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Where in the world is… Cyberspace?
	Program:
	Crash Zone

	Year Level:
	Year 5 to Year 9

	Curriculum Study Areas:
	English, Humanities and Social Sciences

	Themes/Topics:
	Our Place in Space and Time; Film Language

	Description:
	These activities explore concepts for investigating and communicating ideas about place and space, and natural and social systems, by comparing the geographies of real and virtual worlds.

	Resources:
	Identity Crisis, ep 2 vol 1, The Crash Zone, ACTF
The Outsider, ep 13 vol 3, The Crash Zone, ACTF
Other: Large photocopy of a local area street map (including tram stops and railway stations) on which the school and most students homes are located.
Wall maps: your state/territory, Australia, the World
Map pins
Clip descriptions and accompanying worksheet


Lesson plan: 

	Rationale for this lesson plan. 
As an option for older students: the work in this unit could also be linked to studies of political and legal systems and this is indicated where relevant.

1. Tuning in 

To arouse students’ curiosity or interest in a problem or issue and to present them with a challenge; the activities encourage students to relate the problem, issue or challenge to their current situation and past experiences. 

1.1 First viewing and response 

View Identity Crisis, ep 2 vol 1, The Crash Zone, ACTF
In small groups (3-4), students discuss their immediate responses to this episode by answering these questions:

· Who or what is Virgil? 
· Where is Virgil? 

· Why do you think Virgil was created as a character in The Crash Zone 
· Why do you think Virgil has been given a male personality? 

· How ‘real’ do you think Virgil is intended to be? To what extent is he plausible as a ‘real’ character rather than as ‘science fiction’? 
1.2 Speculations: how does Virgil do it? 

Note: Preview the episode and, using either the timer or revolution counter, noting precisely where to begin and end the clips specified below so that you can replay them in fairly rapid succession. 

Download the clip descriptions and accompanying questions and print them out on separate sheets. Give each group a copy of one description.

Tell students that you want them to carefully examine the clips and to look for clues as to who or what Virgil is, how he does what he is seen doing and how plausible a creation students believe him to be. 

This activity will provide students with an opportunity to share their collective understandings of artificial intelligence and cyberspace. (There is no need to introduce these terms yet — wait to see if students come up with these concepts themselves.) 

Replay the clips for all students before each group discusses its allotted questions. 

Ask each group to report its answers to the above questions to the whole class. It might be helpful if time permits, to replay each of the clips once more as each group reports back. 

You may find it useful to build up a whiteboard/chalkboard summary where you list Virgil’skey characteristics according to whether students think they are plausible, impossible, or are uncertain about. For example:

Aspects of Virgil

Plausible/Possible

Uncertain

Implausible/Impossible

Access to images from space and other data

Orders pizzas

Can see out of the screen

Stops lifts

Evolving artificial intelligence

Can hear anything

In this activity students share their understandings of the popular ‘mythologies’ of artificial intelligence, virtual reality and cyberspace as well as what they understand to be the ‘reality’ of these concepts at the present time. Encourage students to examine how terms used in the episode, e.g. ether, are used in the context of the episode, and how they use them themselves. Some students will bring understandings of these concepts from other TV series — such as Sliders or Star Trek or other movies, comics and books. Encourage them to exchange anecdotes and stories from these sources.
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Virgil seems as if he's actually alive. He clearly has a voice recognition capability and can talk back to a PC operator just like a real person. VIRGIL is realistic, he's active and he just won't shut up.

1.3 Cyberspace and You 

Now that students have shared what they already know about cyberspace, and they have considered how Virgil (a ‘virtual person’) works within it, encourage them to start thinking about ‘mapping’ their own personal presence in cyberspace — in a world of information. 

Explain to students that in Identity Crisis we see Virgil who lives and moves around in a virtual world called cyberspace. Unlike us, Virgil doesn’t have a body outside cyberspace, but we do some of the same things that Virgil does. We too move around in a world of information. 

