ASSURING INTERNET SAFETY & ACCESS

How can we be certain that our children have a safe online experience and also assure that teachers and students have the flexibility to explore the Web together; use tools like blogs, wikis, podcasts, and streaming video for instruction; interact with learners all over the world, and gain the competencies they need to succeed in a digital society?

In early February 2006, technology representatives from 15 Alabama school districts involved in the ABPC 21st Century Learning project joined leaders from our participating schools in a live online mini-conference to discuss Internet safety and access issues. The two-hour session, held on the Elluminate Live website, featured four guest experts who led a lively, frank dialogue about ways to assure Internet and WWW access for 21st Century teaching and learning, while also assuring student safety and the security of school/district technology infrastructure.

Our guests included: Sean Nutting, Director of Technology for the Trussville City Schools; Cyber-safety expert/attorney Nancy Willard; Gene Roche, Director of Academic Information Services at The College of William and Mary, and Rick Bagwell,  Network Engineer for the Alabama Research & Education Network (Alabama Supercomputer).
As our invitation to conference participants noted: "School/system firewall policies and Acceptable Use Policy (AUP) restrictions in our participating schools and districts could make it difficult for 21st Century School teams to fully participate in our online sessions. On a larger scale, such restrictions could seriously limit opportunities to integrate Internet-based tools and learning strategies into our classrooms. We all want to protect our students from the dark side of the Internet. At the same time, we realize that if we expect our students to be successful in the 21st Century, they must develop skills and knowledge that can only come through regular Internet-based activities." 

Conference participants identified several key issues in need of further study, dialogue and collaboration: (1) district concerns about the bandwidth demands of certain web-based technologies; (2) the need to develop high-quality professional development for teachers – and a well-designed curriculum for students – about safe, responsible blogging; and (3) strategies that will reassure IT staff and others responsible for Internet safety that teachers are carefully monitoring student use.

The Alabama Best Practices Center will look for future opportunities to pursue these issues with education and IT leaders who share our belief that the Internet, if used responsibly, represents a huge learning opportunity that our schools cannot afford to ignore.

If you'd like to view an archive of the ABPC mini-conference, contact Cathy Gassenheimer: cathy@aplusala.org
RELATED RESOURCES:

This wiki page was developed to support our Safety & Access mini-conference. Here you'll find many articles and resources about Internet safety and access in the classroom, as well as links to teacher projects that rely on web-based tools. (Thanks to Gene Roche and Sheryl Nussbaum-Beach at The College of William and Mary for making this page possible.)

http://snipurl.com/ABPCsafety_access
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