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Effective Uses of Popular Media in the Classroom
What creativity and strategies are teachers using right now to include certain popular media as part of the everyday classroom?  Specifically, what are the most effective uses of some of today’s most popular media (Blogs, IPods and YouTube) in the classroom?  There are already several instructional technology advocates of these popular and powerful technologies creatively at work incorporating them into teaching and learning.  These forward-looking educators are embracing these digital tools as well as embracing our increasingly tech-savvy students as allies in the classroom.  

To this end, it is important to start with a foundation of research that analyzes and measures the actual effectiveness of popular technologies and media as part of lesson plans.  Focusing on the ever-popular Blog, IPod and YouTube as part of the classroom experience is a good start for any educator looking to catch the attention of his students in both technologically familiar and exciting ways.  By learning what is already happening in education surrounding these popular technologies, we will begin to create a more sophisticated body of research to learn from, opening up further research on technology and media efficacy to benefit the entire community – from students to educators and parents and beyond.   
Source Selection and Review Process


A search for “Creativity and Media” on any online library will yield thousands of results; however, this made sense as a starting point as I love seeing and advocating creativity in all aspects of education, especially so with technology and media integration in learning.  With an academic database yielding a reasonable scope of scholarly article results for the three specific media to be researched, I conducted my survey of the articles, compiling the valuable lessons learned of each in the context of the classroom.  

Blogs in the Classroom
Blogs may be the closest of the three (Blogs, IPods and YouTube) as far as right-now integration in the classroom, with this particular category yielded more ProQuest search results than IPod and YouTube searches combined.  There is a fair amount of scholarly journals to choose from, with a variety of valuable feedback on the actual implementation of blogs in coursework.  A recurring theme is amount of humanity this technology encourages: collaboration, teamwork, exploration, feedback and even humor.
For example, Overby (2009) begins by asking a refreshingly direct question – one I have been passionate about answering since I began my graduate studies: “Why are our students' personal lives immersed in technology, but their school experiences quite the opposite?” (p. 18).  This question immediately reminds that, as always, education lags behind in technology compared to other professions or areas of life, from medicine to online banking.  Overby (2009) calls blogs “a collaborative learning environment [where] the teacher is a facilitator rather than an authoritarian figure” (p. 22), including a dialogue examining a particular photography among her and her students.  This shows us how blog technology can truly enhance the learning experience in way that actually increases the human element.  
In “Blog Buzz,” Dieker (2009) collects the thoughts of many educators in a sort of collaborative bullet list of ideas for encouraging writing and related arts through blog usage in the classroom.  Everything from familiar book reviews to more challenging and creative ideas such as “pass a sentence” and “expanded sentences” activities that encourage collaborative writing (p. 15).  
Greer and Reed (2008) roll out an extended in-classroom blog that helps students learn mathematics in a conversational, collaborative way.  The instructor and students have plenty of reflective and exploratory dialogue, asking questions, and even injecting occasional humor into the blog as they go.  
One source discussed blog benefits for parents, which was good to see in rounding out the natural community feel of blogs.  Schweder and Wissick (2007) tell us that, “teachers include parents in the teaching process when they post blog entries containing classroom newsletters, calendars, study guides, and homework assignments for parents to peruse at a time that is convenient for them,” (p. 64), reinforcing the blog as an excellent classroom management tool that can easily reach out and touch the other key stakeholders in a student’s education – chief among them, the parents.

Boling (2008) was the first to discuss some truly negative thoughts on blog integration, including personal experience of failed blog implementation in the classroom.  The experience, however, proves to be beneficial in that Boling (2008) then goes on to analyze why it failed, including in-depth examination of literacy.  


Goldman, Cohen and Sheahan (2008) take the blog as an educational tool to the graduate level, testing if “seminar blogs enhanced learning in a large graduate-level introductory public health school class” (p. 1658).  Once again, like Bolin (2008), here was a source that included significant negative comments regarding comfort level, incoming skills, and other concepts from students regarding blog integration in the classroom.


