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Background

For the past three years, I've been using an open source course management system in lieu of (but linked to) the traditional CCSD blog.  Moodle, the learning management system (LMS) I use is akin to Blackboard, but has several advantages:  it is FREE, it is intuitive, and it allows teachers to “own” the courses they've created.  Having constructed courses in both Blackboard and Moodle, I can attest to Moodle's ease of use.  Having taken courses in Blackboard, I am certain that Moodle is more student-friendly.  

As a teacher, here's what I like about Moodle:

	1.	It is a repository for all my instructional resources (documents, videos, audios, assessments, on-line quizzes, and weekly plans).  I can choose which of these resources to make available to students and their parents.
	2.	It is a planning tool.  I can build the course by week or unit.  Since I've been teaching American Lit for several years, I build the course once and re-use it each year making modifications as necessary.  Moodle allows me to change the start date for the course which automatically changes every weekly date appropriately, so I can revise my weekly plans as necessary.  Because all my documents and links are located on Moodle, I don't have to worry about saving to my school directory or a flashdrive.
	3.	It organizes my resources.  Once I've built my course, the resources and activities I've uploaded for my students are permanently there.  I can add to them or hide them as my plans change.  I can organize my resources by unit, by week, or by topic (or any other way which makes sense to me) and revise the structure easily as needed..
	4.	It is interactive. Within each week or unit topic, I can assign my students Web 2.0 assignments supported through the Moodle site:  chats, discussion forums, wikis, questionnaires, quizzes, surveys, etc.  I don't need to use other websites or worry about the safety of those websites; everything I need is on my Moodle site.
	5.	It is safe.  I control what is on my site and can track students' comments on discussion boards and wikis by student.  I don't risk having my students exposed to inappropriate content.
	6.	It is proactive.  Each time I update my news forum, all subscribers (students and parents) receive an automatic e-mail of the exact content of my update.  Likewise, students and parents can message me through the site and I can also set up Moodle “office hours” (aka “chats”) for additional remediation.  I'm automatically notified when students upload assignments.
	7.	It documents student access.  I have my students join my Moodle class at the beginning of each semester in order to participate in a “getting to know you” questionnaire.  Not only does this provide me with important information, but it also enrolls them in the class so that they'll (at a minimum) receive automatic scheduling and assignment updates from me.  I can create status reports indicating how often a student or parent accesses the site.  This comes in handy with the parent or student who complains that they never received an assignment, document, etc.
	8.	It can grade!  Moodle includes a quiz builder.  I can build quizzes, questionnaires, and surveys; and it grades them for me! :D  I can use these materials over and over.
	9.	It supports differentiation.  As I plan and build my course, I can provide links which offer both enrichment and remediation to students.  For example, I may provide audio clips of poetry or short stories for weak readers; but I may also have links for stronger students. Many of my students have supplemented in-class reading with audios and videos of the same work in order to increase their exposure to a piece.  In addition, quizzes can be designed to offer the opportunity for students to make multiple attempts and can also provide feedback for incorrect responses.
	10.	Parents LOVE it!  Because both students and parents can enroll in the class Moodle site, parents can see what we're doing in class each day, what resources are available, and receive all class materials and communication updates.

This Week's Objective

I've been teaching American Literature for the past six years, so my Moodle courses for on-level and honors American Lit are well-developed.  However this fall, I will also be teaching AP Literature.  I've taught AP Lit before, but it's been awhile and I decided to use my time with the KMWP to develop a Moodle-based AP Lit course which is rich in Web 2.0 resources.

This Week's Accomplishments

Prior to leaving for the summer, the AP English teachers had decided the instructional material to use for the fall semester.  Therefore, my first task was to plan the content for the first 18 weeks of the year.  I did this by accessing my fellow AP Lit teachers' blogs from last fall in order to get an idea of timing and prior assignments.  Unlike these blogs (which are “write once/use once”), my Moodle course will be available to me for years to come (“write once/use many”).  In Moodle, I can define the number of units or weeks in the course.  I created a 40-week course and began planning each week based on prior AP course experience.

