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This summer my husband and I took our oldest son and his family—including 5 and 8 year old boys—to Orlando.  I won’t go into the exhausting details of the 12-hour, marathon, fun-filled adventures in Magic Kingdom, Lego Land, Universal…and so forth.  I do want to share two stories.
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The first occurred at what they call Disney Quest—a five story, “indoor interactive extravaganza” which offers a number of “high-tech adventures for your gaming pleasure.”  The excitement includes all manners of virtual games, 3 and 4-D experiences and one called CyberSpace Mountain. In this experience, my grandson Collin was able to design his own roller coaster on a computer, with special assistance from Bill Nye the Science Guy. 
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When he was done—inversions, loops, twists and all—he jumped in a simulator to ride his own creation in full 360° motion! Let’s watch:

Advance slide to play video
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Advance slide to go back to picture
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What struck me was that through this exercise my very quiet somewhat introverted 8 year old grandson was excited, happy, completely engaged…all while learning about energy, motion, the scientific process, investigation skills, reasoning, critical thinking, and how to communicate. Weeks later, he’s still talking about it. 
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The second story comes from a few days later.  Standing in line I overheard a conversation between an elderly scholar (he indicated he was going into 6TH GRADE!!!) and a younger child.  She was expressing anxiety over going into kindergarten.  His assurance to her went like this:  “Oh, you’ll be fine.  Kindergarten is pretty fun.  But, get ready!  School gets more boring every year.”  Wow.  
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I’m not suggesting that American education should launch off into the cybershere and leave “regular” schooling behind.  What I am suggesting is that we start incorporating new technologies and new methods into the way our kids are educated.  Quickly.   It’s time we start elevating the interests of children to first priority and embrace the reforms that will serve this purpose. 
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So…the question is:  how do we approach teaching and learning?  Do our classrooms look like a Disney Quest game that activates a child’s creative skills and captures their interest?  I suspect the answer is NO.  And do our schools REALLY get more boring every year?   Ask YOUR kids or grandkids…it’s painful.  
 How long must our kids wait for us to accept the fact that “things ain’t the way they used to be…?”
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In a recent article, Terry Moe and John Chubb suggested some basic properties that will define schooling in the coming decades:
1.  Schools will become hybrids of the traditional and the high-tech.  I’m embarrassed to admit how many millions of dollars of school construction I worked on over the past few decades, and how many of those buildings reflected a lack of foresight about cyber-education.  Most schools will, of necessity, bring students together for part of the day for face-to-face interactions, yet will be organized around computers, software-based course work, internet-based research and distance learning for courses that are too specialized or impossible for schools to provide on their own. 
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2.  Schools will become more customized to individual students.  Students will have more control over their own education, choosing what, when and how they want to meet expectations, moving through the curricula at their own pace.  They will interact with other students all over the country and the world. 
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3.  Schools will provide better teaching.  Teachers themselves may improve as a result of this transition, but technology itself will enhance instruction, promoting learning through computer graphics, simulations, video and other tools that communicate to today’s kids with great clarity.  Formative feedback will identify student weaknesses, and provide on-line assistance designed to meet the individual student need.  The best teaching in the world will be available to every student, anytime and anywhere.


Advance slide to play video
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After video plays, advance slide
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4.  Schools will be better places to work.  Teachers will have a greater variety of schools to work in, roles they can play, and areas they can specialize in.  Good teachers will be rewarded for skill and success, and will be paid more because they are more specialized.  Working conditions will be better, and the profession will be more attractive to people with talent and ambition. 
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5.  Schools will be more autonomous.  The advance of technology makes it possible to have school anytime, anywhere, without respect to geographic boundaries or the expense of new buildings.  All of the schools—traditional, charter, virtual—will be increasingly responsible for their own fate, functioning without the protection of a larger system.
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6.  Schools will offer more choice.  Technology will bring about the end of monopolies—in business, in industry and in education.  The cyber world offers a host of alternatives to choose from in every possible arena.

And—like in business—with greater choices in education comes greater competition.  All schools will be dependent on performance to attract support, and customers. 
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7.  Schools will be more accountable.  Yes, MORE.  Greater competition will lead to greater accountability, not  just from top-down bureaucracies , but from parents and students who “vote with their feet” if performance is unacceptable.  And parents will want assurance that schools are preparing their children for jobs that exist!

Advance slide to play video
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8.  Schools will do a better job of serving children with unique needs.  From homeschoolers to dropouts, from gifted kids to those in remote rural areas, cyberschools can offer variety, flexibility, accommodations, self-directed and self-paced learning opportunities cheaply and efficiently.  A whole new world of options will be available for kids who before were constricted by the system.  
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9.  Schools will do a better job of promoting social equity.
Poor and disadvantaged kids have long been isolated in some of the nation’s worst performing schools, served by some of the least qualified teachers.  Through technology, these children have the opportunity to experience the same high quality curriculum, teaching and interactions that kids in more affluent communities have always enjoyed.
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  Schools will continue to socialize students.   If anyone here believes that the lack of face-to-face, in person contact eliminates social interaction…then you don’t have kids, or grandkids, or friends.  With technology—facetime, skype, web ex, virtual courses, gaming and on and on—socialization not only occurs, but the interaction is more diverse, more timely and richer than that of more traditional schools.  Social interaction happens in a cyber environment…it’s just different than the “note passing” days of our parents!

Advance slide to play video
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The point here is that schooling is changing.  The needs of our kids are changing.  It’s no longer good enough to think about implementing a 1 to 1 initiative, or about adding SMART Boards to our classrooms.  We need to be thinking about how we revolutionalize teaching and learning.
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We need to take all the tools of the 21st century and consider them as learning opportunities.  As Lee Sheldon, pioneer in gamification, explains, “the goal is to change the student’s mindset to a mastery orientation—to promote motivation, engagement, active learning—and to cultivate  21st century skills like collaboration, problem solving, creativity and systems thinking.”  
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And we must make this transformation quickly.  The fact is that unless schools can move fast, be nimble enough to respond to demands, and generally keep up with change, they won’t survive.  Those of us who love public education must be the ones to lead the charge.  We have to take responsibility for reinventing teaching and learning, for moving from the Industrial Revolution one-size-fits-all model to a new, and more effective one.  

Advance slide to play video
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And it can be done.  I see evidence all over the state of schools that are embracing change, and moving quickly to a new model of education.  In Cape Girardeau, teachers have been trained on using web tools, google applications and flipped instruction.  In Liberty’s new elementary school, the building has been designed to be open, flexible and loaded with online connectivity.  For the kids in these schools, cyber schooling has arrived!  What about yours?  
It’s an exciting and wonderful time to be in public education.  I am confident that with the leadership in this room, Missouri schools will launch this transformation successfully!  Have a great year!
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