A survey of the current blog literature tells us that blog integration comes with both a great deal of rewards yet also some risks according to existing research.  However, it is important to be mindful that most Blog literature and research is still very young – educators are learning new applications and lessons every day, and a few more years of research will certainly help in identifying the most significant qualities, patterns, strengths and weaknesses when it comes to Blog integration in the classroom.
IPods in the Classroom

IPod technology takes a leap forward from Blogs, integrating audio and video as digital tools and allies in the classroom.  The scholarly articles available on this topic via ProQuest were few, but they offered value, and are briefly reviewed here.

Csathy (2008) explains some exciting new services related to IPod technology which facilitate instruction:

Some innovative educators have already begun using the record functions of online video communications services like SightSpeed, exporting the video programs to iTunes U and allowing students to download lectures and other instructional sessions to their iPods to absorb at times and under conditions they feel suit them best. (p. 86)
Knowledge like the latest services allows educators to stay on the head of the curve, while the simple but critical control an iPod offers the learner is highlighted.


Meanwhile, Morris and Easterday (2008) illustrate to us, using a case study on teaching algebra, how IPod technologies can be used to create more sophisticated media integration for educators: “With the iPod(TM) teachers can personalize their interactions with professional development resources in ways that would have been cumbersome at best using older technologies” (p. 50).  The critical theme of more sophisticated technologies, to match the needs of increasingly technology-proficient students continues to emerge.

Finally, Elkins (2009) provides an overview of both settings and specific applications for the video IPod use in the classroom, including a generous amount of student feedback via questionnaire that gave responses to the critical questions: “Was the iPod a useful device academically?” and “Did the course materials on the iPod relate well to the topics that were discussed or to field stops?” (p. 109).  The answers were overwhelmingly positive, highlighting key characters of IPod-based instruction such as high video elements in facilitating learning and high user control and portability in accessing and re-accessing information at any time.
YouTube in the Classroom
The popularity of YouTube for countless applications and topics is mindboggling, especially when considers it ease of use, high visual and audio components, and its great accessibility – although anecdotal seems to suggest access in schools is uncommon; virtually every instructor I’ve talked to about it tells me their school blocks YouTube.

Burnett (2008) discusses how Missouri State University students used YouTube as a tool when they “were challenged with the task of creating a nationally integrated public service campaign to encourage the use of public transportation by emphasizing the positive effects that riding public transportation has on the environment” (p. 2).  Burnett goes on to detail ten discrete benefits of YouTube use in the classroom based on the aforementioned experience, relating the project to present-day marketing principles and practice, giving the effort depth and reality.  

And Burnett concludes what I have now learned throughout this literature review journey: “Professors are just beginning to see the benefits of using interactive media in classrooms” (p. 3).  This is certainly truer for YouTube and IPod technologies, which are the most sophisticated of the original three technologies that are part of this literature review.  A look at the publication dates of all the sources alone gives one an immediate sense of the newness of these technologies and related research in academics; the opportunity and need for more research in this area is both clear and exciting.
Finally, I cannot help but think that the higher level of technological proficiency as well as educator leadership and responsibility required for the effective use of IPod and YouTube in the classroom is also a reason why there are fewer resources available for YouTube and IPod uses in the classroom.  Blogs, though fairly new as well, are still a medium by comparison that is more user-friendly and familiar to enter (text-based entry, available templates, web-page style and formatting, etc.).  Certainly, the “cutting edge” technology instructor has his hands full in continually educating not only himself, but other educators and students when it comes to continuously emerging and more sophisticated technologies.  However, this only means there is tremendous opportunity to take the field of education a giant leap forward by creating and advocating tech-savvy communities and alliances among both educators and students in the classroom.
Research Proposal
To understand what are the most effective uses of some of today’s most popular media (Blogs, IPods and YouTube) in the classroom, it is important to develop and detail a proper action research proposal.  
What is My Research Interest?  Why Am I Interested?

