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In 1988, while teaching a professional development course for teachers concerning the use of telecommunications in education, I had an experience that changed me irrevocably. I had just finished describing the expectations for the final project, when a student raised her hand and asked if she could produce a video instead of writing a paper. The question caught me totally off guard. As I paused, mouth agape, I could feel old thinking and new paradigms chafing against each other like psychic tectonic plates. Watching a video was easy enough – but evaluating it as a school assignment? In the end, I told her that I would be happy to accept a video. In reality I was troubled by the fact that my print-based education had not prepared me for that moment or for the many moments like it that were sure to come. 

Then and now. Fast forward to 2007, a time when teenagers walk around with cell phones clipped to their belts that play music and video material that is at least personally meaningful if not original. Twenty-five years ago we had to watch Star Trek to see cell phones. Today they are staples of the “tEcosystem,” the ecosystem created by humans consisting of digital technology, connectivity and the communication they facilitate. 

What was truly different about life twenty-five years ago was the fact that the mediascape was a passive place in which most of us just consumed media as isolated users. Today it is a participatory, collaborative environment – often dubbed Web 2.0 – in which students create and distribute their own media, as well as media created by others. Even the media they consume comes from a mix of friends and contemporaries, as well as media companies. Like my experience in 1988, today’s educators are left to wonder how to incorporate their students’ burgeoning talents and literacies into schoolwork, and, above all, how to assess the new media that students create. 

New media assessment is upon us. The issue of new media assessment is upon us. It is so significant that it could well keep educators from encouraging students to produce schoolwork in “new media” forms, such as digital stories, games, blogs or those other forms we can’t imagine right now, long after more practical issues like technology funding and accessibility are addressed. On one level this quite understandable. In an era of standardized testing, there is little incentive for teachers to branch out into new areas of literacy or content exploration unless they feel comfortable and competent assessing the student work that such new ventures will produce. Yet the following issues make new media literacy and assessment issues of urgency, as well as opportunity:

· A lack of assessment strategy leads to an “A for Anything.” I have seen many well-meaning teachers give students full credit for new media production because they don’t want to penalize students for their own unfamiliarity with new media creation, as well as their lack of assessment strategy. This is very understandable, and quite fair given the circumstances. But it is not helpful to either students or teachers.
· New media literacy involves traditional literacy. Traditional literacy will continue to be foundational for many years to come. Fortunately, it is very much a part of new media production and provides a way to interest media-savvy students in reading and writing, as well as organizing and exploring their thoughts through the use of text. The saying "if it ain't on the page, then it ain't on the stage" is just as true for new media narratives, like digital stories, as it is for theater and movies. Anecdotally, I have heard from teachers that students who don't want to write school reports are happy to write plans and scripts for new media because doing so is not perceived as "school work." 
· Being literate in a general sense will include new media literacy as well as conventional literacy. Being able to create and understand new media is rapidly becoming part of what it means to be literate in a general sense. As we ask students to create web pages along side term papers, and as employers require employees to create new media presentations along side conventional reports, we would do well to consider what new media literacy means and how we can best approach addressing it in our school systems. 

· Students will pursue new media literacy, with or without our assessment. Every day our students turn to the tEcosystem to find many kinds of learning opportunities that they do not find in school. In fact, more and more students are bringing their tEcosystems with them to school in the form of cell phones, laptops, and other kinds of personalized, networked technology. The net result is that they can leave school once they arrive! As Web 2.0 evolves, students will bypass parts of school altogether, using the tEcosystem as their main source of information, education and social interaction. We can choose to become part of their world so we can guide how and what they learn or ignore it at everyone’s peril, including our own.

Some historical perspective. We forget that at one point books were considered heretical new media. They came with many downsides – as do today’s new media – like diminishing human memory, substituting book reading for community storytelling, and replacing real experience with descriptive analysis. Yet we didn’t shy away from using them in our educational systems for one compelling reason that has little to do with academics: their pervasive presence in everyday life mandated that we learn how to use them within school so that our students might better use them outside of school. If we want our children to be “smarter,” and if what we mean by that, at least in part, is more useful in the real world, then we need to recognize that a large part of the real world consists of the tEcosystem. Thus, if learning how to read and write passes muster as an important part of intelligence, then learning how to read and write new media narrative should as well. 

We shouldn’t expect to address new media literacy or assessment easily or conclusively. We need to remember that even though we have had centuries to get used to traditional literacy, books and articles continue to appear every year about how to improve traditional literacy assessment. Therefore, we shouldn’t expect to understand how to assess new media in education so soon after its arrival. But that shouldn’t stop us from beginning the process. 

What will new media assessment look like? Beyond functional considerations of technology use, it will most certainly involve considerations of clear communication, media grammar and an alignment of academic goals and audience needs with media development. In addition, it will address effectively blending 4 primary literacies – digital, art, oral and writing – into “the DAOW of literacy.” But that is a topic for another day.
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For information about the DAOW of literacy and other topics related to new media assessment, go to www.jasonohler.com/storytelling or visit subTechst (subtechst.com).

tEcosystem:


The ecosystem created by humans, consisting of digital technology, connectivity and the communication they facilitate.
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