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Teaching Beyond Boundaries: 
Out of the Book and 

Out of the Box

Way Out! 
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Introduction and Purpose
This paper serves as a concise, as possible, reflection of my experiences in the UMUC Master of Education in Instructional Technology program which I initially embarked on in June of 2010.  In order to remain in the realm of concise, the reflection with have its foundation in the three core areas of study as outlined in the course description for this degree: 1) Curriculum and Instruction 2) Technology Integration and 3) Leadership (UMUC, 2014). I will include a highlight from each of the courses and relate it to at least one of these core concepts. 
With respect to the concise aspect, “as possible” was added because of the phenomenal amount of knowledge and hands-on skills I gained over the past few years. These skills were incredibly useful from the standpoint of a teacher and could immediately be put in practice in the classroom. Surprisingly, many of the resources were not only free, but simple to use. Though simple to use, their implementation created an enhancement to learning not possible with bulletin boards, construction paper, glue, or even hands-on manipulatives. The tools helped to enhance learning, and have created the possibility of reaching students and faculty beyond the boundaries of the brick and mortar classroom. The teaching and learning went out of the textbook, and out of the box…way out! 
Reflection

Looking back on my portfolio and coursework in the initial course, EDTC 600, I see how basic the first attempts at designing online instructions were from creating the first lesson online lesson, to my first classroom website. In some respects these foundation creations make me cringe, because of how colorful they are, since I have since learned in EDTC 640 what creates visually appealing online instruction. Also, my online lessons were very basic, where later on I learned how to embed videos and other enhancements.
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Though my first Technology Based Lesson was very basic, through its creation, I went beyond boundaries and met an individual who created an applet about area and perimeter I used within the lesson (Reed, J., 2014). His name is Jim Reed, an instructor from Alberta, Canada.  So much of my interaction with him was rooted in what the EDTC program is all about, and indeed part of the ISTE Standards for Technology Coaches (ISTE, 2011). I was so impressed with his work, I contacted him to ask him how he created his applets. He is a visionary, and sees the possibilities to enhance learning by creating innovative resources to online audiences. I found he taught homebound students and had to make up for what could not be expressed in the classroom.  
Also in line with the ISTE standards, by requesting his permission to use his applets, I was exercising Digital Citizenship, which came up a number of times throughout the coursework, and in interacting with colleagues (ISTE, 2011). Early on in the degree work, I found not all individuals hold themselves to high standards with respect to plagiarism. It is puzzling to me why we expect our students to have high standards when it is not modeled to them.  More recently, there was an example of this paradox where I work. We were preparing for standardized testing, and were asked to distribute the practice books to the students.  There were only 10 books left over from the previous year, and I have 51 students.  I was told to copy the books for the students.  I showed them on the bottom of each page, it stated “© unlawful to copy without permission.” Further, I was told “everyone copies them,” and I stated “I don’t.”  My students would not have copy-machine-versions of a sheet that clearly stated I could not copy those papers without permission. 
Having this die hard attitude, I felt pretty proud, and I thought of all of my classmates and professors in the Instructional Technology program were standing right behind me when I refused to copy those books.  One of the same administrators chided me when she saw me sending home a practice packet, asking if I had come around about not copying things.  I pointed to the bottom corner of the page, where it stated the resource I found could be copied and used by Maryland Teachers. Again, I could feel the spirit of my UMUC peers behind me. 
My actions stemmed from my initial interaction with Jim Reed, an instructor out of my normal boundaries. He spent time and effort developing his resources, and he has a right to be credited for them. Working with him had an extraordinary impact on how I teach, and what levels of integrity I hold my students and myself to. It is pretty remarkable such an attitude came from my very first course. 
