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1 | New Literacies Need New Learning

The digital age and the age of hip-hop emerged collaterally during the 
last 35 years. Increasingly, young people in the United States and glob-
ally use screen-based, digital technologies to source and transmit words, 
images, video, and sounds as they engage in meaning making, identity 
connections, and social networking. They come to school with experi-
ences, interests, affinities, and skills uniquely enabled by new media, and 
engaging them in classrooms requires new learning of teachers.

This book reveals significant ways that high school teachers extended 
their professional learning to revitalize learning in their classrooms in 
the complex educational context of an urban, public continuation high 
school in northern California. They did this through participation in 
a novel professional development project that was part of a university/
public school research collaboration called TEACH (Technology, Equi-
ty, And Culture in High-performing schools).1 In this project, teachers 
were supported and guided in developing perspectives and skills needed 
to take greater advantage of new media and new information sources 
in conjunction with relevant connections to youth experiences and 
interests. This work draws on extensive qualitative data to document, 
describe, and analyze how the learning of both teachers and students was 
dramatically transformed as they worked to incorporate an array of new 
media in their classrooms.

Dewey (1938) argued for an American educational system that 
respected all sources of experience. So the importance of sourcing expe-
rience for learning is not new, but the virtual experiences of digital youth 
are. The lives and learning of today’s young people are permeated with 
engagements with new media. Consequently, many students come to 
school with experiences, interests, and skills—different resources for 
meaning making—that are shaped by and expressed through digital texts 
and tools. Interestingly, the virtual substance of these affordances often 
reflects hip-hop cultural influences that are revealed in language, music, 
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images, entertainment media, electronic games, and sports as well as in 
personal styles and perspectives. Hip-hop’s emergence during the global 
information age vastly increased its reach, and it has had provocative 
cross-connections with technology and world culture since its incep-
tion in the 1970s. For example, rap artists were quickest to exploit digital 
samplers and sequencers when these and other technologies suited their 
cultural purposes (Miller 2004). Rose (1994) noted that “hip hop trans-
forms stray technological parts intended for cultural and industrial trash 
heaps into sources of pleasure and power. These transformations have 
become a basis of digital imagination all over the world” (22).

Now, through a kind of digital DJ-ing, contemporary youth in the 
United States and globally utilize technological resources to source, 
sample, and cut and paste multimedia texts for replay in new configura-
tions, just as hip-hop DJs reconfigure sounds, words, and images to play 
anew (Mahiri 2006). Digital media allows for greatly increased mobil-
ity, interchangeability, and accessibility of all kinds of texts and signs, 
while it magnifies and simplifies processes for new authorial assem-
blages, such as multimodal collages and remixes (Gibson 2005; Mano- 
vich 2001). It has expanded our notions of textuality and virtuality as 
well as our sense of space and place. The ubiquitous cell phone is a case 
in point with its diverse capabilities for accessing written texts, voice 
recordings, music, pictures, video, TV, the Internet, GPS, clocks, calen-
dars, calculators, and games. Miller (2004) claimed that home is where 
your cell phone is. Thousands of applications are available for added 
personalization and performance of smart phones, and many more are 
continually being developed. These new texts and tools for communica-
tion, pleasure, work, and social networking reflect new forms of literacy 
that offer vast possibilities for meaning making and identity construc-
tion for youth and adults (Gee 2003; Johnson 2005; Mahiri 2004b, 2006, 
2008). Increasingly, teachers will have to engage the digital imaginations 
of youth through a new remix of techniques and tools for learning in 
schools.

Dewey understood seventy years ago that to be effective, teachers 
needed to change their perspectives as well as their practices. In addi-
tion to sourcing experiences, he argued for “the introduction of a new 
order of conceptions leading to new modes of practice” (1938, 5). Now, 
new conceptions of design and new practices for delivery of instruction 
are crucial to education and societal challenges of the twenty-first cen-
tury. These challenges call for innovative approaches and programs to 
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facilitate teachers in mediating the learning of contemporary youth with 
appropriate uses of digital technology.

It is important that novel approaches to teaching and learning with 
technology were able to take place in the challenging setting of an urban, 
continuation high school. Continuation high schools are distinguished 
from other kinds of schooling alternatives to traditional high schools in 
that students are assigned to and required to attend continuation schools 
against their wills, often for severe discipline problems or chronic under-
achievement. Students can be sent to continuation high schools based 
on these issues at any time during the school year, and they later may be 
allowed to return to the main school. Continuation schools are some-
times pejoratively referred to as “dumping grounds” or “pre-prisons.” 
Village Tech High (V-Tech),2 however, was a continuation school that 
was already taking a different approach to teaching its “involuntary” 
students that included expectations of academic rigor, the selection of 
caring and committed faculty and staff members, and the creation of 
partnerships with community and other institutional resources. Its col-
laboration in the TEACH Project to increase the effectiveness of profes-
sional development for its teachers was seen by the school community as 
complementary to other efforts being taken at the school.

Ms. Glide,3 an African American woman who was new to the teach-
ing profession and also a new teacher at V-Tech, reflected the dilemma of 
many educators. “I completely resisted the idea of integrating technology 
into my practice,” she wrote in response to an interview question about 
her early teaching. She further noted, “My feelings stemmed primarily 
from my limited technological proficiency and the related fear of trying 
to teach things to students that I didn’t understand myself.” Part of the 
dilemma is that young people often have more expansive experiences 
with digital media than their teachers. Most students—including those 
who are underperforming in school—extensively use cell phones, text 
messaging, YouTube, and Twitter; they are avid downloaders of digital 
music; they are comfortable with basic Internet searching; they use digi-
tal photography and video and play an array of video games. Many have 
blogs and Facebook or Myspace pages and profiles. As Alvermann (2008) 
noted, young people come to school with different technological experi-
ences in contrast to older generations that are not addressed by instruc-
tion. Still, the value of these digital practices of youth is often contested 
or seen in opposition to traditional literacies surrounding page-based 
texts (Rich 2008). This issue will be addressed later in this chapter. Yet, 
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as Lankshear and Knobel (2002) have argued, page-based texts and their 
corresponding instructional practices do not compete well in what they 
called the “attention economy.” As one student noted, “When I come to 
school, I feel like I have to power down.” Powering down, or the sense of 
a loss of power, is even more pronounced for underachieving students 
who are pushed to the margins of schooling through academic disen-
gagement and disciplinary problems (Gregory, Nygreen, and Moran 
2006).

