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Technology in the Classroom


I put off my masters education program for two years because I was dreading having to study ESOL. I have always been bad at studying language and I simply was not excited to pay for two years of boredom. I had to meet with my adviser this summer because if I had to start my Masters if I wanted to keep teaching. I ended up walking in to the meeting, sitting down, and asking about ESOL. 


It was an extremely boring conversation; the cost/benefit ratio was probably in the negatives. I did not want to be there, I bareley asked questions, she didn’t know what to say, it was about as awkward as a conversation can get. The only benefit I found from the conversation was it ending, I just wanted to sign the papers I had to sign so I could get my program started. Sitting in silence waiting for the ESOL packet to print out, she asked a simple question that would change the entire involvement ratio. “So, how is work going?” 


Our conversation took off from there. “I am the informal tech guy at Talmadge Middle School, I have been since I started two years ago.” I replied. My adviser's eyes opened and she said “Have you thought about MSEd Information Technology?” Now we had something, now I was invested, the actual benefit skyrocketed, the cost even went down. We must have talked for another twenty minutes about my options, I was actively involved, asking questions and excited. When I left the meeting I immediately called my family members to share with them my excitement for my masters program. I had a plan, I had a goal, and I started my class registration.


I ended up registering for two different classes that first term, one devoted to Web 2.0, and one to communication theory. It was very worthwhile to take both classes concurrently as I  was able to evaluate the educational use of the technological tools not only with a focus on technology, but on how theses technologies are effective forms of communication. These classes led to many conversations with friends and faculty, and even had some immediate implementation into my classroom.


I teach four different subjects at Talmadge Middle School, all having different needs when it comes to communication and learning:


 I teach high school level algebra to a group of seventh grade students. These students are willing to get involved with anything, and be active learners in class. However, if the work gets too easy, they will finish quickly and get off task due to boredom.  


I have a group of seventh graders that are in an at grade level class, but in past years have typically gotten F’s and more or less given up on doing math. They need to be challenged, but also be given the belief that they can solve, learn, and accomplish something. Unlike my algebra class, they will tune it out if it seems too hard or impossible as they have a stigma that they cannot do math. I also have two sections of seventh grade at level math to students who are actually at level, have a belief that they can do math, but it doesn’t always come easy, and they don’t always enjoy it. These sections seem to enjoy structure and a fairly even pace, but it is also the class that has the widest range of ability levels.


The final section I teach is a literacy class. This class focuses on giving students who just missed passing the reading state test a support class so they can hopefully meet standards on their next try. I am a fairly good math teacher and have good classroom management but I do not possess the skills, or for that matter, the confidence in teaching reading and writing that I do in math. This makes my literacy class difficult for both of us as what they need and what I can supply do not always meet in the middle.


I want to be able to take what I have learned from both of my master's sections and be able to bridge some of the gaps in my teaching. I want to build my teaching and communication skills by better understanding how to communicate to all of my students as well as get some help through the use of technology. I want to take a look at how technology can have an impact on my teaching to these classes, how it has already had an impact, and how all of this relates to communication theory. But before we get into technology I want to talk about the most basic of my math goals.


 Math is its own language, sometimes called the universal language, and with that you end up creating a lot of schemas. “According to Piaget, when children are faced with new information they either assimilate in into existing schemas or accommodate it by creating new schemas based on old ones” (Bucy, 2009). My goal as a teacher is to get students to lower the number of schemas they have in math by grouping multiple schemas together. For example most students seem to have an addition schema and a separate subtraction schema, when in reality they can combine that schema if they recognize how addition and subtraction are related. 

“Perception of Personal Benefit divided by perception personal cost equals the probability of involvement” (Bucy, 2009). A lot of separate schemas can become confusing and frustrating. That confusion and frustration can make math a high cost class. This makes the probability of involvement ratio low, which means homework doesn’t get finished and students put a low amount of effort into the class. This is even true for my high level algebra students, the only difference being that they will make an effort to ask about questions they do not understand. My goal in combining schemas is to make math easier to understand, when students recognize the patterns and relationships they can lower the cost and in turn increase the involvement ratio. 

