                              Forum  Commentary   Reading Today

                       Students Power Down for School : Technology Left Behind

 Students born after 1989 are known as “Technology Natives” how are we “Technology Alien Teachers” serving them?
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By Jean M. Casey, Ph.D.      Read:   Creating the Early Literacy Classroom, by Jean M. Casey available on Amazon.com

I urge you all to join Computer-Using Educators go to cueinc@cue.org
Attend their conference in Palm Springs-I have been a speaker there many times.  Their journal oncue@cue.org is important for you to have to keep up with technology.  As online Masters Students and the best classroom teachers of today we need you to be able to incorporate technology successfully in your daily curriculum.
Today’s students are different than students were five years ago.

They are used to instant information, cell phones, games, and

simulations. It is going to be difficult to keep them engaged with

traditional education.

“Watch Out” children will be bringing their own technology to school in their pockets, purses and backpacks—and teachers better start thinking about the ramifications of this today before it happens!” (Thronburg, CUE online)

Virtual University Class
    Recently I received an e-mail response from a former student teacher.  I asked them all to tell me about the use of computers that they saw during their student teaching experience.  She wrote, “Dr. Casey I thought about you a lot in my second assignment of my student teaching when I was teaching second graders... that class has almost zero technology in their learning.  There were 6 computers in the classroom that the students never got to use once in the seven weeks I was there - I finally arranged a lesson around group work on the computers, and found out that none of the log-ins worked anymore!  That's why I found this article on Technology and ELL earners at SFU (Tooey) so interesting, it just reinforces the importance of incorporating computers into the learning process in elementary teaching.  This was not an isolated response, it is what all my students reported and what I personally saw as I visited classrooms in many of our schools.

Another student teacher wrote. I was teaching a 5th grade class and there 

were six computers in the room. Sadly, they weren’t used very much at all. I saw them used on two occasions. One was for some testing, and another time two boys wanted to write a story together, preferring to type it out rather than write it. They ended up with a two-page story and shared it with the class. I know from talking with the students that many had and used computers at home. They also used cell phones and ipods, both of which caused some trouble in the classroom since they are not allowed. I definitely think students in elementary school are “powering down” for school, at least at the schools I have substituted in. They sure loved working on the Smart Board though. Anytime that was used to access the Internet, or even just as a whiteboard to write on, they loved it and it sparked their attention much more than the regular boards.

    In 1985 Chandler and Marcus wrote,” If anything can be predicted about computers and literacy, it is that some people will oversell the technology as a positive force and that others will decry it as an abomination.  Perhaps the most we can hope for is a continued reliance on talented teachers acquiring an informed exuberance and the young children excelling on computers in the home growing up and showing us the way. Together they will be major forces in making the most of whatever the technology has to offer us in this new information age.”  IRA educators, reading specialists, teachers, librarians, administrators must all be these major forces to make the most of empowering students today with the technological knowledge they need for success in their future careers.

    It’s 2011 now and let’s look at where we are.  Technology outside of school has exploded with _70%___percent of children ages __2-17_using computers. (Tamar Lewin, 2001 New York Times) It is definitely the information age, cell phones, ipods, wireless internet networks, multi-media have definitely been embraced by the young students.  But what about the schools.  With this long awaited good news for technology in the outside world you would expect our schools to be leading the way.

    However that is not the case, in 1999 schools like those in a California School District I worked with were providing students grades Kdg.-8 with six networked computers in every classroom.  All the kindergarteners were learning to write and read and the upper grade students won every writing contest in the district and designed web pages and were leading the way.  Now ten years later what is happening in these same schools.  Most of the computers were set aside for the money needed to be used to upgrade and purchase new software is now used to pay for consultants to help teachers with the required federal high stakes testing.  Only software from the approved textbook publishers and study skills for the tests were being used.  

    Other classrooms that still have a working computer(s) in the room usually have it located in a corner where students can use it as a reward for finishing their required work sheets or test practice and play games on the computer.  Or you can find them using textbook publishers programmed software where they must just fill in the blank.  Used as just an electronic worksheet for drill materials is meaningless    work soon forgotten and can only make them dislike using the computer as much as they dislike filling in the worksheets.

    The tide is slowly beginning to turn now with recognition that high stakes testing does not improve the learning environment for students and the benefit is revenue to test makers and textbook publishers. The testing also puts undue pressure on administrators who are concerned about their promotion and test score ranking in the newspaper. They see to it that their teachers make sure their students score well on the test or those who won’t are excused from the test.  One principal told me he refused to take student teachers one semester because for the first six weeks of school his teachers just had to focus on preparing for and giving the tests so that he could be awarded a Distinguished School citation and have high scores in the newspaper for his school.