Discussions and critiques of the problems of urban, public schools in 
the United States are pervasive, particularly with regard to their failures 
with underachieving students like those assigned to V-Tech.4 One major 
aspect of school failure in this country is the rising rate of dropouts with 
its disparate economic, social, and health consequences for those who do 
not complete high school (McNeil et al. 2008). According to the National 
Center for Education Statistics, negative outcomes from dropping out  
of high school include significantly lower annual incomes ($20,000 ver-
sus nearly $30,000 for graduates), much higher unemployment rates, 
worse health conditions as adults, and far greater possibilities of going 
to prison and of being on death row (Laird et al. 2007). The research of 
Balfanz and Legters (2004) indicated how dropping out is increasingly 
a problem of urban schools and particular regions of the country. They 
found, for example, that nearly 80 percent of high schools with the high-
est dropout rates are in just 15 states, and California is one of these (vi).

Recent work revealing more accurate tracking systems for high 
school dropouts in California suggests that school failure with regard 
to this factor is significantly worse than generally assumed. With the 
new student tracking system, school officials determined that the pro-
jected dropout rate for African American students in the state—the most 
extreme example—was an astronomical 42 percent, approximately twice 
as high as earlier claims using the old system (Asimov 2008). Another 
important aspect of educational decline is the breakdown in the pipe-
line between this nation’s high schools and its colleges and universities. 
Within the last decade, after having pioneered mass higher education, 
the United States has gone from first to fourteenth among nations in the 
world in rates of participation in postsecondary education. The United 
States currently ranks twenty-first in high school graduation rates, and 
Europe is now the first choice of international students (Douglass 2008). 
In significant ways with regard both to national and global contexts, this 
country’s schools are also failing many of its highest achieving students.
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Questions are now being raised as to whether schools can be saved or 
are worth saving. For example, in a speech in 2005 to the National Gov-
ernors Association, Bill Gates, whose education philanthropy has been 
immense, claimed that this country’s high schools are obsolete. He went 
on to say that even when schools are “working exactly as designed . . . 
[they] cannot teach our kids what they need to know today” (“American 
high school” 2006, 12). In this milieu, major private funding (and some 
government) agencies are consciously shifting their focus and resources 
from school reform initiatives to what they consider to be more promis-
ing venues of youth informal learning, or to innovative literacy programs 
taking place after school. In line with this, formulations by groups like 
the Economic Policy Institute suggest that schools alone cannot com-
bat the broad social factors that contribute to failing schools, so more 
money should go to health care programs, antipoverty initiatives, and 
after-school and pre-K programs. Groups like the Education Equality 
Project agree that focusing on these kinds of programs and initiatives is 
important, but they also argue that reforms that change the fundamental 
structure and accountability systems of schools can make a big differ-
ence (Brooks 2008).

In light of these considerations, I am not arguing that increasing the 
use of technology for learning is a panacea for failing schools. Clearly, 
political, socioeconomic, cultural-historical, and geographic factors—
like priorities for government spending, the growing divide between 
rich and poor, intense global competition and changing markets, and 
the increasing role of standardized testing—are intricately linked to 
problematic outcomes in our schools. However, school structures that 
result in disproportionate numbers of inexperienced teachers being 
assigned to teach in high-poverty schools or with the lowest-performing 
students in comprehensive schools are one of the problems that sorely 
needs to change. This problem is dramatically documented in a report 
by the National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future (Carroll 
et al. 2004). Similarly, an analysis of recent Education Trust data that 
utilized a highly refined Teacher Quality Index (Carey 2007) identified 
many subtle and overt ways that students who face the greatest educa-
tional challenges receive much less opportunity to be taught by the most 
qualified teachers. At the same time, reviews of research summarizing 
hundreds of studies over several decades have shown that better prepa-
ration of teachers is a direct way to transform schooling and increase 
student achievement (Darling-Hammond 1997, 2000). Consequently, 
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the TEACH Project focused its work on the professional development of 
teachers as a key lever for school change.

A critical challenge for teacher preparation and professional develop-
ment programs, however, is to enable teachers to understand and utilize 
relevant digital technologies that can be viable resources for learning. In 
the spring of 2008, Ms. Glide completed a master’s degree along with a 
secondary English teaching credential from a university whose school 
of education is ranked in the top 10 in the country. Yet there was very 
little in her preparation at the university and in her professional develop-
ment while working in schools that helped her to teach with new tech-
nology. What she did get in her preparation program had to do more 
with learning about technology than with ways of using technology to 
learn. During her initial interview for the research project she noted, “As 
a new teacher, I wanted to simplify rather than complicate my teaching. 
I viewed technology as an inconsistent, logistical nightmare replete with 
malfunctioning programs and equipment—sure to end in frustration 
for teacher and students alike.” Based on considerable work in profes-
sional development with over 25 school districts across the country dur-
ing the past six years as a senior scholar for the National Urban Alliance 
for Effective Education (NUA), it is clear to me that this view is also held 
by many practicing teachers. I have addressed this issue in terms of new 
considerations for teaching practices in a number of earlier books and 
journal articles.5 That this view on teaching with technology could be 
held by young, promising, new teachers as well as highly experienced 
teachers was one of the compelling reasons I initiated the TEACH Proj-
ect to collaboratively deploy research and resources at the university and 
school district levels to redesign programs of teacher professional devel-
opment.

