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ABSTRACT

In MDDE615 (Human Factors in Educational Technology), project groups develop and evaluate online materials based on ‘human factors’ principles.  The Winter/05 course began two weeks after the 2004 Asian tsunami, presenting an unique opportunity to go beyond the usual academic objectives of the course, in designing online materials for Asian educators to use in teaching their communities about the tsunami’s impact.  Twelve MDDE615 members divided into four project teams covering separate aspects of the topic.  The DETS session will demonstrate the online materials that resulted, and their potential educational impact.
INTRODUCTION

When a disaster occurs on the scale of the December/2004 Asian tsunami, it is difficult to identify how to help those afflicted, beyond sending money or obtaining leave of absence to provide volunteer services on site.  In the distance education field, however, we are in a position at such times to provide services as educators.  During the two weeks following the 2004 tsunami, it became plain that the Winter/05 offering of MDDE615 could develop timely online educational materials about the tsunami, for Asian teachers and students to use in helping their communities to come to grips with the disaster.
MDDE615 deals with Human Factors in Educational Technology, in the applied context of creating educational media materials.  Since the dominant medium in distance education today is web-based, the MDDE615 participants divide into small groups, each responsible for collaborating on the research, design, formative evaluation, and implementation of an educational web site.  This practical experience brings to light human factors and instructional design principles of relevance to the projects.  MDDE615 participants experience at first hand the way in which communication and design principles interact.
At the outset of the MDDE615 course in January 2005, Professor Jon Baggaley suggested the option of developing tsuanami-related sites for the benefit of Asian educators and students.  Twelve of the 20 course participants accepted this option, and divided into 4 groups of 3 members for that purpose.  The outcome of an extremely hard-working semester was four web sites on complementary tsunami topics:

A) General Information: http://www.scs.sk.ca/cyber/master/615/worldmap.htm
B) The Science of Tsunamis: http://individual.utoronto.ca/fkrauss/tsunami/
C) Tsunami Health View: http://www.thewebworks.bc.ca/groupc/
D) International Aid Issues: http://www.onemind.com/tsunamibetteraid/
INTEGRATING THE TSUNAMI SITES

The next step in the development of the four tsunami web sites (April – July 2005) will be to refine and integrate them in conjunction with Asian educators.  MDE students have worked with Asian educators before.  For example, recent graduate Yvonne Novakowski did a thesis in Thai villages, one of which was completely destroyed by the December/04 tsunami.  During 2003-2004, Prof. Baggaley visited distance education institutions in 12 nations across South and SE Asia, including India, Indonesia, and Thailand (Baggaley & Ng, 2005).  Educators in this DE network are now awaiting with interest the outcome of the MDDE615 work, and will advise the tsunami sites’ further evaluation and integration.
The four web sites will be integrated by Richard Giroday, as a follow-up to his work in the Winter/05 615 course.  In an Independent Studies course (MDDE690), RG will design an interface that preserves the integrity and good quality of the four project sites for the international audience.  He will also pursue an interesting set of research questions that arose from his 615 work – the examination of web search engines as a source of data about international issues.  Parallel studies by the two DETS presenters (Jan – Feb/05) indicated independently that interest in the tsunami disaster waned dramatically six weeks after it occurred: a ‘forgetting’ effect that educators should seek to prevent.  However, the reliability of search engines as a source of such information varies greatly, and the current IS study is examining the reasons for this.  Ultimately, the MDDE615 and 690 courses will have lead to valuable and tangible outcomes for use by Asian institutions in their efforts to derive positive lessons from the devastating tsunami experience (Backhouse, 2005).

CONCLUSION

Sir John Daniel, President of the Commonwealth of Learning (COL), has described the role of educators at such times of crisis, as follows:
Education and training are not a vaccine against natural disasters like this tsunami, but they are the primary means for mitigating their effects and ensuring a rapid return to normal life. Harnessing technology to education is essential if the world is to respond effectively both to natural disasters and to the larger challenge posed by widespread poverty and disease.
(Connections 10, 1, published by COL, February 2005.)
By providing a rapid response to the December/2004 tsunami disaster, the Centre for Distance Education and its MDDE615 participants have illustrated Daniel’s point.  They have provided Asian educators and students with relevant and detailed educational resources, and have demonstrated their solidarity with the afflicted Asian communities.
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