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Michael Shamblin

Using my Computer Technology Website and Research on Project Based Learning
This website is designed to assist teachers with using technology in their curriculum, instruction, and professional development.  My theories of educating students with technology stem from my overall experiences of teaching technology to elementary students in k-8 classrooms in both the private and public sector.  I have taught in different socioeconomic school buildings, ranging from Title 1 to upper middle class students in an elite private school.  I have been used to having limited resources in technology software, hardware, and textbooks.  I have relied heavily on using the internet to supply me with enough websites and various software applications including Microsoft Word, Excel, and PowerPoint to get me through the most difficult of instruction days.  

If you look closely at my tutorials page on my website, I did create online tutorials for teachers/students to teach them how to use Microsoft Word, Excel, and PowerPoint.  I have used these tutorials for students mainly in grades 3-8 and I have used some of the tutorials for professional development in educating adults as well.  You will not teach all the topics within a few hours, but it will take several sessions to fully understand the individual applications in depth.  When you’re learning something, it seems that children seem to pick up on learning anything with computers very easily.  With this said, if children come from backgrounds with a working computer at home, they are more apt to have the foundation that is necessary to do very well in school not only in computer class but with projects in which the need of a computer is necessary.

When working with limited funds in your school, it is still possible to find ways to bring in new hardware and software for your building.  If you are dedicated enough to write grants or if you have a grant writer in your building, when you click on the Grant/Educational Resources button on my website, I have provided links that will help teachers to find grants and to help them in the grant writing process.  The goal is to continue to find grants and if you are turned down from receiving one, face rejection in a positive light.  Several years ago, I wrote a technology grant for Best Buy.  Sadly I was not awarded the grant, but at that time I wanted to give up but felt that I needed to research other grants and to learn how to write effective grants.  I did find out with the my first grant through Best Buy, that the bigger public school districts seemed to have an edge over the smaller private schools that had applied.  In fact, I also found out that the readers of the grants knew some of the grant writers.  Was this true? I could never find that out for sure, but continue to push yourself and remember your doing this for your students.

Here is the million dollar question, how can you instruct students with technology and what curriculum should you rely on?  Using my website to help your students out with finding a wonderful site to go on, is nice for a brief time, but instruction with technology needs to have meaning.  Dr. David Mourund author of Project-Based Learning and numerous articles on information technology in education, has spent a large part of his life in finding out what really works in educating students with technology.  The answer I believe relies in using Project-Based Learning.  Project-based learning is sometimes called problem-based learning, and vice versa.  In problem-based learning, the focus is on a specific problem to be addressed.  For example, the problem might be to clean up a polluted stream running through one’s city, or to save an endangered species of plant or animal.  

Project-based learning constitutes a broader category of instruction than problem-based learning.  While a project may address a specific problem, it can also focus on 

areas that are not problems.  A key characteristic of project-based learning is that the project does not focus on learning about something.  It focuses on doing something.  It is action oriented.  If you are having your students work on a historical newspaper activity in which each team selects an important historical date (or event) between 50 and 150 years in the past, students can be involved with doing research, doing writing, doing peer feedback, doing a design of a historically authentic newspaper, doing some desktop publication, and doing a presentation to the entire class.  A lot of teachers like to get students involved with having them work in teams to complete this project.  I like cooperative learning but I have to be honest it does not work well with all classes and many students.  When I was having students work on a project one time, I actually had students that begged me to have them work on the projects individually.  I began to realize that projects need to be created with the flexibility of both being individualized and group oriented.  

In regards to curriculum, teachers have to decide on what is the best approach for their students.  I have had classes in which didactic teaching was necessary because the children could not cooperate well with a constructivist approach to teaching.  Didactic or direct instruction is the type of teaching where the teacher presents the information to be learned, drills students to facilitate memorization, and test the students.  It has been around for nearly 200 years and is still the dominant model of instruction in most schools.  In this form of instruction, the teacher is often characterized as being a “sage on the stage” and functioning in a “stand and deliver” mode.  Constructivism is a learning theory that assumes a learner constructs new knowledge, building on whatever base of knowledge the learner already has.  Constructivism is primarily a new learning theory, although it is rooted in the works of Dewey and Piaget.  It is based on our steadily increasing understanding of the human brain – how it stores and retrieves information, how it learns, and how learning builds on and extends previous learning.  When a teacher is using constructivism in the classroom, the teacher is often characterized as being a
guide on the side.”  Few teachers teach in a purely didactic or constructivist manner.  Usually all teachers’ use both concepts, switching from one to the other depending on the students or the type of students that you are teaching.  If you look below this website page, you will discover three documents that identify the differences between the didactic and constructivist approaches that relate to three areas of curriculum, instruction, and assessment. 

