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Global Education

Satellite Teleconferencing Between 
Massachusetts and Germany

Middle school students in America and Germany
advanced their science and language agendas 

through participation in a live video teleconference.

O n June 1, 1989, 8th graders in 
three Massachusetts schools 
in the Lowell, Chelmsford, 

and Dracut school systems partici 
pated in a live, two-way, 90-minute 
video teleconference with students in 
Karlsruhe, Germany. This event 
capped a year of preparation, in which 
students, teachers, and project staff 
had communicated via electronic mail 
and other more traditional means on 
local and international environmental 
science issues

During the live teleconference and 
throughout the year leading up to it, 
the American and German students 
exchanged information on alternative 
sources of power generation, toxic 
waste disposal, and government regu 
lations However, their communica 
tion was not limited to environmental 
science topics They also shared their 
perceptions and feelings about peer 
pressure, sports, food and fashion 
preferences, music, school life, and 
parent/child relationships

Organizing the KITES Partners
These students were pan of an ongo 
ing multi-organization partnership 
called KITES (Kids Interactive Tele 
communications Experience by Satel 
lite) Focusing on scientific and policy
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KITES was initiated 
in early 1988 by the 
University of Lowell 
CoUege of Education 
as a way to advance 
students' 
cross-cultural 
sensitivities and 
infuse the
curriculum -with the 
vitality of 
international 
perspectives.

implications of nuclear power, KITES 
was initiated in early 1988 by the Uni 
versity of Lowell College of Education 
as a way to advance students' cross- 
cultural sensitivities and infuse the 
curriculum with the vitality of interna 
tional perspectives. The Massachusetts 
Corporation for Educational Telecom 
munications and Massachusetts Educa 
tional Television in the public sector 
and the Digital Equipment Corpora 
tion in the private sector provided vital 
support in the U.S

The German Kilts partners—sev 
eral public and private institutions col 
laborating under the leadership uf the 
Padagogische Hochschule Karlsruhe, a 
major teacher training institution in 
the State of Baden-Wurttemberg—had 
a somewhat different agenda. They 
hoped to provide a fresh and effective 
kind of English language instruction 
for a 9th grade English class, with 
environmental science providing the 
context in which students could prac 
tice the language. Assisted by the Pad 
agogische Hochschule Karlsruhe, the 
Nebenius Realschule Karlsruhe (a vo 
cational training school) developed 
and supervised the exercises for a 9th 
grade English language class Techni 
cal arrangements in Germany gener 
ally came under the direction of the 
national postalAelecommunications 
service (the Bundespost) Two state 
ministries of education, two German 
banks, and Seimens, a high technology 
company, provided funding

KITES is distinguished from other 
teleconferences because it works with 
heterogeneous groups of students in 
all kinds of communities Similar 
projects, such as Public Broadcasting 
Service's US-i'SSK Youth Summit and 
ABC's Junior Glasnost, feature highly 
select, academically talented groups of
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Eighth graders in Massachusetts participate in a live videoconference with students in Karlsruhe. 
Germany The students exchanged information about the use of nuclear and conventional 
power sources in their countries, then went on to share their feelings ahout such topics as sports, 
food, fashion, music, and peer pressure

children who do not represent the 
diversity typically found in schools. 
The KITES philosophy is that all chil 
dren need effective instruction, cross- 
cultural awareness, and access to the 
benefits of modem technology- All 
children can play an effective and use 
ful role in the organization and execu 
tion of a good teleconference KITES 
also differs from similar efforts in two 
other ways: It is driven by specific 
interdisciplinary curricular content, 
and it involves middle rather than 
secondary school grades.

Talking to Each Other
Because the three participating Massa 
chusetts schools were located in dif 
ferent communities, they needed their 
own domestic telecommunications ca 
pacity to plan their program and for 
their joint classroom activities. Fortu 
nately, the University of Lowell Col 
lege of Education had already devel 
oped a fully interactive two-way video 
network connecting the several uni 
versity campuses to eight surrounding 
towns. KITES used this network for its 
interactive three-town telecast classes

on such topics as the relative costs, 
pollution output, and benefits of alter 
native power generation techniques. 
Participating students and teachers 
made extensive preparations (posters, 
graphs, and other visual materials) for 
each of these interactive TV classes, 
which were enhanced by regular in 
struction and support from expert fac 
ulty at the University's College of Pure

and Applied Science.
Thanks also to a university-sponsored 

electronic computer conferencing sys 
tem, KITES teachers in the three towns 
were able to work together on a day-to 
day basis to develop their curriculum's. 
This system, called CoSy (Conferencing 
.System), allowed KITES teachers to 
communicate as a collective group 
through a dedicated project "confer 
ence" and to exchange private elec 
tronic mail (e-mail) messages when 
necessary. The use of CoSy was critical, 
since regular face-to-face curriculum de 
velopment meetings and endless games 
of "telephone tag" would have rendered 
the project unmanageable

For international data communica 
tion, students, teachers, and project staff 
used various computer networks (such 
as C. S. Net—a worldwide network, 
funded by the National Science Founda 
tion, which links science researchers) to 
which the University of Lowell, like 
many other universities, belongs. The 
university provided network access free 
of charge, as did the University of 
Karlsruhe for the Nebenius Real- 
schule. International electronic mail 
proved indispensable for project 
management For KITES teachers and 
students, the immediacy of contact 
between the two countries generated 
much excitement and invaluable con 
tent-related communication leading 
up to the live teleconference.

