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Introduction


What can a computer applications teacher of thirteen years possibly learn about integrating technology into the classroom? Evidently a lot! One might think that someone who has been using technology in the classroom for years might not benefit from this class, but I’ve learned many knew things and refreshed my memory on some old things. I was introduced to two new web 2.0 tools and reintroduced to the concept of project-based learning. The course proved to be both beneficial and enlightening. There are many practical things that I can take away from this course and implement in my own classroom. 
Question 1 - How projects impacted my thoughts about technology integration

When I reviewed the projects for this class I was glad to see that I would be learning something new. I had created a blog before, but nothing in depth. I had also used MovieMaker in the past, but I had not using Comic Life or VoiceThread. The three projects that I think had the biggest influence on my thinking were the blog project, the Comic Life project, and the VoiceThread project.  All three of the projects opened my eyes to the power, creativity, and relevance these tools have in today’s classroom. All three projects were challenging and enjoyable.

I think the blog project is important to me because for the first time I recognized the value it has as a tool for reflection. It also is a great way to show growth and learning. I could think of projects where using a blog would be appropriate but I never really considered the true educational value of it. I kind of just viewed it as a way that teachers could say they had incorporated technology into their lessons. My mind has definitely been changed about that. It is a powerful tool, as well as a motivating one for students. Warlick (2007) states that “…blogs are personal. They are one way for an individual to express personal beliefs with a certain amount of personality” (p. 38). I think any time that you can allow students to have ownership in their learning and add their own style to it, you are increasing their interest and motivation levels.

My initial thought about the Comic Life project was that it was probably going to be a pain. It turned out to not be so bad. The most challenging part was coming up with a suitable topic and appropriate standards for a lesson. I think the more I use Comic Life, ideas on how to apply it in the classroom will come more easily and faster. The software itself is quite user-friendly. I think it is something that students can pick up on and use with little instruction. Comic Life provides a different way for students to express what they’ve learned. It allows them to be creative. Additionally, according to Thacker, “From pre-readers to high school students, from English to ESL to Science and Math, comics can help students analyze, synthesize and absorb content that may be more difficult when presented in only one way.” Comic Life is a way to use differentiated instruction and a way to reach different students. The only real drawback that I saw to Comic Life was that you have to pay for it.

The VoiceThread project was probably my favorite. I had briefly looked at someone’s VoiceThread project in other class prior to this one. I didn’t give it much thought; however, after working on this project I found that I love VoiceThread and its endless possibilities. I did my project with coworkers in my school about an upcoming professional development class. At first, I wondered if this program could really be used as a collaborative tool, but it turned out to be great. The teachers that I asked to participate really liked it. I also have come up with some ideas on how to use academic topics with VoiceThread in my computer class. Holcomb and Beal state that VoiceThread “allows educators to connect with their students in a medium that students are using regularly” (p. 29).  I couldn’t agree more and hope to implement a project with my students at the beginning of next semester. 

I feel that all three of these projects were very different. The blogs provided a way for me to express my opinions and reflect on my learning. It also provided a place for peers to comment and interact with me. Comic Life forced me to really think outside the box and to be a little more creative. VoiceThread proved to be an easy way to get my coworkers to collaborate. Unfortunately, VoiceThread will probably be the only one that I end up utilizing in the near future. My county does not allow the students to have blogs and we do not have a license for Comic Life. I still hope to be a voice in the county when possible to advocate web 2.0 tools such as these. Maybe one day things will change. VoiceThread is something I plan to use in my classroom, and I am hoping to share it with more of my colleagues in the near future. Hopefully the county will not block it before I get the chance to show them!
Question 2 - How discussions impacted my thoughts about technology integration

The online discussions were very beneficial and educational. I felt like my classmates were very involved and interested in sharing their knowledge and opinions. We discussed many things including our peer reviews, the definition of technology integration, the intersection of PBL and web 2.0 tools, issues with technology integration, and also PBL ideas for school or grade levels. I feel like I did a good job of providing quality articles and research when it was requested, as well as positive feedback to my classmates. Sometimes I think I can improve my participation in discussions if I try to come up with more counterpoints or questions that would spark further discussion and critical thinking.

