

Bridging the Gap with Web 2.0      6

Bridging the Gap between Students and Schools with Web 2.0 Technologies  

Michelle Meyer Ngai

California State University, Long Beach


It is without doubt that in most schools today, there is a large discrepancy between the 21st century technology students use and participate in outside of the classroom versus what is taking place inside school hours.  Outside of school, increasingly technologically savvy students exist in an “i-mode” of being, i.e. they are always “on” and always “connected”, through 24/7, wireless, mobile technologies.  But when they are in school, they must leave that connected world and enter one which is often very disconnected from what is happening “out there”.  

Selwyn (2006) argued that this technological gap has schools facing “… ‘a legitimacy crisis with kids’ – further alienating ‘tribes’ of media-centered young people from their less ‘switched-on’ elders.” (p. 6).  Research does indeed show that students are frustrated and somewhat disengaged because of the lack of meaningful and relevant use of technology during school hours, but for the most part they have learned to work around the discrepancy and see it as an inconvenience, not a total disaster.  

However, it doesn’t have to be either.  Because young people are already engaged in the interactive Web, they possess a great number of skills in applying Web 2.0 technologies on a regular basis in their personal and social lives.  The onus is on educators to look critically at the skills students already possess, to learn the technologies students are already using, and to figure out how the use of those skills and technologies can be translated into meaningful learning experiences.  It is already happening in a number of classrooms, but many more are being left behind.  

By way of background to more recent articles on the integration of relevant, engaging, and collaborative Web 2.0 technologies into classroom curriculum today, two studies on the “digital disconnect” between widespread and pervasive student use of technology outside of school vs. sporadic and often unengaging use of technology in school were consulted.  The first study (Levin & Arafeh, 2002) was conducted in the U.S. and the second (Selwyn, 2006), which essentially replicated the first, was conducted in the U.K. four years later.  Both had similar findings, namely, that:  1) students’ use of the Internet was much greater outside of school; 2) access at school was limited and usually only for research; 3) access was restricted due to blocked or filtered content or teachers’ excessive control due to fear of inappropriate use by students;  4) Internet use at school was largely dependent on the individual teachers’ motivation and skills (or lack thereof); and 5) meaningful and engaging technology-based lessons were few and far between.  Indeed, despite the four year potential for growth between these studies, even in 2006 the digital disconnect was alive and well!  

Fast forward to 2009, and things are looking better, though we still have a long way to go.  The use of Web 2.0 technologies has exploded over the past couple of years and many young people are engaged as authors and consumers on the participatory Web, taking part in a wide range of activities such as blogging, file sharing, and online gaming (Clark, et al., 2009).  So now the challenge for educators becomes analyzing how these technologies are already a significant part of young learners’ lives outside of school, recognizing the potential for the educational use of the technological skills students already possess,  and then translating that knowledge into reality in the classroom.  This will serve to not only begin to eliminate the digital disconnect between students’ experiences outside of and within schools, but will also help prepare them for future careers in this digital, collaborative age.  As Vogel (2009) points out, “There’s nothing you work on in the real world that you do by yourself anymore.  Work is done in teams.  Collaboration is an absolutely essential skill.”  (p. 23)

A survey of recent literature shows that there is much agreement on the effective use of Web 2.0 tools to engage students in creative and meaningful learning projects.  All the articles on the integration of Web 2.0 point to their numerous educational benefits. First, these interactive technologies engage and motivate students far more than traditional teaching methods.  When students create a blog, a wiki, a podcast, or a YouTube video, for example,  they are creating for their entire class and beyond, for a larger Internet audience.  The motivation is much greater than if they were just writing a report for their teacher (Imperatore, 2009).  Second, these kinds of projects encourage deeper reflection on assignments and increase critical thinking abilities.  Blogs facilitate connective writing, which forces users to read carefully and critically (Norton & Hathaway, 2008).  Feedback from a wider audience encourages students to think more critically, to evaluate their writing, to take into account perspectives and opinions they hadn’t previously considered.  Third, with readers and viewers beyond the limits of the classroom, Web 2.0 tools present the opportunity for continued learning experiences (Johnson, 2009).  You don’t just write a paper, get a grade, and that’s the end of it.  “When a student’s work is seen, commented on, and collaboratively enhanced by a larger, participative audience, those students are drawn into extended educational ‘conversations.’” (Johnson, 2009, p. 29)  Fourth, student-created projects can enhance students’ developments of other skills as well.  Podcasts, for example, motivate students to improve their research, work on speaking and presentation skills, and to learn the technical skills of recording audio and inserting sound to grab an audience’s attention. (Sprague & Pixley, 2008).  Finally, student created multimedia projects increase learning because students take ownership of their learning.  The use of Web 2.0 technologies facilitates the constructivist model of learning which “…says that students learn a whole lot more of what they construct, rather than just what we tell them, when they’re producers and not just consumers.” (Vogel, 2009, p. 24)

