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ABPC's 21st Century Schools Wrap Up First Year

on a High Note – with a Cyberspace Learning Fair!

It's a wrap! Trailblazing educators from 20 Alabama schools have just completed the fourth and final session of a new professional development curriculum, “Keeping Up with the Net Generation,” sponsored by the Alabama Best Practices Center with funding from Microsoft’s Partners in Learning Mid-Tier grants program.

Teams of teachers and principals in these 21st Century Schools have been hard at work since February discovering what it will take to meet the learning needs of students who are “growing up digital” and will live and work in a world that is constantly reshaped by advances in technology and communication.

It is amazing what these teachers have accomplished in just a few months, during the busiest part of the school year. They had to configure for and master two online communication platforms (Elluminate Live and Tapped In), then fasten their virtual seatbelts as we rapidly exposed them to an wide array of web-based tools that savvy teachers are using to engage students, raise achievement and meet Adequate Yearly Progress goals. 

Our year ended on a high note, with a 21st Century Learning Fair where educators from our participating elementary and secondary schools shared their first efforts to integrate cutting-edge digital technologies and teaching strategies into their everyday classroom instruction. Of course, it all took place live on the World Wide Web!

Each school team was asked to showcase their work by creating a visual representation of the learning that has emerged at their schools from this initiative. We saw many creative examples of how “cool tools” (blogs, wikis, podcasts, video and other web-based software) are being used for classroom instruction, special student projects, and professional development activities (see: http://del.icio.us/abpcjohn)

The showcases – which highlighted successes, challenges, and the many lessons learned — were simply amazing. Participating educators told us that this unique professional development experience helped them understand and affirm the urgent need to reshape their teaching around 21st Century learning styles. 

“There have been many times I have sat through some kind of inservice and gained nothing to take back to improve the teaching

and learning in my class,” said Charlotte Wilson, a kindergarten teacher at Vestavia Hills Elementary East. “This has been one of the best professional experiences I have had in my many years of teaching. I and my children have learned so much in such a short period of time about 21st Century skills.” 
Our 21st Century teams were encouraged not only to take what they were learning and apply it to their teaching, but to act as "change agents" in their schools and encourage other faculty members to experiment with web-based teaching tools. "The best way to get over any fear of new technology is just jump in with both feet and do it, says Brenda Bedwell, a teacher at Terry Heights Elementary in Huntsville City. "It is not that hard.” 

Bedwell worked with several other teachers at Terry Heights to develop classroom blogs. "They found the free blogging tools available on the Internet were easy to use," she says. “The exciting part of the blogging experience is that it gives students choice, empowerment and purpose. They are writing with an audience in mind.” 

Bedwell says one of her school’s struggling readers stopped her in the hall recently and announced that he knew what he wanted to do with his life – work with technology. “He experienced a major success in his life this year as a result of our work,” she says. “He asks on a daily basis if we are going to ‘blog’.”

Juliana Coleman, another 21st Century Schools participant, teaches chemistry at Mountain Brook High School. She believes teachers must face up to the teaching demands of a new era. “Our student population is changing, but too often our teaching methods are not. As educators, we are required to educate our students in a way that will best prepare them for the future, and in today's world, that is by using technology. 

“We have to change,” says Coleman, who is using blogs to expand her daily contact with her science students. “Excuses are just that, excuses, and they do not get the job done!”

In an anonymous year-end survey of our participants, one teacher wrote: "The most positive aspect…was the connection between the schools and across curriculum. It is refreshing to tear down the walls and branch out of your little world to see that all of us are in the same battle. We (are) all going toward a common goal with the knowledge that we would do an injustice to our students if we don't learn how to equip them with 21st Century skills."
Throughout this groundbreaking work, ABPC's goal has been to help schools explore the future of teaching and learning. We began with the realization that the challenge is much bigger than technology. It's really about redefining what it means to be educated in a knowledge-based digital age. It's about engaging students who are "digital natives" and preparing them to be successful in a world that will require technical knowledge, expert decision making, complex communications, creativity, leadership, and habits of building personal capacity.
We are tremendously grateful to the more than 100 education professionals who teach and lead in our first wave of 21st Century Schools. They are truly our pioneers. They agreed to participate in a brand-new curriculum, offered in a virtual learning environment that many had never experienced before. Thanks to their involvement, we've learned a great deal about maximizing professional learning in an Internet setting.

With our own "lessons learned" in hand, we're looking forward to the second year of our 21st Century Learning initiative – a time when we will not only continue our work with our first 20 schools but select a second group of 20 schools to join us in this important endeavor. If your school is interested in participating, please let us know and we’ll be sure you receive an application. Send an e-mail note to Cathy Gassenheimer at cathy@aplusala.org

 “Technology is just running at such a pace right now that the sky is absolutely the limit,” says elementary participant Connie Stigler. “I can't begin to imagine what is down the road for us. This is just too amazing and too cool.”
Greenville High School Science Students Publish

Podcast Interview with International Scientist!

When Dr. Brady Barr, a National Geographic reptile expert and world traveler to more than 50 countries, made a technology-enhanced visit to science teacher Randy Fullington's biology classroom at Greenville High School, his tales of hunting wild cobras in India and giant alligators in Florida were pretty exciting. 

But what was even more thrilling to Fullington's students was the opportunity to interview Barr over the Internet, capture his comments on a digital recorder, and publish segments of their interview as "podcasts," which can be heard by students in classrooms all over the globe. (You can even download it at iTunes.)

Fullington, one of ABPC's 21st Century Teacher Fellows, told the Greenville Advocate that podcasting "seemed like a perfect way to marry the technology many students already enjoy outside of school, such as MP3 players, with academic studies."