Why haven’t teacher preparation and teaching practices changed in 
conjunction with dramatic changes in technology? With all the recent 
work being done to certify and professionalize teachers, something 
remains amiss regarding their general lack of facility with technology. 
Stigler and Hiebert (1999) claimed that despite the continuous succes-
sion of reform initiatives, the system and culture of schooling in the 
United States essentially reproduce teachers who teach pretty much the 
way that they have been taught. From their comparative analysis of Japa-
nese, German, and U.S. teaching, they argued that many more opportu-
nities were needed for teachers to learn on the job, particularly with and 
from other teachers, if they were going to improve significantly as pro-
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fessionals. For new knowledge and skills to be acquired and effectively 
implemented, they concluded, teachers need to have both the time and 
support to systematically and collaboratively study and work to improve 
their teaching practices.

These and other perspectives that will be further delineated later 
in this chapter were key to the formulation and implementation of 
the TEACH Project. For several reasons that will also be discussed, the 
school site for the project was primed for a new approach to professional 
development to transform teaching and learning. Essentially, it provided 
an educational context that allowed project participants to engage in as 
well as study the processes of learning and teaching with digital tech-
nologies. Describing these processes provides insights into how other 
school contexts may also be transformed. The implications are not just 
for underachieving urban schools but for schooling generally in the 
United States. In her first interview for the TEACH Project, Ms. Glide 
echoed the feelings of many teachers when she said, “I failed to see how 
technology could be a useful tool in my practice without me submitting 
to painful, substantial, intensive instruction.” This book chronicles how 
she and her colleagues worked together with university-based educators 
to ameliorate this perspective in order to bring a new and more effective 
remix of learning to their school.

The TeACh Project

I am the principal investigator of the TEACH Project. It works collab-
oratively with teachers to support and guide them in rethinking their 
design and retooling their delivery of instruction in order to more 
effectively build on and extend the learning, academic achievement, 
and social development of their students. Ms. Glide ultimately was a 
self-described technophobe, but in her final interview for the project, 
she recounted how this collaborative effort changed her perspective on 
teaching. “Workshops on software programs and unit plan development 
helped teachers reconsider the ways that multimedia can address student 
modalities and interests,” she noted. “I have found that the workshops 
have assuaged my initial fears of technology and allowed me to be more 
imaginative.”

Two main goals framed the work of the TEACH Project during the 
2007–8 school year that is the focus of this book. The first goal was to 
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develop and document an approach to teacher professional development 
that integrated effective principles of teaching with successful strategies 
for mediating student learning with digital media. The second goal was 
to collaborate with, coach, and support teachers to implement and refine 
the knowledge and skills learned in this project as core augmentations 
of their teaching practices, perspectives, and curriculum. Documenting 
this project included descriptions of the conceptual frameworks, profes-
sional development approaches, and teaching and learning activities and 
products connected to its implementation, along with an assessment of 
its general feasibility in other educational settings. Three central research 
questions that guided the project were specifically how the teachers could 
learn to change their practices in order to more effectively mediate stu-
dent learning—particularly with digital technologies; what key obstacles 
and challenges might be encountered in changing teaching and learning 
through incorporating more technology; and what key changes in the 
process and products of students’ learning could be connected to chang-
ing teacher practices.

Beginning in the summer before and continuing through the 2007–8 
school year, a team of faculty and student researchers at the University 
of California, Berkeley,6 under my direction worked in collaboration 
with faculty, administrators, and community members at V-Tech. The 
school’s new principal, who was in his third year, had changed the tra-
ditional name of the school and advocated for a technology orientation 
as part of his efforts to move beyond the stigma of a continuation high 
school. He was also the first principal in the more than 30-year history of 
the school to develop a curriculum that made it possible for students to 
fulfill minimum college requirements before graduation. His continuing 
efforts to transform the school were key to the viability of this collabora-
tive effort.

My initial connection to this school began in the spring of 2003, 
when I was invited to be the speaker for its graduating class. One thing 
that was obvious was that the vast majority of the students at this school 
were African American. I had worked on a long-term research project 
with the comprehensive high school that sent its “problem” students to 
this continuation high school, and I kept informed of events and issues 
at the school. In 2006, two graduate students in my urban education 
class were also doing their educational psychology field placements at 
the school. I talked with them often, and it became clear through their 
excitement that the school was undergoing dramatic changes under the 
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leadership of the new principal. He had a master’s degree in educational 
technology, and his vision was to go beyond support and care for these 
students and provide them with a challenging curriculum that could sig-
nificantly change their perspectives and possibilities regarding learning 
and work in and beyond school. The “three R’s” of education for the 
school became “relationships,” “rigor,” and “relevance.” He selected fac-
ulty and staff members, generally younger professionals, who supported 
the need for healthy relationships with students as well as family and 
community members who wanted to work toward the new mission for 
the school to provide both rigorous, college-preparatory, academic work 
and preparation for jobs that were relevant to the students’ communities 
and personal experiences.

When the principal began work at the school, the Academic Perfor-
mance Index (API) rating was a mere 317. The API is a numeric index 
(or scale) ranging from a low of 200 to a high of 1,000 that reflects a 
school’s performance level based on the results of statewide testing. The 
performance target for all California schools is 800. After the first year 
of work by the principal, the API score for the school went up signifi-
cantly; it then went down slightly after his second year. After his third 
year, the 2007–8 academic year, during which the TEACH Project was 
implemented, the school’s API score jumped from 429 to 586, the high-
est increase of any school in its county. This score actually surpassed the 
574 API rating of the African American students at the comprehensive 
high school that sends students to V-Tech because they are underachiev-
ing and/or designated as severe discipline problems.

Interestingly, in the 2007–8 school year, there was not a single fight 
at V-Tech. However, this is not to say that there were not serious prob-
lems at the school. In the spring of 2008, there was a major theft of 10 
laptop computers from the school’s mobile computer lab. Also during 
that spring, one V-Tech student shot a classmate in a neighborhood away 
from the school site, and another V-Tech student was also shot and killed 
in neighborhood violence. Violence is clearly a prevalent force in most 
of these students’ lives. In reviewing student records, the school’s coun-
selors have noted that they can almost always trace the root of academic 
and discipline problems back to one or more major traumatic events 
that these students have experienced.

