
from a myriad of options in whatever 
combinations they desire: offering trea-
ties, making trade agreements, raising 
taxes, building factories, and moving 
troops. Once their decisions are made, 
they complete their turn and await the 
results, displayed as news headlines on 
their screens. However, there are times 
when the effects of decisions seem 
arbitrary and little contextualizing 
explanation is provided to help stu-
dents make connections between their 
decisions and the effects on the world. 
Students will be mystified when France 
signs a non-aggression pact with them 
and declares war on them in the same 
turn. If this happens consistently, stu-
dents may well decide that the com-

puter responses are capricious or that 
they are fighting the inevitability of 
history. In either case, the motivation 
to make decisions methodically and 
subsequently to contrast these deci-
sions with what actually occurred  
may be lost.

Making History provides hours of 
entertainment for the strategy game 
or World War II enthusiast. Its ability 
to augment high school and college 
classroom curriculum, however, is 
limited to students with the enthusi-
asm to play the game methodically  
or to instructors who can make a sig-
nificant time investment and ensure 
that students take the time to compare 
history with their own decisions. 

Requirements
Windows XP or 2000 
Pentium III or Athlon 1.0 GHz Processor
512 MB RAM/850 MB available hard drive space

Muzzy Lane Software 
http://www.muzzylane.com
List Price: $39.99 per CD

David Hicks is an associate 
professor of curriculum and 
instruction (history and social 
science education) at Virginia 
Tech. His research interests in-
clude examining how concepts 
of citizenship and the integra-

tion of technology can influence how teachers 
approach the teaching and learning of history.

Melissa Lisanti is chair of the 
social studies department at 
Christiansburg Middle School, 
Montgomery County Public 
Schools, in Virginia. She is 
a national board certified 
teacher. 

By David L. Johnson

All math teachers face the chal-
lenge of responding to students 
individually in the classroom, 

assessing each student’s skills, and 
providing skill-appropriate practice 
and feedback. Of course, this is nearly 
impossible without a technology tool 
such as ALEKS (Assessment and 
Learning in Knowledge Spaces), a 
math program for students and assess-
ment management program for teach-
ers. Developed from knowledge space 
theory, ALEKS can accurately assess 
the exact knowledge state of students 
in any mathematics subject area, guide 
them in the selection of new materi-
als, and record their progress toward 
mastery of the content. 

A knowledge space is a collection of 
specific topic items in a knowledge 
domain. A knowledge state is the list 
of topics the student has learned. The 
possible knowledge state combina-
tions of 100 to 300 topics in a domain 
such as Middle School Math 2 is 
extremely large, so the challenge is to 

determine the next step for a student 
that will generate a high likelihood of 
success. In knowledge space theory, 
this new knowledge state is called the 
outer fringe. It is identical to the old 
knowledge state but contains exactly 
one new item. ALEKS employs a 
guidance system that helps students 
move to the outer fringe. 

Students log in online and begin 
a module by taking an assessment. 
Every assessment is unique; a student 
can’t predict the sequence of ques-
tions or learn the answers ahead of 
time. Assessment questions ensure 
comprehensive coverage of the sub-
ject, and the system selects each sub-

sequent ques-
tion based on 
the answers 
to all previous questions. There are 
no multiple choice questions, thus 
preventing the student from induc-
ing an answer from the choices given. 
ALEKS’s artificial intelligence engine 
won’t let students “game the system.” 

Once the assessment is concluded, 
the student may begin a topic. ALEKS 
corrects and analyzes mistakes and 
offers specific advice for particular 
problems. An “Explain” button of-
fers guidance and access to an online 
hyperlinked dictionary. ALEKS con-
tinually monitors and updates its map 

ALEKS Math Assessment

One of about 20  
assessment questions 
students must answer 
before beginning the 
Middle School Math 2 
module
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of the student’s knowledge. Once stu-
dents demonstrate mastery of a con-
cept, they advance to the next topic.

ALEKS offers a Teacher Module that 
enables teachers to plan lessons after 
gauging each student’s achievement. 
The module generates summaries for 
individual students and for the entire 
class, permitting the teacher to choose 
topics the class is most ready to learn. 
ALEKS is delivered online, is acces-
sible from anywhere at any time, and 
works with Windows- and Macintosh- 
compatible personal computers.

Although the program’s graphics may 
lack the pizzazz of other software pack-
ages, and it is difficult to go back and 
review problems once a session is com-
pleted, ALEKS does provide an effec-
tive means to address student needs at 
all ability levels and to provide forma-
tive assessment, feedback, and problem 
selection tailored to each student.
ALEKS Corporation 
15641 Red Hill Avenue, Suite 150 
Tustin, CA 92780 
http://www.aleks.com/
Price: 3-month subscription, per student $25; 
12-month, $40

Modules offered:
Arithmetic (Math LV 3-6)
 Essential Mathematics 
 Middle School Geometry 
 Middle School Math 1 

Middle School Math 2 
Middle School Math 3 
Pre-Algebra 
Foundations of High School Math 
Algebra 1 
High School Geometry 
Algebra 2 
Math Prep for CA HS Exit Exam 
Math Prep for TAKS -- HS Exit Exam
Pre-Calculus
Trigonometry 
 http://www.aleks.com/k12/course_products
 

David L. Johnson is a doctoral 
student in the Learning Tech-
nologies program at the Col-
lege of Education and Human 
Development, University of 
Minnesota.

GIMP: GNU Image 
Manipulation Program

By Steve Chastain with Jay Pfaffman

One of the biggest problems 
with open source software is 
the choice of names. So when 

you explain that “The GIMP” is the 
GNU Image Manipulation Program, 
normal people still turn their heads 
and squint. When you then explain 
that GNU stands for “GNU’s Not 
UNIX,” people are likely to walk away 
shaking their heads. Fortunately, using 
The GIMP does not require as much 
explanation, and the advantages of 
being able to provide a powerful image 

Figures 2 and 3.  A teacher class  
summary, and teacher summary  
for an individual student .
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