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Introduction 

This study deepens one school's understanding 
oflntemet use in social studies courses. The pur
pose of the research was to define the beliefs and 
current practices high school social studies teach
ers. The overarching question in this study was: what 
do social studies teachers know, do and believe 
~bou~ using the Internet for instruction? This study 
identified common technological strengths and 
weaknesses within the sociaJ studies department in 
a 7 through 12 high school near the Connecticut 
River valley area. The high school has an average 
enrollment of 560 students over the past five years. 
The majority of technology funds for hardware have 
been used for the development of the "Center," 
which is the old study hall that has converted into a 
large computer cluster. Since the inception of the 
Center, it has been difficult to schedule class time 
there because of the training and classroom sched
ule. Typically, six of every seven class periods per 
day are booked, and sometimes up to three or four 
weeks in advance. The teachers and students using 
th~ Center are evenly distributed by grade, disci
pline and gender. The Center is the only room in the 
school where computer instruction can be provided 
to a group. There are eighteen computers in the 
Center. The library and the Business Education 
classroom have sixteen computers each. but class
room instruction can occur in neither of those rooms 
because of quiet study spaces and overbooked 
classrooms respectively. The only classroom with 
more than two computers in it is the Graphics Roo~. 
which has scheduled classes every period of the day. 
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Literature Review 

The following factor., related to technology. the 
Internet and sociaJ studie instruction have been iden
tified through existing research. 

Researchers in both quantitative and qualitathe 
domains have begun to recognize the implications of 
technology-enhanced learning environments (Honey. 
Culp, and Carrigg, J 999). Recent increases in tech
nology research have informed the pro f~sional com
munity of benefits and problems of integrating tech
nology in the daily teaching and learning practice)> 
within a school (Hoeptl, 1997). Both proponents 
and opponents of educational technology realiz.e that 
validating the learning value of the technology is dif
ficult (Mandinach and KJine, 1996 ). lberref ore, the 
research paradigm ~t focused on multivariate con
siderations and the "messine s oflearning·· CHird. 
1999) is the qualitative approach or ethnography. 

Age and experience of the teacher are factors in 
using the Internet in instruction. Ba.\ed on re~an:h 
performed by Northcutt ( 1999). the results of the 
stud} indicated that younger. less experienc~-d teach
ers were more likely to use computers in instruction 
based on contributing conditions. These conditions 
include higher level of educational attainment 1i .e. 
B.S .• M.S., etc.) and greater self-reported computer 
abilitie-;. Also, elementary school teachers"~ more 
likely to exhibit an educational appreciation for com
puters than middle and high school counterparts. 

The amount and quality of profe!'>sional de\ elop
rnent provided are ignificant factor.. when con id
ering which teachers integrate the Internet into in
struction. Through research done by Cox < 1993). it 
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was found that four models of professional devel
opment were most significant to teacher technology 
use: the individually guided model; the training mode~; 
the developmental improvement model; and the ob
servational assessment model. Other independent 
variables, such as leadership from the principal. pres
ence of at least one computer in the classroom, home 
computers for teacher use, and the total number of 
clas. room computers were found to be significant 
factors in the effectiveness of professional develop
ment 

Theoretical Framework 
A noted expert in the area of ethnography, 

James Spradley, developed a matrix for classifying 
the content and intent of interview narratives. Quali
tative researchers have increased flexibility and per
sonalization of data when using an ethnographic ap
proach (Hoepfl, 1996, p. 5 ). Since the domains of 
the Spradley matrix have universal and non-disci

Statistics related to teacher beliefs were mea
sured through interviews and surveys. The surveys 
consisted of three types of questions: demograph
ics, beliefs, and skills. The demographic section 
(Section I) was designed to collect information, such 
as whether or not the respondent had a computer 
and Internet access at home, as well as other infor
mation such as years of teaching experience and 
amount of recent technology professional develop
ment. A Likert Scale, using confidence levels of 
Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree, was used to 
measure the respondent's beliefs (Section II) about 
the Internet, social studies instruction, and the ac
cessibility of technology and support within the 
school. The skills section (Section ill) was used to 
measure the participant's ability to use the Internet. 
The survey was based on a four level scale with the 
skills of Levels 3 or 4 building on Levels 1 and 2. 

Procedure 
pline specific titles, more specific technology tenni- 1------ -------------i 
nology was used. Table I illustrates the renamed Triangulation was achieved through the collec

tion of data via various methods. The surveys, which 
were completed first, were designed to collect the 
objective, measurable characteristics of the respon
dents. The following five questions were used in 
the interviews: 

domains. 

Participants 

l. What is your disposition toward the Internet 
and its role in the discipline you teach? 

The stud) involved four teachers (each carrying 
at least a Master's degree), the technology coordi
nator (Ph.D.). and the principal (ME.cl.). The mini
mum and maximum years of experience for the in
form:mts were ten and thirty-seven, respectively, with 2. How do social studies teachers use the Internet 

I Table I. Adjusted Tenns Used in Spradley Matrix 

Spradley Tenninolo~v 
Space 
Object 
Act 
Activity 
Event 
Time 
Actor 
Goal 
Feel in}! 