Most of the students who come to the school read and write well 
below grade level, and their overall academic skills vary greatly. In addi-
tion to behavioral considerations, some have substance abuse issues. 
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Throughout the academic year of our collaboration, all of the teach-
ers struggled with inconsistent student attendance in their classes. For 
example, in her second interview Ms. Glide noted, regarding her World 
Media classes that are the focus of chapter 4: “There are 22 students on 
the roster [in each class], but rarely more than 15 in attendance on a 
given day. The total number of students present does not reflect the fact 
that the class often contains a different grouping of students each day.” 
An important perspective at the school, however, was not to essential-
ize these youths. Instead, V-Tech’s principal, teachers, and staff have 
consciously worked toward a perspective that is reflective of the view 
of prominent scholars of African American education that “black youth 
[are] diverse human beings engaged in normal developmental tasks 
under difficult conditions” (Spencer 2008, 253). Consequently, educa-
tors must always be aware of how differences both inside groups and 
between groups are dynamically constructed and positioned within his-
torical, political, socioeconomic, and geographic contexts.

The V-Tech campus is about a mile away from the comprehensive 
high school. It is a small school with nine classrooms, one computer lab, 
and a modest library space. The staff offices, a multipurpose room, and 
the library are located in separate buildings at the front of the school. 
There are two rows of portable classrooms situated in the back of the 
school facing a small, elongated grassy area. A building in back of the 
school is occupied by the comprehensive high school’s Independent 
Study program, and it is separated from the rest of the campus by a 
tall metal fence. V-Tech has student-created artwork and tile murals 
throughout the campus that provide a colorful, pop-culture aesthetic.

The school has a faculty of 10 teachers (8 of whom participated in the 
project),7 and a maximum capacity of 150 students. New students arrive 
at the school nearly every week of the academic year. The demographic 
makeup of the comprehensive high school is approximately 30 percent 
White, 30 percent African American, 17 percent Latino, 8 percent Asian, 
and 15 percent multiracial. All of the students in the Independent Study 
program on the other side of the fence are white. By contrast, the stu-
dents at V-Tech are approximately 85 percent African American and 15 
percent Latino. They are also 65 percent male, and 100 percent qualify 
for free lunch. Thirty-four percent qualify for special education services. 
Although many of these students eventually have the option to return to 
the comprehensive high school, approximately 90 percent decide to stay 
at V-Tech.
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Data for this book comes from a range of qualitatively documented 
activities of the TEACH Project. The school’s principal worked exten-
sively with the university team to design and implement 90-minute 
professional development (PD) sessions for all of the school’s teach-
ers, although two were not able to participate. These sessions occurred 
approximately every other week for the duration of the 2007–8 school 
year. They operated recursively in facilitating teachers to develop and 
implement lesson plans in their content areas that incorporated things 
like podcasting, blogs, digital photography and video, Google Maps, 
GarageBand, and Teen Second Life. Teachers gained skill and comfort 
with a specific digital tool in each session, experimented with some level 
of its deployment in their instruction during the following week(s), and 
then shared and critiqued their teaching experience in using the tool 
with other teachers and project participants in subsequent PD sessions.

With continual collaboration of the TEACH team, I guided the PD 
sessions during the first semester, and a member of the project who has 
significant technological expertise guided the sessions during the second 
semester. All of the PD sessions were recorded as well as documented 
with field notes. Key additional sources of data came from our obser-
vations and field notes on teaching and learning connected to the PD 
in selected teachers’ classrooms. Surveys and interviews of the teachers 
were conducted at the beginning and end of the school year to capture 
prior and emerging approaches and perspectives on teaching and learn-
ing and to develop profiles of their professional and educational back-
grounds. The principal was also interviewed at the beginning and end of 
the school year. Teacher-written narratives and reflections on their expe-
riences with learning and implementing elements from the professional 
development were collected during and at the end of the school year. 
Student reflections on their classroom activities connected to the proj-
ect were also noted during classroom observations. Additionally, mem-
bers of the research team wrote reflective and analysis notes to capture 
specific vantage points that they had on the PD activities. Finally, the 
digital affordances of many of the PD activities allowed for considerable 
documentation of the teachers’ work and learning on a PD website and 
in teacher-created blogs, podcasts, and other digital media. So the data 
for this research was generated from the eight V-Tech teachers and their 
principal who formally consented to take part in this project with the 
understanding that pseudonyms would be used to conceal real identities 
in the publication of this work. Elements of the teaching and learning in 
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the classes of two of these teachers were also brought into focus through 
observations in some of their classes that were documented mainly with 
field notes.

These data were used to address the three central research questions 
of the TEACH Project, already identified at the beginning of this section. 
The primary discussion of how teachers learned to use digital tools to 
change their practices has been presented in chapter 3 through extensive 
description and analysis of the work that all the participating teachers 
did in the PD sessions throughout the academic year. Description and 
analysis of the nature and products of the students’ learning as well as 
obstacles encountered have been presented in chapter-length discus-
sions of the work of two focal teachers out of the eight who participated 
in the project. Ms. Foster was one of the most experienced teachers in 
the school, and she eventually incorporated more technology into her 
instruction than any other teacher. I focus on her Hip-Hop Journalism 
class in chapter 2 to provide compelling examples of the range and pos-
sibilities (as well as some of the obstacles) for mediating teaching and 
learning with digital tools in this school setting. Ms. Glide was the least 
experienced participating teacher, and yet, by the second semester, she 
was willing to engage her students in learning in Teen Second Life, an 
online, multi-user virtual environment (MUVE), with the support of 
members of the TEACH team. In chapter 4, I focus on the work with 
this unit in her World Media class to provide interesting examples of the 
real learning that can take place in virtual worlds. In chapter 5, I provide 
concluding considerations of the teachers’ and students’ learning along 
with implications for wider settings of schooling.