The discussions impacted my view of technology integration in a positive way. Even when we discussed the issues and problems with technology integration, we often talked about possible solutions or found resources where solutions were mentioned. I located an excellent article for this discussion which clearly laid out both the advantages and disadvantages of using web 2.0 tools in the classroom. I think Harris and Rea make an excellent point with one of their closing statements that, “We have to understand the advantages and disadvantages of the technologies and use them to our advantage.” I think the best defense for those of us advocating more use of technology in the classroom is to acknowledge the issues and be prepared to suggest solutions or offer benefits that outweigh those problems. 

I think the peer review discussion about blogs is what really opened my eyes to the value of a blog. Prior to that, I thought blogs were neat tools but didn’t give much credit to them as educational tools. According to a chapter in Richardson’s (2006) book, “Blogs can promote critical and analytical thinking, as well as combing solitary reflection with social interaction” (p. 20). After reading our book, some articles, and my peers’ comments, I am convinced that blogs have a place in the classroom. In fact, I think they are appropriate for all classrooms. They are a great way to show parents a students progress throughout a course.

I loved the discussion on “PBL at my school.” For this discussion, we really had to expand our horizons and be creative with projects that incorporated multiple disciplines. I thoroughly enjoyed reading my classmates submissions. It was also great to see that some of them had already implemented these types of activities at their schools. According to Boss and Kraus, “The more complex and important an idea, the better suited it is for the 21st-century project treatment” (p. 43). I think the creative responses that my classmates came up with clearly supports this point. 
Question 3 - Acquired values and experience gained through the course

I think one of the most important things I gained from this course is to be open minded about new web 2.0 tools and to open my mind to the possibilities these tools have for encouraging real learning in the classroom. Of course web 2.0 tools can be used as toys and for fun, but with the background knowledge teachers have, we should be able to utilize these tools for maximum learning and motivation in the classroom. I also learned that there is value in project-based learning. I truly believe PBL is highly motivating and helps students learn. I also believe that web 2.0 tools are a natural choice to use in conjunction with PBL.
Question 4 - Knowledge, skills, and attitudes gained

Throughout this course, I gained fundamental knowledge about what project-based learning is and how effective it is in the classroom. I was able to weigh both positive sides to PBL and challenges through discussions and my own research. Through my role as researcher on my group project, I was able to see many examples of successful projects and studies that showed the value and importance of PBL. I also gained knowledge through my readings about how blogs can be used educationally, as well as important tips for using them in the classroom. Through my discussions with coworkers, classmates, and through my readings I found that time, money, and training seem to be a common reason technology is often not implemented in classroom lessons. 

I gained numerous skills through the projects in this course. I had never used Comic Life before, and I now have the skills to create comics. I also would feel comfortable showing students and coworkers how to use this tool. I learned quite a few things by using my blog. I was very excited to learn about the poll/survey feature as well as how to add pictures to posts. VoiceThread was totally new to me, too. I learned how to add narration and text to VoiceThread projects and was able to assist my coworkers with this as well. I also gained skills through the PBL project. My interaction with Google Docs was quite limited prior to this project, but I now feel comfortable collaborating on a single document and uploading documents for other group members to view.

I think the most important attitude change I’ve had is the importance of making lessons cross-curricular. For the most part, I’ve taught a specific computer application or the web 2.0 tool to my students but have often not given the topics any relevance—it was more about learning the “how to’s” of the software. While, I think it is important that students know how to use computer applications, it is also important to make lessons relevant to what they are either interested in or what they are currently studying. By being more open-minded to bringing in other subject areas for topics to use with certain lessons, I am hoping to reinforce some of those concepts and help students be more successful in their academic classes. 
Question 5 - Challenges and rewards of online collaboration

