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TECHQUEST PROJECT:  Creating a Multi-Page Website 
“Mr. Acre, what did I miss yesterday?” 
“Mr. Acre, can I get yesterday’s assignment?” 
“Mr. Acre, I am going to the robotics competition next Friday, what am I going to miss?”  

       
Have you ever heard any of the questions I listed above?  I thought so… 
I hear these questions two or three times a class as I have recently taking a position at the Macomb Mathematics Science Technology Center (MMSTC).  The problem is that at the MMSTC we pull students from nine different school districts for half of the day; the other half they attend their home schools.  Frequently, students are gone due to events at their home school, extracurricular activities, or illness.  I would like to find a way for students (and their parents) to be kept abreast of what is going on in class.  This includes lessons, assignments, etc…  Currently, on average, I spend approximately three minutes at the beginning of class “catching” students up.  Another five to ten minutes per day is spent responding to parents’ emails about what their child has missed or will be missing.
To address this issue, my plan is to use a multipage website similar to the one that we created in this course as a reference source, as every student in my school is online.  This would be valuable as students can get started on their assignments and keep caught up in the class while they are out, rather than waiting until they get back to get their make-up work.  In addition, there is no cost to the district.  In fact, I have my own area on our school’s website to link this information.  I will know that I am successful when I no longer have to spend the beginning of class catching students up, or email parents upcoming lessons and assignments.
While the website does make common sense, research shows that easy to access course materials allows students to study at a time and location that they prefer, which aides in student retention (Technology’s Impact on Learning.)  Obtaining materials quickly helps in student motivation.  In fact, according to James Kulik, who studies effectiveness of computers used for instruction, students usually learn more in less time.

Project Description
Now before I get too far into the project, a further discussion of the setting is necessary.  From the my perspective, as I alluded to earlier, this project will make life better for me, as I will spend less class time directing students to their makeup work, and more time towards the activities of the day. I teach Geometry and Advanced Placement Calculus and feel that both can be easily integrated into one website.  From the students’ perspective, this can also make life better for them, as they can stay “caught up” in class.  In addition, if for some reason they forgot the assignment, the can look it up.  Further, I have found that some students actually do like to “work ahead”.  This website will allow them to do that.   In addition, parents can use this tool so that rather than asking, “Do you have homework tonight?” They can go to the webpage and look it up. 
 I plan on having the basic site up and running this summer so that it is ready for the 2009-2010 school year.  For the future, I would also like to add a link for blogging, so that students may dialogue about activities and problems they encounter for homework.  I still need to figure out the best way to make sure that “appropriate” blogging is the norm.  I also need to think about how to encourage and monitor the blog site, without spending hours a week on it.  Also, I will need to develop a plan for consequences of improper usage. 
In addition, a separate page for links to resources is something that I see as a necessity.  In Geometry, students are taught using a binder of material comprised by the former teacher’s thirty three years of experience.  That’s right, she wrote her own book!  It is a wonderful book that is constructive in nature.  The problem is that some students need more practice to retain the information.  This link page will aide them.   In AP Calculus, students often “Google” the topic if they don’t understand the way it was presented in class.  This link page will direct them to appropriate sites quickly.  For either class, absent students can check out the links page.  Here they will find tutorials that will help them to “learn” the material.

 The plan is fairly simple.  Take the ideas that I am using here (web pages, links and blogs) and connect them to my school’s website:  http://www.wcs.k12.mi.us/mmstc/ under my teacher area.  It is my hope that all of my students will use this resource to its fullest advantage.  I envision each student using the website at least once a week, whether it is for the calendar, the links to resources, or the blogging area. 
Appropriate for your chosen audience

This project is extremely relevant and appropriate to my students as they are all “digital natives” who spend a fair amount of their time using some sort of technology to stay “in touch” with the friends… why not allow them to do the same with academics?  As stated earlier, I am at the MMSTC, which is a gifted and talented program in Macomb County.  I am blessed with having many types of technology at my fingertips.  In addition, it is an expectation that all students have an internet connection available to them at home.  After completing a survey using surveymonkey.com, I found this to be true. Only one student claimed not to have internet access.  So this website is especially helpful to my students, as they can actually access it from home.  
  
I asked every student to let me know what technologies they used.  I listed the following:  MySpace, facebook, twitter, AIM (or other such instant message services), and Skype… out of 96 students, all but five of them belonged to at least one.  Then I added text messaging into the mix, and the remaining five was trimmed down to one. So I guess this project is really more a reaction to this phenomenon.  I guess you could say that my students are teaching me, rather than vice versa. 

If you think about it, most every high school student uses technology in some way.  A decade ago students were using CD players, now they use MP3s and I-Pods.  They were using home phones, now they have cell phones.  From a young age, students are joining social bookmarking sites such as MySpace and facebook.  They are texting, instant messaging, tweeting, emailing, and oh yeah, sometimes they even call and talk to each other.  I say all of this as a gentle reminder that today’s students communicate and thus learn in a different manner than the students of ten years ago.  This is true regardless of whether they enroll in a math and science center.  