My approach in this book was to develop a narrative quality to the 
presentation of the data in each of the three descriptive/analysis chapters 
(chapters 2–4), to make the work more accessible to teachers, other edu-
cational practitioners, and general readers, in addition to researchers. 
Rather than citing each interview, survey, written reflection, or field note 
used as a source for the comments and activities described, I worked 
toward a dialogic quality, so that the scenes in the PD sessions and in 
the classrooms unfold as a kind of story that attempts to connect what 
selected teachers were learning and doing in professional development 
with how learning was being mediated with students in selected class-
rooms.

Essentially, V-Tech provided something of a laboratory in which to 
try new conceptions and new practices of teaching. My perspectives on 
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teacher professional development have been substantially influenced by 
my ongoing research in urban public schools; by my years of teaching in 
the Multicultural Urban Secondary English Master’s and Credential Pro-
gram at the University of California, Berkeley; and by the NUA’s exten-
sive work in this area in over 25 major urban school districts throughout 
the country. I have worked with NUA as a senior scholar presenting my 
research in many of these school districts since 2003. This national orga-
nization has developed comprehensive frameworks and many effective 
teaching strategies that facilitate teachers achieving “high intellectual 
performances” with increasing numbers of their students. My experi-
ences working with NUA have contributed to my understanding of what 
is needed for successful professional development of teachers.

In the TEACH Project specifically, our central focus on teach-
ers learning to rethink and retool their instruction became part of an 
emerging theory of change that was collaboratively developed to provide 
guides and goals for our work at the school. This approach incorporated 
a dynamic remix of key pedagogical perspectives in order to provide a 
multifaceted conceptual framework for effective teaching with technol-
ogy. For its documented success in guiding teacher effectiveness across 
disciplines, we drew on the five standards of effective pedagogy devel-
oped by the Center for Research in Education, Diversity, and Excellence 
(CREDE) (Tharp et al. 2001). I felt that these standards were also con-
sistent with core NUA strategies. Additionally, we drew on the four prin-
ciples of the “pedagogy of collegiality” developed by Chavez and Soep 
(2005), because of their effectiveness in guiding the learning of urban 
youth with new media at Youth Radio International, a highly successful 
youth development organization. Finally, we drew on 6 of the 36 prin-
ciples of learning with new media that have been defined and articulated 
by Gee (2004), and all of these perspectives were directed toward being 
realized through project-based learning. The integration of these per-
spectives can be imagined as a platform for supporting project-based 
learning that has three legs: the CREDE standards, the pedagogy of col-
legiality, and Gee’s (2004) new media learning principles. In this image, 
CREDE’s role for “activity centers” would be the seat of this platform.

CREDE’s standards are (1) joint productive activity among teachers 
and students; (2) language and literacy development across academic 
disciplines; (3) connecting academic content to students’ prior knowl-
edge and experiences; (4) using challenging, complex tasks for learn-
ing; and (5) engaging students in planned, goal-directed dialogues called 
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instructional conversations (Tharp et al. 2001). CREDE feels that the 
use of “activity centers” is important for fully realizing these principles 
in classroom instruction. The pedagogy of collegiality that undergirds 
Youth Radio’s acclaimed programs and pioneering strategies for effec-
tive digital learning of youth is a powerful way of reconceiving youth 
and adult participation in teaching and learning. Its features are (1) joint 
framing of media projects, (2) youth-led inquiry as a key form of learn-
ing, (3) mediated intervention to incorporate comprehensive perspec-
tives into the inquiry and to increase the possibility of influencing social 
change, and (4) distributed accountability between all participants in the 
production of media projects (Chavez and Soep 2005).

From the 36 principles of learning connected to new media that are 
outlined by Gee (2004), we focused on the multimodal, the semiotic, the 
material intelligence, the distributed, the probing, and the active, criti-
cal learning principles. These principles are defined and discussed later 
in this chapter in the section “What’s New about New Literacies.” All 
of these approaches supported the enactment of project-based learning 
that had the elements of “prompt,” “process,” “product,” “presentation,” 
and “reflection” as a systematic cycle for learning, including digitally 
mediated learning. Although there have been important successes with 
urban students in some after-school programs (Chung 2000; C. S. Mott 
Foundation 2005), students should also be able to consistently experi-
ence dynamic, culturally connected, digitally mediated learning during 
the six or more hours a day that they spend in school. The combination 
of principles and perspectives we enacted at V-Tech framed our work to 
achieve this goal.

Summary of This book’s Contents

The four following chapters describe and assess the TEACH approach 
and how it worked in and beyond the PD sessions in guiding and sup-
porting teachers to change their perspectives and practices in the use 
of digital tools. As noted earlier, chapter 2 looks at enactments of ele-
ments of this approach in Ms. Foster’s classroom. Through the teaching 
and learning activities described, we also get an initial view of V-Tech 
students learning with new media. Ms. Foster was hired at the begin-
ning of the 2007–8 school year, and because she was a veteran, creden-
tialed teacher with more experience than most of the other teachers, the 
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principal and I asked her to informally take the lead in piloting some 
aspects of the TEACH Project in her classroom. She selected to do this 
primarily with an elective class that she offered, Hip-Hop Journalism. 
She gave the class this title to signal that the curriculum would address 
issues that were important to contemporary youth from the perspective 
of investigative journalism. In this class, she placed considerable empha-
sis on digital mediation of student learning and on incorporating some 
of the successful strategies for working with young people that are used 
at Youth Radio. The principal and the TEACH Project supported Ms. 
Foster in bringing in a collaborator from Youth Radio, Ms. Young, to also 
work with this class.

With the context of teaching and learning at V-Tech partially reflected 
through descriptions of the activities in Ms. Foster’s class, chapter 3 pre-
sents the project’s specific work that took place in the actual PD sessions 
with the eight participating teachers. Research has shown that there is 
no real value in incorporating technology into teaching just for tech-
nology’s sake (Alvermann 2008). Effective teaching is a complex process 
that requires abilities and skills to simultaneously perform a wide range 
of intricate, interrelated tasks to prompt, mediate, and assess student 
learning. The teachers and administrators had already done a number 
of important things to change the culture of the school to one of caring 
consistent with its “three R’s” of “relationships,” “rigor,” and “relevance.” 
But the principal also noted how a number of the students would say 
that though they could see the teachers and staff really cared about them, 
their actual learning was not significantly different from what they had 
received at the comprehensive high school. In addition to caring, the 
students needed a more dynamic process of learning.