 One of the challenges I faced with online collaboration is my own impatience. I am one who checks my online classes very frequently. When I post something, I really hope to get feedback right away. For the most part, that was not the case with my group. Some group members would respond fairly quickly while it might be days for others. It was also a challenge to get the project going. Fortunately, a few of my members attending the face-to-face session and were able to really get our project underway. If I really needed some help, feedback, or answers on something I resorted to emailing group members or calling a group member. I kind of wished Google Docs had a “nudge” or “poke” button so you could “nudge” your group members to encourage them to respond or comment on the document soon. If they have this option, I did not see it. Of course, online collaboration definitely has its benefits. I really like Google Docs and would like to become even more familiar with it. It is so awesome that it is free! I love that we could collaborate at the same time if needed. It was also nice to have encouragement and feedback from group members to let me know I was on the right track or if I needed to work on something. I really did feel as if my group was a team and that while we each had separate roles, we were there to assist one another.
Question 6 - Being an online learner

This is my fourth semester as an online learner, and I really like it. I think part of the reason I like it is because both my classmates and my professors are always so willing to help. I have never felt like I was just out in cyber-land all by myself. I felt as if we were all working on the same team, toward the same goals. This semester I learned that I really benefit from peer reviews. I benefit from getting feedback from my classmates. It allows me to see things that I wouldn’t necessarily see on my own. I also benefit from doing the peer review of my classmates’ work. Sometimes I would see an application in a whole other light. It gave me ideas about how applications could be used and often showed me different features of an application that I either hadn’t seen or thought to use before. The peer reviews were definitely a helpful part of this course. Even as a teacher, I started to incorporate a type of peer review in my classroom. I showed some PowerPoint projects on the television and asked the students to think about what they liked and didn’t like about the presentations. Then I asked them to brainstorm about what they can take away from that and apply to their next presentation.
Question 7 - Future projects


I can honestly say that I think all of the projects should be kept in this course. They all had important educational values and benefits. There is not one that I felt was a waste of my time or effort. I came away with either a new skill or a new set of ideas from each project. I definitely liked the VoiceThread project the best; however, that was just a matter of personal preference for a web 2.0 tool. I would tell other people that this course is beneficial—that it exposes you to web 2.0 tools, online collaboration, and project-based learning. 

Question 8 - Pleasant surprises


I think one pleasant surprise was that I learned about tools that I can actually use in my classroom. I also really hadn’t given much thought to PBL in a long time. It got me brainstorming again about how useful it is and how I might plan some future PBL projects for my students. I was also pleasantly surprised that I enjoyed the peer reviews. I didn’t think I would, but I gained a lot from viewing other presentations and often viewed peers’ presentations that were not necessarily assigned to me. Lastly, the course just got me excited and motivated about collaborating with academic teachers to let students do technology projects for them in my classroom.
Question 9 - Applying course content to classroom


Harris and Rea state that, “Web 2.0 technology use must enhance learning and teaching and not hinder pedagogy.” I think educators must remember this when implementing technology in the classroom. I do really hope to apply a good bit of what I’ve learned from this course in the classroom in the future. I will definitely be using VoiceThread in conjunction with topics that the students are learning in their academic classes. I also hope to incorporate more project-based learning, including web quests. I have had my students use MovieMaker in the past, but haven’t in quite a while. I really like the concept of making a public service announcement and believe this is actually something they study in their language arts class, so I would like to implement a similar project. 
I truly do love the idea of letting students blog. If I can ever convince the county technology people to allow this, I would love for the students to reflect either daily or weekly on their classes. A goal of mine for next year is to try to bring in other subjects areas to my computer elective class as much as possible. According to an article by Morrison, Bryan, and Chilcoat many teachers are hesitant to use things like comic strips, music, and other forms of media in their classroom. It is my hope that by doing some of these academic projects in my computer elective class and sharing them with the teachers that they will slowly but surely open their minds to the power of technology in the classroom. I also help teachers individually and also do professional development for the staff at times. As I share these things with my coworkers I must keep in mind that Egbert cites time, access, and knowledge as three barriers to technology professional development (p.245) and try to find ways to eliminate or at least alleviate some of the potential problems from these barriers.
Summary

This class has been pleasantly surprising for a veteran computer elective teacher. After all, I incorporate technology on a daily basis in my classes. The great thing is that the class has helped me see that I can make my class more beneficial for my students by making it relevant to their other courses. It has also shown me some new applications and helped me realize how web 2.0 tools can be used to assist students in other subject areas as well. This course reminded me that students learn best by doing and also by teaching things themselves. Project-based learning has an important place in education, and I intend to use more of it in my classroom.
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