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For immediate release
Millions of Students Visit Russian Arctic

Despite many unexpected obstacles, GoNorth! team brings 

remote Arctic communities into classrooms worldwide
MINNEAPOLIS (June 15, 2007) —It wasn’t easy, but the GoNorth! team recently wrapped up one of the most successful adventure learning programs to-date, bringing millions of K-12 students worldwide along for the ride. The team had the rare opportunity to travel through the Russian Arctic, visiting five indigenous communities while bringing the issues of global climate change and exploitation of the earth’s natural resources to the forefront. And to think, the expedition was almost over before it began.

After traveling more than 4,000 miles from Michigan to Alaska to kick-off the trek throughout Chukotka, Russia, the remaining 50 miles to cross the Bering Strait into Russia proved unexpectedly difficult. Detained on U.S. territory in Nome, Alaska for more than a month, the GoNorth! team could see their expedition starting point, but could not set foot there - visa problems, plane troubles, Polar Husky immunizations and supply tax issues caused a tangle of delays. Through patience and perseverance, the team finally gained clearance to enter Russia and continue its extraordinary effort to deliver online Arctic education to participating K-12 classrooms worldwide from one of the most remote places in the world. 

“Sitting for six weeks in Nome waiting to enter Chukotka was very difficult. At one point, I thought we weren’t going to have an expedition at all,” said Paul Pregont, Expedition Director and Leader. “But it was worth the wait. It was an amazing journey and we have opened a new frontier for online education and to examining global climate change.”

Empowering Students
The GoNorth! adventure learning series is unmatched anywhere in the world. The standards-aligned curriculum meets national education guidelines and provides a unique and fun environment to get students excited about learning. Using the Internet as a primary teaching tool, the program web site, www.PolarHusky.com, allows students around the globe to collaborate with topic experts, indigenous peoples, each other and Team GoNorth! live in the field. The state-of the-art online learning environment enlists multi-media tools so the students can experience the Arctic as if they were there themselves.

“This learning approach is fresh, innovative and interactive—the kids just love it,” said Teacher Explorer Jeff Sipper. “This goes beyond anything students can learn in a text book. The program involves the students from the start, giving them a sense of empowerment and a feeling that they are a part of something unique. It helps them realize they can make a difference in the world.”
“GoNorth! is an education program with every day on the trail consumed with collecting data, multimedia and experiences that relate to the week’s given classroom activities and module themes” explains Mille Porsild, Program Director and team member. “We conduct weekly expert chats, daily audio updates and every Friday it is ‘Education Day’ – a day of no travel. Starting at 5 a.m., we warm the computers in our sleeping bags and work more than twenty hours to provide the weekly trail update. Our Thrane & Thrane high-speed satellite communication system enables us to upload text, audio, movies and images to servers online. The Education Basecamp team at the University of Minnesota then work to make the update live the following Monday morning at 8 a.m. CST when students and teachers on six continents log in.” 
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Teacher on Trail

Teacher Explorer Jeff Sipper, a fifth grade teacher at Cuyana Range Elementary School in Crosby, Minn., was selected as the  2007 Teacher Explorer based on a nationwide selection process and accompanied the team for two weeks on the trail. Sipper has been using the GoNorth! curriculum in his classroom since 2004.
“This has been the experience of a lifetime,” said Sipper. “I am inspired and more committed than ever to the value of bringing the Arctic into the classroom. Educating students about climate change and the responsibilities we each have as individuals in handling the earth’s natural resources are some of the most important things we can teach today.”

The Road Less Traveled

Chukotka is located on the far northeastern corner of Russia, adjacent to Siberia. One of the most remote and isolated areas in the world, Chukotka is larger than Texas with less than 55,000 people, no paved roads connecting its communities and no scheduled air service. Until Russian President Vladimir Putin appointed billionaire Roman Abramovich as Governor to Chukotka in 2004, the autonomous territory suffered extreme isolation and dire economic conditions. The region was entirely closed to visitors for more than fifty years. Even today, to survive the indigenous people live mostly off the land with any additional supplies coming from an annual barge shipment or occasional helicopter drop. 

