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 “Design and effective use of on-line learning materials in schools”

To quote from Jamie McKenzie (http://fno.org).

 Learning digitally will only transform schools and student performance if we make wise program decisions, invest mightily in professional development and emphasise strategic teaching.

According to some of the promises and the marketing missives, you might expect to see schools and learning transformed with the mere laying of cable, as if infrastructure by itself could infuse teachers and students with skill, wisdom and judgement simply by increasing connectivity. It isn’t true. Impressive student outcomes might result from an investment in networked information and communications, but only if the elders do their part. 

The mythology surrounding new technologies promotes surprisingly haphazard and irresponsible experiments which often create such poor results that critics and sceptics feel entirely justified in doubting the value of the enterprise and the new resources. 

If students are engaged in learning then teachers do less teaching. Problem-based learning is much messier than the old smokestack model which required that teachers spout answers while students commit them to memory.

In Professor Dale Spender’s December IARTV paper on Learning Technologies in Schools she states “…the new ways of doing information can be more intellectually stimulating and demanding, and promote more genuine learning, than studying could ever have fostered.”

My experience with the use of learning technology in classrooms in recent years has involved:

· Introduction of email as a homeroom teacher to facilitate school-parent contact. This has enabled contact with about 60% of families in recent years.

· The use of email for the submission of student reports and projects in science. The reports were “corrected” via the use of the Track Changes option within the Word Tools menu. The corrected reports, complete with teacher comments, were then return emailed to students. Students used the school network or home Internet access to email reports, with a few problems of compatibility being noted with home systems. All but 2 students were able to send and receive email, with half of the class choosing to email via the school system and the other half via home access.

· The use of various maths packages, including, Geometer’s Sketchpad, Graphmatica and Excel, to teach various maths topics.

· The development of an on-line version of a year 8 science topic “Waves and Energy Transfer”, which had previously been supported via a 20 page booklet.

Problem-based inservice model

Background

· Notebook computers introduced in 1993, with grade 5 students. Now all students from years 5 – 10 have notebooks and this will flow into years 11 and 12 over the next two years.
· Selected staff (homeroom teachers), train the trainer, internal/external, specific courses (Excel, Word, ….), trainer “on tap”, target hours, NBC purchase scheme.
· Local network issues – room wiring, printing, Averkey and monitor, live Internet/intranet connections.
· Use of the NBCs in classrooms by staff and students.
· Selection of material for different KLAs – eg most use Word, some use Excel, all need to search, some use PowerPoint, some create Web pages, etc. What to choose? PD for faculty groups, pastoral teams or individuals?
This led us in the direction of a different way of dealing with professional development, one based on a “just in time” approach, rather than a “just in case” one. This approach begins with identifying a need, and then develops small teams of teachers working together and in contact with “experts” to use the newly acquired skills as they learn in a real situation. A similar approach is now used in some medical schools within Australia and around the world.
Existing model

This has the following features:

· Cross-curriculum groups of teachers.

· Platform, and package “independent”.

· Focus on classroom application.

· Collaboration, as the group work on different classroom applications.

· Focus on “solving a problem”, that is to develop an “on-computer resource”. This resource may well be a simple demonstration, a complete lesson (teacher led or student constructivist approach) or a complete unit of work.

· Product to fit on a floppy disk! (Attempting to avoid live Internet connection if at all possible.)

· It models the constructivist approach to learning that we encourage our teachers to use in their classroom.

· Documentation to support staff outside of session times.

Appendix 1 shows the planning document developed after consultation with presenter, head of IT and others. It involves time for a briefing, planning session, working session and evaluation (which became a “show and tell”). It involved a significant outside school commitment from staff and some financial support from the College. However, this financial commitment is well below what it costs to send staff to an externally provided course. 

Evaluation of the course elicited such responses as:

· “The most productive in-service that I have ever done”.

· “The first in-service that I have been able to take directly into my classroom”.

· “An in-service that resulted in a completed product”.

There was a significant boost in the confidence of some staff in their ability to use technology and the benefit of having staff working together and sharing ideas was substantial. The number of different approaches was also impressive.

Design of on-line materials using the Netscape browser software

What is Netscape? 

Netscape (Communicator) is a web browser (a way of looking at HTML documents) that can be used for creating HTML documents. Netscape Composer can be used to do the following:

· Insert words, simple graphics, diagrams and images (still or animated), video and sound.

· Construct tables; which makes for an interesting layout of text and images.

· Format text and images in a simple way.

· Link text and images to other files, or within files that you are working on - Hypertext

· Add plug-ins to your browser that extends its capabilities to sound and virtual reality.

· Insert applets into your documents so that these small programs run within the browser window.

· Import text from a Word File by doing a “Save As” to save the files as an HTML document.

· Insert JPEG or GIF files into your document. 

· Many web sites offer free use of resources which you can then insert directly into your own document, making you independent of the WWW.

The beauty of this is that you don’t need to do a full week course in HTML, just be an enthusiastic teacher with a sprinkling of computer skills and a willingness to “play”.

 What can’t you do in Netscape?
· Overlay text and images.

· Use exciting fonts; it is all Times Roman! Unless you create your text in a paint program and then save it as a GIF.

· Carefully lay out the page as in a desktop publishing package.

· Break Copyright. I leave author and copyright details attached to any document I use, thereby acknowledging ownership.

Appendix 2 list four pages from Dianna Walker’s course that illustrate part of her course documentation.

Some tricks.

· Create new folders to save into. Complex web pages can contain a lot of information.

· To save an applet you need to be in the Tools menu and select Java Console. In Java Console type in the single letter L; this will enable class capture.

An overview of some of the materials developed.
1. A walk through an ice crystal:

This explores a virtual reality resource, downloaded for the net. The purpose here is to show the types of resources that can easily be found on the net and the value of such resources in teaching and learning.