I have always loved teaching, learning and technology – sometimes it’s difficult to see them as separate entities in the today’s increasingly networked, digital world.  There are already several instructional technology advocates of the aforementioned popular and powerful technologies creatively at work incorporating them into teaching and learning.  These forward-looking educators, like me, have a vision of being at the forefront of educational technology by embracing these digital tools as well as embracing our increasingly tech-savvy students as allies in the classroom.  In essence, the educators of today must be leaders in creating an increasingly technology-proficient community molded from a foundation of a technology-rich, engaging academic environment.
What Do I and Others Already Know?


My conversations with teacher friends, peers throughout my coursework, and my reading throughout this master’s program have all reinforced that there is a technology lag in education.  While our students continue to incorporate the latest and greatest technologies into their everyday lives at earlier and earlier ages, instructors and the profession of education continue to lag behind in access, proficiency and implementation.  The popularity of Blogs, IPods and YouTube is apparent – just look at the where students spend their time online and what they carry in their packs and bags.  The research cited earlier as part of the literature review talks about how this digital divide between what instructors and schools are offering and what students are expecting is real – we have to get our students attention, and one way is by embracing technology and embracing a more sophisticated generation of students.  

What Do I Expect to Find?


I expect to find concrete examples of smartly implemented Blog, IPod and YouTube usage in the classroom.  Part of the hesitation on the part of instructors seems to be some combination simply finding the time as well as actually understanding how great (or modest) an effort is required to learn these technologies.  By researching the actual thoughts and attitudes of teacher and students when using Blogs, IPods and YouTube in their academic work, for example, and reviewing the instructor journals or results of survey and questionnaires by the end of an actual lesson plan or project, I expect to find a lot of positive feedback.  Pooling all of the data and experiences will help me see and communicate the most effective applications of these technologies.

What Will I Try Out?

My temporary unemployed work situation does not afford me easy access to classrooms as an instructor or opportunity to do some experimenting in corporate team projects.  However, this is a great opportunity for me to personally access and navigate the very technologies I am interested in as if I were using them for the first time, logging my personal, direct and authentic experiences in a journal.  (In fact, in some cases, this will be a brand new experience and skill I will learn, which is exciting in its own right.)  This also affords me the opportunity to compare and contrast my experiences in initial use of the technology to the experiences and attitudes found in many of the articles from last week’s literature review.  

Some of the specific tactics I have in mind include: 1) create my own Blog/Podcast/YouTube video from their original sites and log my experiences in a journal, 2) attempt to create the same or alternatives through the assistance of an educational site and log my experiences in my journal, and 3) create a simple rating scale for each site experience with categories such as a) ease of sign up, b) ease of navigation, c) number and quality of customization options, and d) aesthetic ‘look and feel.’ 

So, essentially, I am a highly focused observer-participant in my own study.  The time frame will cover the next one to two weeks (maximum of ~two visits per site), and I will both access the big three technologies from and keep my journal on home computer.  

How Will I Document the Process?  What Evidence Will I Collect?


Using the above information, I will build a table as I go to quickly communicate the quality ratings for each technology.  A written journal of my experiences will include both a brief “highlight” and “lowlight” section for each entry – a simple one line summary of the best and worst of each detailed experience.  Each Blog, IPod or YouTube experience will have a proper title and listed website.

How Will I Verify Credibility?


A peer review during this Masters in Teaching and Learning with Technology course will help verify that my judgments are trustworthy and credible.  Feedback and opinions from a peer will help highlight the strengths and weaknesses of my views and approach.  Also, I will be comparing and contrasting my experiences as a “first-time educator user” of the technologies with educator experiences in the literature review.  Finally, I will be using both the original and related education-oriented sites for my study, and will be including their links in my tables.

How Will I Interpret the Data?


In doing comparing and contrasting of my experiences with the three technologies with the experiences from the literature review, I hope to see some patterns emerge – i.e. some of the same positive qualities and some of the same concerns.  Comparing journal entries and reflections will be especially interesting as far as seeing what kinds of shared emotions or lessons emerged during the experiences.

How Will I Portray What I Have Learned and Make It Public?


