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Introduction and Rationale: 

Technology integration has always been an interest of mine for the last fourteen years starting when my children attended kindergarten. When I look back at the beginning of my education there were only chalkboards, pencils, pens and paper unless you were in the art room where many supplies of various paper and paints were stored for student projects. Everything was two dimensional and very static. There was not a freedom for teachers or students to collaborate on any level. As the years have progressed and technology within society advanced, work environments started to become more collaborative, sharing ideas and information.  Eventually this spread into the school environment.  Schools started being wired for computers and other technologies in the late 1980’s.   I would volunteer at my son’s school when he was in kindergarten in 1987, and work with students in the hallways on Apple computers. The kindergarten students would learn to play various games on the computer as I supervised. Later as my son and daughter moved through the grades into fifth and sixth grade, they were creating reports using word processing software.  As I entered the teaching field myself, I had one computer in my room with various educational games installed for students to use to motivate or enrich the curriculum.  Fast-forward to the present day and it is very common to see many computers in every classroom in a school building being utilized for various uses supporting the curriculum. There are even computer labs with twenty some or thirty computers ready for teachers and students to use for learning projects.  Integrating technology within a school’s curriculum is becoming widely common in the twenty-first century. 

Problem Statement:
As teachers, we use technology to help us manage everyday tasks. We use it in the real world. Students are graduating in an ever-changing world that demands that they be prepared for a job or college ready.  Educators need to be innovative with what is in the classroom currently. “Innovative” means developing a new creative approach to something. The technology in the classroom can be used in a creative way, not just in one way or two. As state budgets allocate less money for education K- 16 budgets, teachers will need to be innovative with current technology to reach their students in this digital age. First I will be looking at current research that addresses whether teachers can integrate technology effectively within the curriculum to improve student learning and make it meaningful by relating it to their future in the real world? Second, what are the conditions for a successful implementation of various technologies for authentic learning? I will be using international research studies and articles to examine these concerns and questions. As a future leader in the area of technology, I want to gain an insight of how to move forward effecting positive change to make learning meaningful to students. In the following section, I will define what technology integration is and what authentic learning involves.

Definition of Technology Integration:

I teach technology classes to students in kindergarten through fifth grade. Students use a variety of technologies during class time to learn content within the state standards in math, reading, social studies, and science. As a former regular classroom teacher teaching second, third, fifth and sixth grade students, I utilized various technologies to help support student learning in much of the schools’ current curriculum. From wireless ibooks, imacs, Smartboard, digital cameras, digital video camera, to various software Kidspiration, imovie, Microsoft Office suite, Kids Pixs, and on-line web hosting called WebCT. 

According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary on-line “technology” means a manner of accomplishing a task especially using technical processes, methods, and knowledge.  Integration means the act or process of integrating. Integrating is to unite with something else. In this case it is the uniting of the use of technology with the curriculum or body of knowledge.   An example of technology integration into the curriculum is when a teacher has a lesson focusing on elements in a story and introduces a graphic organizer, or visual map to record or organize the information. A teacher could use a worksheet that has a graphic design template. However, there is a software program Kidspiration. Teachers with an interactive whiteboard can use this software. This technology can be used to organize the story’s elements into a visual map for students to see as well as edit them as the lesson progresses.  The story elements from the book would be the knowledge, and the computer and software is the technology. When combining these two there is technology integration. Students can work cooperatively with one another on assignments to organize information in a visual format for various subjects. 

Integrating technology in lessons is when various electronic software or hardware is used to support student learning. This technology can range from using digital video highlighting a concept taught within a lesson, on-line digital video media, interactive white boards that are connected to the internet for access to various websites that have information such as primary sources or secondary sources, photos, student response systems for collecting data on a formative assessment, computer software for presentations or writing reports. Some technology is specific to a courses’ content. There are on-line sites that student access to take tests for determining students’ reading level and for them to complete reading comprehension tests over books read. Other on-line applications that cross into a school’s curriculum is one called Lexia for phonics instruction, and monitoring student progress for math or reading such as Aimsweb. 

