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What's Next in Educational Technology? Becoming your favorite philosopher

Do you have a personal philosophy about using technology in your classroom? Most teachers do but may not always realize it. It shows up in the ways they use technology with their students, and in the questions they ask about when, why and how to use technology personally and professionally. 

If you’re like most teachers, your philosophy addresses issues beyond technical proficiency, like respect, safety and developing a balanced perspective about technology’s advantages and disadvantages. After all, you want your students to see “the big picture” of technology so that they can be informed citizens as well as educated students. You want them to use technology not only effectively and creatively, but responsibly and wisely as well. 

The responsible wise use technology

Addressing the responsible and wise use of technology is problematic because it covers a vast, complex area of human activity. But fortunately there are places to turn for perspective. One source is ISTE (International Society for Technology in Education), which fortunately provides comparable standards for students, teachers and administrators. When I searched for commonalities among the different standards developed for these groups, the following common core areas emerged: 

· Area 1: Social needs, cultural identity, global community

· Area 2: Equity, diversity, equal access

· Area 3: Legalities, ethics, copyright

· Area 4: Privacy and security

· Area 5: Safety and health (personal, environmental)

· Area 6: Media bias

· Area 7: Personal responsibility and appropriate behavior


Then what?

What do we do with this list? We can at least use it as a lens that helps us see that any technological application creates impacts in these areas.  In practical terms, we can follow that up by including some consideration of these areas in any unit of instruction we teach that employs a significant use of technology. Ideally, understanding these areas would also become an important focus of academic endeavor so that schools can help prepare students to make informed decisions about a number of issues, including genetic engineering, information privacy, and practicing good citizenship in virtual environments.

In essence, our goal is to help students recognize that the choices they make about technology are as important as those they make about what they put into their bodies, how they spend their time and the kinds of friends they want in their lives. We need to help them understand that technology connects and disconnects, and that the connections are often obvious, immediate and shiny, while the disconnections are often delayed and camouflaged. After all, it was difficult to foresee that the microwave oven would actually obsolesce the need for family dinner by enabling ever younger children to cook meals by themselves. Yet, that is exactly what it has done.

Students as de"tech"tives

But before students can consider technology so thoughtfully, they need to see it. This isn't easy because they are so immersed in the tEcosystem, the secondary technological ecosystem that is so pervasive that it escapes their notice. Thus, our students need our help in becoming de"tech"tives.

I will never forget the day in modern poetry class when Marshall McLuhan turned us into detechtives by instructing us to take any book within our reach and turn it upside down. As we sat staring at our upside down books confused about what to do next, he told us we were seeing the book as a piece of technology for the first time because we couldn’t get drawn in by the words. That is, we were focusing on the medium, not the message. Because we were seeing the book as a thing rather than as a story, we could begin to consider the impacts that the book had on our lives. To him, the world consisted of figure (what we could consciously see) set against ground (the environmental background that we take for granted and don't notice). For the most part, books are ground. When we turned them upside they became figure. 

Our task then is to help students see technology as figure so they can consciously assess it. I use a number of approaches to do this, but here I will describe my favorite that I have used with kids and adults alike: conducting a Science and Technology Administration innovation assessment. 

In this activity I hypothetically propose to students that there exists the Science and Technology Administration (STA) whose job it is examine existing and emerging technologies for the purpose of determining whether they should be banned, modified or recalled. To facilitate this activity, I split the class into three groups:

1. STA de"tech"tives, who are charged with considering all of the technology's impacts 

2. The innovators, who have created the technology and whose job it is to defend it

3. The panel of judges, who are charged with making one of the following decisions: acceptance, rejection, modification or further study.

The case of the lying photograph

While I have many stories about this activity, one is particularly memorable. I was working with a group of young teenagers who were exploring the issue of the news media digitally re-touching photographs. This issue had just been in the news for a number of reasons, promised to persist and become more pervasive due to common software programs like PhotoShop.

The debate took place between students acting as STA detechtives and those acting as representatives of the media publication industry who wanted to be able to make its own decisions about using digital manipulation. After much spirited dialogue, the judges negotiated the following compromise between the two groups: every media photograph should include a number between 1-10 in the lower right hand corner that indicated the degree to which it had been manipulated. Further, this number would be hyperlinked in order to provide a brief explanation about the nature of the manipulation.  

When I asked the students how they would calibrate their scale, they suggested using the number of pixels in a photo that had been changed. This seemed to address the more obvious cases: removing red eye from a photograph was a 1, while putting your head on Elvis's body was at least a 7. We left the conversation at the point at which we were considering the power of more subtle changes, like turning someone's smile into a frown, which could alter the meaning of a photograph substantially by changing a very few pixels. 

What we value

In the case of the STA activity, I was not telling students what to value, merely pointing out that there was an area of human activity and concern that needed to be valued in some way. I was making the invisible visible so that they might be better able to balance the opportunities and costs of technological advancement. In most cases, this entailed applying what many of us would consider principles of fairness, human decency and the golden rule to the world of technology use. But sometimes it is not that simple. Theft is a great example. If I steal your car, I have your car and you don't. If I copy your software, you still have your software. This leads to a more complex and less tangible discussion of the rights of artists who are trying to paid for their work, and a world that depends on their doing so.

My philosophy

Do I have a philosophy for using educational technology? In fact I do. It is brief, to the point, and has managed to stand up over time: 

To use today's tools effectively, creatively, wisely and "funly"

To reflect on the past and prepare for the future

And to balance personal fulfillment with community well-being.

Sometimes building an understanding of something as complex as the impacts of modern technology needs to begin with a simple foundation.

Looking for materials?

For a presentation of student and teacher activities in this area, download the presentation "A Matter of Balance: The social, ethical, legal and human issues of using technology in education" at the following Slideshare address:

http://www.slideshare.net/jasonohler/iste-vi-social-ethical-legal-human-issues).
Students should use technology responsibly and wisely, as well as effectively and creatively.





Detechtive: one who does detective work in the pursuit of understanding technological impact.





Technology always connects and disconnects.  Connections are immediate and obvious, while disconnections are often delayed and camouflaged. 





We need to actively engage students in  discussions about the technological impacts that will define their world.








