
A new challenge for using
Internet resources
(properly)

Other articles in this issue comment on the amount of
information on the Web. John Castleford cautions that
if students in HE are to make good use of it, both they
and their tutors need to develop new skills.

The birth (some might say spawning) of the Internet was
paralleled by many technological evangelists proselytising the
advent of golden techno-dawns for humankind. But only the
most idealist and rose-tinted visionary in Silicon Valley
accepts unreservedly that the golden cyber-dawn of a new and
revolutionary networked society is imminent. The rest of us
take a more considered view, recalling that every new
technology brings with it the almost inevitable much-vaunted
potential to revolutionise our lives. We may have access to
more information than any group in history with nothing more
than a click of a mouse, but we have yet to develop coping
strategies for an infinite corpus of information. 

However, revolutionary or not, the rise of computer-based
networking has challenged many established orthodoxies and
new perspectives have blossomed as a direct result:
environmentalism and green politics, economic globalisation
and the diversification of labour, state communism, global
platforms for minorities, to name but a few (Castells 1998,
1989). But if we accept that a communications revolution – or
at least, significantly different ways of accessing and sharing
information – is in progress we must balance this against
gradual evolution and incremental change as well as stasis.
There are, inevitably, many paradoxes and complexities. And
there are certainly no universally applicable gold standards; it
falls to each of us to continue to define our needs as we have
always done: in social terms. Although the ‘technology’ seems
overpowering, it has yet to render the social condition inert. 

In this paper I provide a brief overview of some of the
ways of interrogating the Internet in order to find information
likely to be of relevance to those interested in development
issues, particularly students in Higher Education. Perceiving
the Internet as a universal enabling facility requires more than
combining a list of web-links with an exhortation to follow the
trails. That’s not unlike me offering you a list of recommended
readings from book and articles in the expectation that,
because you have such an insatiable thirst for knowledge, I
and library staff will be seriously injured in a voracious
stampede to get to the books. Facilitating a useful learning
experience is more than handing out a reading list, printed or
virtual.  Here I set out some considerations based on several
years’ experience of advising UK university lecturers on how
best to use information and, more recently, communications
technology resources to augment their teaching and learning
strategies.

A new world of information
Although computer networks are now
ubiquitous, in the developed world at
least, the means of understanding how to
get the best use out of them are not. Although
those of a technological disposition (‘techies’) have long
established their own working strategies by becoming
computer-literate, it is only relatively recently that, instead,
computers have started to become more people-friendly. 

So, being armed with techniques no more complex than
point and click has, quite literally, opened up a new world at
the touch of a finger and the gentle flick of a wrist. As anyone
who has ‘surfed the web’ will have quickly discovered, the
genesis of the Internet has been staggering in terms of the
exponential growth of users and of information resources.
Although the technical definition of the Internet is of a
network of computer networks, it is more useful to think of it
as connections of people who use computers to connect to
people and information, locally, regionally or world-wide. So,
because we now have more access to more information than
ever before in the history of humanity, it is widely implicit
that Internet access has unbelievable educational potential. But
some caution is needed; if the educational potential of the
World Wide Web is to be realised we do need to move beyond
the flowery hype from chattering cyber-sages expatiating on
its vast informational potential. 

Although ICT has arrived very quickly, this century’s
premier technology success story remains the telephone.
When Alexander Graham Bell first demonstrated it a
commentator of the time reputedly remarked, ‘This new
invention is so good it won’t be long before every town has
one.’ No such understatement characterises the Web. While
the ubiquitous telephone in the Western world has proved its
worth in revolutionising communications without the need for
hyperbole, the potential of the Web to revolutionise
development education is yet to be fully realised. Indeed, I
would go so far as to predict that without some firm
pedagogical drivers the Web and the technology it represents
will continue to flounder and stumble along.

There are several key points to make. The first is the need
to ensure that finding and using Web-based resources properly
requires more than producing a list of URLs (the inelegant
string of text that represents a computer’s address book, such
as www.geog.le.ac.uk/cti/index.html ).