“Chukotka is a place of tough realities,” said Dr. Aaron Doering, GoNorth! Education Director and Assistant Professor of Learning Technologies at the University of Minnesota. “The lack of funds to capitalize on the natural resources and to build opportunity is definitely humbling.”
Speaking to the Indigenous People

Traveling through mountainous terrain, towering cliffs, jagged ice and steaming areas of open water, the 22 Polar Huskies led Team GoNorth! into five communities undaunted by a ground blizzard, glare ice and open water.

Despite significant language barriers, the team was warmly welcomed into each village. Accompanied by a local interpreter, they met with the elders of each community and gained valuable insight on their first-hand experience of environmental changes caused by climate change. 
“It was amazing going into communities that are rarely visited,” said Doering. “They welcomed us into their homes, taught us about their culture and provided an understanding of their realities. There is also no one better to talk to about climate change. It impacts them in so many ways and they are keenly aware of how it alters their daily lives.”

Community Climate Diaries

Equipped with high-speed satellite communication equipment, GoNorth! provided most of these indigenous communities their first opportunity to connect to the Internet and communicate with participating students worldwide. The team also introduced a new initiative “What Is Climate Change to You?” (WCCY). Funded by the National Science Foundation (NSF) this is a collaborative effort with the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA). Along with students in Alaska and Canada, schools in the remote Chukotka communities became part of an Arctic driven network to collect observations related to the study of climate change. Each community received snow sampling tools, a laptop, digital camera and a thermacron datalogger. Students will provide continuous data samples to be used by NASA scientists as well as develop online Community Climate Diaries with local observations. 
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About GoNorth!

Conducted by the University of Minnesota in partnership with NOMADS, GoNorth! is a free adventure learning series for K-12 classrooms. Anchored in social and natural science curriculum it is currently utilized by more than three million learners with participation of teachers in 3000+ schools across the 50 US states and worldwide on six continents. Over a five-year period a team of educators, scientists and explorers are dog sledding LIVE to five circumpolar Arctic locations - 2006 through 2010. A 300+ page Curriculum & Activity Guide is developed each year reflecting the expedition's current Arctic locale and indigenous culture. The online learning environment delivers comprehensive resources about the region of travel, collaborative opportunities, live field updates and research findings synched real-time to the curriculum. Field research relevant to understanding patterns of climate change is collected and infused within the learners’ experiences in collaboration with National Aeronautics and Space Administration, the National Science Foundation and the United States Department of Agriculture.

About Adventure Learning

Pioneered by Dr. Aaron Doering of Learning Technologies at the University of Minnesota, Adventure Learning (AL) is a hybrid distance education approach that provides students with opportunities to explore real-world issues through authentic learning experiences within collaborative learning environments. Within AL programs, students' learning processes are created through the transformation of experience and involve pursuing answers to their own questions rather than the rote memorization of facts. Through inquiry, students engage in dialogue, take action, and reflect on possible outcomes. 

About the Department of Curriculum and Instruction - University of Minnesota

The Department of Curriculum and Instruction at the University of Minnesota is consistently ranked as one of the top twenty departments of curriculum and instruction in the country. In addition, the department is surrounded by a world-class university that was recently ranked as one of the top three public research universities in the nation. The department combines award-winning teaching, research and service in a way that most other universities in the nation cannot.

About Best Buy's Community Connection
As a community partner, Best Buy works to encourage ideas and to confront challenges. Through its many philanthropic activities, Best Buy extends its support in times of celebration and in times of need. Last year Best Buy and the Best Buy Children's Foundation donated $19 million to its communities (approximately 1.5 percent of its prior fiscal year's pretax earnings). For more information about Best Buy's community relations efforts, visit www.BestBuy.com/CommunityRelations.

About NOMADS

NOMADS Adventure & Education is a forerunner in the concept of adventure learning. For the past 12 years, NOMADS has given students worldwide opportunities to collaborate and learn while participating in Arctic exploration. Developing standard-aligned curricula, NOMADS’ mission is to enable teachers in K-12 classrooms to use interactive telecommunications and technology as teaching tools. 
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