
THE DIGITAL LEARNING CENTER FOR MICROBIAL ECOLOGY

We are constantly surrounded by 
and immersed within a dynam­
ic ecosystem that is normally 
invisible to us and therefore 
outside of our awareness. 
Most people know of microbes 
only as disease-causing germs, 
but the microbial world is also 
teeming with beneficial crea­
tures such as the yeasts that 
make bread rise, the lacto­
bacillus that creates yogurt, 
and the host of organisms that 
turn old leaves and dead logs 
into new soil.

The mission of the Digital 
Learning Center for Microbial 
Ecology is to use multimedia 
and networking technologies 
to bring the invisible worlds of 
microscopic organisms and 
communities into view and to 
make them accessible to stu­
dents and teachers every­
where. The project is being 
created by the Michigan State 
University Communication 
Technology Laboratory in col­
laboration with MSU's Center 
for Microbial Ecology (CME) 
and College of Education with 
partial funding from the 
National Science Foundation.

CME, one of 19 NSF-funded 
Science and Technology 
Centers dedicated to inter­
disciplinary study of emerging 
scientific fields, serves as a 
gathering place for ecologists, 
biochemists, and microbiolo­
gists interested in microscopic 
ecosystems.

The Digital Learning Center for 
Microbial Ecology is an exten­
sion of this worldwide virtual 
community, where teachers 
and students collaborate with 
colleagues, conduct seminars, 
and share their findings in a 
continuous dialog on microbial 
ecology. It includes three envi­
ronments:

• Microbe Zoo, in which 
users stroll from "cage" to 
"cage" ogling at the exotic 
and peculiar specimens 
housed within.

• Microbes in the News, a 
compendium of topical 
items from popular press 
stories relevant to microbi­
ology, where students ask 
questions and scientists offer 
comments in a network­
based dialog on the latest 

news from the world of 
microbiology.

• Meet the Scientists, where 
scientists describe their work 
and explain the origins of 
their interest in science.

The environments are avail­
able on CD-ROM and via the 
World Wide Web. They 
include: photos of micro­
organisms, laboratory envi­
ronments, and scientists; 
digital video of researchers 
discussing their work, anima­
tions illustrating biochemical 
processes, and views through 
the microscope showing pecu­
liar forms of microbe locomo­
tion; and audio clips of enthu­
siastic scientists describing 
what turned them on to 
science. News summaries are 
posted to the Microbes in the 
News section of the World 
Wide Web site as the stories 
break, and students and scien­
tists comment on the stories 
and post questions via email. 
Users can browse multimedia 
resources online or download 
stand-alone modules.
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