During my first semester, I took two additional courses EDTC 605 Teaching Information and Media Literacies in the Digital World and EDTC 610, Web-Based Teaching and Learning: Design and Pedagogy.  There was a strong focus on research and the understanding of curriculum and instruction specific to online learning in EDTC 605. 
In 605 we were able to delve into the good the bad and the ugly of online learning by evaluating various online learning modules and then creating one ourselves.  In this respect, I found out why it was not all online learning was created equal, nor was it necessarily of good quality. Previous to this course, I had my top ten resources I would favorite for my students, but now I knew why these resources stood out. The knowledge gained still serves me well when I look for instructional resources for my students as well as my own children.  
From the instruction and research I did regarding online learning, I designed an online module Webquest called The Many Sides of Pythagoras. 
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In creating this module, the importance of detailed assessment criteria became so apparent. I recall when I had seen examples of poor rubrics in the past, the details were missing and the students did not know what was expected of them. I spent a great deal of time creating the rubric, and much to my surprise, the rubric was what I was told made my entry stand out from others at the Powering Up for  Technology Digital Arts Contest.  I won the Grand Prize for The Many Sides of Pythagoras. The Webquest also took into account the creativity aspect outlined in ISTE’s Technology Coaching Standards (ISTE, 2011). When I received this honor fall 2013, I got that feeling,  “hey, I can do this, I can be a leader and a coach in technology!”
Since a considerable amount of collaboration was done in EDTC 610, I had an inkling early on in the coursework a position of leadership was where this degree could take me.  Working with 3 other professionals with 3 different personalities and work styles to create a unified instruction tool “Cyber Dan’s Tech Trek,” was certainly a challenge. I had volunteered to be the group leader. Once I survived this adventure, I was a group leader for 10 other projects total.  Again, it made me feel I had what it takes to collaborate with and instruct others. 
Through the completion of EDTC 615 Using Technology for Instructional Improvement: Research, Data and Best Practices and EDTC 625 Hardware and Software in Instructional Development, it became apparent, being a leader in the context of Instructional technology was not merely the fun and games of creating. Since technology will likely continue to change at an exponential rate, a Technology Coach will need to provide a variety of opportunities for professional development, as well as participate in such opportunities themselves (ISTE, 2011). Since I began the degree in 2010 and am working to complete it this semester, nearly four years later, so much has changed. Some of the resources I researched, at the time were cutting edge. Whatever I worked on, I tried to make it more than just a project, but something useful for my field, such as researching The Efficiency and Effectiveness of Personal Response Systems In 9th Grade Biology Classrooms, or Transformation of Mathematics Instruction through the use of Open Source Programming Software. Both of these topics will transform as they have likely transformed since the completion of the initial research in 2010. This is the nature of Instructional Technology, and its integration requires one to “Regularly evaluate and reflect on their professional practice and dispositions to improve and strengthen their ability to effectively model and facilitate technology enhanced learning experiences” (ISTE, 2011). 
I think I could safely say many of my peers considered EDTC 620 Technology in K-12 Education: Synchronous, Asynchronous and Multimedia Technologies, stuff that legends are made of, right up there with EDTC 670. EDTC 620 put into practice the development of web-based instructional design from scratch. Looking back, I am not sure how I completed this course when I was also taking 615 and 625, many of the skills were things I had not done previously, yet I had considerably more experience than some of my peers.  The challenges in completing this project made one particular aspect of this journey stand out.  Curriculum or learning modules, online or not, can always be improved upon, and peer evaluation can always lend an invaluable degree of insight. More than ever, I cannot understand how a teacher can create a lesson plan and use it, as is, over and over. There is always room for improvement. Suggestions from my peers and input from my peers were probably the most valuable aspects of this journey.  I could not have created my Portfolio for EDTC 620 without the help and input of others. 

