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Learning Through Virtual Travel 
by Cindy Kleyn-Kennedy 

 
 Fifth graders at Barry Elementary have been traveling recently; at least, in the “virtual” 
sense. Using online resources, 5th grade teacher Sara Williams has been taking advantage of 
virtual “trips” to enhance her students’ learning. 
 A recent “trip” was particularly memorable, and students loved it: a virtual tour of Mount 
Rushmore, also known as The Shrine of Democracy. Using Discovery Education 
(http://www.discoveryeducation.com), one of the standard resources available across our school 
district, students were able to participate in a virtual tour of this famous landmark. An added 
treat: this event was hosted by former First Lady Barbara Bush and included a live chat function 
allowing students to ask questions. 

Located in a rural area, it’s a challenge for our students to physically travel to famous 
locations, whether landmarks or museums. According to Williams, taking her kids on this “LIVE” 
interactive field trip was quite an experience: “It was amazing!” was the general consensus, and, 
clearly, her students loved it. Since Discovery Education is a district resource already in place, 
taking advantage of this event incurred no additional cost; it was only a matter of teacher time 
exploring the learning resources. 

This unique learning experience was enhanced by using the classroom technology that is 
standard in virtually all of our classrooms throughout the district. A wall-mounted Epson 
projector, mounted above the classroom whiteboard, allows teachers to wirelessly connect their 
laptop or other mobile devices with a click or swipe of the finger, to project the image large-scale 
for the entire class. Whether a live Skype conversation with a children’s author or a virtual tour 
in a famous location, the ability to share large-scale digital content greatly enriches the 
experience.  

The Mount Rushmore “trip” came about as Williams was planning her lessons: from an 
Earth Science focus on sedimentary, metamorphic, and igneous rocks, Williams was shifting to 
presidents for a Social Studies lesson, and the Mount Rushmore experience presented a creative 
transition. 

Asking about other activities or virtual “trips,” the response was immediate: “America’s 
Top Young Scientist” challenge. Williams’ 5th graders also “attended” a live, virtual event with 
the young winner of the Science challenge. With the ability to ask questions live or via the chat 
function, these Barry 5th graders became very excited about the possibilities and wanted to enter 
the science competition on the spot! (View the archived event here: 
http://www.youngscientistchallenge.com/es/live-event). 

The “America’s Top Young Scientist” challenge is an opportunity for middle school age 
students (5th through 8th) to develop inventions or innovations to solve real-world problems. 
Students are evaluated on creativity, scientific knowledge, and overall presentation. The event is 
through a partnership between Discovery Education and 3M. Student finalists travel to St. Paul, 
Minnesota to interact with and be mentored by top scientists, an amazing opportunity. 

Williams is planning a variety of other creative, interactive learning experiences for 
students. Things are definitely hopping in our classrooms. Horace Mann noted, “A teacher who 
is attempting to teach without inspiring the pupil with a desire to learn is hammering on cold 
iron.” 
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