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Background
	As an educator, I have often had a hesitant relationship with technology in my classroom. When I first started teaching, I was careful in integrating technology because I worked with students who found themselves on the wrong side of the digital divide. While we may have had access to computers and other technology at school, that access was limited or non-existent at home for many of my kids. I clearly remember years when students struggled to get research papers typed, much less create digital presentations or participate in an online discussion group. Even now, teaching in a more affluent school, my use of technology has been limited to assignments that require students to create presentations using software such as Power-Point, Photo-Story and Movie Maker. While my students tend to be proficient in using these programs, the use of this software doesn’t provide fully authentic technological experiences. My goal is to work towards creating a web based space for my students to supplement in- class learning utilizing collaborative experiences.
	My vision of a 21st century classroom is one where students use the types of social networking skills they are already familiar with to learn from and collaborate with one another. One problem I think we have in dealing with students and technology is that we tend to have a limited view of what it means to use technology. The model often seems to be that we give students assignments that require them to find information from the web and integrate it into a presentation or a written product like a research paper. And while sometimes we allow students to work in groups, there are a few issues that prevent this from being the sort of 21st century classroom I envision. 
	The first issue deals with actual hardware. The honest truth is that the computer as we think of it is becoming a bit passé. While personal computers may be necessary for creating products (and this becomes less true with every generation of smart phone and tablet), we just don’t use them for communication and collaboration anymore. The desk top PC is a dinosaur. In a 21st century class room students should be encouraged to use the hardware they are most familiar with whenever possible. 
	This leads us to a second barrier to true technological implementation and innovation in the classroom. Often when we talk about implementing technology in the classroom our focus is on access to hardware. Do our students have computers? Have we used I-respond? Does the room have a smart board? Even when the answer to these questions is yes, I think it is important to realize that students often don’t view the use of this sort of technology as authentic. I think that what students want, and what they are often denied, is access to social networking opportunities that lead to real learning and collaboration. The true barrier is not hardware, but access.
	Let’s face it, most of our students are more familiar with technology than we are. They have better phones. They can manipulate the software better than we can. They are less afraid of new programs and hardware than we are. And because of our anxieties we have hamstrung their ability to grow and develop in the digital world. Realistically, I understand that students will never be granted unrestricted access to the web and even to hardware. Doing so would allow students access to material that teachers, parents, and administrators deem inappropriate. Unfortunately our current polices and beliefs restrict access to sites and hardware that would allow us to better engage our students in learning. Unfortunately, our fears over things like cheating, “sexting”, and cyber-bullying have caused us to ban smart phones and social networking in our schools. And while these are legitimate concerns, I think there are ways in which we can safely integrate social networking and “smart” technology into our classrooms and provide authentic learning experiences in safe digital spaces. Furthermore, it would allow us to initiate dialogues about appropriate and responsible use of technology and the consequences and dangers of an increasingly virtual society.
What I am working on
	When I arrived at the KMWP Technology project, I wasn’t quite sure what the expectations were. I knew we were supposed to be working on refining an existing assignment using Web 2.0 technology. I initially had envisioned reworking a project we use in American Literature which allows students to gather and present information about the various eras that we study. Usually this requires students to create a power-point, and present their findings to the class. They are also required to provide their classmates with a written summary of their findings. I was going to refine the assignment and have students create a Museum Box rather than a presentation. Museum Box is a website that allows students to create virtual artifact boxes using learning cubes. Besides traditional written descriptions, students can imbed pictures, videos, mp3 files and web links into the sides of the cube they are working on. This type of digital project allows students view and compare their presentations even if they are in different sections of a course.  Unfortunately, they are two issues with the site at present. While it is free, it is also in the process of being updated by its administrators so it isn’t very easy to use at this point. The second issue is that it is maintained in the U.K. and to use the site one must register one’s school. This is difficult since the site doesn’t seem to allow schools outside the U.K.  to register. 
In any event as I searched an experimented with different Web 2.0 sites and technologies, what I realized was that what I wanted to create wasn’t so much an assignment, but rather a space that would facilitate communication and collaboration. Especially in a format that mimics existing social network experiences. One of my colleagues discovered a site called Schoology which allows teachers to create a virtual classroom based on the Facebook model. When the teacher allows students to “friend” their course using a restricted access code, the student is able to perform functions such as accessing digital assignments, comment on posted work, and blog about various aspects of the course. They can access links that the teacher provides, and the site even has a grade book function that allows students immediate feedback on their performance on online tests and quizzes.
What I have done and where I am headed. 
	At present I am in the beginning stages of creating a Schoology Page for my American Lit Courses in the Fall Semester. While I am required to keep a blog at school using Type Pad, this blog only allows limited interaction with students and parents. Ideally, this blog would become a supplement to the Schoology page that I would maintain for the course. At the moment I am working on adding links to sites which students would frequently use in my class such as the school and department homepage, the Cobb Virtual Library, and other county links. I am also creating links to sites which employ Web 2.0 technology that I foresee using such as Collaborize, a site that allows for online discussion, Flip Snack, a site that allows students to create and comment on flipbook presentations, and A.nnotate and Writeboard, sites that allow student collaborate while editing and critiquing writing assignments and class readings. As I create the site, I plan to collaborate with the other members of my American Lit teams to look for opportunities to modify assignments to use Web 2.0 technology which we will post and discuss on the Schoology site.
I envision Schoology to be a portal into a digital version of my classroom. It will provide opportunities to extend learning using a format that is familiar to students. For teachers a major benefit to this site is that it is extremely easy to set up and use. If you can and have used Facebook, this site is very user friendly. It also seems to be rather secure. Students may only join the course if they have a teacher provided access code and it the teacher acts as admin to the site so they can restrict who has access, who can “view” the site. Most importantly it will be a space for collaboration and discussion for my students across sections of the same course. Much like Facebook, Schoology will help me create a community for learning, a way to exploit the benefits of social networking in a safe space. 
			
Links
www.schoology.com
www.flipsnack.com
www.writeboard.com
www.a.nnotate.com
www.wecollaborize.com







