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Webquests are one of the many exciting new teaching tools that computers and technology have afforded teachers.  I had heard much about webquests and it seems that everybody is using them.  I wanted to determine whether these were a worthwhile teaching devise or simply a way for teachers to “integrate technology” into the classroom without really adding value to their teaching.  In order to draw my final conclusions, I both researched what others are saying about webquests and attempted to build my own.


Bernie Dodge of San Diego State University is the creator of the webquest.  He has prescribed six requisite pieces to a website.  These are:

· Introduction

· Identification of the task

· Provision of sources of information

· Outline of the process

· Guidance

· Conclusive exercises

I believe that these criteria are necessary if one is to create an effective and successful quest.  Dodge set the stage with this format to provide a useful learning tool that will foster critical thinking and constructivist learning.  I think this may be a significant factor as to why webquests are worthy additions to the classroom.  They have the potential to lead students to their own understanding of the world around them.  Webquests set the stage for critical thinking to take place.  This is the template that I used when creating my webquest, Earth Expedition.  Dodge also outlines non-critical elements, which include:

· Group Activity

· Role Playing

· May cover one curriculum or be interdisciplinary

Through the process of building my webquest I found that although I was focusing on just one subject area, it is incredibly easy to build an interdisciplinary quest.  In fact, I found myself struggling to stay focused on my subject area and not to get carried away and off on a tangent or going in twenty different directions.  I found it helpful to map out (with pen and paper) exactly what I wanted my quest to accomplish so that I didn’t keep expanding and digressing.  I also found that at some junctures, it made sense to abandon my map and go in a different direction based on the resources and information that I was finding.  


One of the reasons that advocates promote the use of webquests is that it is a good tool to engage critical thinking in students.  According the Dodge, the webquest should promote the following skills:

· Comparison

· Classification

· Induction

· Deduction

· Analysis of errors

· Construction of support for an argument

· Abstraction

· Analysis of perspective

In creating my webquest on various regions of the Earth, I found it difficult to capture all of the skills that Dodge lists.  I found it constraining to try to include all of these skills.  Perhaps though, this is a good exercise as it made me really look at what I was creating and revise as I went along to try to build a robust quest.


As I investigated further I found that advocates of webquests are advocates for the same reasons – constructivist learning and critical thinking. As a science teacher, I think both are crucial to the success of my students. One website (www.ozline.com) suggests that webquests function as training wheels for students’ higher cognitive learning. I can see how this is the case, assuming that the webquest follows Dodge’s formula. I think that sometimes we expect students to think critically without giving them the support they need to actually begin that process. I found that advocates of webquests are advocates for the same reasons – constructivist learning and critical thinking. As a science teacher, I think both are crucial to the success of my students. One website (www.ozline.com) suggests that webquests function as training wheels for students’ higher cognitive learning. I can see how this is the case, assuming that the webquest follows Dodge’s formula. I think that sometimes we expect students to think critically without giving them the support they need to actually begin that process


Advocates of webquests at ozline.com address the benefits of webquests from a different perspective than Bernie Dodge.  They focus more on the student and why the webquest is useful in today’s classroom.  Webquests (obviously) utilize the Internet.  Internet in the classroom is important for a variety of reasons.  First we are educating the “dot.com” generation.  Second, the web offers a variety of perspectives to students.  Unlike textbooks and journals, the web is dynamic; it provides a plethora of opinions.  The web is not constrained by time, that is, the web is (ideally) real time.  Thus, information is constantly updated to reflect the world around us.  The web represents a multitude of people and ideas.  It also fosters the sharing of knowledge and perspective.  In one of the sites that I use in my webquest, students can actually e-mail two women who are skiing across Antarctica.  This is an experience that no “paper” source can replicate.  The web is also student centered.  While I provide resources for students (sites), all of these sites contain links, which the student may explore depending on his/her interest in various aspects of the topic they are exploring.  Webquests provide the opportunity for students to navigate rather than surf the net.  A webquest provides a framework for the student to build their learning from.


As I was searching for appropriate sites for students I was overwhelmed by the information that is available to students that didn’t exist when I was growing up.  I believe that the web can be a powerful tool when harnessed appropriately.  I think that we are denying our students some excellent learning opportunities if we deny them access to the Internet.


Detractors of webquests and other technology driven learning tools typically find common fault with these tools – Internet lesson plans are lacking in scaffolding. Too often, students are given a webquest that does not follow the formula suggested earlier and is simply way to overwhelming for students. They are given a wealth of information to sort through, process and synthesize, yet no support. My conclusion has been that “good” webquests should and do provide scaffolding, while a great many do not and should therefore be modified or rejected for use in the classroom. Scaffolding is critical as that is the method by which we lead students to critical thinking.  As I initially began looking at webquests online as a starting point for my own, I found that many webquests do not provide scaffolding, significance or critical thinking activities.  Through the online commentary of the detractors I was able to find “good” webquests and attempted to model my own after those examples.


The most challenging part of building my webquest I found was trying to build something that I considered worthwhile; I wanted to make the content the focus, not the fact that I was using a webquest.  The other aspect that was difficult was actually sorting through the wealth of information available to find several sources that were age appropriate for my students (Grade 7) and that were useful resources.  Since I know that some of us are interested in the time factor (Ray), I tried to keep track of the time it took me to build The Earth Expedition.  I would say between mapping, revision and sorting through sources it probably took about 6-7 hours.  Having said that however, I think it will be easier to map the next one and I found that the time I spent reviewing potential sources was well spent since I think I offered students something they wouldn’t get from traditional sources.


Reflecting on the process, I think that webquests are useful learning tools to add to our traditional teaching methods, as long as they are used for the right reasons.  It would be a waste to utilize a quest just for the sake of adding technology to your classroom.  The content and goals of the quest are the critical features.


Attached are both my webquest and Bernie Dodge’s rubric, which I used to evaluate my work.
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