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Links

Animated Entry Page:   http://www.cs.tcd.ie/~dodonova/Castletown_Entry/Index/Index.swf
Pre-visit Homepage: http://www.cs.tcd.ie/~dodonova/Castletown/index.html
Post-visit Homepage: http://www.cs.tcd.ie/~dodonova/Castletown_Post/Index.html
Teacher Orientation Page: http://www.cs.tcd.ie/~dodonova/Castletown/TeacherOreintation.html
Research Resources Page: http://www.cs.tcd.ie/~dodonova/Castletown_Post/Research_Resources.html
Introduction

The Castletown Virtual Tour is a piece web based instructional design intended for secondary school students preparing to visit Castletown House, Co. Kildare. 

The Using the Site

Before the students begin using the site, you should use the introductory Powerpoint presentation which is available to download on the Teacher Orientation Page, the link is above. Here it suggests you use the Research Resources page which has tutorials on how to do good research on the WWW. It is up to you how long the students spend on this, but at least 10 minutes would be useful. 

The website is designed to have a through educational underpinning which should be fully explained here. The site contains Quicktime Virtual Reality animations of a number of the rooms at Castletown, which the students can view online. The students should work in groups or 4 or 5, viewing the animations together, allowing opportunity for cooperative learning and peer support. The learning experience of the artefact is also explorative and self-directed. For this reason the animations have embedded hotspots which the students can click on.

From these they linked to a mini WebQuest, a web information hunt where they are asked to retrieve information about particular themes. Open ended questions are posed and links are given to relevant websites in order to scaffold the learners and guarantee success. Problem based learning is also included. On some history quests, learners are given a small amount of information and asked a question which they must find the answer to online. It is intended that each group will pursue a different theme through the use of the hotspots.

The information the students gather could be used in various ways for in-class activities both before and after the site visit, but at the site it is intended that the various groups will be expected to act as a guide for their classmates – informing them about the particular topic they have been researching. This will provide ideal motivation for the students to fully research and understand their topics – ensuring that they are cognitively engaged. Students asked to teach and explain information to others have been found to understand and remember it much better than those asked to take a test on the subject! At the end of the visit to the site, the students as a class vote on which was the best tour, based on how creatively the information has been presented and how the group worked together. 

The artefact is versatile. You, as teacher, can decide what the students create with the information they gather online. They could create a PowerPoint presentation, an information pack, they could write a dramatisation based on one of the themes they pursue, they could create a family tree or a map of family and political interconnections. Whatever you chose, when the students visit the site, they should be able to engage with the ‘hotspot’ object and the theme which they researched. 

Teacher Role

There are two vital tasks that must be performed by you as teacher. The first is dividing the class into groups. Literature on the subject suggests that you as teacher should select these groups rather than allowing the class to pick their own. The idea being that you can place high achieving and enthusiastic students with those who are less academically orientated or keep disruptive students separate. For successful cooperative learning to occur, students should be able to support and help each other and work well together – especially if this means negotiating differences of opinion and approach. You as a teacher know your class best and what will work for them. Choosing which kind of learners go together is up to you. 

The other task is to help the students work out who is to research which topic. After the students have looked at the VR animations and seen the themes of the quests it is important that each group work on a different one and that there is at least one quest per room. 

As a teacher facilitating cooperative learning, your role is to support rather than instruct and for you to give expert guidance where needed. You need to help each group decide what kind of presentation to prepare, but you are a guide to their learning rather than an instructor. At the site it would be great if you could ask the groups acting as ‘guides’ some questions on their topic.

Follow Up Activities

The Post-visit activities site provides primary research resources for students to conduct research projects about the house. There is a sample essay with the primary resources used to write it, to show students what can be learned through in depth research. There are then 5 project pages, which can be reached through the Research Homepage. Some have links to primary documents in the form of PDF files (you will need Adobe Acrobat to read them, most computers have it as standard), others have links to research databases. It is really up to you how you use these resources. They are designed to be used to reinforce what was has been learned and show students the nuts and bolts of historical research. 

Technical Specifications
In order to use this site, you will need the Quicktime VR plug-in available from the Apple Website and the Flash plug-in available from the Adobe website. Both of these are hyperlinked from the Teacher Orientation Page online. 

This site will run on Internet Explorer, Mozilla Firefox, Safari and Opera. If you are running old versions of these browsers, the formatting may vary. It is important that students can gain access to the WWW, as the WebQuests bring to students to sites like Wikipedia, Answers.Com and various gallery websites. All of these sites have been vetted for safety and quality by the author. 

Teacher Feedback

As this site is part of a research masters, I would be delighted to gain your feedback about how you found the site, especially about how you felt it fulfilled its pedagogical aims. Please take the time to fill in this short survey at:

http://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm=bo5Fl5NXegj378Lnd4vCHg_3d_3d
or send me feedback in person by email. Send mails to odononvan.danielle@gmail.com
