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The Problem of Practice: A Need or an Opportunity

One of the biggest problems many teachers face in the classroom is ensuring all students are motivated and engaged during lessons. Personally, this is something I have encountered many times during my student teaching and substitute teaching experiences. As each student performs at varying academic levels, it can often prove challenging to engage all learners while meeting the diverse learning needs of all students.  This can be detrimental to students’ learning, as noted in a research study done by William D. Beeland Jr., “When students are apathetic toward learning, a barrier to learning is created.” Technology, however, when used effectively, can often help to improve students’ level of engagement and motivation in an activity. In his research study, Beeland also notes, “One current method of delivering instruction that may assist with engaging students in the learning process is the use of interactive whiteboards.” The interactive whiteboard, has intrigued me for quite a while now. In fact, as a new teacher, it is one of my goals to eventually have an interactive whiteboard in my classroom. I feel it is important, however, to feel confident this technology will, in fact, prove successful in improving student learning. Thus, I have decided to use this project as an opportunity to address the idea of using interactive whiteboards in the classroom as a way to motivate and engage all learners.
The way I would gauge the success of my solution, would be by researching the increase in student engagement during classroom activities where an interactive whiteboard was utilized, in studies done, like the one by Beeland. I could also observe lessons taught in classrooms where interactive whiteboards are utilized. Another way I would know I was successful would be based on research findings.


The Setting

Today, more and more districts have some sort of interactive whiteboard available for use. In some districts, where the technology budget allows, every classroom may have some sort of an interactive whiteboard. The major area of concern, however, is whether or not teachers are properly trained in how to effectively use the interactive whiteboards. While some districts provide their teachers with professional development opportunities pertaining to interactive whiteboards, or have directors of technology who are knowledgeable about the interactive whiteboards available in the district, others do not. For example, in the district I student taught in, while there were a few SMART Boards floating around the school district, if a teacher wanted his or her own interactive whiteboard, they had to purchase it themselves. Furthermore, as there were not professional development opportunities available regarding SMART Boards, nor were there many professionals who were trained in SMART Boards or the corresponding Notebook software, most teachers didn’t even bother to try and use them. Thus, the unused SMART Boards sat in school libraries and were merely used as projector screens. Thus, in regards to the important characteristics of teachers related to this project, I believe in order to use interactive whiteboards effectively teachers must first be properly trained. Teachers also need to be willing to put in the extensive amounts of time it may take to become comfortable with the interactive whiteboards. Secondly, teachers have to have patience, an-open mind, and a willingness to try. With any new technology, patience is essential as things will go wrong, technologies will fail, and as humans, teachers will make errors when using the interactive boards. Also essential when working with new technologies, is an open-mind. With each new technology comes a wide variety of new learning opportunities. Teachers need to be willing to experiment with the interactive whiteboards and try new things in the classroom.
In regards to the learner, I believe they also need to be familiar with the technology. Students, especially young students or students new to this form of technology, need to be made aware of how to use and treat the interactive whiteboards. Along the same lines, lessons taught using the interactive whiteboards need to actually be interactive. As with any lesson, students thrive the most when activities are hands-on and it is critical students be allowed to take control of their own learning. Overall, the students need to be comfortable with the interactive whiteboards and confident in their ability to use one. In regards to subject matter, I feel interactive whiteboards can be utilized across all subject matter. As stated in the Brabec article from session 3, “Technology should always be viewed as a tool, rather than an end in itself.” While I do not believe technology should be used to replace teacher instruction, I do feel it can be used to enhance teacher instruction in all subject areas. Also, lessons taught using the interactive whiteboards need to be authentic and provide information which students can make real world connections to. Only when students can see the relationship between what they’re learning in the classroom and what’s going on in their everyday lives, will they be fully immersed in the activities and intrinsically motivated to learn. Finally, in regards to the setting, I believe the interactive whiteboards should be utilized in a learning-oriented setting that is comfortable for both the teacher and the students. Whether it is used in the classroom, or the library, etc., the most important thing is for the teacher and students to be comfortable.

Technology-Integrated Solution

One of the biggest problems teachers face is motivating and engaging all learners. For example, this was something I frequently struggled with during my student teaching experience. Having students of all academic abilities, it was often difficult to engage all of my students at once. It often seemed regardless of what activity I was doing, some students were engaged, but others were not. I felt as though I was rarely meeting the learning needs of all of my students. During my observations of other teachers through my field work for MSU courses, this was also a problem I frequently noticed other teachers having. It can be very difficult to differentiate instruction for all learners, with limited resources. As noted in the Beeland research study, one plausible solution to this problem could be the use of interactive whiteboards in the classroom. By integrating this type of technology into classroom activities and teaching students how to use it, teachers can empower and inspire students, as well as let them take responsibility for their own learning. Moreover, by incorporating interactive whiteboards into classroom activities, teachers can supplement and enhance instruction, as well as motivate and engage all learners.

