440 Observation Notes for the Week of 2/28

Lab 2/29

At the beginning of class, Geri announces that the class bulletin board is being changed because of complaints about the old board. However, there was a problem with the installation of the new board, so it may not work. She said that the BB discussion might be dispersed this week, with some people on the old board and some on the new. She recommended trying to use the new BB.

Geri has Michael download The Brain on the demo computer and shows this to the students. All of the students have their laptops open.

Geri then asks whether the students are clear on the community portal assignment. She wants them to use the lab time to come up with an initial design that shows how the groups are going to pull their work together.

The students all start to work in their groups, although it takes a while for some group members to arrive. A number of students are emailing, or at least accessing their email messages. The Seneca group starts allocating assignments for different group members to do. Some members of another group, which is working on a real web site for the Daily Sun, are both accessing the same Daily Sun web page that they want to redesign. They are pointing out the problems with this existing site.

Students are on a wide variety of software applications, including Eudora, Photoshop, Word, and Internet Explorer. Those students on the web were often using search engines to look for information related to their community portal ideas.  Some students were programming their portals, with multiple members of a group looking at the same programming software.

Class 2/29
Geri announces to the whole class that she and other class personnel are trying to install new bulletin board software for the class to use. She wants the students to continue sending messages, even if they have to use the old BB. She says she will announce on the web syllabus that week where students should send their messages.

Every student in the class has his/her laptop open. Students are exchanging virtual sticky notes with each other over their computers. There is a presenter to start the class--Margaret Cornet.  The lights are turned off so she can do her computer presentation. As I look across the classroom, the open laptops create an eerie glow on the students’ faces. About 10 of the students in the class are actively typing away during Margaret’s presentation and looking intently at their computer screens. One student is actually facing away from the speaker and working on his computer. Some students are looking at the class web site; others are emailing the message board. Some students are using online chats.  

During the lecture, one boy pulls up a web site that it relevant to what Margaret is talking about. He tells the class about this site and puts the URL up on the whiteboard at the front of the room. Other students access this site. Margaret goes into Active Worlds. She is showing the communication function. Michael, the TA, says “Hi” to her in Active Worlds from his computer. Students in the class pull up the Active Worlds environment on their machines. They go into AW areas other than Margaret’s area.

Geri introduces the NetMeeting software to the class. Michael shows the students how to install NetMeeting on their machines, but many students are not paying attention. They are emailing or web surfing, etc., so when they finally realize that they all need to install NetMeeting, they all try to catch up to the step-by-step instructions Michael is giving. As soon as most people have NetMeeting on their machines, they try to set up the chat software, because Geri tells them that the class is going to discuss the class readings over the chat function. Many of the students are having technical difficulty getting the chat to work for them. They can get the software up, but they cannot contact others to chat with. Students assist one another with technical problems. 

The students discover the shared white board function, and some actually begin chatting over the white board, by using the text tool to write messages to one another on the white board.

Geri tells the students to shut NetMeeting down, that they are going to discuss the readings face-to-face instead. The students do not shut down their laptops, however, nor do they quit out of the NetMeeting software. Some students are trying out the tool that allows two people to share a single word document. Many students have a chat window open throughout the rest of the class, and keep sending messages to other students. Other students use the shared white board throughout the class. One group of three is creating collaborative artwork. They are sitting next to each other, they are communicating silently by drawing on the white board. One student goes to the class web site during the class discussion, and accesses the online reading that is being discussed. However, at various times she clicks open the white board to see what the student next to her has drawn, even though she could just look to her left to see his screen. The students in this group add funny images to the artwork, like a pig, that is downloaded from the web. Even though this group is engaged in the art production, they also seem engaged in the discussion. One student is aware enough to access whatever reading is being discussed, and to scan the reading for the pertinent information, and another student in this group is listening and answering Geri’s questions as he draws. At one point, when another student mentions a web site for independent filmmakers, the student doing the drawing immediately accesses this site to look at it, even before the other student finishes her comment.

There are other students doing things like playing solitaire, and accessing web sites like beer.com, and CNN.com, and a number of students sending email or reading messages on the bulletin board. One boy is posting a message to the BB of another one of his classes.

It appeared that some students seemed very capable of multi-tasking, participating in the discussion while drawing on the computer, and engaging in a chat session. Other students would get flustered if they were in the middle of doing something on the computer and would then have to answer a question.  I found it quite amazing how most of the students seemed to be able to do so many different things at the same time, or go from one task to another so quickly, and just how skillful they all seemed to be with the computer. For example, they were only introduced to the NetMeeting software in the middle of class, and yet most seemed to have mastered it or parts of it by the end of class, even though a class discussion of the course readings was going on.

At the end of the class, Geri reminded the students to join an online group or community to write about.

Lab 3/2
As soon as the students enter the classroom, they open up their laptops. It’s very quiet in the room as students do their email, listen to music playing on their computer through headphones, or surf the web. Each student has his or her own special background on his/her laptop. Some backgrounds are very artistic—a photo of a train station, or a nude—and others show the students’ interests—one has a picture of the South Park characters and another has a poster from a foreign film. When lab begins the students form into groups. Michael tells them that they should work on creating a project outline for their community portals so that they can turn it in next week. 

Some of the group editors look through there files, and then pull out little digital cameras to take pictures of those group members whose pictures they don’t have on their machines. Students begin to talk about their ideas, and to exchange ideas, notes and images. One student sends a group member something via email so that he can access it immediately. In other words, students are using email to share information and work collaboratively. One student has a computer on his lap and a computer on the table in front of him, and he is working on both. He accesses his email to open a message sent by Michael that gives instructions for the community portal assignment. He goes back to this message at various times throughout the lab.

Michael tells the groups to access the class web directory, so that these groups can see an example of the outline or template that another group has already put up for their portal. The group members access this site. One student complains that she can access the class web directories from home, but not on the computer she is using in class. Michael goes over to help her.

The members of one group come up with an idea for their portal, to model it after the “Who Wants to Be a Millionaire” game and website. They are going to have different areas of the site that highlight different millionaires doing ridiculous things. The group members go to different web sites to find out information about the millionaires they want to highlight, and to use other web sites as models for their design. They all go to the ABC.com website to see how the “Who Wants to Be a Millionaire” game is presented there.  In this group, they use their computer and network access to conduct research and to review potential models for their own site.

Another group is working on a project about the future. Different group members take on different tasks, all on the computer. One student is creating original artwork in Flash that can be used as the opening screen for the portal. Another student downloads an image of a superhero from the web. In photoshop he tries to paste a picture of his head onto the superhero’s body. This is going to be the image that represents him in the portal. The two women in the group search the web for interesting fonts to use in the site. These students use their laptop and network access to work on separate but inter-related tasks and to create content and artwork for their project.

