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For my clinical experience I worked as Computer Science Teacher and Instructional Technology specialist at Prospect Hill Academy Charter School (PHA) in Cambridge, MA.  I have worked in this job since the Fall of 2007. My primary responsibilities are at the Upper School (grades 9 – 12) but to fulfill the requirements of my practicum I also worked at the Middle School (grades 5 – 8). 
For my research project I investigated the use of a controlled social network in a classroom environment. The classroom was my ninth grade Computer Science class which meets in the Upper School computer lab. The project was an extension of a Social Studies research project which focused on a historically significant figure of the student’s choice. Each student was required to create a profile page for their chosen historical figure. The students were able to interact with each other online (in the persona of their character) and they could also view each other’s work. 

The objectives for this research project were to determine if, by using a social network in a classroom project, the students’ engagement and collaboration could be improved. Measurement instruments included videotaped observations of student behavior, a post-activity student survey, and an interview with the students’ Social Studies teacher (also conducted when the activity was complete). The survey results suggested that the students collaborated while using the social network, and may have spent more time working on the project because it was a social network, similar to Facebook and MySpace. The Social Studies teacher was very enthusiastic about the project, but felt that the main benefits to the students would occur later in the research project rather than during the research activity. The results of the video observation were inconclusive.

The most significant realization I had during this project was how difficult it is to define and measure “engagement.” I had difficulty finding research regarding student engagement in situations where technology was in use. My plan for having a baseline observation before the activity did not take place due to scheduling difficulties.  The results of the video observations suggested that even though a student stopped working to talk to another students, they were not necessarily “off task” or not engaged. I suggested in the summary of my paper that more research needs to be done regarding the nature of student engagement particularly as it relates to the classroom use of technology. 

Teachers, at least those I’ve talked to, have an instinctive sense of whether or not students are engaged. Students who are sleeping or focused on other work are obviously not engaged. Most teachers talk of more subtle clues, such as eyes wandering around the room or staring at the desk or the floor. We try to gauge when students aren’t paying attention to try to either ask them to modify their behavior and/or so that we can change how we are presenting the material. I think I was surprised that something that seems so obvious in the classroom is so challenging to define and measure. If a student appears to not be engaged, but completes their work and does a good job, are they actually engaged? Should grades be used as a measure of engagement? What would indicate a change (increase or decrease) in engagement? Going forward, I intend to keep closer track of the possible connections (or lack of same) between apparent engagement and academic performance.

Collaboration was also difficult to gauge accurately. The student survey asked if students received helpful feedback from peers and if they felt they learned by looking at the pages of classmates. The former did not receive a positive response, possibly because the students were not specifically instructed to provide others with feedback. A majority of classmates did feel they benefitted by looking at the pages of others. However, the Social Studies teacher felt that significantly more collaboration would take place once the students were asked to justify the accomplishments and impact of their chosen leader, and to challenge the posts made by others. 

On a higher level, I learned just how difficult it is to try to gather useful data over the course of a very short research period. Defining and measuring student behavior needs time and multiple data points. Behaviors that teachers identify instinctively are not always easy to quantify. This leads to a larger question: how does one identify the impact of technology in a classroom environment? How do we justify the significant expenditure of time and money needed to enact significant technology integration? Like so many aspects of the craft of teaching, I do not see any simple answers. 

I do plan to include more projects that foster collaboration in the future. Several projects for my older students (11th/12th grade) are done in pairs, and I often have students collaborate by giving each other feedback. I now believe I need to take both of those techniques further. I will include more small group projects for my younger students (9th/10th grade). I think it would be productive if instead of just having students give feedback to others, I also had students revise their work based on that feedback.  Assessing that part of the project might be challenging. However, after the research I did around collaboration I’m convinced that it is an important piece that needs to grow in my teaching. 

The social studies teacher with whom I collaborated felt that the most valuable part of this project would actually occur after the study ended. Once the students had created their profile pages on the social network, and interacted at a fairly cursory level, she intended to have them post an argument as to why their chosen person was historically significant. The social studies teacher believed that if the students were then encouraged to critically analyze and comment on each others’ posts, they would in turn respond by strengthening their own arguments in response to the scrutiny of their peers.

I have utilized the competitive nature of my students in previous activities, but I think this is a novel approach to get students to improve their own work through feedback from their peers. Since my class is mostly project-based I don’t see as strong a need for this type of activity as in social studies or English, but I still can think of ways to employ the technique. As an Instructional Technology Specialist, I also see this a good approach to share with my fellow faculty members.