Collaboration also stood out in the context of EDTC 630 Administration of Technology Initiatives: Planning, Budgeting, and Evaluation, and 645 Integration of Technology: Global Perspectives. The group work in both courses produced some quality product which we were all proud of.  In 630, we did have a group member who did not participate much, but we all were willing to take up the slack. In considering this, I find it disappointing I was not able to interact more with my classmates through 670, because I know how disappointing it was for an individual not to be available in the same capacity as others to offer insight and support.  My current circumstances, with a very time consuming, stressful job, I can look back and realize my former classmate could have had some of the same issues I am experiencing.  As a Technology Coach and leader, there will be those who may need different support; every student or teacher cannot be treated the same. As we differentiate for our students, we also need to differentiate for teammates and subordinates when we are in a leadership position. When the classmate did not participate as expected, as group leader, I found other aspects she could participate in so she would feel included. It did not matter percentage wise who-did-what in the end; our Technology Plan went above and beyond what was expected. The expectation was to create a plan in report form, but we also created a webpage and a wiki. 
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Though I find the word to be overused at times, my experience with my teammate in 645 was awesome. We developed a Global Instructional Module and had interactions with educators in India. This experience allowed us to experience what it could mean to be teaching without boundaries.  It was heart breaking to hear of the challenges facing this country regarding technology infrastructure and lack of teachers. It was heartwarming to hear of the family centered programs they had developed which could likely benefit struggling families and students in the United States. 
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When I look at my final design intensive courses in the degree, in comparison to my first course, I can see how much I have learned.  EDTC 640 Leading Technology Change in Schools and EDTC 650 Teaching and Learning in K-12 Virtual Schools allowed me to create curriculum and instruction for professional development as well as a virtual lesson for K-12 students. Both of these courses demonstrated the concept of teaching beyond boundaries. Support of equity was exemplified in contemplating the ability of a teacher or a student to get quality, valuable, unique content, without books, remotely by integrating technology into their educational basket. 
In EDTC 640, I created a 10 day learning module entitled Presto Tech Tools!  to guide teachers through the use of many free online communication and instructional tools. I feel this could go beyond just an assignment, and with some modifications, be used in a school system for teachers who do not have exposure to Internet tools.  I did not think such schools existed because I had come from a 20th Century Classroom School in Georgia, to a Maryland school. Maryland is reported as being one of the most desirable education systems in the country, but I found in the development of virtual instruction, Maryland lags behind. I would like to implement this instructional module in a school system here in Maryland, and find a way to launch it to other districts lacking resources for professional development.
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It was during EDTC 650 when I realized Maryland lagged behind other states in the virtual schools. I developed an online instructional module for a virtual school around a classroom project based learning concept I had developed in Georgia.  While in Georgia, I presented “Get out of the Book, Get Out of the Box,” on project based learning to the Association for Career and Technology Educators. During my coursework, I found not only did projects have to be worth it, it was even more important for online projects, to be more than a worksheet posted online.  My coursework introduced the Quality Matters Rubric to evaluate quality online instruction. The QM Rubric (QM, 2011), mirrored what was in the ISTE Standards for Teachers (formerly NETS). This made me consider how I could take much of what I learned about online instruction, and apply it to what I knew about project based learning.  I took one of my classroom projects where students create a license plate in class and put their name on it in binary. I modified this project, and created a virtual lesson called “Who Are You in Binary.”  After I had created this virtual lesson, I submitted a proposal to present a modified program of “Get Out of the Book, Get Out of the Box,” for Quality Matters, where projects where online projects.  My proposal was accepted and I presented at the QM Conference in Tucson, AZ in 2012. I will again present an updated version of this program May 3, 2014 at Common Ground – Maryland Society for Educational Technology spring conference. 

Conclusion

Though  twelve pages may not be considered concise, the twelve pages were required to demonstrate the value of each of the courses I have participated in for the UMUC Master of Education in Instructional Technology program.  The tools and resources I was exposed to were not mere assignments, since they have been employed outside the boundaries of the UMUC classroom by way of receiving recognition for instructional design, and being able to share my expertise with my peers. I do regret not being more available to my peers in this final course, and not receiving the value of their input. My circumstances demonstrate the value of teaching and learning without boundaries, since I would never have been afforded the opportunity to participate in this program if it were not for the virtual nature of the instruction. After I completed the first 9 courses in 9 months while working 3 jobs as a U.S. Census worker, a lifeguard and a tutor, my children and I became homeless due to domestic violence.  My work on two courses took place in hotels with no reliable wireless connection, in Starbucks or in my car with a hotspot from my phone. The instruction I received and the resources I was exposed to, not only made my learning possible, the instructional tools created,  have the possibility of reaching students and faculty beyond the boundaries of the brick and mortar classroom. I have great hopes my culminating project can reach the many students who have learning issues in a building which has no technology. The teaching and learning I received, and the teaching and learning I hope to provide will continue to get of the textbook, and out of the box…way out! 
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