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Because I am currently employed as an Instructional Technology Specialist (ITS), my “clinical experience” or practicum has consisted of the regular duties of my full-time job. Since this is my first year as an ITS, I will consider everything that I’ve experienced at my job this school year as potentially valid experiences for this summary report. In other words, I won’t limit my experiences and reflections to just the specific 150 hours of the practicum. Rather than focus on a single turning point or key experience of my practicum, this paper is more of a collection of thoughts and questions that demonstrate “where I’m at” in my thinking about technology in schools in general and in my school in particular.


I work at Lincoln School, a K-8 public school in Lincoln, Mass. I teach, co-teach actually, “tech” to students in kindergarten through fifth grade. Along with my colleague, I also support all the teachers in Grades K-8 in their use of technology in the classroom. In our tech classes, our objective is to use technology to reinforce the concepts that are being taught in the classroom. On a regular basis, we meet with either the team leader of each grade or with the entire team of three to four teachers; find out what concepts they’re currently teaching (or about to teach); and decide how we can extend and reinforce their teaching.  Naturally, everything we do in tech class is also based on the Massachusetts Curriculum Framework for Technology and Literacy. 

Pedagogy

A question that has persistently popped up this year is “What’s the best way to teach ‘technology’?” The Constructivist approach to learning has made a big impression on me as a teacher. I first learned about this approach in the IT program. I am an adherent of this approach, because I think it closely approximates how people actually learn, especially in the 21st century. I do not think, however, that I currently practice what I preach when it comes to Constructivism. 


An example to illustrate this: In our 4th grade tech class, we had students use a MS Word template to create a brochure for a state they had been studying in their classroom. But what’s the best way to teach 4th graders how to make this brochure in, say, five class sessions?  Should we show them, one step at a time, how to open a template, then starting editing it? Should we give them a printed sample of a brochure and let them try to create their own – without telling them even what application to use? 

Should we tell them the information that they need to include, but then allow them to use Word in any way they choose?


Showing students, step by step, how to create this brochure is what we have done. But is this a pedagogically sound way to teach? I don’t think anyone has the answer to that question yet, but I feel that there is better way to teach than using the Behaviorist methodologies that I’ve employed this year. The field of Instructional Technology is so new and growing at such a fast rate that it seems this question isn’t even being asked.


Since the other school subjects have been taught for decades or even centuries, there is empirical evidence as to the best way(s) to teach. Methods for teaching foreign language, for example, have changed dramatically over the last century. But since technology is such a new school subject, there is little research to draw on that suggests the best way to teach it. 


For this, my first year as an ITS, I have been implementing, for the most part, the current curriculum at my school. I’ve wanted to teach using the current curriculum to decide its quality. Now that the school year is coming to an end, I know that there are parts of it that I would like to change for next year. I am fortunate to have a colleague/ mentor who is open to suggestions.
A Dual Role: Teacher and Consultant (and Technical Support)

I have been told that a certain influential district administrator does not want my colleague and me directly teaching technology classes. He feels that technology should be integrated into the classroom and that the job of the ITS is to support teachers in their teaching and use of technology in their classrooms. I agree with him in theory, but in practice, this model won’t work for two reasons: One, true technology integration constitutes a paradigm shift in the way that most teachers teach, and two, there is simply too much information and too many technology related skills that students are expected to know to leave it for the classroom teacher to teach. 

Too many tech skills.  Even if some teachers are technologically proficient and could “teach tech,” their curriculum is already overloaded. They have too much to “cover” already without adding technology skills to the list. I feel that K-5 and maybe even K-8 students should receive direct instruction on word processing, spreadsheets, and presentation software, and on Internet subjects such as Web browsers, personal safety, and research skills. There are simply too many discrete skills involved in mastering basic applications to leave it to the incidental teaching of classroom teachers. 

If it were left to classroom teachers to teach technology skills to their students, the students of certain teachers would be at an enormous disadvantage because their teachers do not have the requisite skills and knowledge to teach the subject. 


This dual role of the ITS as teacher and consultant also came up in my research project, a survey of the duties of ITS statewide. As I mentioned in the comprehensive examination, it seems like the ITS position is going through growing pains as we’re being pulled in both of these directions. Maybe the job of ITS will split in two and there will be ITS who do most of the teaching and ITS who do most of the consulting or co-teaching.


Paradigm Shift. Constructivism, cognitive theories such as Distributed Cognition, Web2.0 technologies, and the increasing accessibility of technology in general are contributing components of a paradigm shift in education. The technology that is available in our schools can be used to radically change the way in which teachers teach and students learn. Unfortunately, most teachers are unaware of these exciting ideas and realities. 


In helping teachers to integrate technology into their teaching I realize that I have to start at the technological level of the individual teacher, but it’s frustrating showing a teacher how to use PowerPoint, for example, when they could be using wikis and blogs, and having students demonstrate knowledge by creating exciting, standards-based projects. 

Another frustrating aspect is that the decision to integrate technology is basically left up to each individual teacher. Those inclined to integrate technology either do it or ask for support to do it; those not inclined to integrate technology don’t do it. A misconception that I had prior to this work experience was that younger teachers, as opposed to more experienced teachers, would be more open to using technology in class. While this seems to be generally true, I’ve come across teachers in both groups (younger and older) that don’t fit this mold. 


Another recurring thought that I’ve often had is that it takes a very long time to introduce a technological resource or idea to the faculty. MassONE is an example. I wanted my teachers to be aware of this free resource and to be able to use it. I thought this would be a fairly easy task to accomplish. I was wrong. In order for a district’s teachers to use MassONE, the district must appoint someone as administrator; basically someone to set up teacher accounts. I volunteered to be this person. An administrator informed me that I would need to write a formal proposal about the benefits of MassONE and how I would go about instructing not just the teachers in my school, but those in the other K-8 school as well. I wrote the proposal and sent it in January. It is now mid-April and I haven’t received a response yet. I understand that the administrators have more important items on their radar screen, but it’s frustrating that trying to give teachers access to even a free, Mass DOE-created resource has to be such a difficult undertaking. 


Before having this work experience, I was under the impression that, once hired, I could and would start to immediately effect change in my school. While I do believe this process has begun, I now think that it is going to require more time than I had anticipated. I am fortunate to work in a district that has just invested over $700,000 of technology into its schools. Being new to the district, I now realize that this first year has served as an introduction and a ‘getting to know each other year’ for the faculty and me. It’s all about building relationships with faculty members so that they trust me enough to starting taking more risks by teaching a bit outside their comfort zone. Once they do, then I think they’ll gain the confidence necessary to take further risks by adding new approaches and strategies to their teaching repertoire. 
