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1. Description of the Work

Original Goals
As a primary goal of the mini-grant, the Kennesaw Mountain Writing Project (KMWP) sought to assemble a team of tech-interested teachers and teacher leaders to work in concert with relevant Cobb County School District (CCSD) administrators to explore possibilities for revised Internet access and filtering policies in the district’s classrooms and schools. The second-largest school district in Georgia (with 100k+ students), the CCSD had a zero-tolerance policy in place for classroom access of sites designated as social media or social networking. Progressive or innovative teachers seeking to experiment with and incorporate web 2.0 applications into their practice often found promising sites suddenly blocked and their work arbitrarily interrupted; email and phone call petitions to tech personnel were rarely productive in removing blocks. Many KMWP-associated teachers and administrators have described their frustration with this policy and its implications, including a perceived lack of trust in teachers and a stifling of innovation.

As a first step, KMWP Technology Liaison Darren Crovitz invited a number of interested professionals to form the KMWP Tech Team for the grant. The working members included Kennesaw State University faculty as well as CCSD teachers and administrators. 
Initial Meetings
The Tech Mini-Grant Team members held initial meeting in spring and summer 2010 in order to clarify goals, consider challenges and obstacles, and begin the process of planning an effective approach to working with CCSD administrators. Rather than approaching CCSD administrators in explicit opposition to current district policies, the tech team envisioned a path of partnership with administration officials, hoping to open a conversation about moving in safe, productive, and progressive directions with Internet access protocols through a series of face-to-face meetings. Our original idea was to convene area stakeholders—district administrators, teacher leaders, teachers, parents, etc.—in the same room to discuss possibilities and options that would allow schools and teachers to take advantage of new technologies without compromising student safety and security. 
Given the situation at the time in the school district—which included budget shortfalls, political divisions, and somewhat reactionary Internet filtering policy decisions—the team decided to build a stronger case before approaching school district officials. Specifically, the team assembled examples of cost-saving adoption of online technologies and networking (as in Oregon and Kentucky) as well as examples of progressive, prestige-building developments in other metro Atlanta school districts. The team also considered politically connected advocates at the district and state level who could be helpful with our partnering process. A second meeting of the team in July 2010 established a timeline for contacting and meeting with CCSD Chief Technology Officer Chris Ragsdale (late Aug. – mid-Sept. 2010) and a wiki
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Outreach
In August and September 2010, Darren conducted a phone interview/survey with the chief technology officers of ten metro Atlanta school districts. Consisting of questions about district policy regarding school Internet access, petitioning processes for website access, mobile devices, cloud computing plans, and similar topics, the survey was helpful in getting a sense of where Cobb County School District policies stood in relation to neighboring/regional districts. (Generally, CCSD policies were on the more conservative end of the spectrum, with several area districts pursuing innovative and progressive experiments in access and materials). 
Darren followed up these phone conversations by arranging a meeting with the office of Chris Ragsdale, CCSD Chief Technology Officer. Darren met with Network Operations Director Herb Ague and Lead Systems Engineer Adam Hunt (the #2 and #3 officials in the CCSD Technology department). The meeting was helpful in learning about the perspectives of the technology wing of the district. Concerned with safety and security, the “tech side” of the district is charged with implementing district policy regarding Internet filtering and access. Teacher requests, emails, and complaints to this department are often met with an “official” response which adheres to tech department responsibilities but which may not promote trust, conversation, collaboration, or compromise. Tech personnel understood the frustration of teachers with legitimate questions about filtering policy decisions, and were frank about problems in communication. Because various leadership positions in the Curriculum and Instruction department had gone unfilled for a year or more, teachers have had no administrative instructional advocate to contact when questions arise or requests are made. This leaves them emailing technology personnel—whose professional priorities are quite different—with little positive result. Overall, this meeting was helpful in clarifying the differing emphases of district departments and developing relationships with specific technology personnel.
Atlanta Tech Forum
In October, Darren Crovitz and Lisa Gallegos (the South Cobb High School media specialist) of the tech team attended the Atlanta Tech Forum conference along with KMWP Director Dawn Kirby; the tech team also invited Adam Hunt from the CCSD technology department to attend the conference as well. The Tech Forum conference features a variety of presenters, many of them local district administrators, speaking of progressive possibilities with technology in schools. The experience was positive in several ways. Aside from seeing and hearing about the innovative practices and policies in place in other districts, Adam’s presence again helped in the process of building relationships. In particular, Lisa was able to communicate to Adam some of the common tech issues she deals with from an instructional perspective. The face-to-face conversation helped establish a valuable connection between a school-based instructional technology professional and a high-level official in the technology department.