Technoloe:v Specific Eauivalent 
Classroom Access 
Technology Tools 
Teacher Instruction 
Student Activities 
Portals 
Instructional Organization 
Supporters 
Instructional Intent 
Teacher Beliefs 

an average of twemv-two years of teachi . , • ng expen- in lesson planning? ence ior the four males and two females involved. 

Apparatuc; 

46 

3. In what ways does the Internet become part 
of a social studies teachers insn-uction? 

4. How does technology affect the students tak-

-
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ing social studies classes? fact that they are just tools. 
5. What characteristics of the Internet support The interviews revealed that lhe students hould 

r---s_o_c_ia_J_s_tu_d_ie_s_i_n_s_tru_ctI_· o_n_? ______ _i, be more proficient at handling infonnation, not han-
dling the technology. The informants were mosl con
cerned with developing students who are .. con um

r------------------....,J ers of infonnation" ratherlhan proficienc technology 

Data Analysis 

users. The informants viewed lhem elves and the 
The domain of Technology Access (or lack of) srudents as having shared responsibilities when u -

was viewed by the informants as physical and so- ing sites to extract information. One informant men
cioeconomic. In this study, the general sentiments tioned lhac ''lhe Internet is just one thing in a teacher's 
put forth by the participants were predominately re- bag of tricks." This implies that the role of the teocher 
lated to the location of the computers within the is not one-dimensional -with a limited instructional 
school. In other words, based on the inventory dis- repertoire. Teachers of all experience level must 
tribution in the school - the Center, the library and understand how and when to use the tools, espe
the Business Education classroom are have adequate cialJy if the ultimate goal is to have students who can 
technology - the classrooms do have adequate ac- consume and evaluate information. Teacher com
cess. The most significant comments included: "I ments of lhe informants related to Teacher Instruc
could use it more often as a regular tool in class if I tion lhac imply lhat lhe teocher i multi-dimensional, 
had more access in my class" ... "it would be nice to acting as a guide, motivator, or model. 
allow students in class time instead of always having The students are the ones who benefit most from 
to go to the lab [Center]" ... "there is a gap between using this technology by becoming consumers of in
those classrooms that have and have not and it is formation. The informants indicated that studenl.S 
something we need to be concerned about" In dras- must develop more sophisticated abilitie to detect 
tic contradiction with the interviews, the surveys com- and refute on-line statements that are biased or opin
pleted by the same participants indicated that five of ionaced. The interviews revealed that the infonnants 
the six respondents strongly agreed that "I believe were less concerned with students achieving tech
there is adequate access to computers in this school." nology skill objectives and much more concerned 
Only four of the six respondents agreed that "I be- with achieving academic or higher order thinking 
lieve there is adequate access to the Internet in this objectives. Overall, the predominate uses of the 
school." Overall, the informants have indicated thal Internet in the Social studies department reflects (I) 

they feel there is adequate access to computers, but limited (pre)selected site visits to find enc}clopedic 
not enough access to the Internet (on those com- or primary source information, (2) variou'> 
puters). This claim is supported by the fact that not (pre)selected Special Interest Group Web ites, and 
all classroom computers are connected to the Internet (3) queries performed using a search engine to find 
(roughly 60% are), whereas l 00% of lhe comput- encyclopedic, primary source, or pecial interest in
ers in the Center, the library, and the Business Edu- fonnation. Also, all six of the urvey re'>pondents 
cation classroom are connected. strongly agreed that .. there are adequate amounts of 

The informants agreed that technology and the quality content on the Internet to '>Upport my i~truc
lntemet are seen as powerful tools. The domain tion." 
entitled Technology Tools mostly included the The domain oflnstructional Organization, as per
infonnant ·s vision of computers, Internet. resources ceived by the informanb. is luruted to i~ues of time 
and infonnation. Many of the participants were ada- and space. More succinctly, there must be the nec
mant to explain that technology or the Internet are es. a.I) amount of rune and an adequate number of 
merely tools and that students must learn to "skim computers a\ ailable 1f an} Internet-related in truc
infonnation property" ... "use infonnation wisely" .. .'be tion is going to occur. Since not all cla.-. rooms are 
consumers of information" and "evaluate and dis- adequately equipped with computers and Internet 
cem what is good information." Through the inter- connectivity, each teacher must compete for time in 
view process it was quite clear that the participants the Center. Some infonnanL'> believe the '1ruitle'~ 
were impressed with the tools but cognizant of the I searc~" ... "time l~1searchingaimle.sly'':md··,1o" 
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connection speeds" hinder the use of the ~ternet. 
Overall, each informant mentioned both time and 
space issue , yet transition time getting t~ the Cen
ter and the time of slow Internet connection speeds 
were the most commonly repeated reason for not 
usino the Internet as part of instruction. 