Integrating Interactive whiteboards into the classroom affects learning in several positive ways including, but not limited to, raising the level of student engagement in a classroom, motivating students, and promoting enthusiasm for learning. Furthermore, interactive whiteboards allow teachers to support many different learning styles. For example, in his research study, Beeland notes, “The whiteboard can be used to deliver instruction in a variety of ways that may be categorized based on three modalities of learning. The first modality is visual learning. Visual learning through the use of a whiteboard can range from the use of text and pictures to the use of animation and video. Auditory learning is the second modality. Activities that involve auditory learning include the use of words orally for pronunciation, speeches, and poems. The use of auditory learning might also include listening to sounds or music. The third modality of learning is tactile. Allowing students to physically interact with the board can assist with meeting the needs of tactile learners. Numerous software programs can be used that involve user contact with the whiteboard.” Take visual learners for example, these students could benefit from using the interactive whiteboards for diagramming, note taking, manipulating objects, etc. For tactile and kinesthetic learners, the interactive whiteboards are perfect for motivating these students and reinforcing their learning via exercises involving touch and moving objects on the interactive whiteboards.
Interactive whiteboards can also be used to accommodate and engage students with special needs. This article by Hasselbring and Glaser notes, “Teachers have found that technological innovations can help level the playing field for special needs students and enable these students to succeed in the regular classroom.” For example, during my student teaching internship, I occasionally observed in our Resource Room. The Resource Room was home to 9 boys and girls (3 girls and 6 boys), with special needs ranging from ADHD, Down Syndrome Huntington’s Disease, Autism, etc. About half way through the school year, the Resource Room teacher purchased an Eno Interactive Whiteboard. She said that within days of using the interactive whiteboard, she noticed a difference in her students’ attentiveness. Her students’ were fascinated by the Eno board and couldn’t wait to learn how to use it. Within a month of having the Eno board, during one of my observations, her students were teaching me how to use the Eno board. The Resource Room teacher informed me most of her students had improved on their calendar skills, and many of her students had advanced in their money counting skills (she used the “touch money” feature on the interactive whiteboard). By the end of the school year, the Resource Room instructor had incorporated her Eno board into just about every aspect of the school day.

By incorporating interactive whiteboards into classroom activities, educators can utilize and manipulate a wide variety of digital resources, while still maintaining interactions with the entire class. Furthermore, educators can also utilize interactive whiteboards to foster students’ technological and computer-based learning, in whole-group, small-group, and individual situations. The use of interactive whiteboards can encourage a higher level of student engagement and interaction in both teacher-directed and group-based exchanges. Furthermore, by teaching our students how to use interactive whiteboards to further their educations, we are empowering them and letting them take control over their own learning, thus fostering intrinsic motivation.
Interactive whiteboards can be utilized across all subject matter, in a wide variety of ways. For example, the learning activities I have done with my students and activities I have observed other teachers use in their classroom utilizing an interactive whiteboard includes: manipulating text and images, viewing websites as a group, demonstrating activities or teaching lessons at the front of the room using technology, without being tied to a computer, creating digital lesson activities with templates, images and multimedia, showing educational video clips, using presentation tools that are included with the whiteboarding software to enhance learning materials, showcasing student presentations, designing and playing whole class games, checking the weather during calendar time, etc. With interactive whiteboards, the possibilities are literally endless. 


In regards to the logistics of using interactive whiteboards as a solution to motivating and engaging all learners, the availability and accessibility of interactive whiteboards to teachers may pose a problem. As stated above, while some districts provide each classroom with some sort of interactive whiteboard, other districts may only have a few available for use, while some may not have any available. For example, I know if I want to have an interactive whiteboard in my classroom, it will be up to me to come up with the funding for one. The ideal situation for a teacher who wanted to incorporate an interactive whiteboard into classroom activities, would be to have one available and set-up in his or her classroom, for fulltime use. Although the interactive whiteboard does not have to be incorporated into every lesson or activity, it could certainly be utilized for a wide variety of purposes. For example, I have observed teachers who have used their interactive whiteboards for their students to make their daily lunch choices, to put the day’s agenda on, for the students to make their center choices on, to take classroom polls, to display math journal pages on, for presentations, to play games on, for parents to use to sign-up for parent/teacher conferences, etc. Again, the possibilities are endless, and the utilization of the interactive whiteboards is entirely dependent upon the preference of the teacher, students, and other parties involved.