Partnering with CCSD: June Teacher Workshop
In December of 2010, the CCSD hired Dr. Angela Bacon as Director of Instructional Technology, a leadership position that regularly liaises with the Curriculum and Instruction department and one that had gone unfilled for a year. In this role, Dr. Bacon serves as the district administrative advocate for teachers with tech-related matters and acts as a bridge between instruction and technology regarding matters of policy and access. In March 2011, Darren and Dawn met with Dr. Bacon to discuss the goals of the KMWP mini-grant, the perspectives of KMWP-associated teachers, and possibilities for assisting CCSD teachers moving forward. We learned from Dr. Bacon that any teacher requesting that a website be unblocked for legitimate educational purposes can contact her directly, and she will process the request in coordination with the technology department. Dr. Bacon also lent support to a proposal that the KMWP support 6-8 CCSD teachers currently engaged in web 2.0 technology projects, with the goal of helping to develop a cadre of district teachers experienced in innovative tech work in the classroom who can serve as future mentors for others. 
In April and May, Darren consulted with CCSD teacher leaders and assembled a list of prospective tech-savvy teachers who might be interested in a workshop supporting their classroom-based technology projects. After several rounds of invitations, six participants were selected from middle and high school settings across a range of teaching contexts in the district. In June the participants met for ten hours over three days in a wired classroom at Kennesaw State University. This workshop was conducted as a facilitated project-based session with dedicated time for participants to build upon previous technology work. Lisa Gallegos served a valuable role as a CCSD-knowledgeable facilitator. Her ongoing work and communication with Adam Hunt--a connection they have built upon and strengthened over the last six months--provided a variety of important, insider perspectives for the state of technology policies and plans in the district. The final session of the workshop featured an informal showcase of technology projects and although Dr. Bacon and CCSD Field Services Director Michael Murray were invited they were unable to attend. Participants submitted 3-5 page reports on their work (since archived
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2. Reflection on the Work
Reflecting on the course of the mini-grant, several themes emerge. 
a.  Issues Surrounding “Pushing Policy.” To be frank, our original goal with this project was to change the policies of another organization. The benefits of a more open Internet filtering policy regarding online resources available to teachers seemed to some extent obvious to us, and the more we researched the topic, the more examples we came across of districts, schools, teachers, and students across the country doing high-level and critically engaging work when conventional filtering/blocking policies were reassessed, loosened, or even completely shelved. We found it fairly easy to amass a collection of this “evidence,” the presentation of which (we initially envisioned) would surely convince reluctant administrators and policy-makers that change would be beneficial. As we talked over the situation within CCSD, however, it became clear to us that other factors that are perhaps more powerful than straightforward evidence of educational value needed to be taken into account. For instance, loosening restrictions on Internet filtering might be seen as a potential invitation of lawsuits from parents; similar concerns about technology-as-distraction seemed to motivate mobile device bans; and an emphasis on safety and security might outweigh classroom benefits no matter how extensively the latter are demonstrated. The CCSD’s previous experiments with progressive technology roll-outs, including a laptop-for-students initiative that morphed into a public relations fiasco, have likely contributed to a more reactionary locked-down climate. We wondered if rhetorically framing the outcomes of supporting teachers in web 2.0 arenas as a matter of prestige for a district--basically as bragging points for what students are able to accomplish and demonstrate--might ultimately become a selling point for a new policy direction, though this kind of promotion of teacher innovation would take some time to develop and require support up and down the administrative chain.
In addition, KMWP staff were extremely conscious of being perceived as “meddlers” in another organization’s affairs and policies. Even positioning ourselves as partners, any conversations would need to be discreet and diplomatic and emerge as the voices of teachers and other stakeholders rather than the dictates or advice of an outside entity.
