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The subject of educational technology has been on my mind for a few years now. Since I graduated in December of 2002 I have tried to decide what it is that I would like to major in for my master’s degree. I knew that I had to continue my education in order to stay certified, but at the time I was not sure what I wanted to study. I hoped to make my master’s degree both enjoyable and something that I honestly could use in teaching.

I did not want to go the traditional, easy route, of getting a simple master’s in education as some of my co-workers recommended. Nor, did I really want to pursue an additional degree in my current field of expertise. While I love teaching art, I know that having a second degree in a separate subject would make me more marketable and perhaps will help me land another job down the road. I am satisfied with my current job and plan on staying in it for at least four to six more years. But, what will I do once I decide I no longer enjoy where I am living? I know that full time art jobs are currently hard to come by.

After my first year of teaching I took a two credit course called “HTML for Educators.” I learned a lot from that course and was amazed at how easy it was. The following year, I talked to one of the educational technologists in my school and she too began her career as an art teacher. Knowing that I rarely asked for computer help, and seemed interested in new equipment that the school purchased, she suggested that I try getting my master’s in educational technology. 

This course was my first step in deciding for certain that I wanted to pursue this as my next course of study. I enjoyed this class very much and it has definitely expanded my definition of technology in education.

The discussion that really opened my eyes was the discussion “What is educational technology?” Naturally, I was inclined to say, “computers and other peripherals.” However, it was fascinating to rediscover more traditional tools of education such as pencils and textbooks.  In my own classroom, I am using some of the oldest technologies that humans have created for expression. Paper and paints have both been around far longer than pencils. I suppose that I never really thought of them as technologies because they have moved into the class of traditional tools. At one point in history they were the latest and greatest, now they are just old news. We seem to have very short attention spans, always eager to see what is new and different, and we tend to lose respect for what is old and trusted. The term “tool” is also in some ways a demotion for technology. Even the sound of the word suggests that it is somehow mundane rather than new and innovative.

I suppose what makes computers interesting is the fact that they are an evolving tool, one that will change and improve dramatically over the course of its life. Babbage's Difference Engine is far different from what we would consider a computer or even a modern calculator. The number of functions that computers do today will seem insignificant ten years from now. I suppose that is what makes them so exciting. Just when you think they are getting boring, they evolve into something completely different and become indispensable again, or such has been the trend over the last 25 years. It is hard to say right now how long they will keep up such a pace. But it is fascinating to think that the computers of today are helping create the technologies of tomorrow. In a way, they have a “hand” in their own destiny. Just when we are reaching the limitations of the technologies we have been building on for so many years, new ones are discovered and new challenges and promises are presented. I, myself, am eager to see if HP’s new crossbar latch technology successfully replaces transistors, and what that will mean for the future of computers.  

I think that this semester has allowed me to expand my own personal definitions for what education technology includes. I also have enjoyed the opinions and ideas of my fellow students. I know that I am just beginning to understand the role of technology in the classroom. It is strange to think that I make use of so many technologies everyday but I really do not have a satisfactory way of articulating their role. I have a basic understanding that has helped me to use them effectively in most situations thus far. But I know that there is always room for improvement and I hope that through additional study I can help find creative solutions to problems such as limited resources ad unequal access within individual classrooms. I see the computer as a tool, not a replacement for learning how to do things on your own or by traditional means. I do see computer art programs as a good way to allow students to experiment without fear of failure. But I do not feel they should completely replace traditional art supplies, techniques and methods, and I feel the same way about many other subjects as well.

Computers change teaching and instruction because we cannot ignore the impact they have on society. Computers are helping define the way we view the world. As the book said, they act as a filter. We are now seeing things differently than we did years ago because the computer is changing our outlook on life. Teachers need to address these potential problems. We need to think of the computer not only as a tool but also as a means for defining sociological issues. Unfortunately, those who are poor and cannot yet afford computers will fall behind those who can afford the latest gadgets. Students are also not learning how to use older tools. For example, my brothers, the youngest only being six years younger than me, cannot use an index to find information. They are used to typing in an inquiry, and getting an instant response. Since they have been in community college my mother has lamented to me several times about how they do not know how to use a book. They do not know how to use a table of contents or an index to find the information they seek, it just does not occur to them to do so. I, myself, have rarely used a card catalogue in the library. They were in the process of going digital while I was in middle and high school. If asked to use a card catalogue today, I may or may not be able to find the book I was looking for. New technology always deeply impacts our lives and way of living, changes will be made, and some things will be phased out. I personally think it is shameful that my brothers cannot use an index effectively. However, if books all become electronic in the future, perhaps a search engine will be all that remains.

However, I am cautious about jumping completely into a digital world. Computers are a wonderful form of media because they are pictures, they are sound, they are text. They different from other forms of media because the can be all of these things at once and they also combine this with an element of interactivity that does not exist with video, TV or in books. However, with any media, books, movies, TV, and or videos, there is the potential for an element of bias or personal opinion. The computer hardware itself is neutral. A CPU does not express any opinions. The danger lies in the software, which is not necessarily neutral. Software is programmed by people with those people's preconceptions about what should be shown to the user and how. The software is what can shape our ideas and opinions and it will do so through the information that it presents, as well as the text, the sounds and the pictures. Even simple programs such as a word processing program, has some preconceived notions that get passed on to the user. For example, Microsoft Word comes with a database of "clip art." How many times have you seen the same old tired clip art being used over and over and over again on fliers, handouts and announcements? Is this all the art you will ever need? Some people seem to think so. Is it so hard to go on the Internet and find alternatives to this clip art? Not really, but we use the clip art because it is convenient and it is there. It is also free to use without risk of copyright woes. There are plenty of other pictures, that one may use freely, but one has to look for them, and sometimes that is too much trouble. Educators must carefully examine the software that they will use in their classroom, just as they would have to carefully examine a new textbook before committing to a class set. It is important that the software will reflect accurate information and the correct values that a teacher, school or district wishes to instill in its students. We cannot become complacent in our role as mediator between fact and opinion especially with a tool as potentially powerful and influential as a computer.

As I pursue my course of study in educational technology, I hope that I will be able to remain in step with new technologies. I plan on making an effort to get to know some of the programs that my school uses, whether they apply directly to my subject or not. I also plan on continuing my education after I obtain my master’s. Since I enjoy web design, I am certain that at the very least I will continue to explore the teaching power of the Internet and I will attempt to find new ways to take advantage of the wealth of information it contains. Most likely I will continue to buy new computers and peripherals for my own personal use. Since computers are a big part of my leisure time and have been since we bought our first family computer in the mid. 1990’s, I know I will be eager to continue to upgrade and buy new computer systems every couple of years or so. I see this as a necessary step, since software programs have become less and less concerned with maintaining long term compatibility with older machines. 