Many articles have been written about Project Based Learning, but if you are going to be successful in your curriculum and instruction with technology than the push for this in your classroom is needed.  If you spend time with professional development of teachers or staff with new hardware and software, using the approaches of Project Based Learning is needed as well.  Learning to carry out interdisciplinary projects is an excellent way to help students to learn to work together.  Students need to realize that in life they must learn to work with others.  Learning to carry out complex interdisciplinary projects is an explicit educational goal in many school systems.  Some colleges organize their curriculum along interdisciplinary lines.  The reason that underlies this is that real world problems are almost always interdisciplinary.  One of the defining characteristics of Project Based Learning is a focus on students addressing challenging problems and tasks and improving their higher order thinking skills.  Perkins (1992) researched this and found out that students who learn their lower-order knowledge and skills in a higher-order skills environment will retain them better than students who are taught in an environment that specifically focuses on lower-order knowledge and skills.  Project Based 
Learning also draws a parallel with the process of writing.  The process of writing involves six steps which are brainstorming, organizing the brainstormed ideas, developing a draft, obtaining feedback, revising and publishing.  A Project Based Lesson often requires writing.  Project Based Learning also allows for communication as well.  This is outlined in various state standards and in the International Society for Technology in Education standards.  Students of all grades need to gain skills in communication both in print (hardcopy) environment and in an interactive digital environment.  It is very important to use both desktop publication and desktop presentation (using a projection system or other display process).  

In implementing a Project Based Lesson, it is important to understand that it can be a more complex instructional tool than the lockstep, didactic instructional approach.  This does require students possibly working in groups, moving around the room to use various resources, and working independently on different projects.  Below you will find a template that is designed to help you develop Project Based Lessons.  This template is a general outline but you can adjust or alter the template to meet your specific needs.  When getting started to create a lesson it is important to define the topic.  It is important to create a class discussion about the overall topic, timeline, choices available to the students, and your expectations for the assignment.  Establishing timelines, milestones, methods of assessment, identifying resources, and scheduling whole-class instruction and discussion that focuses on any new non and new technology skills that students will need to carry out with the project is important with Project Based Learning.  The actual initial team activity or project planning in which team members discuss the overall topic among themselves, organization of thoughts and suggestions that are put into the project, feedback from the teacher and revisions to the plan are extremely important with the overall lesson.  It is important for team members to take part in collaborative learning and cooperative 
problem solving.  They will have the opportunity to share what they are learning and learn from each other.  Students can do self-assessment and peer assessment.  Individuals on the team can monitor their own progress.  When moving toward completion, a project culminates in a product, presentation, or some sort of performance that is designed for an audience.  

With all this said, if your school does not have a technology based curriculum that does not allow for possible computer class, then how can you build a technology based curriculum in your school?  A school needs to establish a solid strategy, maintain a flexible plan of action, have the faculty buy into the plan, and foster collaboration among staff members.  It is important to use your imagination at all times.  Don’t be afraid to try new things and take chances.  If it doesn’t work, you will know or your students will tell you.  To introduce a technology curriculum, envision the type of environment you want to have, research available technologies and how educators use them in other schools, attend conferences, and talk to a lot of teachers, principals, and students.  I believe that by hiring or designating a technology specialist in your schools is vital.  Learning how to use the unending stream of new technology and integrate it into various frameworks and state standards is not a simple task.  An effective way to share knowledge and ideas is for teachers to tutor one another about the use of tech tools.  A good way to ensure that the exchange of ideas continues to flow is to hold scheduled sessions for teachers, specialists, and administrators.  A teacher-led groups should meet periodically (once a month at least) for Tech Tuesdays, this will be a gathering where members can collaborate on technology-infused, Project Based Learning lessons.  Finally, it is important to drop into classrooms regularly.  To assist teachers, it’s a good idea for administrators and technology specialists to keep up-to-date on activities by visiting classrooms regularly, if not daily, and troubleshoot as needed.  

In conclusion, the importance of a solid foundation of having a technology curriculum relies in the understanding and implementing Project Based Learning.  I am not praising my website as the number one website that will lead, assist and support teachers in gaining access to and integrating educational technologies, but as another resource that can be used.   I will continue to update my website as the need arises after this project is complete, but new websites will continue to be created that will offer many more resources to help teachers with integrating and using technology in the classrooms.  I believe what my website will offer with my research that I have stressed here, is how to effectively build a technology based curriculum and once it’s in place how you can deliver your curriculum and instruction with students and professional development with teachers and staff.  My methods and ideas are based on research in the field of educational technology and with my own personal experiences in teaching technology.  New ideas and methods will emerge and new hardware and software will be created that will allow students to continue to excel in this fast and ever growing field of technology.
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