Math is also deeply rooted in string schemas; a string (or event) schema is “the sequence of individual events that make up the bigger event” (Bucy, 2009). In fact solving a math program follows that definition almost exactly. Math can be overwhelming as the big picture can be hard to understand and seem too difficult to achieve. If we break math down into individual parts or events, and solve the problems step by step, the bigger picture becomes more manageable.

Schemas are prevalent in my literacy class as well. Schemas help students construct an image in their mind about what they are reading. The more detailed the schemas the students have the better they will be able to understand what they are reading. Context clues in reading are also important and the better detailed your schemas are, the easier it is to understand what different words mean in different contexts.


I am in a good situation at my current middle school, we just went through a remodel and all of the new rooms have a bit of new technology in them. This has led to classroom improvements already. Once I got the new room I started up a blog in my classroom as a way to allow my students to check for any relevant information. I did this for all of my classes and updated it every single day with daily classwork, homework, helpful websites, and any other notes I found relevant. “The importance of identifying the task in which information foraging is embedded is that it is the key to the value of the information being sought” (Bucy, 2009). The blog became a center of information for both the students and the parents.


 “Perception of Personal Benefit divided by perception personal cost equals the probability of involvement” (Bucy, 2009). I had students come up with a variety of excuses why homework could not be done and a lot of that came from the high cost of doing the homework without the perceived benefit. It can be difficult to increase the benefit of homework for the students, so I know that bringing down the personal cost will increase the involvement ratio and thus increase the amount of homework that gets done. 


After taking my Web 2.0 class this year I received an introduction to Wikis and quickly determined that as useful as a blog was for me, a wiki was more useful for me and more useful for my students. Blogs were useful as an information center but really only for the day at hand, and students had no input on what was going on. I ended up creating a wiki and transferring all of the information from my blog to my wiki but I was able to expand it to something much bigger and better. 


I put a calendar on the wiki that allows students to see not only the current day, but all previous days of the term and a few weeks ahead. This allows them to plan for vacation, or find out what they missed when they were sick. In this basic form, the wiki was an information center for the students and it was even easier for them to search for information. 


One of the benefits of a wiki is that anyone can edit and adjust information on the web page. I set up multiple pages within the wiki that students can edit and add information to. They are broken up into class information as well as individual math and reading subjects. The students are asked to add any information and web links that they found useful, interesting, or fun to the pages so that other students can access and possibly add to the ever growing wiki.


My hope is that in the years to come the students come to feel part of something bigger, kind of a symbolic convergence. Symbolic convergence is the "linguistic process by which group members develop a sense of community or closeness; cohesiveness” (Griffin, 2009, p. 29). Anyone who chooses to update the wiki is not only helping themselves, but helping their peers, and even helping future students. The combination of having information in one central place, as well as allowing students to become part of a “we” is what makes a wiki a fantastic use of a technology. 


The last technology that I currently have in my classroom is a Smart Board. A smart board has a variety of uses, but the basic idea of it is that it is a large touch screen computer. It has the ability to control the mouse and keyboard, as well as writing over the top of the screen. In a way, it can be referred to as an interactive white board. 

“Dual coding (occurs) only if there is a high degree of semantic association between the visual information and the verbal information” (Bucy, 2009). A smart board can make dual coding a daily habit, not only am I able to write down what I am talking about like on a whiteboard, but if I visit a website, open a document, or play a game, the students can see it as well as talk about it. This allows for dual coding as I can bring up visual aids through a variety of ways and talk through whatever it is we are looking at.

The downfall to the smart board is that only one student at a time can participate at the board. Students can follow along at their desk, but to actively participate with the computer game or website, a demonstration has to take place, either by me or another student. If we had Tablet computers for every student, then not only could they follow along with whatever we are doing on the smart board, but they can all participate in the activity, at the same time.

