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Rather than give a detailed description of one course I have taken online, I would like to reflect upon what has brought me to my position today as Education Technology Specialist, a position where I help student teachers and professors integrate technology with curriculum on a daily basis, and support professionals with their work on using the Internet to best effect.

I began teaching in 1991 in the San Francisco Bay Area.  In 1994, I taught English to 9th graders at Richmond High School, an inner city school ranked in the 4th percentile (from the bottom) nationally.  Students were disillusioned with school; many were in gangs; most had little experience outside of their own town or neighborhood. In my class, many students read at the 3rd grade level, and yet I was expected to meet standards and benchmarks for 9th graders.  “What can I do?” I constantly asked myself, to help motivate these students to achieve, find their own voice, and express it effectively.  

In the classroom there was one computer: a 386 without harddrive, Windows, or mouse.  There was however, a Unix shell connection to the Internet.  What could I do with one computer and students who couldn’t type?  One assignment within the curriculum was the “Autobiographical Incident.”  Students were to write a story about themselves, and go through a writing process that included peer review, rewrite and publication.  I thought, this might be something I can incorporate with the computer.  I had the students do the writing, focusing on details, descriptions, and focus upon what they knew best, namely Richmond.  I told them that I would type their stories into the computer after they were done, and send their stories onto the Internet, to something called a “listserv.”  I also told them that I wasn’t going to correct their spelling or grammar for them, but they should focus on the meaning within the story, rather than trying to sound “perfect.”  I also told them, many of whom had flunked for years, that if they tried their hardest, that they would receive an “A.”

They began writing and rewriting, and I began typing as the stories came in.  I did not correct any mistakes, focusing instead on having the student stories speak for themselves.  I subscribed to the “Newsday” listserv (at Global Schoolhouse, moderated by Graham Hollowell) and began sending my students’ stories.  I had over 150 students, and that meant a lot of typing, but the students were all working hard and so was I.

Within a month, I started getting school newspapers back from schools around the world. One was from North Carolina, and I noticed that one of my student’s stories was published in it.  “Andre” I said “Check this out… you’re published in North Carolina.”  He said “Wow! That’s great! Can I have a copy for my grandmother?”  Here was a student who had steadily failed English year after year, and now, rather than having another paper with red pencil correction marks all over it (something I didn’t do btw), now, he was *validated* because I had *facilitated* his writing, and someone across the country thought enough to not only read his work, but publish it in their paper.  

More papers came in.  “Hey, guess what” I told one “You’re published in Canada.”  “Guess what?” I asked another “You’re published in Finland!”  “REALLY?” was his incredulous reply until I showed him the paper “Where’s Finland?” was his next question.  I knew that I was going somewhere with this.  The key words fell into place: 

· Facilitation
· Validation

· Motivation

The students wanted to do more.  We signed up for a poetry project, then a limerick project.  We became keypals with students in Martha’s Vineyard, an island inhabited by upper middle class white students, diametrically opposed to mine.  However, they found that by emailing each other frequently (almost daily), their dialogue became a journal, and they made friends with people they would never likely meet in real life.

I learned as much about how I could use this one computer in my class as possible.  Later, I became mentor to other teachers in the school as to how to transform education away from the direct instruction and teacher centered didacticism we had learned was the proper pedagogy for students, and towards student-centered andragogy.  This led to positions in Computer Applications, and later as a Computer Resource Specialist in a middle school.  I became adept at online conferencing through various MOOs (now referred to as MUVEs), wrote tutorials for Diversity University and Tapped In, and helped others along the way.  I attended an online course at Fermilab where I created a project on Educational MUVEs. I placed my bookmarks online so others could benefit from my experience.  

Currently I attend as many online learning experiences as I can.  Sometimes it will be an After School Online session at Tapped In, or an audio-video hookup at HorizonLive.  Wherever I can learn, I am interested in being there.  I also do as much as I can to make learning fun for students and educators alike.  I’ve led a number of workshops on collaborative uses of the Internet, including an upcoming presentation for the NCCE conference.  
I am very interested in becoming a collaborative partner the upcoming Online Seminar, and hope to fit in as an e-moderator as well.  If you have any questions, or would like further information, please don’t hesitate to contact me.

Regards,

Jeff Cooper

