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1)  To what extent do these sites serve as models for promoting meaningful learning (Bransford et al)? Or in other words, what is required of an online learning environment to promote meaningful learning? To what extent does the site you visited do so? How is this learning different?

Teachers must consider the ever-changing learning styles that exist in present day classrooms.  As Prensky stated, “The fact is that even if you are the most engaging old-style teacher in the world, you are not going to capture most of our students’ attention the old way” (2005).      

As the field of education unveils new methods on how subject matter should be taught to students, the numerous resources available to teachers should provide an easy adjustment.   On page seven of our article, Partnership of 21st Century Skills, it tells us, “Education that prepares students for learning in this complex, digital society will be more meaningful to students and, ultimately, more effective in preparing them for the future” (Learning for the 21st Century, 2002).  As education continues its transition, many websites are reflecting this change.  One website that is a favorite at my school is www.thinkfinity.org.  This site does a tremendous job of providing meaningful learning for students by allowing them to explore and interact with the activities.  The authors Jukes and McCain (2008) discovered that “Digital Learners prefer processing pictures, sounds, color, and video before text” (p. 3).  The website, Thinkfinity, provides this type of learning environment.  One of the activities on the Thinkfinity site is Ten Frame; which is geared for lower elementary students learning their basic number facts.  This activity allows students to choose from four different activities; How Many, Build, Fill, and Add.  This learning activity promotes meaningful learning by providing students with instant feedback and the ability to choose the level that challenges them, all while reinforcing their addition and subtraction skills.  Ten Frame fits into Blooms Digital Taxonomy (Churches, 2008) of higher order thinking skills because students “analyze” how many red dots are present or how many dots are needed to fill the frames, they “evaluate” their answer by the ‘smiley face’ or “sorry try again” they receive.  This process allows them to “create” a correlation between the actual number on the number line and the amount of (or lack of) red dots.  The learning activity also allows students to believe they are playing, when in fact they are actually reinforcing their math skills.

Since learning roles in education are drastically changing, educational websites have to follow suit.  When websites are constructed, web authors have to consider the various levels of technology skills that teachers’ possess.  By creating sites that are easy to navigate, web authors assist teachers in overcoming their lack of technological skill and confidence.  The website, Thinkfinity, assists teachers in making the change from director to facilitator by providing free professional development and instructional videos.  This free training allows teachers to gain a level of confidence at their own pace and convenience.  Nagel (2007) told us that “educators and staff members must themselves master 21st century skills to be effective in their roles” (p. 2).  An important focus of Thinkfinity is to provide technology training for teachers which Nagel (2007) supports as well, “Technology can be an extraordinary support for teachers, who can use it to become more effective in their classrooms” (p. 2).

Given the constraints of teaching, teachers often lack adequate time in their schedules to create lessons that encompass the learning needs of all their students.  The efficiencies of educational websites can fill that void.  Educational websites provide resources, lessons, and activities that can easily be integrated into existing subject matter.  The Thinkfinity website provides all of these along with 21st century skills.  Searching for Health topics provided step by step interactive lessons and activities that integrate the new methods of learning.  The lesson, SCI: Skin Cancer Investigation provides students with 3-D graphics of the skin.  When students hover their mouse over the different layers of skin, musical pop ups provide additional information about each layer.  This lesson completely relates with Jukes and McCain’s thoughts that students want pictures, sounds and colors first and text later (2008, p. 3).
It is important that websites provide evaluation tools and immediate feedback that can be utilized by both teachers and students, at the same time placing the teacher in a facilitator role.  While searching for activities on Thinkfinity’s site, we discovered that some lessons provide students with the opportunity to evaluate themselves and then print or email the results to their teacher.  Some lessons and activities contained worksheets that did not ask questions that used higher order thinking skills.  Jukes and McCain emphasize that questions should contain words such as “analyze, synthesize, apply, infer, interpolate” (2008, p. 12).  When teachers search for supplemental lessons they should focus on activities and websites that encourage higher-order critical thinking skills.     

2)  How do these sites demonstrate attention to 21st Century learning skills?

Engage Me or Enrage Me this title of the article that we chose to read really caught my attention.  The title really made me think back on my teaching experience and evaluate what I have been teaching my students.  Questions came into my mind such as, Have I been engaging my students in the content I want to teach them?, Will my students remember what I have taught them?, and What are some ways I can make my lessons more engaging?  I hope that I am still engaging my students on a daily basis.  This article talks about three types of students: self-motivated students, go through the motions students, and “tune us out” students (Prensky, 2005).  More and more of our students in society today are becoming “tune us out” students because we as educators are forgetting the engaging piece of learning that these students need in order to succeed.  As educators we have to bring our engaging pieces of our lessons into 21st century learning levels.  Teachers can create a 21st century context for learning by, “making content relevant to students’ lives, bringing the world into the classroom, taking students out into the world, and creating opportunities for students to interact with each other, with teachers, and with other knowledgeable adults in authentic learning experiences” (Learning for the 21st Century, 2004).  If we as teachers target student interest through the engaging piece of learning then the students have no choice but to learn what is presented because they are interested in the topic.