Unfortunately, despite the numerous benefits to students’ learning in the classroom, the use of Web 2.0 technologies in students’ lives continues to be far more prevalent outside of school than in school.  Though there are many teachers who are taking advantage of tools such as wikis, blogs, and podcasting to engage students in authentic, technology-based learning experiences, there are far more that are not.  


There are many reasons for this, first and foremost, teachers’ unfamiliarity with and lack of skills to use these tools.  In addition, many administrators and teachers are unaware of  the educational benefits of their use.  But perhaps most detrimental is the view taken by some educators that these tools are for “social” purposes and should therefore not be allowed in the school environment.  While it is true that outside of school, students are using these tools primarily for social and entertainment purposes, an unwillingness to consider the potential educational uses sadly leads to a great number of resources with incredible educational potential going untapped.  

Clark, et al. (2009) uses the term “digital dissonance” to describe the tension around the use of particular technologies by learners in formal educational contexts.  The idea of technology as a social tool vs. an educational tool cannot be reconciled for some administrators and therefore technologies that have great potential for educational purposes are banned from schools.  For example, mobile phones are banned in many schools because they are “social” technologies, but in Web 2.0 applications, mobile phones could be used for taking photos or shooting video for use in multimedia presentations, podcasts, or educational videos.  Social bookmarking websites can be extraordinarily helpful in the educational setting, allowing teachers and students to save, tag, and share resources and Websites for class projects, but they are sometimes blocked by school technology departments for fear of the word “social” in their title.  (Johnson, 2009)  Chat rooms, social networking sites, and file sharing sites all have potential for educational purposes, allowing students to connect with other students, share resources, post learning and get feedback, and work collaboratively on projects. 

The possibilities are endless with Web 2.0 technologies, but we have a long way to go to let go of the fear and grasp on to the potential that they hold.  As Clark et al. (2009) argue, “Institutions need to consider the implications of elements such as social networking and mobile devices, which are part of young learners’ everyday ‘life worlds’, and to see that what is needed is a supportive negotiated response through which the institution guides the learner towards a more critical reflective appropriation of these technologies.” (p. 68)
References
Clark, W., K. Logan, R. Luckin, A. Mee & M. Oliver (2009).  Beyond Web 2.0: 


Mapping the technology landscapes of young learners.  Journal of Computer


Assisted Learning, 25, 56-69.

Imperatore, C. (2009).  What you need to know about Web 2.0.  Techniques:  


Connecting Education and Careers, 84 (1), 20-23.

Johnson, M. (2009).  Primary sources and Web 2.0: Unlikely match or made for each 


other?  Library Media Connection, 27 (4), 28-30.
Levin, D. & Arafeh, S. (2002). The digital disconnect:  The widening gap between 
internet-savvy students and their schools.  Washington DC, Pew Internet & 


American Life Project.  

Norton, P. & Hathaway, D. (2008).  On its way to K-12 classrooms, Web 2.0 goes to 


graduate school.  Computers in the Schools, 25 (3), 163-180.

Selwyn, N. (2006).  Exploring the ‘digital disconnect’ between net-savvy students and 


their schools.  Learning, Media, and Technology, 31 (1), 5-17.

Sprague, D. & Pixley, C. (2008).  Podcasts in Education:  Let their voices be heard.


Computers in the Schools, 25 ( 3), 226-234.
Vogel, C. (2009).  A call for collaboration.  District Administration, 45 (5), 22-25.

