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Authenticity and Interactivity:
Inspiring a Learning Experience with Databases

Watch a child playing an instrument, and notice the earnest look on her face and the focus in each note played.  It is an amazing experience to witness a child hard at work, hopefully enjoying herself, and meeting success.  A well-crafted academic lesson can move a student to a similar experience and immense accomplishment.  That was my goal in the recent design of a lesson that integrates technology, in particular the use of a commercial database.  In my lesson, students become detectives, gathering data, making comparisons, drawing conclusions, and presenting their findings as reporters.  The use of technology and databases in the classroom offer students and teachers great opportunities for problem solving and data application.  In designing the lesson, I found it particularly important to communicate a clear purpose-- pulling students into the lesson with an authentic problem so as to motivate and offer them applicable ways to use information.


Such a lesson that integrates technology while focusing on a core subject area is exactly what the Partnership for 21st Century Skills is recommending.  In their recent report Learning for the 21st Century, the authors suggest a coexistence between thinking skills, technology, authentic projects, and core content.  When these elements coexist, they support each other and make the learning process a more meaningful experience (Salpeter, 2003).  


As well, a project with an authentic and real life situation adds fuel to the students’ motivation.  I remember once telling students they had to complete their homework because the information would be on the test.  Such a motive only appeals to those wanting to do well on the test, perhaps to stay out of trouble at home.  Instead, with an authentic problem, students see more value in completing their work.  As stated by Norton and Sprague (2001), “an authentic problem is one that involves students in sustained explorations of a situation.”  Furthermore, when using technology, such as databases, new skills can be applied to other subject areas and interests.  Students can make the connection between data collection and analysis.  And, they can “learn the role of the database”.  


Actively involving students in information processing falls under the descriptor, “interactive learning”.  Don Tapscott (1998) uses this term to describe students using technology, interacting with data, and communicating with each other.  Uniting students and setting them on a common, obtainable, and real-life goal captures the spirit of interactive learning.  Furthermore, interactive learning encourages students to reflect on their learning process and think of other ways to use the data and process.  


So, when the recital ends and the young musician looks out into the applauding audience, he proudly takes a bow.  While perhaps there is a bit of relief that the performance is over, he is ready for his next piece to learn.  For a teacher, it is similarly a great feeling to reach the end of a lesson and feel that students are proud of their work, that they enjoyed themselves, and that they learned valuable lessons to be applied to new learning experiences.  This is accomplished when presenting students with authentic and interactive opportunities during their school day.
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