    In the meantime the gap between the use of technology in the world outside of the classroom and inside the classroom has grown enormously.  Robert X. Cringley Author, columnist, futurist, reported at the annual Computer Using Educators conference that he spoke to a fifth grade boy who said, “I have to power down when I go to school!”

Kids are great consumers of the Digital media.

    A study conducted by Knowledge Networks in 2003 "finds that a significant number of children have various media and entertainment devices in their bedrooms". 61% of the kids who took the survey have a television set in their room 57% said that most of their internet access is done from their bedroom.  A survey published in March 2003, conducted by Grunwald Associates, found that 2 million American children have their own websites. The survey also predicts that the number of kids with personal sites is expected to rise to more than 6 million American children by 2005
    Kids are great consumers of the digital media. Strangely enough they have become the masters of the new technologies.  They learned to crawl alongside the PC.  My granddaughter at age 18 months carried around a discarded keyboard as she watched everyone else in her family using their computer.  Our friends 1 ½ year old  carries around his mom’s old discarded cell phone and skillfully punches in buttons feeling at home with the technology. Recently dining at a local restaurant we observed a two year old boy at dinner with his parents for the entire meal he was focused on the iPod he was holding, his dad reported that he was watching one of their movies. This generation has come of age with the Internet they have been called the Children of the Revolution or the “technology natives” the first teens and tweens to grow up with the network.

    The kids seem to be quite good in the photo-visual, the creative and to some extent in the reproduction components of digital literacy. But they are not always in control of the information and knowledgeable about the sources they find.  Teachers today must be able to model and guide them in evaluating information checking sources, being aware of privacy, copyright infringement and alert to questionable sites. Even more important are the social-emotional issues of involvement with strangers on the Internet and moderation in using these sources.  These students are experts in multi-tasking and these skills must be enhanced and acknowledged in our classroom teaching.

      Since 1999 there have been big changes in the percent of 8-18 year olds who have a computer at home (73% to 86%), have two or more computers at home (25% to 39%), have Internet access at home (47% to 74%), and go online for more than an hour in a typical day.

Reading and Education

Nearly three out of four (73%) 8-18 year-olds read for pleasure in a typical day, averaging 43 minutes a day. Some kids read more than others: those whose parents set and enforce rules about TV (0:16 more per day than those without rules), those without a TV in their bedroom (0:16 more), and those in homes where the TV is not left on most of the time whether anyone is watching or not (0:18 more).

Nearly one-third (30%) of young people say they either talk on the phone, instant message, watch TV, listen to music, or surf the Web for fun “most of the time” they’re doing homework.

    As new technologies have become available, young people have been quick to make use of them, changing how they use media as well as which media they use. For example, 64% have downloaded music from the Internet; 48% have streamed a radio station through the Internet; 66% use instant messaging; 39% have a cell phone; a third (34%) say they have a DVR such as TiVo in their homes; 32% have created a personal Web site or Web page; 18% have an MP3 player; and 13% have a hand held device that connects to the Internet.
Read:  What Video Games Have To Teach Us About Learning and Literacy by James Paul Gee and Don’t Bother Me Mom- I’m Learning by Marc Prensky and Teaching the Information Generation by Vick Castagna.
Part of the reason video games are so popular with youth is that visual images stimulate the brain in ways that traditional print does not. Thanks to the Internet it is now possible to access content standard’s based media using technology that is already available in most every school. Join Hall Davidson, director of the Discovery Educator Network. 
  What Can We Do

      IRA members need to be leading the way in helping all teachers be aware of the reading and literacy needs of the students in our classroom today.  Technology is no longer an additional gimmick or another thing the teacher must add to a classroom schedule. Technologies should be used in the pursuit of meaningful learning.  Technology should not be used as a conveyor or deliver of the designer’s message to a passive learner.  Rather, they should be used as tools for students to learn with.  When students have been passive receptacles of technology-delivered messages to be consumed and regurgitated the learning is not meaningful and quickly forgotten. The results for this type of learning is as discouraging as the results for isolated, drill and memorize type of learning. Technologies are most successfully used when they engage students in meaningful learning.  As students actively process information while doing an authentic task they are exploring and actively creating their own knowledge.  The students are empowered by technology rather than subjected to it. This can only happen when technology is a major tool for thinking, learning, creating and communicating in every one of our classrooms.

This is what we all can do to create the most effective technology classrooms needed by the technology natives we now serve.  Even as a technology alien born way before 1980 I can see that!

Jean Casey is a professor of reading/technology education at California State University, Long Beach, California, USA, and an IRA technology committee member.
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