I will be exploring this topic because I see technology becoming more apart of instruction of the curriculum.

Definition of Authentic Learning:

In the International Journal of Technology and Design Education (2005), Hill & Smith defined authentic learning as having four qualities in their research entitled, Research in Purpose and Value for the Study of Technology in Secondary Schools: A Theory of Authentic Learning. These qualities included mediation, embodiment, distribution, and situatedness. According to Hill and Smith, mediation is seen as the cultural tools one uses such as language, instruments, or physical tools such as shovels etc. Embodiment involves the whole self comprising the physical, emotional, social, and cognitive parts. Situatedness is defined as “learning in context” (Hill & Smith 2005).

Authentic activities have defined by Gulikers, Bastiaens, & Martens (2005) as activities students engage in to find solutions to a problem. These problems would be based on real-world problems that need solutions such as water quality, or global warming. 

Literature Review:

I will first address the concern of  whether teachers can integrate technology effectively within the curriculum to improve student learning and make it meaningful by being authentic or relating it to the real world.  Authentic learning focuses attention on real-world problems that students engage in to find solutions.  Gulikers, Bastiaens & Martens (2005), conducted a research study, The surplus value of an authentic learning environment. This study involved secondary students in an authentic “electronic” learning environment and a non-authentic learning environment engaged in authentic tasks. This “electronic environment” was a graphic software much like today’s video games. It had a workspace and notepad for students and depicted a typical office environment complete with normal everyday interruptions. It was found that students in the authentic “electronic” learning environment did no better than the students in the non-authentic learning environment when it came to the performance task. The students in the non-authentic condition wrote more content statements in their performance task using Microsoft Word than students in the authentic electronic condition. It was concluded, “the authenticity of the task has more impact on students’ learning that the authenticity of the environment.” (Guliker, Bastiaens, & Martens, 2005). The initial hypothesis was that “the authentic learning environment will result in higher intrinsic motivation and an experience of increased connection to reality.” (Gulikers, Bastiaens & Martens, 2005) Also the authenticity of the environment didn’t create an increased motivation for students as originally thought.  Therefore, money should not be wasted on designing authentic environments for students to complete authentic tasks. 

Teachers should pay attention to designing authentic tasks that students can relate to and collaborate together on. This will help students to engage in higher order thinking through research using web-based tools, analyzing data information, and designing products to display results. 

Much reference is made to Project Based Learning when speaking about authentic learning in the last five years.  Hill & Smith (2005) in their study Research in Purpose and Value for the Study of Technology in Secondary Schools: A Theory of authentic Learning discuss Project Based Learning (PBL).  Project Based learning is a curriculum development and instructional strategy that is a hands-on approach. Multiple intelligences by Gardner, and multiple literacies as mentioned in the definition of authentic learning above are considered when planning to use this method of Project-Based Learning. It is when the teacher becomes the presenter of a task that is seen as relating to the real world. Students engage cooperatively and collaboratively in researching or exploring documents, data, or artifacts, using various media in order to construct meaning of their own. Since there are multiple ways of making meaning in the world, this can in turn motivate students. Students are encouraged to think creatively and critically. Students’ motivation is based on survival, or competent within the classroom environment. This method of Project-based learning is documented as enriching education for all students more than a traditional classroom in Hill & Smith’s study.  