Chapter 3 describes the early work of the project to provide a com-
mon vision and language for teaching and learning, framed initially by 
CREDE principles, in conjunction with our specific approach to project-
based learning, and also by considerations for a collegial pedagogy in 
conjunction with principles of learning with new media. The chapter 
documents the ways that teachers were learning to incorporate these 
perspectives into instruction across the disciplines. It also describes how 
the teachers themselves moved from novice to more expert users of a 
variety of digital tools, and it illustrates the importance of the teachers’ 
disciplinary knowledge with respect to the effective use of these tools. 
Additionally, the chapter shows how the learning of the teachers in the 
PD sessions was designed to model approaches that they also could use 
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to engage their students’ learning in classrooms. Essentially, this chapter 
chronicles what was productive and problematic in the process of the 
project’s participants developing as “digital teachers.”

Chapter 4 looks at an enactment of digitally mediated teaching and 
learning in the class of a new teacher, Ms. Glide, who was in her first year 
of teaching. She was motivated by the school’s renewed focus on mean-
ingfully incorporating more technology into instruction and wanted to 
get past her apprehension of making significant changes in her instruc-
tional approach. The chapter focuses on two classes she taught during 
the spring semester of 2008 in the language arts curriculum, entitled 
World Media. These classes had a thematic focus on global issues and 
personal awareness. The discussion in the chapter is primarily of a two-
week unit in which Ms. Glide (supported by the TEACH Project) guided 
her students on explorations and learning in the MUVE called Teen Sec-
ond Life. We extensively documented the activities surrounding this unit 
from a number of vantage points of the various participants. The digi-
tal media itself offered each participant novel ways to capture and pre-
serve audio, visual, and written texts of each activity. It was an important 
project for understanding the directions that digitally mediated learning 
might take. Moving from our familiar world to explorations of life and 
learning in a virtual world took Ms. Glide and her students to frontiers 
that, as of yet, have little mapping. The chapter charts and critiques their 
journeys into this new and fertile, virtual terrain.

The final chapter synthesizes the findings of these digital and virtual 
explorations in terms of their implications for schooling. It provides a 
concluding assessment of the project’s work to change the perspectives 
and practices of teachers at V-Tech in order to ameliorate academic out-
comes for their students. It attempts to shed light on the pivotal ques-
tion, raised by some of the school’s students, of what the term Tech in 
the school’s name really means relative to approaches to teaching and 
learning that are different from the typical practices that have pushed 
them to the margins of school. Although this work was with teachers of 
underachieving students, this chapter provides implications for much 
wider school settings. A fundamental consideration from this work is 
that with ever-expanding modes for making meaning effective teachers 
are even more crucial. This chapter presents these implications as initial 
indications of how the structure and culture of U.S. schools might be 
changed, in part through incorporating appropriate technology, to vital-
ize learning and make it relevant to the challenges of a new century.
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what’s New about New Literacies

Many scholarly works explore the emergence and functions of new 
literacies, and in this section, I use this scholarship to illuminate ways 
that contemporary teaching needs to change. The sociocultural turn in 
understanding literacy pivots on a core concept in New Literacy Stud-
ies—that reading, writing, and meaning are always situated in specific 
social practices within specific discourses (Gee 1990). Street’s (1984) ear-
lier research and development of the idea of “literacy practices” to refer 
to both behavior and conceptualizations related to reading and writing 
helped to seed expanding notions of literacies as always being embedded 
in broader cultural practices—rather than having independent value—
and patterned by social and historical contexts and institutions. Literacy 
practices, then, are shaped by social rules that work to regulate the use, 
distribution, production, and significance of written texts (Barton and 
Hamilton 2000), and the habitus of institutions of schooling plays key 
roles in determining these processes (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977).

What is new about new literacies is that the nature of texts as well 
as the materials and processes of text production and distribution are 
dramatically transformed by digital technology. This changes the social 
rules surrounding literacy practices as well as the social roles (or func-
tions) these practices play. A characteristic of these changes, in part, is a 
movement from page to screen. Print texts are ever prominent, but other 
textual mediums are increasingly available for meaning making, medi-
ums that are highly accessible, interactive, portable, and interchangeable. 
These qualities result from digital media’s capabilities to incorporate 
graphics, moving images, sounds, shapes, and other forms of texts into 
computable data (Manovich 2001). Essentially, new media enables new 
literacies.

A number of scholars have argued that computer games can provide 
highly viable designs for productive learning of youth (Gee 2004; John-
son 2005; Shaffer 2006; Shaffer et al. 2005). In exploring learning and 
literacy associated with video games, for example, Gee (2004) defined 
36 learning principles connected to digital media. A number of these 
principles were useful in illuminating the learning that took place with 
teachers in the PD sessions and with students in their classrooms. The 
vision of V-Tech’s principal was ultimately to utilize the best principles 
from video games in the design of all learning at the school. The profes-
sional development did not attempt to go that far. However, in the ses-
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sions, we did place considerable focus on six of the principles outlined 
by Gee that we found to be highly interrelated and intricately connected 
to new literacies.

We explored implications for learning for the multimodal principle 
(how meaning and knowledge are built up through various modalities, 
not just words) in conjunction with the semiotic principle (that learning 
involves interrelations with and across multiple, complex sign systems). 
Similarly, we explored implications for the material intelligence principle 
(that thinking, problem solving, and knowledge can be designed into 
and stored in material objects). Another important principle for our 
formulations that extends considerations of material intelligence is the 
distributed principle (that meaning and knowledge are distributed across 
the learner, objects, tools, symbols, technologies, and the environment). 
This principle accommodates a collective intelligence, the networking 
that allows the access of knowledge from other people, texts, and tools 
that is enabled by communicative technologies. We felt that these four 
principles facilitated learning that is often reflected by the probing prin-
ciple (that learning is a cycle of probing and continually reflecting in and 
on this action) and that they were directly realized through the active, 
critical learning principle (that the learning environment created by these 
principles encourages active and critical, rather than passive, learning). 
In assessing the actual learning in conjunction with the incorporation 
of technology into instruction, it became clear that a number of other 
principles outlined by Gee (2004) were also in play, and ways that they 
were reflected in the learning of teachers and students are discussed in 
subsequent chapters.

