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Keep I.T. Real!

 ‘Have you upgraded to Web 2.0 yet?’  The term is attributed to Tim O’Reilly and Dale Dougherty to describe the new generation of web technology1.  A clear definition of the term is proving illusive.  However, to many observers it is more about our attitude towards the web2 and how we wish to use it.
The internet has evolved from static pages of information to social environments that invite users to not only read, but contribute their own ideas.  According to a recent DfES report3 more than 70% of young people now have the internet at home.  When asked what they use the internet for, it is not just for finding out information.  Increasingly they are using it for connecting with and staying in touch with people all around the world.
This presents our education system with a serious problem.  Are we teaching students how to research using an outmoded Web 1.0 approach which they have already outgrown?  Perhaps it should be students teaching the teachers how to use ICT more effectively?!
The fact that young people have picked up new web tools such as podcasts, blogging and MSN so quickly shows how simple yet powerful they can be.  The challenge to teachers is to find how to use them effectively to enhance our existing curriculum.
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A good place to start is with online surveys.  In practically every subject, students are expected to research other people’s opinions on a specific issue.  Due to the lengthy process of gathering the information, teachers often use completely fabricated data. This demotivates students, as they cannot ask their own questions.  Using opinions collated from real people also gives the data more meaning and consequently makes it more interesting to analyse.

This year our Y9 students studied the KS3 ICT Sample Unit 9.2b4. It asked them to form a hypothesis, produce questions to prove or disprove it and create a survey to collate opinions from a group of people.  To make the project more interesting, we made a link with several other schools in the UK and USA and decided to do a survey to compare the lives of young people in each country.
At first, our students had very stereo typical, often negative impressions of young people in the USA.  Their hypotheses were based on the idea that they were mainly overweight couch potatoes, who spent the whole day watching TV and didn’t care about the environment!

After designing our questions, we used an excellent website called SurveyAtSchool5 to put our survey online.  It was extremely easy to use, yet complex enough to provide a wide variety of question types.  After two weeks we downloaded the results of the survey as an Excel file and to our surprise discovered that a total of 768 students had answered it in the UK and USA.  To view the results visit my research website Keep it Real6.
I have never seen a class of students so eager to analyse data and create graphs.  Because they felt ownership of the data, the students were much keener to find out what it showed.  This motivated them to look at the data in more detail and in more sophisticated ways.  As a direct result, a significantly higher number of students achieved their end of KS3 target for ICT.
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The survey results concluded that young people in the UK were on average eating healthier food and getting more exercise.  However, our students were surprised to find out that like the US we have an average of 4 TVs per household and that UK children were more likely to purchase clothing with designer labels.  In their final reports, many students said that the surveys were an excellent way to gain a snapshot of life in other countries.  However, they also commented that they wished to ask further questions and go deeper into the issues raised.
We decided to use the same survey tool to do some Action Research7 on the Y9 students who had done the unit.  When asked if the international dimension motivated them to produce better work, 59% said yes.  When asked if they should be taught more about real world issues in all subjects, 83% said yes.  When asked if they would prefer to have more activities in which they communicate with real people, 95% said yes.  
If education is about preparing young people for life in the real world, surely it should figure highly in the curriculum.  However, our schools are filled with imaginary data and information from people that do not exist.  Meanwhile, back at home students are communicating with real people all around the world using the web.  As the world is changing so should education.  So, the question we should be asking is ‘have you upgraded to Education 2.0?’
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