b. District Culture and Structural Barriers. It may come as no surprise that context is extremely important with this kind of project; after all, it was a specific district policy that motivated the work in the first place. Still, it bears mentioning again that solutions have to be specific to the context as well. A wagonload of evidence and examples illustrating the efficacy and benefits of web 2.0 resources and applications does little good if the underlying culture and structure of a system remains unaddressed. CCSD’s situation was influenced, for example, by several important administrative slots in Instructional Technology going unfilled for extended periods. Teachers thus had little administrative support, leadership, or advocacy about technology issues and questions. Attempting to resolve issues themselves by contacting technology administrators and personnel usually resulted in more frustration rather than any kind of satisfactory resolution. This leads to another important context-dependent consideration: addressing or acknowledging the current “stereotypes” and dysfunctional communication blocks that may be exacerbating problems and preventing progress. Conversations with technology administrators, for instance, helped us understand their priorities as well as their perspectives in communicating with teachers. To put it simply, part of their responsibility is policing the network. In their role, they are often required to deal with a small percentage of “trouble-making” teachers--those few who are purposely violating policy for no educational reason. Yet this tiny minority of teachers who are intentionally flouting policy in entirely inappropriate ways colors how technology administrators then view more legitimate teacher concerns (i.e., with suspicion, as uninformed complaints rather than professional and/or researched educational options that have classroom merit). They in turn may see their own responses to teachers as concise, demonstrative, and conclusive (“sorry, here’s why this site is obviously off-limits, end of story”) while these same emails are interpreted by teachers as dismissive or accusatory in tone while ignoring any acknowledgement of instructional validity. Of course, instruction is not the domain of the technology department, and so we have a communicative breakdown based on a “silo-ing” of different departments organized around different priorities and agendas. Technology and Instruction speak different languages, and for quite a while there seemed to be no administrative interpreter with decision-making clout acting as a go-between for these parties in the CCSD.
c. Face-to-Face Communication and Relationship-Building. While a committee meeting or two is probably important in understanding goals, pooling resources, and articulating issues, there’s not much substitute for speaking with relevant parties. The phone call surveys to area technology officers were helpful, especially in preparation for eventual conversations with technology officers in the CCSD. And even though we found no quick solution in our interactions with the technology wing, we were able to establish some connections that have since paid off. Lisa’s interactions with Adam at the Tech Forum conference helped put faces to names, and they have been able to build on that meeting with a professional relationship that cuts through the faceless “bureaucratese” of technology implementation, mandates, and initiatives so that the on-the-ground concerns of teachers and school-based staff is being heard in the technology department. (This kind of personal connection across departments may be the norm in other districts, but it seems to be fairly novel in the CCSD.) The hiring of Dr. Angela Bacon was a watershed event for this project, and meeting with her to both express the concerns of the KMWP constituency and partner in some form with the goal of teacher support was eye opening. We were enthusiastic about a CCSD administrator essentially agreeing with all of our points and pleasantly surprised by the sudden change in de facto policy. Dr. Bacon was also supportive of KMWP’s overall mission and of our efforts in the June workshop. She seems like a valuable partner moving forward.
In effect, our original goal has been accomplished ... though we hesitate to claim decisive credit for this small but important change in district policy. The CCSD is among the nation’s 25 largest districts, with all the complexities and dynamics such size entails. There are likely many forces at play here, not the least of which is the hiring of a progressively minded administrator in Dr. Bacon, someone willing to take a pragmatic and reasonable approach to these matters. The CCSD is also likely feeling some competitive pressure from other metro districts that have received national recognition for their progressive policy stances toward access and mobile devices. Still, in helping bridge some of the cultural divides and in serving as another voice for teachers interested in these technology possibilities, we feel we have contributed in some small way to a fundamental step forward.
3. Future Plans
Our most immediate goal extended from this project is spreading the word about the change of policy regarding Internet filtering policy. The CCSD may formalize a process in explicit ways (other districts, for instance, have an online form for teachers requesting reassessment of a blocked site), but until that happens, it’s important that as many teachers as possible know that a procedure for professional petitioning exists through Dr. Bacon. 
The June workshop was valuable in establishing relationships with teachers in the district recognized for their technology interests and leadership. For instance, Debbie Aughey is a recognized teacher leader active within district standards initiatives and in-services, and Lisha Wood is currently chair of the English department at Sprayberry High School. Working closely with Lisa Gallegos has also been a pleasure; she is definitely an excellent resource, a teacher with a wide-ranging background who can serve as a real technology mentor for teachers. We plan to draw upon these teachers for upcoming summer institutes and initiatives. In addition, we will encourage these teachers to prepare sessions for the 2012 Georgia Council for Teachers of English conference detailing their work with technology in the classroom. 
Finally, this mini-grant experience will inform our regular site work, with and beyond technology matters. We continue to experiment with the nature of technology integration in our summer institute (for example), and the practical lessons, challenges, and successes of the mini-grant deepens our understanding of what is possible through partnerships. 