In continuing Gee’s work on computer games, Shaffer (2006) noted 
that it is these new ways of learning and new ways of thinking about 
learning, rather than computers and video games themselves, that should 
be the focus for parents, educators, and policy makers. He noted that 
preparation for a world with increasing emphasis on creative thinking 
requires young people to learn the epistemologies that underlie the work 
of innovative professionals. He proposed the use of epistemic games—
games that are fundamentally about learning to think innovatively—as a 
key way to do this. But he felt that these kinds of games are different from 
school, and he focused on how they could be played in out-of-school set-
tings like clubs, after-school programs, summer camps, and community 
centers. He claimed that “schools as currently organized make it diffi-
cult to prepare kids for innovation through epistemic games” (182).
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Scholarship on technology and learning in urban contexts is often 
focused on settings beyond school. Recent articles on the concept of 
collegial pedagogy (Chavez and Soep 2005; Chavez, Turalba, and Malik 
2006), on community-based media production (Fleetwood 2005; Poyntz 
2006; Soep 2006; Charmaraman 2008), on cultural considerations of 
learning in digital environments (Gutiérrez 2002; Lee 2005), on struc-
tures of participation in digital culture (Ito 2007; Boyd 2007), and on digi-
tal storytelling projects (Davis 2005; Hull and Katz 2006) provide insights 
on digital mediation of learning and literacy with youth in nonschool 
settings. Additionally, there are a number of recent books that, like these 
articles, explore voluntary, informal digital learning and experiences of 
youth outside of schools (Alvermann 2002; Gee 2004; Goodman 2003; 
Gruber 2000; Hill and Vasudevan 2008; Johnson 2005; McLaren et al. 
1995; Shaffer 2006; Tompkins 2006; Willoughby and Wood 2008).

In looking at school contexts specifically, there are some works that 
offer insights into various school contexts where technology is used to 
enhance learning (Mahiri 2006; Warschauer 2006). Generally, research 
on technology in science education seems to be ahead of work on other 
school subjects or work that goes across school disciplines. For example, 
early “think papers” of Halverson and Gomez (1998) and others asso-
ciated with the Center for Learning Technologies in Urban Schools, 
funded by the National Science Foundation, examined possibilities 
and paradoxes of technological innovation in partnership with public 
school systems of Chicago and Detroit. Books by Linn and Hsi (2000) 
and Linn and Davis (2004) on computers, teachers, and peers as learn-
ing partners and on affordances of Internet environments for learning 
look at schooling but with a focus on science education. Clearly, more 
research in other school subjects as well as work that goes across school 
disciplines is needed to illustrate how schooling can and must change to 
incorporate viable uses of technology.

Mediating a remix of Learning

This book uniquely contributes to understanding the possibilities and 
challenges of incorporating technology into schooling through descrip-
tions and analyses of the sustained work of V-Tech teachers and students 
learning with new media. In attempting to apprehend the pedagogical 
implications of “what’s new about new literacies,” the TEACH Project 
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proposed and sought to realize two key conceptual turns. The first was a 
turn for teachers away from being deliverers of instruction to conceiving 
of themselves (and ultimately becoming) “mediators” of student learn-
ing. The second was a turn for teachers to “remix” student learning with 
an array of digital texts and tools in order to increase their engagement, 
achievement, and personal/social development. In mediating a remix of 
learning with digital media, the teachers worked to enact the principles 
that were incorporated into the TEACH approach and particularly to 
understand and leverage both the material intelligence and the collective 
intelligence available to extend student learning. The following chap-
ters describe how these turns occurred at V-Tech. The remainder of this 
chapter gives rationales for these turns in terms of what teachers would 
actually be doing while “mediating a remix of learning” and why this is 
significant for transforming teaching and learning in schools.

The structure and culture of schooling in the United States reproduce 
teaching practices that resist change, and these practices are sustained 
by a system and philosophy of hierarchical organization of ideas, insti-
tutions, and individuals. Deleuze and Guattari (1987) noted that these 
kinds of Western systems are reflected metaphorically in a “tree” image: 
“The Tree or Root as an image, endlessly develops the law of the One 
that becomes two, then of the two that become four. . . . Binary logic is 
the spiritual reality of the root-tree” (5). Essentially, Western imagina-
tions are rooted in the play of hierarchies and dualisms like right and 
wrong, smart and dumb, work and play, teachers and students. Deleuze 
and Guattari argued for the necessity of shifting to an alternate meta-
phorical frame, that of the “rhizome,” in which the tree is supplanted by 
the image of a subterranean stem or bulb. The roots of this orientational 
frame are revealed in a multiplicity of access points and connectivities, 
like a rhizome system of underground stems and tubers. They noted that 
two of the key principles of this system are “connection and heterogene-
ity: any point of a rhizome can be connected to any other, and must be. 
This is very different from the tree or root, which plots a point, fixes an 
order” (7). The turns in teaching perspectives and practices we sought in 
the TEACH Project were toward attempting to cultivate classroom inter-
actions and activities into a rhizome-like system that reached for and 
cultivated multiple entryways to learning with novel connectivities and 
the promotion of a democracy of ideas. We felt the mediational roles of 
teachers and the multimodal affordances of digital texts and tools were 
key to a rhizomatic shift.
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This shift is aided because the core interactions between teachers and 
learners—including the relationships, roles, and rules they are realized 
through—can be fundamentally changed when learning is mediated 
with a remix of digital texts and tools. There are several conceptualiza-
tions for mediating learning that informed our project. For example, 
Feuerstein’s work (Feuerstein et al. 2002, 2004) provided insights for 
considering the nature of new roles for teachers in mediating learning. 
His focus on the interaction between the learner and materials or tools 
for learning like books or computers acknowledged that direct learning 
can occur without assistance. But his models and theories powerfully 
revealed how direct learning can be significantly extended when a medi-
ator intercedes between the learner and other learning materials or tools. 
The mediator guides learners to interact more productively by system-
atically modifying their interactions and responses to learning materials 
in order to continually increase the learners’ levels of understanding. In 
the TEACH Project, we benefited from the general conceptual framing 
of mediation in Feuerstein’s work, but we did not in any way attempt 
to employ his systematic Mediated Learning Experience model because 
we did not have the extensive training needed for this comprehensive 
approach.