Internet Research

Often times in education, one hears about the latest thing in technology and then upon implementing it, they realize that it actually makes life more difficult in terms of time, effort, and most importantly student achievement.   This will not be the case for my project.  While I do not know how to measure student achievement when it comes to this website; I am certain that this will NOT be change without a difference.  So now that I have my idea, I figured that I should do some research on it.  Specifically, I was curious to see if other Michigan State students had done a techquest similar to mine.   I began using Google, dogpile, and yahoo search engines to aid in my quest to find a techquest.  Here is a sample of what I typed into the search bars:

msu techquest web page
msu techquest web site

techquest + website

techquest + webpage
msu techquest electronic communication

msu techquest parent communication

“msu techquest”
msu+techquest

While I found many on podcasts, blogs, etc… I was unable to locate any on my topic.  From there I did an Eric search.  I came across an interesting case study based on what I am in the process of implementing:  The Effects of a Teacher Created Web Page… by Elizabeth Nelms.  The case study detailed how the teacher came to using a web-page.  In addition, the study showed an increase in parent involvement as well as student achievement.  This assured me that I was choosing to do something of value for my students and their parents.

I also checked out blackboard.com, as this is one of the largest sites pertaining to my topic, and lends itself nicely to where I am headed.  My school has access to blackboard via the Macomb Intermediate School District (MISD), which is a county wide institution.  Keep in mind that my techquest is just as much for student communication, as we pull from nine different school districts.  This seemed like a wonderful resource and has given me much to think about.  

In addition, I checked out ratings of different software pages that aid in website design.  I discovered that my CEP 811, Melissa White, teacher knows what she is talking about when she recommended that I purchase Dreamweaver for my MSU website.  It is consistently talked about in the “techie” forums that I visited as being one of the best products out there.  In addition, I went to consumerresearch.com, where they rated it second behind Windows Expression Web, stating that while Dreamweaver was more powerful, Expression Web was more user friendly.

Finally, you cannot discount the human element.  I KNOW that I will need the help of one of our technology teachers as I go through the process of updating my site on a weekly basis.  Also, we have a technology help desk has already been helpful in guiding me in the right direction.  (I initially wasn’t listed as a teacher at the school, since I just transferred in January.)  They got me in touch with someone that helped to get me on the web site as a teacher.  It is nice to know that I can pick up the phone and dial “11111″ for help at any time.
I didn’t really have many issues with finding information about my techquest.  While it would have been nice to find a former (or current) student who had already done a techquest on my topic, I wasn’t too upset as there is so much information out there.  In the future, I would research more scholarly articles, in particular if I was struggling to see whether my idea was effective.
Project Implementation
So now that the research portion has concluded, it is time to implement my project.  Here is where I experienced my first snag.  In the section where MY webpage is supposed to be, the former teacher is STILL listed.  To overcome this, I thought that I would simply ask my district for server space and create my own site.  After some time, I was told that I couldn’t do this because there is a possibility that I could cause the site to crash.  I understood, so I decided to move on… besides, it does make sense to have my site listed in the school’s page.  

While this was occurring, I contacted the former teacher.  After some time, she informed me that she had no idea how to change names.  In fact, she said that she hadn’t updated the page in almost a year.  This led me to contact the help desk, where they told me that I didn’t have the capability to upload anything to the school’s website.  Rather, a systems operator would have to upload information for me.  This would only be done once I week.  This is a huge problem for me as my plans are constantly changing.  I frequently get through less material than I plan for in the day.  Thus, I need to have the ability to go in and make a change on a daily basis; otherwise, students would be doing the wrong assignment.  I can envision angry students and parents that have done “the wrong assignment.”   Further, I was informed that if I wanted to get the name changed I would need to see one of the technology teachers who were our systems operator.  So I approached the technology teacher with little success, as they used to get paid a stipend to be the “systems operator” of the building.  That stipend as well as the responsibility of maintaining the website was no longer hers.  She then directed me to another teacher in the building who had “volunteered” to keep up the website.  
I went to him the week before school let out and he put me off as, understandably, it was review time for final exams.  After exams, I re-approached him and he was a bit more helpful.  He called the technology desk to get me clearance. (I found out that we are the only building in the entire district that can upload on our own websites.)  In addition, he gave me the IP address so that I could go in and create my own links!  Unfortunately, I STILL can’t connect to the school’s site, as he still hasn’t changed the link from the old teacher’s name and folders to mine. 

Around half way through the above “journey” it became obvious to me that I wouldn’t be able to connect to my school’s site in a timely fashion, so I knew I had to get creative.  I was running out of time to implement this on a small scale, so I went to a fellow teacher in the building and asked if I could use her page for a day.  Thankfully she agreed.  I went into her site and changed her calendar around so that students could see what I had planned for them for the remaining two weeks of school.