Write this statement on a chalkboard or whiteboard and ask students to think about this for a moment:

One writer has said that ‘cyberspace is where you are when you’re talking on the telephone’. 
[image: image2.jpg]



Is Pi in cyberspace? The Crash Zone 
Another writer says, 'the telephone is only a medium through which we communicate with each other, we do not enter cyberspace by talking on the phone. If, however, we use the 
phone to send a text message our message is in cyberspace and hopefully will reach its destination!' 
Discuss with students how we are now used to the idea of money moving around through telephone lines and computer systems. Money was one of the first things to move into cyberspace. In fact, we can have money and never see it or touch it as a real material thing. It can exist for us, and we can earn it and use it, while it exists only as bits and bytes in a database. 

Give students an example like this using local place names:

Kate works after school at a childcare centre in Box Hill. Her earnings are credited to her bank account at a branch in Balwyn which she can access with her Debit card when she goes shopping in Doncaster or Melbourne. 

So, where is her money? 

We could say that, like Virgil, it can be anywhere that electronic information can be stored or transmitted — it is certainly there for Kate, in Box Hill, Balwyn and Doncaster, and it could be anywhere in the world that has a machine that accepts her card. 

Discuss the scenario with students, encouraging them to think of their own examples. 

So, in effect, we enter cyberspace every time we send a fax or an e-mail message, log on to the Internet, make a credit card or EFTPOS purchase, use an ATM, make an airline booking, pay a gas or electricity bill online or by telephone. 

We also enter cyberspace as our cyberselves when we visit web sites such as art galleries and museums. Ask the students where in the world they have been as their cyberselves.
2. Finding out/trying out

2.1 Using maps to track our cyberselves

Display the street map. Each student marks their home on the map using different coloured map pins. They also mark on the map the route they usually take getting to and from school. 

Display wall maps of your state/territory, Australia, and the world. You might also want to extend this exercise by asking students to show places they have physically visited within a particular time frame (for example, if you do this by reference to the previous summer holiday period, you could ask students to interpret the results by identifying and describing any similarities between the places different students have visited — e.g. it may become apparent that many students have visited a beachside location). 
An option for older students: In linking the work in this unit to studies of political and legal systems, you could also ask students to describe (or find out) how the different levels of government (local, state and federal) affect the travels they have recorded here. For example, which, if any, of their travels are explicitly subject to government monitoring or permission? 

2.2. How do we keep track of our cyberselves? 

In this activity, students monitor the activities of their cyberselves for specified period of time, say a week, keep accurate records of where they go and chart these on relevant maps. This includes e-mails, blogs, wikis, chat rooms, and visits to web sites.

Extension

Students extend the monitoring to their immediate family — this would require students to use a wider variety of data-gathering techniques than self-reporting, but would result in richer data (many students might be surprised at how far their cyber family travels). 

Encourage students to try to find out as much as possible about the geographical location of their cyberselves.
This activity provides a good opportunity to give students some exposure to the Internet at school (for example, they might be able to download some of the maps they need from the many map sites that are available) and some of the questions about the geographical location of any sites they visit can then be shared with you and the class. 

As far as possible, students should be self-directed as they monitor their ‘information transactions’, record details of them in an appropriate way, and map/chart their ‘travels’. With older students, you might also encourage them to find out if their ‘information transactions’ are subject to government regulation or tracking of any kind. 

You will also need to negotiate time limits for these activities and their distribution between school work and homework. 

3. Reflecting on inquiries/actions 


These activities provide students with opportunities to consider what they have learned or how well they might have achieved what they set out to do. 

3.1 Where in cyberspace has everybody been? 

Display students' maps in the class room.
Discuss the similarities and differences between places visited by students.
Discuss wider problems and issues of government and corporate control of travel in cyberspace. Who should say where and when your cyberself can travel? For example, with older students, you may want to broach the subject of ‘net nannies’, programs used by adults to restrict or prevent children’s access to pornographic web sites. 

An option for older students: If you made the link to political and legal systems in 3.1 above, you could also raise any issues about how different levels of government (local, state and federal) affect the travels of their cyberselves eg they would need a passport for their real self to enter and leave Australia. Why doesn’t the same apply to their cyberselves?

Students debate these propositions from Steven Levy’s book, Hackers: Heroes of the Computer Revolution 1984 Dell, New York: 

• Access to computers should be unlimited and total;
• All information should be free;
• Mistrust authority — promote decentralisation. 