The participating students used the 
conventional mail system to share- 
elaborate posters and books about life

Fig. 1. A Mini-Glossary of Terms

1. Satellite video teleconferencing: an event that allows groups of people to 
communicate directly by television over long distances. Video signals are transmit 
ted by communications satellite.

2. Electronic mail (E-mail)-, a computerized communications system that permits 
individuals to exchange private mail messages electronically. The advantage is that 
messages are posted almost immediately after they are sent.

3. Computer conferencing, a computerized communication system that allows 
groups of individuals to communicate collectively in an open forum.

4. Up/inking-, the procedure that transmits earthbound video signals to a communi 
cations satellite in orbit 22,300 miles above the equator.

5. Down/inking: the procedure that receives and transmits video signals from 
communication satellites to earthbound viewing locations.

62 EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP



in their schcx>ls and communities, 
photographs, local travel brochures, 
audiocassettes, slides, and videotapes 
of local sports and cultural events The 
importance of regular communication 
between the two countries before the 
teleconference cannot be overempha 
sized Not only should project and 
teaching personnel establish comfort 
able familiarity with one another, stu 
dents of this age must also develop 
strong interpersonal ties Otherwise, 
at the internationally telecast moment 
of truth, they will freeze solid, much to 
the detriment of their self-images (and 
the wasted time will add to the already 
high cost of live international satellite 
transmission)

One interesting pre-teleconferencc 
exchange was a "lifestyle survey" de 
veloped by the American students on 
such matters as political views, per 
sonal relationships, ethnic back 
grounds, and lifestyles One of the 
survey questions dealt with perceived 
peer pressure Interestingly, 92 per 
cent of the American students claimed 
that peer pressure seriously influ 
enced their values and behaviors, 
while only 52 percent of their German 
counterparts felt the same way. This 
cultural difference, identified in the 
weeks of preparation, sparked an ani 
mated discussion during the live video 
event.

Realizing the Dream
The teleconference took place at 9 00 
a.m (3:00 pm German time) The 
American students were bused to the 
television studio at Digital's Educa 
tional Services headquarters in Bed 
ford, Massachusetts. Since no equiva 
lent facility existed near the Nebenius 
Realschule, Digital arranged for the 
conversion of the school's gymnasium 
into a temporary studio especially for 
this event. Digital also contracted for 
the uplinking and downlinking of 
video signals on both sides of the 
Atlantic. Supporting Digital's produc 
tion effort, VideoStar Connections, a 
business television provider, worked 
with PanAmSat, the owner of a rela 
tively new international communica 
tions satellite, to carry both "tracks" of 
the video transmission between the 
two continents
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Both sides appointed an adult mod 
erator to keep the event moving at the 
scripted pace. For the Massachusetts 
group, a prominent Boston TV meteo 
rologist donated his time for the tele 
conference and for several prior re 
hearsal sessions. This role was fulfilled 
in Germany by a science faculty mem 
ber from a nearby university with exten 
sive experience in German schools

The teleconference opened with a 
greeting from the chair of the Massa 
chusetts Board of Education and 
ended with a farewell by an official 
from the Baden-Wiirttemberg Ministry 
of Education. In between, students ex 
changed information and opinions on 
such issues as the Chernobyl disaster, 
American anti-nuclear protests, the 
relative merits of nonfossil fuels for 
power generation, rap music, clothes, 
home life, and fast foods.

Taking Stock of Our Efforts
KITES was founded on the vision of 
supporting curriculum and promoting 
global awareness through joint access

One interesting 
pre-teleconference 
exchange was a 
"lifestyle survey" 
developed by the 
American students 
on such matters as 
political views, 
personal
relationships, ethnic 
backgrounds, 
and lifestyles.

to existing community resources: hu 
man, material, and electronic The 
adoption of this vision by all partici 
pating organizations was the single 
most important element of the part 
nership The allocation of resources 
and assignment of responsibilities 
evolved from the vision. Corporations 
are not funding agencies and are not 
inclined simply to award grants 
Schools seeking corporate support 
without a willingness to involve the 
target companies in the solution of a 
commonly viewed problem will rarely 
succeed in finding it.

