferences. Dodge (1995) describes
the WVebQuest as "an inquiry-oriented activity in which
some or all of the information that learners interact
with come[si from resources on the Internet."

Several factors make the WebQuest appropriate for
middle school students. First, the WebQuest presents
students with a motivational task that is usually realis-
tic in nature. Young adolescents are quick to question
school assignments they deem "busy work," and
WebQuests provide students with a challenging and
useful undertaking. Second, the structure of a
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WebQuest, with its "introduction," "task," and
"process" divisions, gives students a framework of how
to complete the activity while allowing for varying
approaches to the assignment. Finally, the WebQuest
encourages collaboration; students usually work in
cooperative groups to complete the assigned task.

Even though the WebQuest is a fairly recent devel-
opment in the classroom, educators are already
applauding its impact and encouraging its use (Milson
and Downey 2001; Watson 1999; Yoder 1999). Since
the introduction of WebQuests, educators at all levels
in many subject areas have submitted activities to
Dodge for inclusion on his on-line matrix of sample
WebQuests. Although the examples in the matrix are
evaluated before inclusion on The WebQuest P'age, at
<http://webquest.sdsu.edu/webquest.html>, some of
the WebQuests listed are better than others, and there
is no guarantee that the content or activities suggested
will work in a particular classroom. Because of this, I
examined a number of possible WebQuests on the
Civil War and eventually found Carter's "Civil War
Personal Journal" (1999).

Focus
Most of the appraisals of WebQuests to date have

focused on the impact that WebQuests can have in the
schools. Little attention has been given to the "nuts
and bolts" of how teachers can use WebQuests in the
classroom. Based on a study of two classes of eighth-
grade students at a typical Florida middle school, I
hope to demonstrate the practical aspects of using this
approach in the middle school classroom and suggest
ways that it can be most powerful.

What Students Did during the WebQuest
Although the time students spend on the computer

collecting and analyzing resources is the most signifi-
cant part of the WebQuest, time before and after is also
essential.

Because no student in the class had ever completed a
WebQuest before, an orientation at the beginninig of
the activity helped to make the actual computer time
go more smoothly. During this initial discussion, the
students were exposed to the key elements of a
WebQuest, resources available, and strategies for mak-
ing effective use of time in the computer lab. Most
important, students were given a meaningful task: to
assume the role of a person living during the Civil War
era (Confederate Soldier, UJnion Soldier, Southern
woman, Northern woman, or abolitionist).

During the WebQuest, some students jumped right
into the sites that contained primary sources, while
others had to visit secondary source sites to find back-
ground information about the war. Students were
extremely engaged in the nmaterial from the beginning
of the computer component of the WebQuest. After

students explored their on-line resources, they took the
information and completed six journal entries: two
uwritten before the Civil War, two during, and two
immediately following the conflict. The journals
showed a tremendous amount of creativity, in both
appearance and content. Overall, the students enjoyed
urndertaking the project, and according to the instruc-
tor, they came away with a stronger understanding of
the people who lived during the Civil War.

Suggestions for Teachers
Based on this study and other experiences, I have

developed a list of suggestions that, although by no
n.eans comprehensive, may help teachers unfamiliar
with WebQuests, especially those in the history class-
rcom, to use them more effectively.

1. Choose your WebQuest tvisely.

For educators in all disciplines, many outstanding
WebQuests are available on1 a number of topics. Tle
W?ebQuest Page is a good place to start for ideas, because
topics are broken up by subject and grade level. t-low-
evel; teachers should be aware of several factors that
can help them identify a good WebQuest:

Design. Although some WebQuests may be more
visually pleasing than others, don't be deceived by
looks. You want something that appeals to students but
has substance as well.

Organization. Since students will need to follow the
various steps of the WebQuest (introduction, task,
resources, etc.), it is important that they can navigate
through the site easily. I laving to continually help stU-
dents figure out instructions and details can take up
valuable class time.

Resources. If there are only a few on-line options, stu-
dents may be forced to go to major search engines for
infornmatioi. (An on-line search on Google on the
Civil War produced over six hundred thousand sites.)
Tco marny resources can overwhelm students, forcing
them to spend more time than necessary completing
the assigned task. The WebQuest should offer a rea-
sonable number of possible resources.

Content. WebQuests need to provide opportunities
for students to explore many avenues of a particular
tocDic. Once students investigate their roles, they should
be eager to find information to fulfill the task given to
them. Teachers need to find WebQuests that are rich in
content, so that students will discover multiple per-
spectives on a given issue.