Second, there is an assumption that because the Internet is
global in span, it facilitates a much more comprehensive grasp
of the development context. However, while Internet
connectivity may now all but have reached all countries, it is
by no means ubiquitous. That said, knowledge networking is
now a crucial development and a great deal of information is
currently available from a wealth of organisations. Anyone in
the field of education who is not fully aware of at least a
significant proportion of these is clearly an impoverished
teacher.
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The education context
The fundamental ethos of development education is, of
course, no different from that of education generally. Space
does not permit an extensive treatise on the evolving goals of
education, unfortunately. But even if it did, it would not
require much room to point out that that students of whatever
study field or discipline essentially need to develop three key
skills: 
• finding information 
• using it wisely for a meaningful purpose
• communicating the results

As far as pedagogical principles are concerned, it is self-
evident that august figures in any field of education are still
coming to terms with the Internet. And, for many students, far
too slowly for them to benefit. Because of the highly variable
quality of on-line material, very few students have been
provided with the critical skills to determine effective and
efficient tools with which to find and assess potentially useful
sources of information. Material is delivered to the
reader/browser through a medium that does not automatically
enable us to determine the perspective of the provider or
author. 

As I have indicated elsewhere in an Internet column,
‘Surfing or Drowning?’ (at www.uh.edu/~jbutler/anon/
castleford.html) anyone who has been surfing in a sea
overflowing with information will have risked drowning in the
slops. Unlike traditional publishing and libraries, with indexed
cataloguing and peer-reviewed standards of quality, anyone
with a computer and modem can now ‘publish’ on the Internet
and, as anyone who has ever used a search engine will know
only too well, millions do. (For example, searching for the
term ‘Development’ returned the following response:
‘AltaVista found 9,959,806 Web pages for you.’ As these are
presented in annotated groups of ten Web addresses per page
you can work out for yourself how long it would take to work
through each of the Web sites.)

But even though the Web has been with us for almost five
years it is worth bearing in mind that the overhead projector
took over thirty-five years to gain full acceptance as a
standard piece of educational furniture. So it would be
churlish to assume that the current rather anarchic and chaotic
situation of information overload will not improve over time.
Indeed, universities and other educational institutions have
developed over many hundreds of years, as indeed have
associated support resources such as libraries. So while the
pace of on-line change has been frenetic, its integration into
the educational curriculum still has a considerable way to go.

For centuries scholars and academics were comfortable
with books and discourse. Hopefully that is still the case,
notwithstanding the limitations of linear narrative identified
by postmodernists. But students are still, rightly, expected to
use the library. The resources available over the Internet are
merely complements, albeit ones that represent a growing
corpus of topical information. 

But those of us in education should never assign reading
and reflection without directing it to some academic purpose;

we still need to filter, guide, and caution against paradigmatic
dead-ends, ill-conceived methodologies and erroneous
interpretations. Most of all we guide our students towards wise
use of the information they encounter, and advise critical
consideration. Our active involvement in the learning process
is indispensable. Where once a crystallised and distilled
synopsis was provided by a learned lecturer who synthesised
for his/her students, now much more ‘raw’ and ‘uncultivated’
information is, literally, at hand. Some of it will likely have
been seen by tutors. So students need much more guidance in
information gathering. I shall suggest some approaches below.

Challenges for educationalists
Many problems present themselves. First, in the rush to
become technologically adept, how can we ensure we do not
lose sight of all that has been valuable in the past in a time of
exponentially expanding knowledge? Because our students
can access the world’s information sources from a computer
terminal should not mean eschewing the library. I shudder to
recall a US academic saying at a major conference, ‘We don’t
need to send our kids to the library: now we have Alta-Vista.’

Another problem is the sheer quantity of information
available. As will be seen from the selected compilations in
the box, there is a vast cornucopia of information ‘out there’,
almost all of which is, quite literally, at one’s fingertips. Those
of us with slightly greying temples can remember a time when
all had an intimate knowledge of every major publication in
their field. But those days are long gone. The explosive
proliferation of academic publishing (both on-line and on-
paper) has precluded anyone from comprehensively keeping
up with what has been written. Pointing our students to
familiar landmark publications is one thing, necessarily
selective and perhaps increasingly idiosyncratic. Informed
guiding within an ever-increasing quantity of unknown
material is quite another. 

We live in an ‘Information Age’, so the exponential
proliferation of information is, of course, a key attribute of our
time. Consequently, our students now need to develop their
own skills for effective information searching, rather than
relying on educators to spoon-feed them with sources. This
requires a degree of trust as well as a set of critical criteria: in
many cases students may be much more Net-aware than their
teachers and it may prove difficult for established educators to
come to terms with a loss of direct control, for fear it be
perceived as undermining educational authority. But new
skills are needed by educators precisely to enable them to help
students assess the value of material found on-line. Although
there are clearly exceptions, few teachers in either higher
education or secondary education seem to have devoted very
much attention to the formal development of their students’
critical skills for analysing the quality of Web individual sites
on anything like the same basis as the skills needed to evaluate
the traditional academic literature. 