I can lecture and talk about math for days on end, but that is not enough for the students to really learn and it drives up the cost of learning. The new district math curriculum is focused on getting students to understand the concepts rather than just skill and drill. “Information that needs to be ‘understood,’ rather than merely learned, consists of material that has a high degree of element interactivity” (Sweller, 1994). Typically if students only know how to solve a problem one way, they need to be retaught how to solve a problem if it looks different. If a student can understand why a particular schema in math works, then no matter how it is presented they will be able to find and solve that information.

One of the ways we help students gain that increased understanding is by using manipulatives in class. Manipulatives allow students to experiment and try situations and problems in a hands-on way that helps to better mold a particular mathematical schema.  Using a Tablet computer, students can simply find a website that offers those manipulatives in java form, or a math exercise or game. "Our mental guard is down when our purpose for being with others is enjoyment" (Griffin, 2006, p. 211). That fun activity or game helps bring down the cost, as well as increase the benefits because our students enjoy what they are doing. Students sometimes have a stigma against math (e.g. my at-level and below level students) and these applications help them find enjoyment in math and motivate the student to be involved and learn.  These activities also usually have a variety of difficulty levels so students of all ability levels (my algebra students included) will be able to find something that is pushing their learning to the next level.

If the “key prerequisites for elaboration are that the recipient must be able to process and must be willing to process (the given information),” then that is exactly what we are looking for in online activities (Bucy, 2009). These activities will give us games and applications that lower a student's guard and present mathematical information inside their zone of acceptance as “people are not willing to process information outside their Zone of Acceptance” (Bucy, 2009). It happens all the time in both math and reading and we are trying to “eliminate cognitive dissonance created by the new information and reach a point of accommodation” (Bucy, 2009). In other words, trying to eliminate that fear of failure in math and reading, and make new information easier to understand and digest.

The central and peripheral routes of communication can also be taken due to tablet computers and the information online. Online manipulatives and activities give students a central route of understanding due to the central route involving message elaboration. “Elaboration is the extent to which a person carefully thinks about issue” (Griffin, 2006, p. 217). Thanks to the direct instructions and instant feedback students are able to carefully think what they are doing, as well as correct any errors or misconceptions they may have. The games that they play will allow them to learn the subject through the peripheral route because the peripheral route is when “without any active thinking about the attributes of the issue or the object of consideration (you accept the message)” (Griffin, 2006, p.217). Students in this case will be focused on completing and enjoying the game, but actually working on their math skills.

One of the projects that we work on in my literacy class is book reviews. Students not only need to read the words in a book but they need to comprehend the meaning. Usually this means a book report or a classroom presentation over the key points of their book. While these are good options for the students there are some stumbling blocks. Presentations can take up class time while the rest of the class just watches and listens, and the presenters can get nervous in front of the class. Book reports sometimes do not cover enough detail and students typically are not excited about writing a paper. 

Technology can give another option to the students that still can give me the information I need to assess their understanding of the book but avoids those stigmas. “If students do not elaborate on information presented, they are not really processing that information so it is unlikely it will be retained” (Bucy, 2009). If my students were given the option of doing a podcast where they could use a microphone or even their cell phone to record their thoughts on the book they are reading it would allow them to elaborate on their book, as well as remove dissonance they may have with speaking in front of the class or writing a review.

Podcasting would also allow students to record their thoughts on any subject, almost as a secondary way to take notes. This would allow schema building as students could gather their thoughts and refer back to any previous ideas or thoughts that they might have had. As a teacher, I could record any class discussion or lecture and post it to my previously mentioned wiki. This would allow for better information foraging for the students as well as a way to improve their schema building as they can refer back to what I said, what they missed, or any discussion a class may have had.


In conclusion, if I can find a way to successfully bring up my students' involvement ratio, combine schemas, make them willing and able to participate, and get them to understand the math, then there is nothing that my students cannot learn and I cannot teach to them. Technology can give me the tools to ease my load, lower my cost, and aid in the communication that I need but as nice as technology can be, and as smart I think I might be, all that really matters is how I communicate with my students.
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