NASA Macquarie University Pilbara Education Project: A hi-tech approach to astrobiology education
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A team of educators, communicators, a US television crew and technical specialists joined around 30 geologists, microbiologists and geochemists during an international field trip in June/July 2005, to the Pilbara area of Western Australia where 3.5 billion-year-old stromatolite-like structures are found, but the biogenicity remains a subject of scientific debate. All present shared expertises and insights across the diverse and disparate disciplines, to open students everywhere to the ongoing nature of science in the making using one of the oldest astrobiology-related settings on the surface of the Earth.

This experience produced a project that represents a major step towards science education of the future, both in formal and in informal settings. It depends on three key aspects: the widespread use of the Internet, access to inexpensive fast, powerful personal computers in the home, and NASA’s development of a suite of hi-tech education tools. The resulting Virtual Field Trip tool has drawn together the entire NASA Learning Technologies suite of tools including ‘World Wind’, ‘Virtual Lab’ and ‘What’s the Difference’. The Virtual Field Trip is demonstrated together with discussion on the entry points for users from ‘field hand’ tasks through to ‘scientist’ level development of hypotheses, collecting of evidence, testing and interpretation from the desktop and the reaction of the student target audience to the project and tools. The testing indicated such a project can improve science literacy, even over a very short period of exposure to the project.

