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Getting it right in STEP?

In the first of four case studies illuminating aspects of ICT
use, Ruth Kennedy reports on a development
education project in the making.

Intermediate Technology’s Education Unit has embarked upon
its first programme for which the use of Information and
Communication Technologies (ICTs) is an integral part. The
aim of the Sustainable Technology Education Project – STEP
– is to inform and challenge the views of European 10-16 year
olds on issues of sustainable development, by the production
of high-quality, child-centred and accessible development
education materials. 

The rationale behind STEP has been to work with project
partners from both Europe (England, Wales, Germany, The
Netherlands and Spain) and the South (Sri Lanka, Kenya,
Zimbabwe and Peru) to identify and collate illustrated case
studies of sustainable technology systems in action, which will
be placed onto an interactive website in a pedagogically
effective manner. These case-studies are wide-ranging: from
small-scale energy projects such as windfarms and hydro-
electric power, and transport systems such as folding bicycles
and a water-balanced railway, to improved bee-keeping,
‘appropriate’ toilets and sustainable manufacture of cosmetics.
Pupils logging on will find both hi-tech and low-tech
examples of technology use, from both Northern and Southern
contexts, organised thematically and placed in parallel on the
website. We hope to encourage users to look beyond the
individual examples to consider the common themes which
link the case studies, enabling pupils to understand how
technological appropriateness and sustainability, whilst
context-dependent, are also of global significance. 

The fundamental aim of STEP is to engage users with the
idea of technology choice, and the range of consequences
which result from decisions made, and thus encourage a desire
for global change. By facilitating an examination of the use of
sustainable technologies in a variety of locations, we do not
intend to suggest ‘right’ or ‘best’ ways of living. Rather, it is
hoped that pupils will be stimulated to reconsider their own
lifestyles, to evaluate the technology choices which they face,
and to challenge the notion that sustainability and appropriate
lifestyles are issues only for the so-called ‘Third World’. In
order to achieve these aims effectively, we decided to harness
the potential of the World Wide Web as a powerful medium
through which children can ingest information in a non-linear
manner, taking them beyond geographical or cultural
specificity to the global issues at the heart of STEP. 

Getting it right in partnerships?
Pivotal to STEP has been the involvement of both Northern
and Southern partners who will provide the case study
information and inform the development of the website and
accompanying teaching packs. Although, as an EC-funded
project, STEP is essentially Northern-focused development

education, best practice demands that
Southern voices speak for themselves
in the materials produced. Our
Southern partners’ input will prevent a
Eurocentric representation of technology
options, encouraging an inclusive, global dialogue on issues of
sustainability. 

Working with a large number of partners on a project as
complex as STEP has not been without problems and
misunderstandings! Despite the constant use of email, ‘phone
and fax, non-face-to-face communication is never as clear and
immediate as one would like, and to date financial constraints
have prevented a meeting of all partners together, although the
European partners did convene early in the project.

Our aim to have reciprocal relationships with our Southern
partners led to a desire to produce Web-based materials that,
with minimal ‘tweaking’, will be applicable for use by pupils
and teachers in the South. We have come to realise that this is
perhaps too ambitious a desire for the current time. Although
educational access to the Internet is increasing in the South, it
is extremely limited compared with the European context, and
is essentially biased towards wealthy, urban schools. We
therefore hope to provide both a CD-ROM and paper-based
versions of the website, enabling the widest possible
dissemination of STEP’s materials.

Getting it right on the Web?
A major area in which we have aimed to ‘get it right’ has been
that of website pedagogy. Many teachers have been presented
with pages and pages of unread material downloaded from the
Internet or a CD-ROM, and recoil at the thought of utilising a
Web-based teaching resource! Thus we wanted to be able to
market STEP to the interested sceptic as an effective and easy-
to-use teaching medium.

We prepared an initial specification for the website based
on our own experiences in other kinds of resource production,
and as teachers and teacher-educators. It was decided that the
website would need:

– a clear geography
– a basic guide to effective use of the website for teachers
– an introduction to the major themes/terminology etc.
– starting/entry points for teachers
– background/contextual information for each case study
– supporting graphics, footage and images as appropriate
– discussion points for case studies and themes
– a password-protected area in which teachers could share

lesson plans and ideas
– a ‘less is more’ approach to amounts of textual

information

Interaction was another key element to the website
specification. We attempted to address the problem of pupils’
endless and unnecessary printing of material by utilising a
database information-management system. Rather than having
many pages visible on the site, users will be presented with a
small amount of generic information which they will need to
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ingest before requesting the type and level of information they
would like next, for example, information from a particular
part of the world or to illustrate a theme. This will be drawn
up from the database onto a common template page, thus
maximising pupils’ learning through decision making and
interaction with the information.

