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For this assignment we were asked to focus on a vision trend introduced in class, and to reflect on how it is currently being utilized in our own school while discussing its benefits and how we could be of help in setting the foundation for implementing the chosen vision trend into our own lives as educators.

The vision I chose is un-tethered learning which focuses on online learning often utilizing tools found within a Cloud computing environment in support of a one-to-one computer initiative. Although the other visional trends are important I think this one trend in particular has the potential to change education for the better in the years to come. Having taught technology and computers for the past nine years I have had an opportunity to see how the course of education has changed and has been changing especially since the passing of the “No Child Left Behind” and “Race to the Top” federal government initiatives within education. I have also seen its negative effect on student’s motivation and engagement in school, and have taught in areas where students have been dropping out of high school at an alarming rate. I personally feel this decline in students being interested in school is in large due to the inability for education to keep up with technology thus losing the interest of our younger people.  Much focus these days within Massachusetts centers around the ability of our students in passing state provided standardized tests often resulting in the neglecting of individual learning styles of our students and the education of the “whole” person.

The Visioning with Technology class was very useful in developing an understanding of the un-tethered (online learning) trend being implemented by school districts in order to better prepare our students for a technologically driven world. The course itself provides us with the planning tools and skills that would be required in setting the framework and foundation for ourselves, fellow teachers, administrators, and students in implementing ‘un-tethered’ learning to take place in our own schools and districts. 

Within the ‘Visioning with Technology’ class we had the benefit of meeting in person Grace Magley the Director of Technology of Millis, and the Director of Technology in Weston, Lee McCanne via Skype, who are pioneers in the implementation of online and un-tethered learning for their school or district by initiating a one-to-one computing environment. We also had the opportunity to read many articles and reports focused on the benefits of un-tethered learning during both the first weekend of our class and via handouts provided by Mr. Plati including the articles:

1) NEIR*TEC Lessons Learned about Providing Laptops for ALL students

2) Technology and Learning The Maine Event

3) Learning and Leading With Technology (ISTE) Computing in the Clouds

What I like about the vision trend of “un-tethered or online” learning and the utilization of cloud computing is that it is a trend which is beginning to address our students and their needs in a way that fits our modern day life style utilizing technology and the internet. Our lives have changed dramatically compared to when I was in school over thirty years ago. The way education and learning was conducted in the classroom when I was growing up was ways that could be supported by the technology and tools that were available then. The online learning trend is fast-forwarding us in a way where our educational approach can incorporate the tools of the modern world which allows us to take advantage of all of the resources and sharing of knowledge that was not available to us years ago. Online learning allows us to change the course of learning not only for our students but ourselves by allowing us to go online and to access resources and opportunities that teachers of the past could never have provided to their students on their own. Online learning incorporated with cloud computing allows educators and students to be able to become self-teachers and self-learners, learning in multiple differentiated ways meaning we all have the resources available now to learn using tools and resources that help us most as unique individuals. The same information can be presented in a multitude of ways including text, speech, video, and more. We can also access our information around the clock and 365 days a year learning through such teaching techniques as webinars, podcasts, online blogs and journals, message boards, black boards, movies, videos, live video streaming, and the opportunities go on and on. 

Benefits of such a trend include such things as online learning being available 24 hours a day. Because of the variety of ways in which information can be shared or demonstrated our technology savvy young people can become more engaged in their own education, and when they are more engaged they become excited, and work harder and longer at their own education. With online learning and cloud computing teachers have more ways in which they can interact with their students and in providing their students with their class information, assignments, study guides and so on no matter if the students are at school or at home, if they are sick, or if they are on vacation with their parents. Un-tethered learning provides us with ways of keeping in touch with parents and helping the parents to stay aware of their child’s growth and progress in their education. Online learning also helps in keeping our students engaged and excited about learning. It also allows our students to have all of their educational resources such as online text books, homework, assignments to be online and easily accessible with their assigned computing device such as a laptop, netbook, or Ipad. I believe as our students see us changing the ways in which we teach and provide them information our students will find their education more relevant in preparing them for the future thus resulting in a lower high school dropout rate and as a result higher test grades.

Although the Ludlow School District is suffering from a poor economy Ludlow has begun to implement plans setting the stage for un-tethered learning. Baird Middle School has recently purchased and put online a program called ‘StudyIsland’ which is an online tool accessible by students from school or at home as an engaging activity in helping students to become more engaged in their studying and understanding of Science, Math, and ELA curriculum specified standards. A parent ‘portal’ has also been initiated this spring which allows parents to log into the system from home in order to view their child’s grades, activities, classroom assignments, and more. In the fall of the 2011 school year Ludlow will be initiating its first one-to-one computing environment within one of their elementary classrooms. Each student will be receiving a laptop which they will use for each of their classes throughout the day. Ludlow chose an elementary classroom in order to try out un-tethered learning since only one tech-savvy teacher is required to be involved, and all instruction for this classroom will come from this one teacher. The school does realize that in order to execute this one-to-one computing initiative throughout the district that parents, students, teachers, and administrators will need to be trained not only on the use of wireless laptops, but also in the ‘how’ to incorporate technology into their classrooms. It is my hope with what I have learned in this class and my other classes at MESPA this year that I will be able to help provide some of the planning, scheduling, and training required of our teachers and administrators in implementing online learning within our middle school. I will discuss this in more detail below.