The picture above shows three of my freshman, two of them are looking at the website, while the third is apparently working on his research project.

I was pleasantly surprised to find that before I had directed students to go and look at my calendar, two of them had come into class asking me if I knew that I had put it on another teacher’s website.  It was at that moment when my frustration left and satisfaction entered.  What was going to happen when students knew that I had my own area?  Based on my students reactions, ranging from “cool” to “how come you didn’t do this sooner?” I knew that all of the time and energy exerted thus far has been worth it.  In addition, I did hear one comment that startled me… “Sweet, now I don’t have to pay attention in class anymore.”
That comment got me to thinking that some students might use the site as a crutch.  This prompted further research.  I found a great deal of information out there on the cautions of using computers for classroom teaching and learning.  The skeptics (in general) didn’t really question the idea of using computers, but rather HOW they are used.  It will be important for me to use the site as a supplement.  It must be made known to students and parents that missing class is a big deal and that the website doesn’t replace “seat time”, rather it is a way to deal with what happens when seat time is lost.
Thus far my findings are a bit lacking, as my techquest did not get implemented as planned.  I do not have any concrete evidence to suggest that success has been made in my problem of practice; having said that, I am encouraged by the little feedback that I have received from my students.  I am not too bothered by this lack of data at this point, because I feel that this project is the type of thing that needs to start as students begin their semester rather than as they end it.  I will get more conclusive findings in December 2009 as my students will have a semester to work with the site.  I look forward to updating you on my findings.
I have included a timeline that maps out where I am headed, both with this techquest, as well as with the implementation of technology in general.

TIMELINE

SUMMER 2009:

· Work on website - have it up and running by September

· Have techquest implemented on a small scale

· Get in touch with Lee or Brook about the next step in the process towards my degree

· Attend the MCTM conference to get training on the TI N-Spire

· Research web 2.0 activities and incorporate at least one of them into my lesson plans for each unit that I teach

FALL 2009:

· Refer students to website (resource for the classroom)
· Take additional classes through MSU

· Continue with all of the technology that I already use in the classroom

· Meet with staff -discuss ways to improve technology in our building

· Implement usage of TI N-Spire

· Apply for funding to attend a MACUL conference

2010:

· Attend summer cohort group at MSU

· Finish Master's Program in Educational Technology

· Implement StAIR and WebQuest on a wide scale (The Tower Project, which is 
           what both are based off is done 2nd semester)
· Use survey monkey to create a survey about technology and whether it is helping in student achievement (specifically the website)
Project Evaluation
So as I wind up my techquest I am should reflect upon what I have gone through.  There are definitely some things that I would change, if I could go back in time.  The biggest thing would have been to start earlier.  Further, this was a bad time of year to try and implement a new website.  If I were to do this techquest or any similar project again, I would try to be much less reactive.  I felt like I was “wondering around” literally, trying to figure out how to get things done.  In the future, I would sit down and map out a plan.  What do I already have in place?   What do I need to set up?  What are the items that I have NO IDEA on what to do?  I feel like a bit more planning at the beginning would have saved a great deal of time and frustration throughout the project.  I will absolutely do this project again; as a matter of fact, my techquest will never end.  There will always be maintenance and upkeep on my website.  I will continue finding new links and other web 2.0 applications to add to the site.  

A word to the wise, just because something is a struggle doesn’t mean it isn’t worthwhile.  I would recommend two things to anyone implementing a new form a technology.  First, pick something that is meaningful to you and your classroom, you’ll get more out of it if you do this.  This project in particular and the online classes in general are not designed to be hooping jumping experiences.  (Although you may need to jump through one or two ()  They are designed for you to take the knowledge and experience you gain from the readings, lectures, group interactions, etc… and apply that knowledge.  Second, I would recommend that you to stick with it.  In the real world there are complex problems that can’t be solved with a three step process, as was the case with my techquest.  I am sure that you will find a similar scenario as you implement your own technology into the classroom. 
KEY RESOURCES:

· Key Issue: Enhancing Teacher Leadership
http://www2.tqsource.org/strategies/leadership/EnhancingTeacherLeadership.pdf

· Grunwald Survey: Digital Leadership Divide
http://www.cosn.org/Resources/Resource Library/tabid/4189/id/17/Default.aspx

· Web 2.0 Meets Information Literacy
http://iflaslblog.wordpress.com/category/web-20/

· The ECAR Study of Undergraduate Students and Information Technology, 2007 http://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ers0706/rs/ers07064.pdf

· The Impact of Education Technology on Student Achievement, John Schacter http://www.mff.org/pubs/ME161.pdf

· Meta-Analytic Studies of Findings on Computer Based instruction: Technology’s Impact on Learning http://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=7spWIqyYdVIC&oi=fnd&pg=PA9&dq=james+kulik+technology%27s+impact+on+learning&ots=UK5jS73d0b&sig=9ULIJ8QC1Jx4itpPV73hQZm9C9M
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