Web content is highly variable and it is no easy task to
develop critical criteria. In traditional peer-reviewed
publishing and book reviews there was a degree of consensus
as to quality standards and, indeed, careful classification. Not
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many such facilities are to be found on the Web. Indeed, it can
be difficult to differentiate the quality of information when
web-page designers are able to produce graphically
stimulating pages which may be a vehicle for the dubious and
the inaccurate, while international agencies may have poor
quality sites that fail to deliver data resources because of
technical ineptness.

Traditional hierarchies of authority have been challenged
by the Web to the point where indigenous communities now
have an ostensibly equal ‘say’ on a (potentially) equal
platform. This opens up the debates and enables all points of
view to be more carefully considered. An example here might
be hydroelectric development, where ‘official’ views can be
compared to the views of affected communities and their
‘green’ supporters. (Examples can be found at the hydro-
electric section of www.geog.le.ac.uk/cti/x/energy.html.)

Academic solutions?
Unfortunately, the only golden rule is that a list of web links
is, by itself, an impoverished educational experience. Before a
green light for access to the Web is switched on, students need

to have a very clear understanding of whatever task has been
assigned. In order to be most valuable, information has to be
contextualised and fit for purpose. Meta-information
(information about information) has to be considered and
clear statements provided about how and why the information
about to be perused relates to an educationally germane task.
Such guidance can, of course, be tracked down on the Web,
and there are numerous sources of guidance about developing
criteria with which to sift and filter information – no trivial
task given the sheer quantity of information overload that the
technology is able so effortlessly to provide.  

� John Castleford is a research fellow at the
University of Leicester where he co-ordinates the CTI
Centre for Geography, Geology and Meteorology. 
Email: cti@le.ac.uk
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Some useful links
In view of the limitations of space the list below is a
subjective selection. Hopefully some of the issues above will
lead to their considered use.

Author’s privilege leads me to invite readers to our CTI
GeoInformation Gateway where, over the past few years
we have sought to bring some order into a chaotic domain
by compiling a collection that now stands at over 5,000
annotated web sites by topic and which are arranged
under standard headings: organisations, research centres,
data sources and educational resources.
www.geog.le.ac.uk/cti and click on the globe. We have a
dedicated section on development issues (follow the link to
human geography and select from the menu).

Pride of place must go the ID21 Development Research
(see page 27). All students interested in development
should be book-marking this site and visiting it on a regular
basis. 

WorldGame 
www.worldgame.org/networldgame/index.html 
This provides a useful series of educational exercises. The
objective is to learn about development issues via role play
within an organised group. Numerous suggestions for
learning outcomes are provided for teachers and
facilitators.

WWW Virtual Library of International
Development Co-operation
www.alcazar.com/wwwvl_idc/index.html  
This is an Argus Clearinghouse directory of annotated links
to international development topics such as trade, economy,
aid, research, health, women’s development, food,
education, ecology, demography, human rights, and policy
issues. Useful links are included to development
organisations. 

WorldWide Development Studies Forum 
sosig.ac.uk/roads/subject-listing/World/devstud.html
Excellent Social Science Information Gateway listing of on-
line topics and resources related to development studies.
Searchable by keyword. Comprises an extensive and well-
organised directory. 

A World Directory of Development Organisations
and Programs 
www.energ.polimi.it/development/
This site contains a large directory of links to organisations
and programmes related to development including contact
and project information for organisations working in a wide
range of development-related areas. Links can be accessed
alphabetically, by nationality, by field of activity, or by
country and field of activity. Excellent resource for contact
and NGO activity information. 

International Institute for Sustainable
Development 
iisd1.iisd.ca/
This comprehensive site is an excellent resource base and
jumping-off point for issues related to sustainable
development. It has an incredibly extensive collection of
annotated links to a range of resources. Its Earth
Negotiations Bulletin provides daily reports of current
international meetings. 

United Nations Development Programme for
Sustainable Development
www.undp.org
Provides links to programme activities, online press
releases, regional bureaux, country offices, publications,
Human Development Reports, annual reports, press releases
and catalogues of videos. There are also some links to
environment-related resources and information on the Web.


