
Education World® Understanding RSS Feeds

Understanding RSS Feeds 

By Lorrie Jackson

WHY A TECHTORIAL?

What will I learn today?
In this techtorial, you'll learn how 

●     to subscribe to an RSS Reader (also called a news aggregator). 
●     to add an RSS feed to your reader, and check for updates. 
●     RSS feeds can benefit the K-12 teacher and classroom. 

What hardware and/or software does the techtorial apply to?
The techtorial applies to anyone with Internet access and a recent version of a browser -- 
Internet Explorer, Safari, Firefox, and so on.

Which National Educational Technology Standards for Teachers does the 
techtorial address?
The techtorial will help teachers accomplish standard IIc in particular.

The International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE) has developed a set of National Educational Technology Standards for 
Teachers. Standards or Performance Indicators are included for each techtorial to help teachers and administrators improve 
technology proficiency. For a complete description of the standards indicated, go to NETS for Teachers.

WHAT IS AN RSS FEED?

Have you ever seen the headline ticker in New York City's Times Square? Big red letters 
scroll across the ticker, summarizing the latest news, entertainment, and sports stories. 
As the big story changes -- an airplane crashes, a world leader dies, a World Series 
game ends in an upset -- the ticker quickly announces the latest headline.

Contrast that with a print edition of the New York Times. The Times -- or any other 
newspaper -- is a static document, capturing what was news when it was printed. To stay 
abreast of the latest news, you must read a new copy daily and, if you're looking for news 
on a specific topic, you might have to flip through lots of pages to find the particular 
article you're looking for.

RSS feeds are much like that Times Square headline ticker. They are online tools that 
grab the most recent postings from your favorite Web sites and send them to you -- no 

http://cnets.iste.org/teachers/t_stands.html


Education World® Understanding RSS Feeds

searching, no waiting You know the minute something is changed or updated.

So what does RSS stand for? Good question. Because there's controversy about who 
actually created RSS, there's also controversy about what it means. Some of the top 
contenders include: 

●     Really Simple Syndication (the most popular definition) 
●     Rich Site Summary 
●     RDF Site Summary 

SUBSCRIBE TO A READER

In order to receive an RSS feed, you'll need a special program that reads the XML 
(extensible markup language) code RSS feeds are written in. You probably have a 
number of those already, because many e-mail programs and browsers include 
aggregators or readers in their software.

An alternative is to use a Web-based feed reader/aggregator. Why? Have you ever 
saved a Web site as a bookmark or favorite on your Internet browser at home, only to go 
to school the next day and realize that you can't access those bookmarks/favorites from 
school? By using a Web-based aggregator, you'll be able to check your favorite feeds 
from work, school, or anywhere there's Internet access.

For more information on how your browser handles RSS feeds, see Internet 
Explorer RSS Feeds, Firefox's Live Bookmarks, or Safari's RSS Feeds. 

NewsGator is an easy-to-use (and free) aggregator. You first subscribe to NewsGator, 
then find your favorite feeds and add them to your list. Let's get started! 

●     Go to NewsGator.
●     Click "Free NewsGator Online Click Here!" 
●     Complete the information on step 1 and select "NewsGator Online (Free)" on Step 

2. 
●     You'll see a list of RSS feeds that are popular at NewsGator.

http://www.microsoft.com/windows/ie/default.mspx#ie7rss
http://www.mozilla.com/firefox/livebookmarks.html
http://www.apple.com/macosx/features/safari/
http://www.newsgator.com/ngs/default.aspx
http://www.newsgator.com/ngs/default.aspx
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Select any feeds you'd like to receive, or click "Starter Pack" to select all the 
Technology or Headline or other topic feeds. Be judicious; it's easy to get 
information overload. You don't have to select any of these if you don't want to. 

●     Click Finish. 

That's it! You'll see your NewsGator page with the feeds you've selected on the left.

SUBSCRIBE CONTINUED

Click any feed and you'll see a list of the latest updates in the middle of the page. In the 
example below, the New York Times Technology feed was selected, and you see 
headlines and an article summary.
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Click any headline to go to that organization's site and article. In the example above, 
clicking "Web Sites Set Up to Celebrate Life Recall Lives Lost" takes you to a NYT article 
called Grief Goes Online.