2. Gauge student technology proficiency.

Before starting the WebQuest, try to determine how
proficient students are at finding informatioin on the
Inteemet. For younger students, provide more guidance
in learning not only how to search, but also how to
evaluate information that has been found on the Web.
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3. Determine prior knowvledge/content understanding.

In the discipline of history, students should have
skills in comparing and contrasting primary and sec-
ondary sources and be able to explain strengths and
weaknesses of both. The teacher needs to assess stu-
dents' prior knowledge of the information covered in
the WebQuest. Although new material can be covered
in the WebQuest, too much detail on an unfamiliar
topic may oveiwhelm many students. In other disci-
plines, similar judgments will make the WebQuest
process more successful.

4. Assess the availability of computers.

March (1998) contends that "perhaps the greatest
hurdle some teachers will face in implemeinting
WebQuests relates to technology access," and with this
belief in mind, he provides a number of suggestions for
classrooms with a few, one, or even no computers.
Some of these suggestions include pairing up for stu-
dent roles, using rotating stations for computer use,
and photocopying relevant material. WebQuests were
designed to make use of the Internet, but they also can
be completed with other resources such as textbooks,
magazines, or encyclopedias. Students with home
access to the Internet can be encouraged to explore
additional sites on their own, if time does not permit
in the classroom. March adds, however, that even witl
limited computer access, teachers should "feel com-
forted by the fact that no classroom or school is free
from dealing with the constraints imposed by limita-
tions in technology."

5. 1-lave a backup plan.

Computers in labs are prone to failure from time to
time, and having a few books, magazines, and text-
books available if this occurs is important. In addition,
having copies of printed material from relevant sites
will allow students to stay focused on the WebQuest
task even if computer access is not available.

6. Maximize class time on the computer.

If students are prepared for the WebQuest, their time
on task during the activity should be extremely high.
Students in both traditional and block schedules need
to be aware of the time they have to look through Web
sites and not get sidetracked. In classrooms with fewer
computers, time is particularly valuable, so students
need to understand exactly how long they will have on
the computer.

7. Clarify student roles.

Some WebQuests are very specific about student
roles during the activity, while others are not as precise
about what each student is to accomplish. Even though
different roles allow students to make the most of var-
ious strengths and interests, some individuals may

attempt to slide by, doing as little as possible to fulfill
their task. At the beginining of the WebQuest, make
sure that each student understands his or her responsi-
bility, and continue to monitor progress throughout
the activity. Due to the cooperative nature of
VWebQuests, individual inactivity can hurt the progress
of the entire group.

8. Continue working even after the computer time is over.

Some teachers believe that the WN7ebQuest is com-
plete once the computer time is over, but a significant
portion of the process remains. Good WebQuests
require that students cooperatively answer some sort of
"real world" question based on their assigned tasks.
This solution usually takes the form of an authentic
assessment that, according to March (1998), can be
"posted, emailed or presented to real people for feed-
back and evaluation." If students have this type of
motivation, there is usually incentive to put forth their
best effort, even after the computer time is complete.

9. Makze assessment clear to students.

Sttudenits should understand how they are being
graded, which can usually be accomplished through
the use of a well-developed rubric. Pic]kett (1999) con-
tends that the rubric should include not only teacher
expectations, but also student evaluations of both
peers and self. Pickett and others have created detailed
rubrics for grading WebQuests (available on Ihe
WebQuest Page) that can be easily modified for teacher
and student use in the classroom.

10. Be excited about the possibilities.

WebQuests can provide the motivation that students
need to be engaged in learning, so long as the teacher
understands the importance of this activity. As a
researcher and former middle school instructor, I was
excited to see eighth-grade boys and girls eager to find
out what life was like during the Civil War.

Conclusion
WebQuests have the potential to be powerftl instru-

ments for teachers interested in using technology in
their instruction. Although a number of excellent
WebQuests are available, teachers should pay close
attention to the practical points of implementing them
in the classroom. Even though existing WebQuests may
be modified for classroom use, this cannot be accom-
plished on the spur of the moment. Because some
WebQuests can last several weeks, educators need to
ask themselves if the time spent on this activity meets
academic goals and objectives. The ten suggestions
above will go a long way toward helping teachers pro-
vide a significant learning experience for students at all
levels, but the decision to use WebQuests in the class-
room should not be taken lightly.
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Getting middle school students to offer positive
input on any activity is often difficult. But a miiajority of
students in this study indicated that they learned a
great deal about the Civil War by doing the WebQuest,
and the instructor was able to address many of the state
social sLudies standards through the activity. In addi-
tion, many of the students said that they enjoyed the
WebQuest process, and one even remarked, 'I guess it
was pretty fun." If an eighth grader makes a comment
like that, the WebQuest can be viewed as a success in
the middle school classroom.
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