R;gardless of how fortified the technological re
sources are, the informants need to know more 

that the Internet is a powerful, handy and important 
tool. The use of the tools may be limited because of 
the lack of willingness by the informant to become a 
competent user. Informants indicated that it is ''hard 
to choose the right sites;" (the Internet) "is a mixed 
blessing;" and "difficult to find the time to use it prop
erly." These comments suggest that the inf~rmants 
are optimistic about the conceptual, theoretical and 
educational purpose of the Internet, yet have not con
firmed its usefulness and practicality in daily instruc-

about how to u e the Internet in instruction. The 
comments constitute the Supporters domain. The 
interviews revealed that the technology coordinator tion. 
was mentioned more frequently for technical, not .L---------------- --1 
instructional support. The administration, including Recommendations 
principal (and assistant), uperintendent, curriculum 11,_ _________________ I 
coordinator, or other central office staff, was not 
mentioned at all as available for support. Three of The beliefs and perspectives disclosed through 
the ix urvey respondents indicated they strongly the surveys and interviews are critical for gaining a 
agree that they "receive an adequate amount of sup- better understanding of how the social studies de
port regarding the use of the Internet in instruction." partment perceives the Internet as a tool for teach
As evidence to support more professional devel- ing and learning. Acknowledging the beliefs of the 
opment. the three respondents that did not strongly informants is an important step, yet transforming the 
agree (all three indicated did not know) indicated beliefs into practice will prove most beneficial. The 
that they had received between zero and two hours process may require that more questions get asked 
of technology professional development in the past before new actions are initiated. This transforma
two years. This implies that the teachers that spend tion, often referred to as action research, is a pro
the least amount of time learning how to use tech- cess by which learners (in this case, the informants) 
nology do not even realize that they are not receiv- identify problems within the organization (i.e. how 
ing adequate levels of professional development can we better utilize the Internet in our instruction?) 

The comments classified in the Instructional In- (Sagor, 1992, p. 14). Then, the learners begin to 
tent domain were brief in description, yet similar to use quantitative and qualitative research paradigms 
Teacher Instruction and StudentActivities. The pur- to actively learn new ways of approaching the spe
pose of the Instructional Intent domain is to clearly cific problem (Lomax, 1996, p. xii). In qualitative 
identify the desired learning. Comments manifested educational research it is often the case to continue 
two genres- academic and technical. The academic asking new questions after the original questions have 
genre relates to the higher order objectives that re- been answered (Mandinach and Cline, 1996, p. 1 ). 
late to content areas and lifelong learning skills. The To investigate more deeply how the Internet can be 
technical genre is purely technological relating to used in social studies instruction, the following ques
computers, software, and the Internet Overarching tions for further study have been created and orga
concems such as aligning to the state standards, nized by domain. 
meeting curricular goals and objectives, or improv- ( l) Technology Access: What is the ideal technO-
ing student performance were not mentioned at all logical environment for the social studies 
by any of the informants. Al o, the surveys re- classroom? 
vealed that four of the six respondents agreed or (2) Tools and Information: What Internet tools 
strongly agreed that the "content of my course is are optimal for use in social studies instruc 
richer when I use the Internet for resources." tion? 

The final domain. Teacher Beliefs, included per- (3) Teacher Instruction: What strategies do teach 
sonal and professional feelings. Overall, the inf or- ers use to teach about detecting bias and evalu 
mants exhibited an attitude best described as cau- I ating sources? 
tiously optimistic. The informants generally agreed ( 4) Student Activities: What technical and aca 

48 
The New Hampshire Journal of Education, Volume V 

a 



------------------------~-
Beliefs and Perspectives of High chool Social tudies Teachers 

demic skills, such as using Internet browsers AAG94208 l 2 
and detecting bias, must students learn in order Deacon, C. ( 1999) The effect of computer ac-
to be successful? d b. cess an su ~ect area on the level of teacher imple-

(5) Supporters: How can the administrators, tech mentation of technology. Seton Hall University. Dis-
nology staff, and other social studies teach sertation Abstracts International, 60, no. 05A 
ers better prepare themselves to teach stu ( 1999): p. 1520 via FirstSearch [Online]. http:// 
dents to be consumers of information? newfirstsearch.oclc.org/ DAO Accession No. 

The investigation of these questions through both AAG9930549 
quantitative and qualitative methods will help the Harrington-Leuker, D. ( 1997)Technology worl-s 
social studies department to appreciate the use of best when it serves clear educational goals. Harvard 
the Internet within instruction. As stated by one in- Education Lener. Vol. XIIl, No. 6, 1-4. 
formant, "the Internet is just one thing in a teacher's Hoepfl, M. ( 1997) Choosing qualitative re
bag of tricks." Any further study involved within the search: A primer for technology education research
department must help to clarify the use of the Internet ers. Journal of Technology Education. Vol. 9, No. 
in social studies instruction. Deeper personal and 1, 1-17. http://scholar.lib.vt.edu/ejoumals/ITE/v9n 1 I 
professional engagement by the informants will help hoepfl.html [accessed I 0/8/00] 
decide on the critical elements - who, when, where, Honey, M; Culp, K; and Carrigg, F. ( 1999) Per
how, and why - that should be part of the bag of spectives on technology and education re earch: 
tricks. lessons from the past and pre ent. Presented at 
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