
Over the years, WWF’s internet debates for primary schools
have focused on the Earth Summit, oil tanker spills, world
trade, sustainable schools and illegal wildlife trade. The
structure of these online events has evolved with time and
experience. Evaluations from teachers and children, visits to
schools and ‘learning after’ sessions for those involved in
staging the debates are used to guide this process. We’ve now
reached the point where the term ‘internet debate’ no longer
provides an accurate description of the range and nature of the
activities involved in the three phases of these projects. 

Phase 1: Introduction
A good debate requires good preparation and the selection of
a topic which is both relevant and accessible to the children.
The most recent debate, A Sustainable School for the Future,
went ‘live’ during the first two weeks of November 2004. We
completed one of our ‘new debate resolutions’ by making sure
that the material was available to registered schools from July.
A bank of starter activities was
provided and children began by
thinking about the issues that
concerned them in their own school
environment. They took part in
visioning, mapping and evaluation
exercises and explored the links
between local problems and global
issues. Support was provided via an
online resource bank and weblinks section. Teachers were
invited to get involved in the construction of the site and
communicate with other users via the Teachers’ Area. The
exchange of messages began in September but there was little
feedback about the design of the debate, activities or support
materials. Teachers tend to focus their attention on practical
aspects of the work and are very good at sharing ideas about
planning, resources, delivery, curriculum links and
differentiation.

Phase 2: Live Debate
Children complete a series of online and classroom tasks and
explore the issues through role play and imaginary scenarios.
Even at this stage, the online activity is very much the tip of
the iceberg. A large amount of research, discussion and
thinking takes place away from the computer and individual
schools tend to support this process in a variety of creative
ways. The Sustainable Schools debate asked children to
imagine that their existing school and local community was
being relocated. They were required to select the best site and
take responsibility for different aspects of the new school. A
generally unhelpful ‘Relocation Committee’ played the role of
devil’s advocate and encouraged children to challenge

thinking. During this phase children have online access to a
panel of ‘experts’ and can exchange ideas with other schools.
The debate site is password protected and two moderators are
on hand to verify messages, engage in the debate and
communicate messages to and from the guest experts. These
experts play a key role and are selected to provide a range of
viewpoints. Children like to receive replies and say they feel
‘really important’ when they realise that they’re discussing
important issues with people who are actually prepared to
listen. Over the years, they’ve discussed flags of convenience
with trade union officials, suggested safety features that
excited the interest of oil tanker operators, talked about fair
trade with banana growers in the Caribbean and discussed
effective communication with BBC journalists. Experts need
to be carefully selected and well-briefed. They need to be able
to communicate at an age appropriate level and provide the
sorts of open-ended responses that encourage further thought

and research but don’t leave the
children frustrated by a failure to
provide definitive answers. The
experts are not paid for this work
but always say that they’ve enjoyed
the experience and are impressed
with the contributions made by the
children. The moderators
occasionally contact additional

experts with specific points raised by the children and have
found that organisations are generally happy to contribute to
the discussion. Incidentally, the use of the term ‘expert’
probably needs some thought if we want children to explore
different viewpoints, challenge opinions and engage in critical
thinking. 

Phase 3: Action
Towards the end of the live debate, children move away from
the imaginary scenario and explore the ways in which they
can make a difference through local action. Many schools will
have extended the boundaries of the ‘debate’ by involving
parents and local community stakeholders by this stage.
Parents have worked alongside groups in class, given talks
about areas where they have specific knowledge, and even
written songs and poems. One group of children contacted the
local TV weather centre for advice during a virtual oil tanker
disaster. They were given excellent guidance on the
meteorological questions and the opportunity to explain their
work on the local TV news. The most recent debate moved a
stage further by encouraging schools to develop self-
supporting partnerships that would support advances in
sustainability after the debate had come to a close. Several
teachers seized upon this opportunity and said that their
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Internet debates for primary schools

John Spooner describes a project which uses online discussion between children in different schools in the UK
and other countries, and with invited adults, as part of the process of developing understanding of global issues.