Notice that below the article's summary is a set of icons:

If you hate seeing unread e-mail in your mailbox, you'll want to be sure to uncheck the 
green check (showing that you've read this headline). Clicking the floppy disk icon saves 
the headline in a file called Clippings. "Clippings" are articles you want to read again 
sometime. (Remember that headlines change, so if you don't save something to 
Clippings it will disappear eventually). The envelope icon e-mails your headline; the stars 
allow you to rate the headline if you wish.

Really simple so far, huh? Good. Now, let's add another feed to our NewsGator account. 

FIND FEEDS

NewsGator makes it pretty easy to add new feeds. Click on Add Feeds at top left and a 
new page pops up with a search engine to help you find feeds, suggestions on feeds that 
are right for you, and smart feeds. Those are easy enough to follow. But, what if you 
happen on a Web site yourself and want to add it to your reader? How do you know if the 
Web site even provides an RSS feed? 

http://www.nytimes.com/2006/04/27/technology/27myspace.html?ex=1303790400&en=beb62b56af91865d&ei=5088&partner=rssnyt&emc=rss
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You know it does if, somewhere on the home page, you see a button marked XML, RSS, 
or RDF.

For example, go to the New York Times Web site and scroll down. You'll see RSS 
buttons in two places: at the bottom of the page

and toward the middle right

Some browsers, such as Mozilla's Firefox, display a small, orange icon in the address 
blank to tell you that RSS feeds are available at the site.

ADD A FEED

Now that you've found a site whose feed you want to receive, what's next? Let's find out.

●     Go to David Warlick's Two Cents Worth blog. (Warlick is a leading educational 
technologist whose blog, an online journal, is frequently updated. So, if you want 
the latest informed opinion on technology in the classroom, this is a not-to-be-
missed site.) 

●     Scroll down the page. Where's the orange XML, RDF, or RSS icon? Click the 
name David Warlick on the right under Webs to go to his home page. There, under 
the two pennies, you'll find the RSS icon.

●     Right-click (CTRL click on Macs) the icon and select "Copy Link" or "Copy Link 
Location".

http://www.nytimes.com/
http://www.mozilla.com/firefox/central/
http://davidwarlick.com/2cents/
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●     Go back to your NewsGator account, click Add Feeds, and then click URL & 
Import.

●     Paste the copied link into the Feed URL blank and click Add Feed. You'll now see 
your NewsGator feeds again, with David Warlick's feed at the top. Click to see the 
latest headlines.

You'll notice that instead of an article summary, you see the entire blog entry. 
That's an option some Webmasters use. 

So, you've subscribed to a reader, found a new feed, and added it to your list. That's it! 
Now, once a day (or once an hour or…), return to NewsGator and see what's new from 
your feeds! Don't forget to weed out feeds you don't check regularly! Keep it simple and 
easy to find what you need.

TEACHING WITH FEEDS

Okay, so now you can get the latest NCAA championship scores or hear the latest 
gossip on Hollywood's famous couples whenever you want. What's the relevance to your 
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classroom? Here are a few ideas: 

●     Have high school students track the latest in current events through the BBC or 
another world news feed.

●     Learn what's new from the NEA by subscribing to its RSS feed. 
●     Get current how-to's on minimizing problem behaviors with School Change's RSS 

feed for teachers, school counselors, child therapists, and others. 
●     Keep parents informed of the latest at your school just ad Buckman Magnet 

Elementary School does with its RSS feed! 

Each day, new RSS feeds appear on numerous sites, so just because your favorite Web 
haunt doesn't have one today, don't give up! Check again…feeds rapidly are becoming a 
required element for any site with constantly updated information!

TELL ME MORE

Where can I find more information?
For techtorials on more emerging technologies, including wikis and blogs, see Education 
World's Techtorial Table of Contents.

http://www.nea.org/index.html
http://www.youthchg.com/education.html
http://www.buckmanelementary.org/
http://www.buckmanelementary.org/
http://www.educationworld.com/a_tech/techtorial/techtorialintro.shtml
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