I have already begun to implement some basic principles of un-tethered learning within my own computer, science, and technology classes.  This year my classroom has become a paperless classroom since I have begun to place all of my classroom assignments on Quia.com where students can access their daily assignments and supporting resources and documents at home or at school. Cloud computing allows students to have access to their work at all hours of the day without worrying about transporting their work back and forth from school.

Online learning allows students to study using resources made available online anytime that they wish. In order to get a visual of how I am using online learning making all class materials available to my students whether they are in school or at home feel free to visit www.quia.com/profiles/mrpc where I provide on a quarterly basis my students weekly assignments broken down on a day to day basis. This environment allows the students access to all online resources such as videos and study guides used by students within my ‘paperless’ classroom. I also provide a second Quia.com online educational website where my students can log in, upload and save their projects, and retrieve and update at the student’s discretion. 

A few of the more technology savvy teachers in the middle school have begun to introduce technology into their classrooms utilizing some of the Social Media trend type tools such as blogs, wikis, websites, and message boards which again provides the students with unlimited online learning by using these social media tools for collaborating and sharing information between the teacher and the students, and between the students as well.

In order to get the un-tethered and/or social media trend introduced and implemented within Baird Middle School administrators, teachers, and eventually students will need professional training not only in the benefit of introducing these trends into our educational facility, but also in learning how to use and incorporate these valuable trends into our everyday lives. Since the economy is poor and budgets are being cut on an ongoing annual basis full scale implementation of these trends would be very difficult to accomplish within a short period of time. Nevertheless it would be beneficial to start training our staff, administration, and students now by providing all of them with a basic technology foundation on which to stand as we continue to strive forward and grow while implementing these trends on a wider and more focused scale.

It is through what I learned in this class and others at MESPA, as well as my past 20 years of experience as an engineer, that I am beginning to get involved in teacher PD in Technology. I have recently begun to provide online workshops or tutorials for our school with one workshop that I have provided to the middle school being a project I put together for my MESPA class with Kathi Lengel in professional development models. This workshop and presentation talks about the benefits of using Quia (my online classroom), and Jing (captures pictures, images, and videos), within their own classrooms. 

You may see the invitation I have used for this workshop by going to www.mrpceducator.com/MESPA.  The actual workshop was placed online for the convenience of all to visit and to revisit whenever it was convenient for them to do so. The workshop on Quia and Jing may be viewed by going to http://www.quia.com/pages/mrpc/page46 where I implemented my workshop as a Quia.com class and utilized Jing for capturing my introductory PowerPoint as an MP4.
Since our district in Ludlow has very few technology support people within the technology department and money for such personnel is scarce it was my intention in working on my Visioning with Technology projects, such as my 6 month ITS plan, that I would begin providing technology based PD at Ludlow by working with our administration in the scheduling and planning of PD. This PD would be provided in order to provide our teachers with the basics of the benefits of un-tethered learning and cloud computing by beginning to provide the training to them in laying a foundation in preparation for the inevitable incorporation of technology and online learning into our schools and classrooms. 
In order to get the teachers and other staff comfortable with the concept of un-tethered learning I thought it would be best to get teachers comfortable with some basic tools they could utilize for their own benefit and their classrooms by providing the staff with training in the benefits and the use of social media tools including class web sites, school and department blogs, and micro-blogging tools such as twitter and www.yammer.com. 
I currently use these tools with my own classes allowing students within a single classroom and their teacher to exchange and share information. I have introduced them as well to my science and technology department which allows a simple way for department personnel to share resources and information. I would also like to introduce to all staff members the benefits of using online resources as a means of collaborating, sharing, and connecting with other teachers, organizations, and corporations locally and around the world by learning how to join or form professional learning communities and networks.  

Teachers and students need to become aware and excited about education possibilities found online within different learning communities, organizations and networks. We have the ability with Skype and other online cloud computing resources to make sure all of our students have equal application tools similar to those provided by an Office Suite. Skype and other social media tools provide the classrooms of all subject matter access to museums, and classrooms around the world, and more which allows us to meet the needs of all of our students through differentiated instruction by following and implementing the principles of Universal Design for Learning and ISTE standards and concepts. Once our students, parents, administrators and teachers become comfortable with using many online tools as described above within their own education and classrooms all of these individuals will develop the confidence and technology savvy required to take our school and students to the ultimate level of un-tethered learning.

Thanks again Tom for all you have taught us this year. I look forward to implementing many of the ideas and skills you have demonstrated to us, and continuing to grow as a technology leader within our educational system.