21st Century Learning skills look into what students use on a daily basis in their environments at home.  The four big contenders for students attention are cell phones, i-Pods/MP3 players, computers, and video games (XBOX, Playstation, & Wii).  As teachers we need to research which of these items if not all we can pull into our classrooms to use as a learning resource for our students.  Right away I can think of several ways I can pull in i-Pods/MP3 players into my classroom.  Several ways to use i-Pods/MP3 players would be to record lessons for auditory learning, download applications for students to use as resources such as a periodic table or dictionary, and finally to be used to check email from your teacher that students can respond to – topics can be educational prompts on what was covered in class that day.  Computers are another great resource for teachers to use.  Computers have access to the internet to find online video game simulations.  Computers can also access to teachers websites where students can post a blog or record lessons that they may have missed for the day.  Computers can present students with an opportunity to write papers, use excel spreadsheets, create power points, or multimedia presentations using resources such as i-Movie or Photostory.  Cell phones and video games are not always the best learning tool for teachers across all subject areas, however cell phones can be used in a communications class and video games can be used in a physical education class for daily exercise programs.


Both of these websites show you what our students are craving from their learning environments and from their teachers.  These resources use technology and 21st century learning skills.  The websites make you reflect and think about what you plan on doing to get those “tuned out” students “tuned in”.  Teachers need to constantly be researching what resources are available for the students to use in the classroom.  These resources should be engaging devices that the students use outside the classroom, such as computers, i-Pods/MP3 players, cell phones, and video games.

3)  To what extent and how do these contribute to an improved learning environment for students?

It is no surprise that in today’s fast changing world, technology seems to be taking over the workforce as well as the classroom.  When students are young, they have a high aptitude of learning new knowledge and the tools to help implement that knowledge into their lives; so it should come as no surprise that students grab onto the concept of technology rapidly.  


In the article “Learning for the 21st Century,” a report by the National Research Council in 2000 found three key factors in the way students learn.  The first being that students come to school with their own ideas about the world.  Students also have prior knowledge about many subjects that they are taught in school, whether it is a vast expanse of knowledge or just something small, teachers need to play up to the fact that students do not come into the classroom as blank slates at the beginning of the year.  Teachers also need to discover what this prior knowledge is that their present students have in their minds.  The second finding they came across in order for students to obtain 21st century thinking skills is that they need to understand what is being taught to them.  There is a huge different between knowledge and actually understanding what that knowledge means and how to us it in their lives.  Along with understanding is the actual process of applying what the students have learned.  The third and final finding was that students should be able to take control of their own learning.  Rather than so much teacher-centered learning in the classroom, there should be more active student-centered learning where the students are responsible for their own progress and monitor themselves for improvement.  


I thought this whole section in the article “Learning for the 21st Century” summed-up exactly how teachers should be viewing their instruction and their students.  “While many schools gained from using some of these approaches to help students learn, the challenge today is to make these approaches the norm in the U.S. schools,” is a quote that I feel best summarizes the struggle that is still in place ten years later after the National Research Council finished their report.  I look back on my educational experience and repeatedly I remember teachers telling me I need to know the information for the test.  There really was no other reason; I just had to do well on the test in order to receive the best grade.  I remember very few times where teachers actually looked at whether I was understanding and applying what I had just learned, or even had learned in a different quarter of the year.  I believe more people have jumped on board with the concept that student understanding and application is by far more important than just regurgitating facts to the teacher.  


In the article by Marc Prensky “Enrage or Engage Me,” I like how he started off by discussing the three different types of learners.  You have the learners that are self-motivated and will do what they need to do in order to achieve success because they enjoy success and school.  Those students who do what they need to do in order to get the grade and feel that what is being taught won’t affect their lives or future.  And finally, the students who seem not to really care and feel school does not apply to them.  As a teacher, you need to figure out right away what type of students you have in order to better meet their needs and how far along cognitively they are with 21st century skills.  You obviously have a high, medium, and low student demographic in this article as well as in the classroom.  It’s about getting those medium and low students to an area where they can understand what they are learning will apply to their life and better yet, how to apply that new information.  


I also thought the article brought up a good point about how technology engages students;  not just computers, but the use of IPods and video games as well.  If students can’t be actively engaged with activities similar to those listed, they start to become disgruntled and enraged with the ideas of learning and school.  We are a visual society.  Whether by visual that means artwork, diagrams, scenic places in nature, or simply a video game, we are happier and learn better when we have something in front of us that gets our attention.  This should be no different with how students learn in the classroom.  By allowing students to have a firm grasp on how to use the technology that is available to them, they are more engaged in the classroom, and have more of aptitude of understanding the content that is presented to them.  I have found it hard many times as a college student to sit through a lecture without messing around on my lab top.  If I can take my own experience and relate to how disengaging lectures can be, then what are the ways that lectures or instruction in the classroom can utilize that lab top or IPod the student has in order to get them involved in the lesson?  And with technology, the possibilities are virtually endless with what is presently available and what will be available to better engage student learning and create more understanding and application in a 21st century world.  
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Individual/Small Group Response

	Criterion/evaluation
	Excellent (5)
	Competent (3)
	Lacking (1)

	Identifies all the important elements of the assignment.
	
	
	

	Demonstrates an ability to integrate what you’ve learned from reading discussions, and from personal experiences.
	
	
	

	Uses a clear, fluent, and concise style to present information and ideas.
	
	
	

	Uses appropriate references from readings - APA
	
	
	


*Points x 5 = 100 pts possible
Strengths of the paper:
Your article was well written, organized and addressed the elements with great detail.  You connected the content with real experiences from your past educational experiences, present teaching practices and your experiences as a student now.  Nice job!

Pat