Toward an Understanding of Authentic Learning: Student Perceptions of an Authentic Classroom, Nicaise, Gibney & Crane (2000), discusses authentic learning. Authentic learning evolves around authentic tasks or real-world problems and simulations, which are closely related to what is being studied. “It is believed that authentic tasks help students become aware of the relevancy and meaningfulness of what they are learning because the task mirrors real life experiences” (Nicaise, Gibney & Crane, 2000).  A teacher’s role in Project Based Learning changes from one who just informs to a presenter and a guide. Initially the teacher presents a task, then scaffolds learning along the way, encourages thinking and exploring. In this study Nicaise, Gibney & Crane, found that most students described the environments as having a strong relationship to other subjects like math, science, and language arts. The learning tasks required integrating multiple content areas and skills. It was interesting to read that students viewed the “mentors”, outside volunteers, as having more creditability than the teacher. The projects suggested by mentors were viewed as being real-world and meaningful work then that suggested by teachers. When teachers assigned grades to assignments or projects, students did not view that as being real world.  These authors brought out the point that students who were not successful in this type of learning, wanted the teacher to establish clear learning objective or goals, due dates, and give traditional tests. These students might need more background knowledge and need to have more scaffolding provided to them during the course of the project. More time may be needed for students to adjust to being active learners instead of passive as in a traditional classroom. On the other hand, students who were successful excelled at independent learning. For this type of learning to take place there were quite a few mentors, outside volunteers, which brought down the teacher - student ratio. Nicaise, Gibney & Crane, saw that this method as being an idealistic one when the teacher to student ratio is too high. They pointed out that this method would not work well in a highly populated class unless there were many outside volunteers donating much time to guide student’s projects and learning.

Characteristics of powerful learning environments using technology follow a trend of authentic tasks that have rich contexts. In these environments students are active and involved in cooperative learning, and the curriculum is adjusted to the needs of the students.  Ed Smeets conducted a study titled, Does ICT contribute to powerful learning environments in primary education (2005).  He investigated characteristics, specifically information communication technologies, which contribute to learning environments in primary schools in the Netherlands. Over 300 teachers were surveyed using a questionnaire on their practices. Many teachers had several of the elements of powerful learning environments such as presenting authentic tasks and promoting active autonomous learning in their classrooms. When students were at the computers it was either alone or in pairs. The author discovered that when it came to adapting curriculum to meet the needs of all students, the teachers’ methods were very limited and only used for students needing remediation.  Also when using software, only a few utilized open-ended information communication technologies.  

 Technology and Classroom Practices: An International Study (Kozma, 2003), a research study, presented twenty-eight countries that were involved in looking at cases that had significant changes in teaching, learning, or curricular practices, in which technology had played a significant role in supporting these changes. The changes resulted in positive outcomes for students and/or teachers, the changes could be sutained and transferred.  The changes were also innovative. Innovative practices was defined  within each country according to its social or culture considerations. For example, Singapore defined it as showing evidence of active student-centered learning where as Finland’s definition was looking at student competencies to search, organize, and analyze information  as well as to communicate it using a variety of media formats. Kozma (2003) found  similarities and differences in patterns of teachers, students, technology practices and outcomes. The similarities among the countries were when collaboration in pairs or groups was used, students engaged in contructivist activities such as researching information, presenting the results of their work, designing products and/or publishing. The majority of positive outcomes used productivity tooks, web resources, email, multimedia software, or web design tools. Students from the various countries had access to computers in the classroom, libraries or computer labs. Students  who used technology to conduct research projects, analyze data, solve problems, design products and assess their own work were more likely to develop new technology, problem solving, information management, collaboration, and communication skills. Positive outcomes were found when teachers gave students instruction, advice, monitored their progress and assessed accomplishments. The teachers who went beyond basic practices used technology to plan, prepare instruction, collaborate with outside sources. In doing this, they were more likely to develop new skills. Differences in practice is when a tool or tutorials used by themselves didn’t impact student learning as the technology-based research projects. 

Next I will look at the conditions for a successful implementation of various technologies for authentic learning.  I always believe that a person’s attitude has much to do with learning. Teachers’ attitudes toward technology can shine some light on this topic.  Teachers’ attitudes to and beliefs about web-based Collaborative Learning Environments in the context of an international implementation, a study by Kollias, V., Mamalougos, N., Vamvakoussi, X., Lakkala, M., & Vosniadou, S. (2005), collected data from four international countries. Teachers from Finland, Greece, Italy, and the Netherlands participated. These teachers reported that the Collaborative Learning Environments CLEs were student-centered and highly motivating to students. On a positive note, CLEs influenced teachers relationship with students, and as a result teachers trusted students’ competencies more.   However, they were viewed as very challenging to the teacher due to the planning involved and giving much responsibility of the learning to the student. 