... the online activity is very
much the tip of the iceberg. A

large amount of research,
discussion and thinking takes

place away from the computer...



children were keen to continue a dialogue with other schools.
A partnership between schools in the UK and Bermuda has
flourished and recently supported the development of some
geography topics which saw children in Bermuda studying
British farming whilst those in the UK studied life in
Bermuda. The Eco clubs at these schools have continued to
share ideas and develop projects such as the creation of a
system of school recycling monitors
and the installation of low-flush
toilets. WWF intend to support these
initiatives through the development of
dedicated microsites which will be
used to facilitate the exchange of ideas
and review action.

Education is a social process and
the term ‘internet debate’ can conjure
up negative images of solitary figures
hunched over impersonal keyboards taking part in a fatuous
dialogue with other faceless individuals. The main purpose of
these online events is to develop skills for lifelong learning,
increase pupil motivation and stimulate offline activity.
Children give an insight to this process through the content of
their online messages as they refer to their partners, talk about
their group or announce the time and venue of lunch-time
meetings. The three phases of these online events model key
features of the learning for sustainability process –
participatory learning, critical thinking, systems thinking,
action learning. Many teachers have been quick to grasp the
value of these projects as a vehicle for work in English and
ICT. Online debate provides time to research, clarify thinking
and hone the message and offers a voice to those who often
feel they know what they wanted to say after the opportunity
to say it has passed. However, the proliferation of messages
can prove daunting and may exclude less confident readers
and younger children.

These events are free to schools and feedback has always
been very positive. A core of schools return year after year
and the involvement of a number of schools from other
countries has provided a wider perspective. However, we
haven’t seen any significant increase in the number of schools
taking part and find that only 30% of the schools that register
actually take part online. Some schools have used the material

without taking part in the live debate,
some experienced access problems due
to local firewalls, some missed the live
debate window, and some find it
difficult to fit these types of
interdisciplinary activities into the
timetable. Some schools without
computer suites find it difficult to find
enough access time during the ‘live’
section of the debate and a few of the

schools with suites complained that access was limited by the
inflexibility of their school’s computer suite timetable. So is it
worth it? In the words of Owen and Louise who took part in
the evaluation of the most recent debate, ‘[the] site has made a
great difference to our life and personality. Although we are
young we have the world upon our shoulders. And it’s up to us
what happens in the future. And we are definitely going to
make a difference.’

Details of forthcoming debates and an exhibition of work from primary
and secondary debates can be found at www.wwflearning.co.uk

John Spooner is a freelance writer on ESD and a
range of other curriculum topics. He has been involved in
the development and moderation of WWF’s primary
internet debates since 2000. He worked as a primary
school teacher for 18 years. john_spooner@talk21.com
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‘Science is a global activity with consequences for all our
lives. It is also a human activity with ethical, social and
political dimensions.’ (ASE and DEA, 2003) It is these
dimensions such as actions to tackle climate change,
pollution and waste, arguments around ‘green electricity’ or
sustainable agriculture, or perhaps diet and health disparities
between cultures that interest young people. And it is these
issues which form the basis of communications between
young people from different countries and cultures when
working with Science Across the World. 

Although many schools still communicate by post or fax,
the vast majority now engage with our website. Computers,

the internet and newer mobile technologies are simply more
sophisticated communication tools than pen and paper. And
not surprisingly, the teachers and students who have most
success with using ICT through Science Across the World are
those that use it constructively, for their own situations and
own purposes – to simplify and speed up the work involved
and facilitate communications with other schools in different
parts of the world. 

Working with Science Across the World presents
numerous opportunities for students to develop skills in ICT.
These include research skills using topic data and hotlinks,
creating and using spreadsheets and graphs to explain their

... these online events model
key features of the learning for

sustainability process –
participatory learning, critical

thinking, systems thinking,
action learning.

Using ICT to explore science locally and share
insights globally

Marianne Cutler describes the benefits of using ICT for both teachers and students participating in the Science
Across the World programme and highlights the need for schools in developing countries to benefit equally from
such technologies.