Fullington began by searching the Web for an expert herpetologist who might be willing to answer questions prepared in advance by students. When he contacted National Geographic, Fullington was surprised to get a personal note from Barr, who not only agreed to answer the questions but offered to download the software necessary for students to stage the live interview.

"As teachers, we never know unless we ask," says Fullington. "There are many experts out there who are willing to give some time to students to share their enthusiasm for their specialty."

Fullington says the prospect of the interview deepened student interest and encouraged them to be well-prepared with knowledgeable questions. By including the podcast development in the project, he adds, "the students were actually creating a product out of their school work – and that was really powerful."

The interview was conducted over the free Skype Internet-based telephony service (skype.com) and edited for podcasting with Audacity, a free, simple-to-use software program that can be downloaded from the Web (audacity.sourceforge.net/). "The kids caught on quick," says Fullington, "which is no surprise!"

Read the Greenville Advocate news story:

http://www.abpc21.org/res/RFpodcast_DrBarr.doc
Listen to the podcasts at Fullington's classroom blog:

http://www.ghshonorsbio.blogspot.com
Sage Advice about 21st Century Learning

When a national magazine asked teachers "what did you learn this year?", April Chamberlain, a ABPC 21st Century Fellow from the Trussville City Schools, had these remarks published:

Of all the things I learned this year, the most important is how to give students the tools to find their voices. We have blogged with soldiers in Iraq, used a wiki to write collaboratively across classes, made movies to promote childhood safety in our community, and experimented with podcasting the news at our school. Through all these twenty-first-century tools, their voices are being heard loud and clear!

http://snipurl.com/ACremarks
Who Says You Can't Blog in Primary School?

It's not news that secondary teachers are beginning to use online web tools like blogs, wikis, and podcasts to increase their students' excitement about learning. But teachers in the primary grades? "They're just too little."

Primary school teachers involved in ABPC's 21st Century Schools initiative beg to differ! Here are just two creative examples of how teachers in the early grades increase student interest in doing their very best work by making it "public" via the World Wide Web.

Second Grade - Egypt Days

Every year, the P.T.A at Chestnut Grove Elementary in Decatur City sponsors the study of a country. "This year we went to Egypt," says second grade teacher Lisa Greer. Teachers integrated social studies, art, reading, science, math, writing and technology around the Egyptian theme. One highlight of the experience was a simulated airplane trip to Egypt, complete with an onboard movie and plenty of popcorn. So what does all of this have to do with blogging? Check out Ms. Greer's "Egypt Days" blog for photos and descriptions of all the fun! (And be sure to leave a comment for the kids.)

http://egyptdays.blogspot.com/
Kindergarten – Wilson's Whiskers

Photographs and work samples are prominent in the best elementary schools blogs. Charlotte Wilson, a kindergarten teacher at Vestavia Hills Elementary East, uses her digital camera on a daily basis to capture images of her students at work. You'll find science projects, illustrated stories, even sand castles. In fact, one of our favorite entries is Wilson's passionate defense of The Sandbox as a learning tool. Sometimes, the old technology is still the best! 
http://wilsonwhiskers.blogspot.com/
Want To See More Online Projects

From Alabama's K-12 Classrooms?

We've begun to collect weblinks you can visit to see the many web-based classroom activities going on in Alabama schools. Currently, most of the links at our Delicious bookmarking page come from schools and teachers involved in ABPC's 21st Century Learning initiative. But we don't want to stop there! If you have a link you'd like to add to our collection, please send it to John Norton at norton@abpc21.org. 

Here's our page at Delicious. If you haven't checked out the advantages of a social bookmarking service like this, just click on "help" to find out more!

http://del.icio.us/abpcjohn
The Who, What, Where, How, and Why 

of Using Wikis in Your School and Classroom
Teachers across Alabama are discovering one of the coolest web tools available – the WIKI. As middle grades teacher and ABPC 21st Century Fellow Aimee Smith tells us in this brief how-to article, a wiki is an open-editing web application similar to a web page. Open-editing means that a wiki can be edited by anyone who can view it in a web browser (although most wiki services offer an optional password protection feature). Information can be posted to a wiki without programming knowledge and without the expense of site hosting, making it very appealing to many users – including teachers and students! It's quick and easy (the expression "wiki wiki" means "quick" in Hawaiian) and suitable for every grade, K-12.
Read Aimee's article about wikis in the classroom:

http://www.abpc21.org/res/ABPC_ASmith_wikis.doc
We Need More Than "No Child Left Behind"

To Meet the Needs of 21st Century Citizens

"Let's assume the No Child Left Behind Act works fine and that by

2014 every student meets the targeted standards and passes his or

her state's exit exam," writes educator Bob Pearlman in the June 2006 issue of Edutopia magazine. "Will those students be successful as

citizens and workers in the twenty-first century?"

Not a chance, Pearlman says. Likewise, even if every governor in the United States supports a one-to-one computer initiative in every school, that won't prepare our students to thrive in the decades to come. 

"No matter how sophisticated the tools we put in classrooms, the curriculum designed to educate students to meet the new standards is sorely inadequate to help them after they leave school," says Pearlman, a consultant on designing twenty-first-century secondary schools. "In short, learning – and schooling – must be totally transformed."
What's missing, Pearlman believes, is a sufficient emphasis on 21st Century skills. And those skills are best developed through project- and problem-based learning, supported by digital technologies.

Read the complete story at:

http://snipurl.com/pearlman
Don't Miss the Latest Issue of Our

Working Toward Excellence Journal:

"Educating the Digital Generation"

 It's filled with stories and resources that can help accelerate 21st Century teaching and learning in Alabama! Download the Spring 2006 issue here:

http://www.bestpracticescenter.org/pdfs/wte5-2.pdf
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