I will share my findings with my current classmates and professor.  I will also share it with my teacher friends and discuss my thoughts, their thoughts, and the current body of research on the topic.  Finally, I will add it to my online portfolio in order to share it with future colleagues – other instructors, instructional designers, school administrators, etc.  

How Will These Actions Make Life Better?  And What Will I Do Next?


Hopefully, this research encourages and inspires others to teach or think differently in some small way going forward.  To achieve a vision of a more tech-savvy profession and a high degree of technology integration in the classroom, small steps like these as well as more research on the inherent benefits is needed.  

In my next position as I transition into the field of education, I plan to conduct this research again, but involve a greater number of participants – other students and educator colleagues.  I also see the possibility of other exciting technologies as candidates for a similar or new study.  Perhaps other social media (MySpace, Facebook, etc.), as taboo as they may be to some educators, can actually also have a smart and efficient place in education, much like Blogs, IPods and YouTube.

Who Will Be My Critical Colleagues?


My critical colleagues will include my current course professor, Dr. Tony Valley.  One or more of my peers may also become critical colleagues, such as during the peer review component of this course.  In the future, when I bring this research into the educational workplace, I will look to colleagues or my manager or principle.

What Permissions Do I Need to Gain?


No special permissions are needed at this time.  However, once I transition into academics and conduct further or related research that includes students and/or educational colleagues as the participants, I will need to secure written permission for their participation as well as any specific inclusion of their language in writing, video/audio, conversation, etc. during the research.  

Research Results
To properly research the question of efficient media integration in the classroom, the impact and quality of both qualitative and quantitative research strategies and tactics must be considered.  What follows is a discussion of the qualitative and quantitative data involved in this action research proposal, including a discussion of the some of the experiences and results of my own personal research and explorations.  

Summary of Tactics

I obtained and incorporate the data I needed via the following specific data collection strategies: 1) create my own Blog/Podcast/YouTube video from their original sites and log my experiences in a journal (including some combination of text, screenshot images, audio recording, video, etc.) and 2) create a simple rating scale for each site experience with categories such as a) ease of sign up, b) ease of navigation, c) number and quality of customization options, d) aesthetic ‘look and feel,’ and e) cost.
Observer-Participant Results
Much of my action research involves personal research based upon basic curiosity; I ask the simple questions of “What is out there?” and “What works?” when it comes to assessing the effectiveness of Blog, IPod and YouTube integration in the classroom.  As such, much of the data is qualitative in nature.  Specifically, tactic #1 which include journal logs of my experiences, are qualitative in nature, as logs primarily use language to describe what occurred and what was observed or learned.

For example, in conducting my own research, I learned just how easy and quick it was to create my own Blog page, ITunes account and YouTube account – the very first steps.  The first steps for these technologies or media are not anywhere near as daunting an experience as some might believe they are.  
The original Blog site known as Blogger.com immediately welcomes a new user with brief, simple instructions, highlighted by three powerful selling points: “Your blog,” “easy to use,” and “flexible” (www.blogger.com).  The entire process costs nothing but time, and from the start, the value of personal ownership and control the user has is clear, along with what truly becomes a set up that takes no more than five minutes for your first blog.  An educator could, for example, be up and running with a collaborative blog for his math classroom in just minutes, giving students the opportunity to talk about math at all levels of detail among peers and with the teacher.  General thoughts could be used as a warm up activity on a blog, just as easily as highly detailed steps of a lesson plan could be laid out and discussed.
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Figure 1.  Signing up for your first Blog really is this easy (2009).  Source: Blogger.com.  