In the United States, we can call these collaborative learning environments Web-Quests.  A WebQuest is defined as “an inquiry-oriented activity in which some or all of the information that learners interact with comes from resosurces on the internet,” (Allen & Street, 2007).  The stages of a WebQuest consist of the following: an introduction, Pooling knowledge- finding out what you know already, assembling the team, presentation of the task, directions of where to look for information, debriefing the information gathered, and sharing or reviewing what was learned. These WebQuests can foster higher order thinking by having students compare, explain, contrast, analyze, relate, apply, generalize, and reflect on the learning. One important step that is needed to ensure higher order thinking is to pool the knowledge of all members of the group. This step helps students who may not have the background knowledge needed to start on the WebQuest.

Conitions under which technology innovations can successfully take place in schools and classrooms varies. On a contrasting viewpoint, Wachira & Keengwe (2010) found that barriers do exist to block teachers from integrating technology that they currently have in their rooms. Some of those mentioned in their study from teachers surveyed were the following: lack of time due to state testing, lack of knowledge whether it is technical or pedagogical knowledge, anxiety, unreliability of equipment, lack of confidence using technologies in front of students, poor administration support, and poor technical support. However, in spite of listing these different barriers, teachers indicated that they had positive dispositions toward technology and wanted to improve their expertise. They acknowledged that they felt that it had the capability to engage students as well as improve  student learning. This shows a real need in the area of professional development for teachers, having administration role models, and infra-structure that has technical support.  Zhao, Pugh, Sheldon, & Byers (2002) indicate in their study that certain conditions needs to be in place in order for technology innovations can be successfully implemented. These factors include interactions among three domains. According to the authors of “Conditions for classroom technology innovations”(2002), these domains are innovator, innovation, and context. The most important domain is the innovator or teacher.  A teacher’s knowledge of enabling conditions for a technology is helpful and can benefit instead of put up barriers. Teachers also need to know how the technologies support their own teaching style and curricular goals. If these technologies are close to their existing practice, the more successful they will be, Zhao found. Another important factor that was highlighted in this article was the “social savvy teacher”. This is one who knows the social dynamics of a school to get resources needed for a successful implementation. For example, who to contact for hardware or software problems. These social teachers are ones who can negotiate with administrators as well as parents when projects are not ordinary. However, barriers or set backs can occur if the teacher has a lack of knowledge for a certain technology they want to use. When it is far from existing practice of the teacher or school, the less likely the project is to be successful. Technology integration in authentic learning environments requires patience taking little steps at a time. If rushed or tackling a huge project, the less likely it will be successful. Harris & Koehler (2009) found that when a teacher’s technological, pedagogical, and content knowledge interaction is used correctly, the teacher can match the digital or non digital learning activity to support student learning. This interaction is called TPACK according to the authors. Technological, Pedagogical and Content Knowledge interactions can foster the teacher’s creativity or open mindness for technology application to advance student learning. Technology is always advancing so this horizon is always in flux. In a few years from now where will we be? 

Conclusion: 

On reflection of all these research studies, articles, and my own practice, I see that professional development is needed on a deeper level. Creating authentic learning tasks that can integrate existing technologies will be an ongoing challenge for all teachers. I agree with the authors Zhao and  Harris that teachers need to have the technological, pedagogical, and content knowledge interactions. I would also include the social awareness aspect since my experience has shown this to be true. Without the support of administrators, technicians, and peer support, I don’t believe that I would have successfully implemented the technologies into the curriculum. I look forward to the years ahead to continue on learning and looking for new ways to have students actively engaged and responsible for their learning. I will be aware of the many barriers that can exist for teachers, and work to remove them for all those around me. 
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