Once my framework was in place, I needed to build the content.  This required that I upload documents to my Moodle directory, provide links to valuable on-line resources, create quizzes/surveys/questionnaires, and identify assignments for each week (homework, essays, on-line chats, on-line discussion forums, etc).  Those resources which students will need to access throughout the course are located at the top of the class website (SAT word list, JSTOR, CVL, Turnitin.com, etc.).  Resources organized by week can be accessed by week or through the “resources” link on the class site.  Weekly resources included hyperlinks to full-text of class readings, class handouts, and/or links for websites providing opportunities for further research.

At the weekly level, I also created assignments for students.  For the first week of class, I created an AP Lit student “get to know you” questionnaire for students to complete on-line through the class Moodle site.  I also created an assignment in which students are required to participate in an on-line summer reading discussion forum.  Because we begin the year with a discussion of Foster's How to Read Literature Like a Professor, I have created a small group assignment in which each small group will create a wiki focusing on one of the chapters from Foster's book.  This wiki will provide a valuable resource to students as the year progresses.

Scaffolding on Foster's concepts, I began the course with a unit on short stories.  Although each student reads the assigned short stories, small groups are assigned to teach each story to the class.  For this assignment, groups examine the story through Foster's lens and will create a presentation using www.spicynodes.org.  A spicynodes presentation is less text-dependent than a PowerPoint presentation and will require more symbolic representation by students.  This will support critical thinking particularly as it relates to literature.  In addition to the individual reading and small group presentations, students will also be required to participate in a “daily story chat” as part of their daily assignments available through the Moodle class site.

An on-going element of the AP Lit course is composition.  My Moodle site is integrated with www.turnitin.org so assignments can be submitted on-line and auto-reviewed.  The site is also integrated with an e-portfolio application called Mahara (http//mahara.org).   Mahara, like Moodle, is an open-source (FREE) program where students can store their documents, blogs, videos, and photos and select who has access to them.  Although English teachers know that portfolios are a great way to assess a student's development, the logistics of maintaining portfolios (particularly over the course of a student's academic career) have always been difficult.  By using Mahara, students are untethered from the local school-based student directory or their home computers and can access their documents from anywhere.  Secondly, the student's current teacher can access the student's portfolio, but so can next year's teacher.  By providing support for Mahara, my students and I will have all the benefits of portfolios without the storage and transfer difficulties associated with them.

Next Steps

Obviously, it has taken and will take, much more time to further “build out” my AP Lit course.  I want to provide additional internet links to resources and I want to make sure my students have opportunities to interact with each other and with me on-line.  I'd like to develop more quizzes, questionnaires, and surveys than I've used in the past.  I like (love!) that the site grades the quizzes plus I've also learned that many students who are hesitant to share ideas publicly in class will share in an on-line forum.  Since this is a seminar class, it is vital that students interact and that class discussions are not dominated by a handful of students.  On-line chats, forums, and wikis provide for this type of interaction.

Secondly, over the past few days I've only been able  to develop a course skeleton for fall semester.  I still need to build second semester.  As I've built first semester, I've also noticed that the literature selected for fall semester is almost entirely by American authors.  This has allowed me to note that second semester will require a much more diverse selection of literature.  By using Moodle to plan the course, I can see where gaps exist in the curriculum.  I will need to address these gaps with my fellow AP teachers as we plan for spring semester.

Model Potential for Other Teachers

As you can tell, I am a big Moodle advocate.  I see no reason for CCSD to continue paying Blackboard and Typepad for something which is totally free to everyone.  Moodle has all the benefits of Blackboard and Typepad, but costs nothing and provides significant enhancements.

I see Moodle as a replacement for Blackboard, Typepad, and many other Web 2.0 on-line sources.  Why go to www.quia.com when I can build a quiz in Moodle?  Why go to Facebook, when my students can have a book chat in my class but on-line?  Many of the on-line sources for Web 2.0 products are available through my Moodle, so there was no need to go anywhere else.  In addition, the Mahara enhancement really solves the portfolio problem for English teachers.

Moodle allows teachers to plan, communicate, share, enhance, assess, and differentiate their instruction all in one place – their own class site.