Also free is signing up for a YouTube account to post your own videos or create your own shareable playlists of videos.  However, it’s important to understand that an account is not required to watch videos – you can watch an infinite number videos on YouTube.  A video and audio package, and incredible access is what makes YouTube so appealing powerful.  There are millions if not billions of videos on nearly any topic, academic and otherwise, and creating an account to contribute your own or manage yours or your favorites also only takes a few minutes.  For example, educator could find some of the most compelling and high-quality videos of volcanoes and volcanic activity for a geology lesson plan.  Scanning ahead of time for proper videos, and incorporate activities that involve volcano and volcanic aftermath footage in a WebQuest would make for an excellent application of using video from YouTube in an academic context.
Figure 3.  ITunes navigation pain and radio station listing.  
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Figure 2.  An excellent Discovery Earth video on volcanoes found on YouTube (2009).  Source: YouTube.com.  

Finally, a greater investment is preferred when it comes to ITunes and IPod usage. An Ipod itself, which allows for high quality video and audio portability (its greatest strength), may, according to Amazon.com, cost anywhere from fifty dollars for a basic IPod to a few hundred dollars or more for the most advanced.  The ITunes application can still be installed and run for free without an IPod, however.  For example, thousands of free radio stations alone are available on ITunes, including many types of special interests and groups in the Talk Radio category.  While most modern music or art teachers would find it hard not to incorporate an IPod and ITunes throughout the school year, the right talk radio station could provide valuable information from the community outside the walls of the classroom, giving a particular learning topic more tangibility.  For example, current events relative to the blind community is one of the listed free radio stations – a creative instructor in the humanities or one simply seeking to inject some current invents into a social studies or similar class could integrate a segment of this talk radio station into a lesson plan, allowing students to share their thoughts in a Blog, or even post their thoughts in their own YouTube video.  This is a win-win – students learn more about what is going on right now in the world, while learning and mastering some of the most popular, engaging and often familiar media and technologies.
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Figure 3.  ITunes navigation pain and radio station listing.  (n.d.).  Source: ITunes.  

Rating Scale


A simple five-point rating scale of my experiences with these three relevant media and technologies places Blogs as the clear winner when it comes to a) ease of sign up, b) ease of navigation, c) number and quality of customization options, d) aesthetic ‘look and feel’, and e) cost.  
The only minor quibble against Blogger.com blogs on aesthetics was that initial blogs tend too look a bit blocky and mundane until you have a better a handle on adding more color, images, sections, etc.  With software installation required, and two pieces of technology (and required and sometimes time-consuming syncing of the two),  as well as a fair amount of downloading truly required to make the IPod shine, this technology didn’t place top ranges in the “ease” categories, but were tremendous when it came to options in accessing very high quality video and audio.  Signing up for YouTube is not required, but it was a simple process to do so in order to gain video creation and community video rating/ranking capability.  Searching for a video, especially an appropriate academic one, can take some time, and there are not as many obvious customization options for the uninitiated – or those who have not signed up.  Despite some high quality video and audio, there is a lot to sift through on times when searching, and there is evidence of irrelevant “related videos” as well as inappropriate text commentary by the community (though these can be hidden), keeping the aesthetics score from topping out.   Finally, cost was significant only for IPod/ITunes integration, setting their total rating as lowest of the three; fortunately the other options are free.
	
	Blogs
	YouTube
	IPod/ITunes

	Ease of Sign Up
	5
	5
	4

	Ease of Navigation
	5
	4
	4

	Customization
	5
	4
	5

	Aesthetics
	4
	4
	5

	Cost
	5
	5
	2

	Score
	24
	22
	20


Figure 4.  Rating Scale for Blogs, IPod/ITunes and YouTube.

A Future of Technology
With a very young but growing body of research on Blog, IPod and YouTube integration in the classroom available, it is my hope that their experiences as well as my own personal observations and ratings from own explorations further encourage and inspire educators to approach teaching and learning differently and more creatively.  In order to drive towards a vision a community of tech-savvy educators, students, and other stakeholders, educators are wise to begin with these small steps in their own classrooms, taking comfort and not trepidation in the fact that the students of today are an increasingly sophisticated and tech-savvy generation of learners, often already familiar with and engaged by these technologies in other aspects of their lives.  The benefits to learners are many, and the access to and quality of these technologies cannot be disputed.  Why not use a Blogs, IPod technology, and YouTube videos in a lesson plan or WebQuest today?
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