2. Waves and Light.

I originally taught this unit in October ’98 and felt that a number of the key concepts were not fully understood by the students. Teaching the topic of waves has traditionally relied on practical work and demonstrations (water waves and waves on springs and strings) as well as audio-visual presentations of travelling and standing waves. To fully understand the motion of a wave relies on students developing “mind images” of the shape of a wave over a period of time. To achieve this requires a series of time-lapse images and it was clear that this could be done through small computer applications (applets) available via the Internet. 

After attending an in-service course run by Dianna Walker, a Prahran colleague teaching English, drama and information technology, at which participants were introduced to a method of authoring using Netscape browser software, Roger Hayward and I began a rewrite of the Waves booklet in an attempt to improve the visual presentation of wave motion. This was achieved over the period of a week or so and the first draft was trialed on the same group of students during November. The student comments are included for your information. As a result of this trial further modifications have been incorporated and these have again been tried out early this year.

A seemingly attractive and stimulating on-line course was developed, without the need for a “live” Internet connection, then the real test began. Loading the program onto their computer via the shared drive on the Wesley system produced variable results. Some students logged on and downloaded efficiently, while others experienced problems due to password, Netscape, modem, computer configuration type problems. After the first class, some were away while others were not started (so what’s new you might ask!). For the following class I had copied the course on to a floppy and the rest were loaded without a problem.

Some students were able to explore the entire course within the first class and it became obvious that some form of structure needed to be built in to the course. This required the inclusion of assignments and questions that were to be completed along the way. The inclusion of teacher email links on the assignments would help to facilitate the handing in of student work and for the teacher to monitor progress. On occasions the course is even supported by written assignment work! This area of structuring the student progress through the course is still the subject of further thought as we grapple with ways to make this as effective as possible.

What has certainly become clear in trialing the course is that the role of the teacher is still paramount. Difficult concepts still need teacher clarification, even though the learning material is more powerful. Difficult students still need help, direction and teacher attention just as they always did! Classroom organisation is still important as we deal with a more complex and dynamic environment. Students forget to bring computers, just like they forgot to bring books. Cooperative learning is still important as students help each other to navigate, explain, perform practical work and clarify ideas.

An evaluation of this course is included as appendix 3.

3. A constructivist approach to “motion” in year 10 science. (Deborah Dowling)

4. An English application. (Stuart Holloway)

5. Constructivist chemistry. (Maria Porter)

6. Applications to humanities. (Richard Brenker)
7. Making light of it all. (Roger Hayward)

Robyn Treyvaud is making great use of the Internet and notebook computer technology with her grade 6 class. She would be very happy to discuss these applications within the primary curriculum. Her email is: 

Robyn.Treyvaud@wesley.vic.edu.au

Roy Burrows    July ‘99

Appendix 3

Student comments after trial of the “Waves” unit with a year 8 class in Nov ’98
Positives for computer version:

· “The diagrams and animations make it easier to understand things.”

· “I like the computer version better than the paper version.”

· “It’s fun to look stuff up and it is easier to use than the booklet.”

· “You get a movie view of what goes on.”

· “No pencils, pens or paper required. Very interactive, more interesting.”

· “Lots more information and examples.”

· “The virtual waves are easier to understand.”

Positives for booklet version:
· “Can take notes at the side of the page.”

· “Easier to study for the test.”

· “Thorough and easier to use.”

· “Everyone has it and always bring it to class, whereas people forget computers or they break down.”

· “It’s easier to take home.”

Other comments:

· “People get side-tracked and play games and use excuses for not having computers.”

· “Computers are heavy and hard to carry around.”

· “Finding the files and loading up the computer takes a long time and is complicated.”

· “Booklet version is boring.”

· “Some of the pictures don’t work properly.”

· “Knowing where to look for information in the computer is difficult.”

· “The booklet is easy to lose or misplace.”

· “I’m a new student and I don’t have a account for logging on to the network.”

· “Computer goes into screen saver or sleep mode too quickly and it is annoying.”

· “The booklet rips and becomes creased and looks messy.”

Overall, a large majority felt that the computer version was an improvement on the booklet version.

Roy Burrows    Feb 2000

Appendix 1

ON-LINE/ELECTRONIC CURRICULUM

Dianna Walker has kindly offered to convene a group interested in assembling and implementing on-line or electronic curricula. The course will be tailored to specific needs but the goal will be to have a completed on-line component of a course at the end. There are four components to this course:

1. Briefing session: On Wednesday 2 September during the common lunch in period 5. In the Cato Room 12.30 – 1.00 p.m. The purpose of this briefing session is to introduce the course and for interested staff to “check it out” prior to “signing up”. Dianna will cover the course requirements, give some examples from her own classes and answer any queries. 
2. Session 1: This session (Wednesday 8 Sept 4.00 – 5.30 p.m. Library Multimedia Room ) will cover the following:
Developing a plan.
· What makes a good on-line course?

· Adapting course content – interactivity and feedback.

· Setting achievable goals.

· Choosing materials and strategies.

· Developing your specific plan.

3. Session 2: Saturday 12 Sept. 9.00 a.m. – 2.00 p.m. (including lunch).
Practical session.
· Resource development – digitising your course.

· Scanning.

· Good looking images.

· From text to hypertext.

· Course development.

· Putting it all together.

· Creating interactivity.

· Managing course delivery.

· Implementation.

4. Session 3: Wednesday 14 October 4.00 p.m. – 9.00 p.m. (including dinner)
Evaluation.

· How can you tell if it works.
· Reflection, assessment, evaluation, “show and tell”.
Please advise me of your intention to participate by dropping me an email or a note in my pigeonhole. I look forward to seeing you on Wed 2 Sept.        

Roy 27/8

