Exploding the Walls  

Using Digital Tools to Facilitate Communication in Schools
May 14, 2008
Big Idea:  Shared experiences and conversations about a school’s core principles are critical for ensuring that all teachers are working in the same direction.  Digital tools can provide safe and timely forums for collaborative dialogue and should become a meaningful part of any building’s overall communication plan.   
Outcomes:  

By the end of the meeting, participants will have:

· Reflected on the barriers of engaging faculty members in powerful conversations.
· Explored a digital tool for asynchronous conversation.

Agenda:

	Time
	Topic
	Notes

	5
Minutes

	Set Up

· Welcome/Introductions 
· Desired Outcomes

· Agenda

· Connect to Internet:  
http://digitallyspeaking/pbwiki.com
Username:  vt@voicethread.com
Password:  voicethread

	

	5 minutes

	Brainstorming Barriers:
One of the greatest challenges faced by learning communities is building consensus through shared conversations.

What are the top three barriers that prevent your faculty from engaging in meaningful conversations together?
 
	

	5 minutes

	Asynchronous Tools Matter:
Asynchronous tools can help to facilitate whole staff conversations because:
· They eliminate the barrier of time and place.

· They empower marginalized faculty members.

· They allow for multiple participants to contribute at once.  
	

	10 minutes


	Exploring Voicethread:
While reviewing the Voicethread conversation on core values in a professional learning community, consider the following questions:
1. Rate the quality of the interactions between participants.  Are the comments included of any value?  How do they compare to comments made in traditional faculty meetings?
2. Have you tried to add a comment to this presentation?  What level of digital skill seems to be required to join a Voicethread conversation?
3. Which members of your faculty would benefit the most from a digital conversation?  Why?

	

	5 minutes


	Reflections:
What are your initial reflections about the potential that digital tools hold for facilitating conversations between the members of your learning community?

	

	Online Resources for Continued Study:

The Power of Professional Learning Communities Voicethread
http://ed.voicethread.com/share/113288/
This is the direct link to the Voicethread conversation explored during this learning session.  

PLC Tools Wiki

http://plctools.pbwiki.com
This wiki—created by session presenter Bill Ferriter—contains a collection of resources related to professional learning communities.  Included is an extensive set of handouts and articles discussing the importance of shaping a clear mission and vision for your learning community.  

Digitally Speaking Wiki

http://digitallyspeaking.pbwiki.com 

This wiki—created by session presenter Bill Ferriter—contains a collection of resources on using digital tools in the classroom.  Included is an extensive set of handouts walking readers through the process of using Voicethread.  

Voicethread
http://voicethread.com
Voicethread is a free service that allows users to facilitate ongoing, asynchronous conversations around images, text, and/or video clips.  
	 


Advantages of Asynchronous Conversations 
Asynchronous conversations offer several direct advantages to schools functioning as professional learning communities:

1. Asynchronous conversations give individuals the freedom to participate in ongoing conversations at times that are convenient:  If your school is anything like mine, it is probably an incredibly busy place where teachers and teams on different grade levels and in different subject areas can go for days or weeks without seeing one another.  As strange as it may seem, the barriers of time and place are as great a challenge for the teachers within my building as it is for cohorts of colleagues working across continents.  
Asynchronous conversations allow busy professionals to communicate at times that work within their own personal and professional schedules.  Posting questions, seeking advice, sharing resources and supporting one another can be done early in the morning, during planning or late at night.  Stated simply, asynchronous conversations can connect teachers regardless of their teaching schedule—or your school’s meeting schedule.

2. Asynchronous conversations allow teachers to quickly and easily work with a large cohort of teachers as members of a learning community:  Research has shown—and you have long known—that the best support opportunities for teachers involve partnerships with others in cohort groups.  Collaboration just plain makes professional growth more meaningful, and teachers who are from similar grade levels and content areas offer the best guidance and support to one another.
Asynchronous conversations facilitate the work of cohort groups.  Conversations can happen quickly and easily, in a targeted and focused manner that is often lacking in large group settings.    In digital discussions, individual questions can be posed and answers can be provided in an efficient and effective way as participants self-select areas of conversation pertinent to their own needs and interests.  Finally, reflection happens fluently as group members offer different perspectives on similar topics.  

3. Asynchronous conversations give teachers the ability to participate in a semi-anonymous, pressure-free setting:  Let’s face it:  Faculty meetings can be pretty intimidating places—especially when your school is working through powerful conversations about teaching and learning!  Passions inevitably run high, Type A personalities take over, and half of your staff end up sitting silently waiting for the dust to settle.  It’s not that they don’t have meaningful things to share.  It’s just that they need a chance to breathe, to think, and to speak!
Asynchronous conversations allow teachers to carefully consider their comments before sharing with the entire faculty.  They can revise and polish ideas, think carefully about their responses, and participate without waiting to get a word in edgewise.   Teachers engaged in electronic conversations come to know the positions of their peers while working from the privacy of their own homes.  No one feels rushed or threatened in digital forums—and no one has to “think quickly” before sharing opinions.  This ability often makes educators feel “safe” while sharing alternative viewpoints—and conversations that elicit alternative viewpoints result in defensible consensus far more often than the one-sided affairs that faculty meetings can sometimes become! 
Voicethread Directions

This set of directions will help you to view and/or comment on the Voicethread presentation that is serving as the focal point for today’s presentation.

Navigating to Voicethread

After accessing the internet, visit http://ed.voicethread.com/share/113288/.  This will take you directly to the Voicethread presentation we’ll be exploring today.  

Viewing a Presentation

There are two ways to view a Voicethread presentation.  First, you can use the block arrows found in the corners of the commenting toolbar to move through the Voicethread in sequential order:
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You can also click on the thumbnail images found in the bottom right hand corner of the commenting toolbar to move through the Voicethread in a non-sequential order:
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Commenting Tips for Voicethreaders

If you are interested in commenting on today’s Voicethread presentation, follow these directions:
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Signing In
To comment on today’s Voicethread, begin by selecting the “Sign In or Register” button from the bottom left hand corner of the commenting toolbar.

Then, enter the following login information:

Username:  vt@voicethread.com
Password:  voicethread

Recording Text Comments

While audio comments are generally far more engaging than text comments, many teachers and students feel uncomfortable recording their own voices!  For these users—and for today’s session—text comments may be more appropriate.  To add a text comment, select Type from the commenting toolbar at the bottom of each image:
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After selecting Type, a speech bubble will appear above the icon representing the identity of the commenter.  Begin typing a written comment into the speech bubble and then select Save from the commenting toolbar.  Your comment will automatically be added to the image—and your icon will appear in the sidebar:
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Switching Identities

When adding comments to an image that other users have already visited, it is important to select a new identity to make your comment stand out as unique.  To switch identities, begin by clicking the identity icon found in the bottom left hand corner of the commenting toolbar:
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You will be given a list of every identity associated with the Voicethread account that you have logged in with.  Simply select an icon that hasn’t been used yet and begin recording:

Created by Bill Ferriter.  wferriter@hotmail.com.  http://teacherleaders.typepad.com/the_tempered_radical 