Something else to take into consideration in regards to interactive whiteboards includes the wide variety of interactive whiteboards out there and the fast-paced evolution of technology. It can be difficult to know what type of interactive whiteboard is best for one’s classroom, or how long it will take before said whiteboard is outdated. Thus, these types of issues must be considered when considering using an interactive whiteboard. For instance, while one of the upper elementary teachers at the school I interned at decided an Eno Board would be the right fit for her classroom (a board whose technology is entirely kept in a computerized pen device, as opposed to the actually whiteboard), a teacher in the same school but in a lower elementary classroom, decided a SMART Board would most benefit her students (a board whose technology is in the actual whiteboard, and the board is touch sensitive). Overall, these types of things have to be decided upon by the teacher.

In regards to what resources are required for the development of the project, I believe the most important factor is training for the teacher and the students. In order to effectively utilize the interactive whiteboard in the classroom, the teacher must know how to properly operate one. Likewise, the teacher must also train his or her students on how to properly use and care for the interactive whiteboard. Funding for the interactive whiteboard is also an important factor. It is much easier for a teacher to be motivated to learn how to use an interactive whiteboard and integrate one into classroom activities, when one is provided to him or her free of charge. It is quite another thing to encourage a teacher to learn how to use an interactive whiteboard and integrate one into classroom activities when he or she has to come up with the funding themselves. Another required resource would include space, as these interactive whiteboards can typically be large. Most interactive whiteboards come with the option of being able to mount them on a wall, or keeping them on a moveable and adjustable stand. You would also need a projector to use the interactive whiteboard, as well as a computer to hook the board up to. And finally, an internet connection, if you so wished to utilize it as a resource while teaching. 
Benefits of this Solution

The major benefits of this solution include an overall increase in students’ motivation to learn and engagement in classroom activities. I know this, not only from personal experience, but also from observations in multiple classroom settings, as well as research. I incorporated SMART and Eno interactive whiteboards as often as possible during my student teaching. Although they were not always readily available to me, and I often had to take my students to other classrooms or to the library to use them, the lessons I taught with them always had the highest participation rate. As many of these students had never seem these types of technologies before, they were motivated to learn and eager to try them out themselves. Moreover, after observing multiple teachers who had interactive whiteboards in their classroom, I saw their successes as well. Again, the lessons taught and activities done, properly utilizing the interactive whiteboard, always had high participation rates. Furthermore, research findings show, “Students’ zest for learning is enhanced by the element of surprise that IWB can bring to a lesson as it leaves students wondering what will happen next”.  According to research, it is only when students are given the opportunity to interact with the interactive whiteboards that true increases in motivation can be measured. For example, a research article by Smith, Higgins, Wall, & J. Miller states, “Students enjoy interacting physically with the board, manipulating text and images.” Through allowing students to have increased time to interact with the board, the classroom becomes less teacher-directed as the teacher must now facilitate instead of lecture (Hall and Higgins, 2005, p. 112). Thus, interactive whiteboards must be used effectively to truly see desired results.
In regards to the use of interactive whiteboards and national education standards, one article states, “Out of all studies carried out from 2003 in the UK and other areas whether the boards are commonly used it emerged that there was significant gains as students benefited from their teachers experience with the whiteboards.” Also, “when the students are exposed to the interactive whiteboards for a long duration it becomes a mediating tool between the teacher-student interactions and among the students themselves. This type of mediation increases the productivity which is displayed by greater progress in national exam scores.” Overall, the studies demonstrated how the use of the interactive whiteboard lead to performance increases in all subject matter. Furthermore, the National Literacy Strategy(NLS) and National Numeracy Strategy (NNS) has noted the positive impact of “interactive whole class teaching”. Utilizing the interactive whiteboard in the classroom is one way to ensure “interactive whole class teaching.” As one article notes, “It is suggested that more interactive forms of whole class teaching will play a vital role in raising literacy and numeracy standards by promoting high quality dialogue and discussion and raising inclusion, understanding and learning performance.
Implications:

Overall, I believe the major lesson we can learn from this project regarding technological innovations in education is that when used properly, integrating various technologies into the classroom can have a tremendous impact on students’ learning. Moreover, when used effectively, interactive whiteboards can provide a multitude of rich learning opportunities for students and, most importantly, have a positive impact on student motivation and engagement.

Although the district I will be teaching in does not provide teachers with interactive whiteboards, it is my personal goal as an educator to obtain an interactive whiteboard for my classroom within the first few years of my teaching career. Whether it is through writing grants, fundraisers, personal funds, etc., I am determined to have an interactive whiteboard in my classroom. Not only do I feel it will improve my students’ motivation and engagement during classroom activities, I also feel it will provide them with additional technological skills they can draw upon to further their educations and better their everyday lives. Although I am not completely sure at this point how exactly I would incorporate an interactive whiteboard into every aspect of my classroom, my overall goal is to use it on a daily basis, across all subject matter.
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