We learned that the roles, responsi 
bilities, and rights of the institutional 
partners should be defined at the outset, 
subject to the possibility of midproject 
revisions Naturally, the roles of the par 
ticipating partners should match their 
expertise The schools and the Univer 
sity of Lowell were responsible for cur 
riculum design, staff development, and 
classroom instruction Digital held the 
main responsibility for teleconference 
production, transmission, scripting, and 
design. Frequent and open consultation 
was built into the project's daily opera 
tion in every possible manner, elec 
tronic and conventional.

Digital has calculated that the video 
teleconferencing costs would exceed 
$100,000 if purchased on a contracted 
basis. However, virtually none of this 
expense was paid in cash Most technical 
costs were met either by Digital's re 
sources, the schools, or the University of 
Lowell Staffing expenses were generally 
covered by the voluntary commitment 
of time by personnel at the various 
participating organizations

This first video event taught us some 
essential elements of successful tele 
conferencing

• There must be a well-focused cur- 
ricular theme that creates a content 
structure for teleconference discussion

• Teleconference time must be set 
aside for the students to explore topics 
of particular interest to them, such as 
music and fashion.

• The participating children must be 
substantially involved in the design and 
scripting of the live teleconference

• While a successful video telecon 
ference requires careful scripting, 
some time should be set aside for a
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While a successful 
video teleconference 
requires careful 
scripting, some time 
should be set aside 
for a relaxed, free 
flow of information 
between the 
two sides.

relaxed, free flow of information be 
tween the two sides.

• On-camera adult guidance and 
moderation is essential Adults in this

role, however, must try to put the 
students at ease and encourage them 
to communicate openly, confidently, 
using clear language

• It is important to set aside ade 
quate pre-teleconference rehearsal 
time. ,

• Students should get to know one 
another before the live teleconfer 
ence, using whatever electronic and 
conventional means are available

Extending KITES to Other 
Schools
Our future plans include open public 
broadcasts of future live teleconfer 
ences with 800-number "talk-back" 
telephone lines, which will allow a 
much broader range of school partic 
ipation. We also plan to forge links 
with other states by developing and 
disseminating guide material for adap 
tation in other locations

Effective Schools Research Abstracts
Volume 6,1991-92

An essential resource for keeping up with effective schools 
research as it relates to the effective schools correlates.
Abstracts are selected from refereed journals, and from papers 
and published reports by national authorities.
Eight two-page abstracts sent monthly (September - May). 
Subscription also includes binder with topical dividers.
An invaluable tool for school improvement teams.

. Set(s) of Volume 6, 1991-92. ..... $119.00/ea
s/h 5.00/ea

. Set(s) of Volume 5, 1990-91 . ..... $119.00/ea
s/h 2.50/ea 

Please call for volume discounts.

Send check or purchase order to:

EFFECTIVE 
SCHOOLS

2199 Jolly Road • Suite 160 • Okemos • MI • 48864 
Phone (517)349-8841 • FAX (517)349-8852

To replace some of the cumber 
some artifact exchanges that character 
ized the pre-teleconference phase, 
KITES is setting up advanced graphic 
and text file transfer procedures usitig 
state-of-the-art, computer-based, mul 
timedia telecommunication protocols 
By creating graphics files, for example, 
and adding various image-scanning 
devices, virtually any combination of 
text, database, graphic, and photo 
graphic information can be electroni 
cally exchanged between nations

Currently KITES is working to make 
the Shrewsbury, Massachusetts, public 
schools the new American partner, and 
seeking a second public school in an 
urban setting. Overseas, KITES has es 
tablished links with two schools in the 
Soviet Union and is working on contacts 
with other countries. Digital's world 
wide educational services network will 
be instrumental in establishing these 
foreign links, as will the computing fa 
cilities of the University of I/>well and 
the data networking capacities of other 
private and public organizations. A vig 
orous fund-raising effort is under way to 
augment existing resources for curricu 
lum development, teacher support, par 
ent involvement, and program expan 
sion and dissemination

The students and teachers who par 
ticipated in the Massachusetts/Ger 
many KITES exchange were delighted 
with their teleconferencing experi 
ence. The American students found 
new inspiration for their nuclear 
power research, and the Germans 
were fascinated with this chance to 
practice their considerable English 
skills. The American students, in fact, 
seemed amazed by the German stu 
dents' fluency in English—yet another 
learning experience afforded by the 
miracle of technology.D

Authors' note Portions of this article 
appeared in Innovations in Distance 
Learning, edited by John I^Baron (Albany 
New York Network/SUNY)

John LeBaron is Ass<x:iate Professor of 
Education, University of Lowell, Ijpham 
Hall, Lowell, MA 01HS4 Rebecca War- 
shawsky i s Manager of Broadcast and 
Media Production, Digital Equipment Cor 
poration, Bedford, MA 01730.
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