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The project that will focus on creating a distant learning environment is our current Virtual Sled Dog Race. (Hum, 2004). This project is geared towards students in grades 6-8, with some adaptation to grades 5 and 10. The main subject areas that this online project incorporates include: math, reading, writing, science and social studies. This project has no key location, as connections are being made all over the nation via Chats, Discussion Boards, Web Postings, and Video Conferences. 

This unit is designed to introduce students to the world of mushing and the Iditarod while having them involved in a virtual race of their own. The students will follow through the race in a series of stages, beginning with History and moving to Breeding, Kennel Managament, Training and Conditioning and Finally Racing. Along the way students learn what it takes to breed, raise and train their own virtual dog team and finally complete the unit with racing them. The student’s position in the race is gauged by their quality of work, determined by a scoring guide. 

For the first part of the race, students will be collecting points from assignments. In the second part of the race they will divide up their points into Food Drops that they will use for the race. The third and final portion of the race requires that students use their Food Drop points at each checkpoint, that correlates with the Iditarod race, and decides how much of those points to use for that section of the race. The goal is to complete the race with the most unused points.

When students enter into the virtual race, they have the option of racing independently or as a team. The students daily schedule for the race will include viewing their race standings on the website, using the web page resources, quick-times, picture galleries, and audio clips to complete their quality assignments. In addition, students will be given times to connect for chats or Video Conferences to also be used as a resource for completing activities. Finally, students and teachers score their assignments and post their score on the web. We take those scores and run them through some Excel equations to determine their position in the race. This information is in turn is posted on the web page as their race stats. 


In the past, I have taught the Iditarod by using daily math problems or following a racer, with daily race descriptions, or even participating in Idita-read programs. But I felt that this was not enough and students were truly not meeting the goal of being able to express their new understandings of what it is like to be a dog musher. In addition, we  have run the same race in the past using just a paper pencil race. But we found students did far better when they were given a chance to communicate with others from a variety of places to discuss and share ideas. 


To change this, we decided that it would be great if the students could walk in the shoes of a musher by being exposed to as many sensory experiences as possible. This would mean audio, quick-time, pictures, VR quick-time, and even Video Conferences with mushers. In addition, if we realized that if we created chat rooms and discussion boards, students could communicate from a variety of locations and even communicate with a guest musher to ask questions to get answers for their corresponding activities. Finally, to make the project build a stronger sense of community, we suggested to teachers in the villages that their students share their views of what it is like to have the Iditarod pass through it. Thus, we build a community of student learners, sharing lifestyles for a purpose. 


We decided that we would need an online communication tool for teachers to communicate during the project, as well as the project coordinators to help agree chat times and discussion topics. The tool that we used is Moodle, and is very similar to a Blackboard environment or other distant learning environment.(Hum, Moodle 2004) Within moodle, we can make daily postings in a forum that are posted and also emailed to participants. We are also able to house all of our documents that we share and provide forums, discussion boards and chat rooms that are in conjunction with the posted activities. 


 During times of communication, students will be in a classroom environment and will log in to the moodle website in order to participate in chats or discussion boards. Because I initiate the chats and discussion boards, I can monitor student use and create chats only during school times, thus students will not access the chat outside of school and time where it cannot be monitored. This was a big concern for teachers and parents. I wanted to be sure to create a safe environment for students to learn in. We feel this is best done when we keep constant monitor and communication with students and teachers. 


Overall, we feel that we have focused on solving many concerns that are typically shared with distance learning and communicating through the internet. These ranged from privacy, safety, accuracy of information and access to materials and collaboration amongst students and teachers. We have worked to create a password safe communication environment, easy access to materials (even if they change rapidly, or are submitted by others), all content is monitored and edited for appropriate content and finally we can safely assure participants the chance of collaboration amongst students in a variety environments. 


We anxiously await for our project to begin and be completed, as we will follow the project with surveys and assessment rubrics so that we may take all suggestions and alter the project for a better one next year. 


To participate in this project, teachers were required to complete an interest form, at which point we would contact them and communicate about the project. The first 5 teachers were free, and then any additional were $100.00 for both video-conference and web based project, and $80.00 for just the web based project. The pricing was strictly based on limiting numbers of participants. In the future this price will increase to compensate for the cost of the Moodle Software ($200/ class) and the cost of Video Conference Equipment, which is around $1000.00. The down sides of using video conference technology for communicating is the cost, small number of users, and the time zone issue. On the plus side though, it is one of the best forms of distance communication that I have encountered, allowing for both visual and auditory sensory perception. This combination can be powerful. 
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