3.2 One place at a time? 

View The Outsider, ep 13 vol 3 The Crash Zone, ACTF
Discuss students' immediate responses to this episode in small groups. Ask students if this episode raises any further issues about travels in cyberspace. The previous activities should have alerted students to some of the implausibilities of this particular episode, but if they don’t bring these up themselves, you may wish to prompt them with these questions: 

• If you were talking with a friend on the phone, and your friend either accidentally or deliberately pulled the phone line out of the wall socket, where would your voice be? 

If students don’t volunteer the connection between this question and The Crash Zone episode The Outsider you might then ask: 

• If you don’t think you or your voice would be trapped in your friend’s phone, why should Virgil be trapped in Brad’s laptop? 

Some other questions which might be used to generate discussion about the implications of this episode include: 

• What events in this episode could be used to support arguments for and/or against the ‘hacker ethic’ that ‘all information should be free’? 

• Are the kids’ justified in hacking into the Sunijim building and taking control of some of its functions? 

An option for older students: Dr Rudy Rucker, a professor of mathematics and author of science fiction, has written: 
I want to have my life’s work on a CD with an access system that can call up any part of it, key on it with a cursor, and then go into my journals, see what was happening, or get into my essays, see what I was doing then or find other stories that used a particular item and have it all be totally seamless.… that’s what I call Transrealism. …I’m trying to merge my life with my fiction and essentially create a word model of my consciousness. That is the basic concept of my novel Software. If your brain software is on the disc, the computer can simulate you, and you will be, in some sense, alive inside the computer "
• What do you think of Rucker’s idea of ‘transrealism’? Do you think that if a ‘word model’ of your consciousness was loaded onto a CD that you would ‘in some sense, [be] alive inside the computer’? 

Finally, ask students to reflect on this question: 

• Why do you think the whole idea of cyberspace, virtual reality and worlds of information is so interesting to writers of fiction and makers of movies and television programs? 

Rationale

The increasing extent to which our day-to-day activities involve global communications technologies suggests that we may eventually live in a virtual world of information which is so rich and accessible that conventional understandings of geography — or the geography of the ‘real world’ territories, boundaries and borders — will become much less meaningful. 

The World Wide Web now allows many people (especially young people) to have ready access to a complex global cyberspace — a world constructed entirely from information that invites us to think about the possibility of a new type of ‘geography’ curriculum. For example, there are cybernetic equivalents of physical geography — we need to learn how to ‘map’ cyberspace and its features and develop the skills of ‘navigating’ in it. There is also a political geography of cyberspace — ‘maps’ of how power over information is distributed — and we may need to consider how the geographies of cyberspace and the ‘real’ world are interrelated and how they may inform one another. 

The following activities explore some of the everyday concepts we use for investigating and communicating our ideas about place and space, and natural and social systems, by comparing the ‘geographies’ of ‘real’ and ‘virtual’ places, spaces and systems. In making these comparisons, it is not assumed that students will necessarily have sophisticated understandings of virtual reality (VR) systems — the conceptions of (and speculative fictions about) VR and ‘cyberspace’ that circulate in much popular media are sufficient. The activities are devised for students in years 5-8, but they are open-ended, flexible and can be modified for use with younger or older students. 

As an option for older students: The work in this unit could also be linked to studies of political and legal systems and this is indicated where relevant. 


While themes in Studies of Society and Environment are the main foci of the following activities, viewing any episodes of The Crash Zone in a classroom context will provide opportunities for students to undertake analytical studies of the narrative as well as the technological construction of the series as a video text. These following activities are therefore designed to also encourage students to explore the sophisticated and highly skilled construction processes through which a televisual text communicates meaning, and further develops their skills and understandings in reading, analysing and evaluating visual texts. 

A note about sequence 

Like all ACTF productions, episodes of The Crash Zone are rich and generative texts in their own right, and the following inquiry sequence assumes that students should initially be given the opportunity to just watch the videos, rather than approaching them with preconceptions shaped by their teacher’s understanding of their relevance to the school curriculum. You can of course, just tell students that you are showing the video episodes to introduce a unit on geography and cyberspace, and in most cases that should be sufficient preparation for viewing. 

quoted in Rucker, Rudy, Sirius, R.U. and Mu, Queen (eds) Mondo 2000: A User's Guide to the New Edge Thames and Hudson, London, p. 250 
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