In a very practical sense, this system will also aid the long-
term sustainability of the project by reducing the need for
specialist management skills; material held on a database
system can be changed, up-dated, added to by simple addition
of word-processed information – no ‘html-ing’ necessary.

Each section of information held on the database will be
sorted into three levels of detail – an overview of a topic area
or case study which will appear on initial request, and two
further levels of increasing depth. This will enable a
differentiation of information for users with different needs
and abilities. For each example, alongside technical
information, there will be details explaining the
environmental, cultural and economic background to the case
study, all of which pupils will be able to request in bite-sized
chunks. The database information-management system will
also allow materials to be available in languages other than
English; we hope to develop STEP into a multilingual
educational tool by providing links to databases holding the
information in, for instance, Spanish and German.

Getting it right with the beneficiaries?
Although STEP, in common with all development education,
carries a pre-determined agenda, best practice demanded a
learner-centred approach to the development of resources. In
consultation with our project partners we devised a method of
assessing the main interest areas of children in the target age
group, which became known as the Listening Exercises (LEs).
More than 500 pupils from schools in five European countries
kept diaries for one week, in which they recorded daily the
topics they heard their peers talking about. The idea was to
produce a snapshot sample of the topics children were
currently most interested in, the results of which could inform
the choice of case-studies we would later use on the website
and in accompanying teaching packs.

The LEs produced some answers, but perhaps raised more
questions. Conversation was dominated by the immediate
present; children speculated little about the future, beyond
discussing activities for the coming weekend, or possibly an
imminent birthday. Such a finding has major implications for
a project which aims to invoke discussion about issues of
long-term development and sustainability. It is hoped that the
interactivity of the STEP website, and its visual, people-
centred representation of case studies will spark interest and
reaction in the target group. 

We discovered the difficulty of ensuring that all research is
carried out in an identical way, particularly when a large
number of partnerships are involved. All schools were issued
with identical instructions, but clearly not all pupils had the
same perception of what was being asked of them; some
children kept diaries of what they did rather than what they

had talked about. The results from some diaries, therefore,
could not be compiled into an overall assessment of children’s
interest areas. Another significant difficulty was the manner in
which boys and girls completed their diaries. Generally, the
girls tended to keep lengthy accounts, detailing a myriad
different topics they talked about with their peers. Boys,
however, tended to produce far sketchier diaries, recording
only a handful of topics each day. The diaries therefore
seemed to show that girls were interested in a broader range of
topics than boys.

Whether this illustrates a differing aptitude and enthusiasm
for the task, or a true reflection of a gender difference in range
of interests is unclear from our snapshot sample. Gender
differentiation was also apparent in the type of interest areas
recorded in the LEs, in that girls recorded many conversations
about relationships, family and appearance, whereas boys’
conversations were more frequently about subjects such as
sport, school and films/videos. Whether this is a true
reflection of interests or merely a reflection of the differences
between what girls and boys will admit to talking about is also
unclear. The question of whether the STEP website should
teach to these gender differences, or aim to break them down
by making ‘girlie’ topics interesting to boys and vice versa,
still remains.

The results of the LEs were amalgamated into a
questionnaire which generated a clearer idea of which topics
would excite children’s interest on the STEP website. 

The involvement of beneficiaries in STEP has been
essential, not only in terms of project planning, but also in
establishing the foundations for a global network of pupils,
teachers and development practitioners, to facilitate
information-sharing on issues of sustainability and appropriate
technology. We hope to encourage dialogue around these
issues through a themed communication zone on the website
where pupils will be able to ask questions, spark debate, or
share experiences. STEP does not have an explicit objective of
schools’ linking, but contact details of schools involved in the
network will be available from the website for those who wish
to build up particular relationships.

Have we got it right?
Using the WWW as an educational medium in STEP has
presented particular challenges to the task of ‘getting it right’,
both in terms of the pedagogy of the Internet itself, and the
general development education hurdles described above. The
STEP website will be launched in October 1999; only then, by
formal evaluation and receiving your comments, will we know
if we have achieved our goal.

� Ruth Kennedy is Development Education Officer at
Intermediate Technology. The STEP website will be
launched autumn 1999. For further information: 01788
661100, email: RuthK@itdg.org.uk 
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