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Impact of a School Seismograph on a Rural Illinois Middle School: Bringing Real 
Time Recordings Into the Classroom

Karen Urick • Erie Middle School, Illinois

As a participate in the IRIS AS-1 Seismographs in 
Schools  ̓project I have been able to bring earthquake seis-
mograms into the classroom. On several occasions we saw 
an earthquake occurring on our seismograph before it was re-
ported in our local news. I learned about this project while at-
tending a workshop at a National Science Teachers Association 
Meeting. I received a free seismograph for my classroom. This 
seismograph came with technical support that made it possible 
to use. Teachers are busy people and do not have time to fi gure 
out everything for themselves. Mr. John Lahr, a retired seis-
mologist with the USGS, visited my school in the fall of 2004 
and assisted me in getting it set up. In November of 2004, IRIS 
provided fi nancial support for me to attend the regional meet-
ing of the NSTA in Seattle, Washington for additional training. 
In my 19 years of teaching science I have never had something 
as hands-on as the seismograph that has impacted my students.

With the e-mail assistance of Mr. Lahr, my building principal and the district computer tech, I was able to connect my 
seismograph screen to the Internet using a site license for Snag It. It is updated every 15 minutes, and is posted on our district 
web page. 

I created a list serve of all interested staff in our district to inform them when an event has been recorded to they can 
check out the district website (http://www.erie1.net/). Listed below are two comments I just received today regarding a series 
of Icelandic earthquakes:

“Way cool!”

“I just wanted to say thanks on all the work you do for this project. I myself really enjoy the info you pass along. It is a 
neat learning experience also.”

The students check the seismograph every day. When seismic waves 
are detected the fi rst thing students want to know is where it is from and 
how large it is. We use the seimograph extensively in our earthquake unit. 
Using a recent seismogram the students measured the Richter magnitude 
and the distance the earthquake was from our school. We maintain a world 
map in our classroom with pictures of each seismogram we have recorded 
posted by each location of the earthquake. In our plate tectonics unit we 
were to visually determine how scientists determine plate boundaries by 
looking at our own map. The local paper took an interest after the Sumatra 
Tsunami on December 26. They printed an article on our seismograph and 
gave IRIS credit for sponsoring the program.
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