Rather, the TEACH approach was to utilize the five CREDE standards 
for effective pedagogy that we trained V-Tech teachers in as foundational 
guides to what they would actually do while mediating student learning. 
These guides were augmented by our approach to project-based learning 
as well as by concepts from Chavez and Soep’s (2005) collegial peda-
gogy. In enacting CREDE’s first standard of joint productive activity, for 
example, teachers mediate student learning as experts engaging novices 
as they work toward joint products and learning goals. This form of 
mediation substantively consists of engaging students in planned, goal-
directed dialogues called instructional conversations, as delineated in 
standard 5 that connect academic content to the students’ prior knowl-
edge and experiences as indicated in standard 3. Mediating learning 
through these kinds of classroom dialogues is a pivot point in the turn 
of teachers because it is through these conversations that the knowledge, 
skills, values, and culture of the learner are revealed, enabling the teacher 
to contextualize teaching to fit the learner’s background, experiences, and 
interests. As noted earlier in this chapter and throughout this book, prior 
knowledge and experiences for many students are highly influenced by 
hip-hop culture. So, through instructional conversations, teachers make 
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these connections in conjunction with their designs of challenging, com-
plex projects and tasks for learning as reflected in standard 4. Augment-
ing this approach to mediation are processes to have the students them-
selves jointly frame projects and share in accountability for the work. 
These projects would frequently have an emphasis on social change as 
well as on students taking increasing leadership in inquiry learning as 
delineated by the collegial pedagogy of Chavez and Soep (2005). The 
combined elements of this systematic approach to mediating learning 
work to negate the deficit presuppositions of remediation approaches 
that have primarily been used with students like those at V-Tech by 
building on their diverse capabilities, interests, and strengths rather than 
focusing on weaknesses.

CREDE standards are based on Vygotsky’s (1978) formulations of 
the social nature of learning—that learning occurs in the zone of proxi-
mal development (ZPD) through social interaction and discourse with 
teachers or peers acting as more knowledgeable others. This approach 
to mediating learning is not dependent on the use of digital technology, 
but other considerations attend when teachers remix digital texts and 
tools into learning activities. When this happens, mediation of learn-
ing also occurs through students engaging the material intelligence of 
digital devices. It acts as a “third participant” in the sociocultural process 
of learning and, at some level, is able to perform the role of “expert” 
(teacher) in the ZPD in guiding, differentiating, and creating appropri-
ate levels of challenge for learners to progress from novices to experts. 
Examples of students learning through the material intelligence in digi-
tal tools are described in Ms. Foster and Ms. Young’s classes, and further 
analysis of how this worked to guide their students’ learning is provided 
in chapters 2, 4, and 5.

The concept of material intelligence is somewhat similar to but not 
as comprehensive as actor-network theory (ANT), an approach to social 
theory and research that originated in the field of science and technol-
ogy studies. ANT offers a range of material-semiotic approaches and 
theories that locate agency in networks of associations between humans 
and nonhuman objects (Callon 1989; Latour 2005; Law and Hassard 
1999). Beginning in the 1990s, ANT spread beyond the field of science 
and technology studies to become a popular tool for analysis of large-
scale networks in a wide range of fields. However, the more limited focus 
of the concept of material intelligence regarding affordances of specific 
digital tools was more useful in the TEACH Project for seeing the ways 
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that teachers needed to incorporate mediating capacities of the digital 
devices into their own mediational roles in the learning of their students.

Another feature we felt teachers needed to bring into the mediation 
of student learning was the collective intelligence that could be easily 
accessed with digital media. The power of collective intelligence in facili-
tating the generation, evaluation, and synthesis of ideas to increase stu-
dent learning was demonstrated in the early PD sessions and realized in 
both the learning of teachers in professional development as described 
in chapter 3 and the learning of students as discussed in chapters 2, 4, 
and 5. In conjunction with and as a consequence of affordances of mate-
rial and collective intelligence in new media, the teachers needed to not 
only accept but also reconceive how they enacted their mediational roles. 
This was especially apparent when considering possibilities for their stu-
dents learning in multi-user virtual environments—how material, col-
lective, and personal intelligence are “embodied” in digital spaces and 
how knowledge is gained and changed (linked and overlapped through 
multiple realities and identities) in virtual worlds.

In reconceiving mediational roles for these learning environments, 
the notion of “place” that is used in architecture and urban design was 
important. Learning in virtual environments is predicated on being able 
to establish a sense of place (a sense of rootedness in an understood real-
ity). In other words, learning experiences are “situated” (they take place 
in a “place”) in such a way as to be familiar to the learner. This notion 
of place is important in order for learners to feel both connectedness 
and distinctiveness in virtual environments. It is enabled by the material 
intelligence designed into digital media and the collective intelligence 
that the media facilitates. It requires learners to produce and probe for 
meanings in multimodal, semiotic domains of virtual worlds and to be 
more active, critical learners.

New National Educational Technology Standards and Performance 
Indicators for teachers (appendix A) and students (appendix B) that are 
being adopted in the United States and other countries are beginning to 
address the need for teachers to design, develop, and model digital-age 
learning, assessment, and work experiences for students. Developed as 
benchmarks by the International Society for Technology in Education 
(ISTE), these standards are increasingly being seen as central to the pro-
fessional growth and leadership development of educators. This book 
shows how the work of V-Tech teachers connected to many of these new 
standards for technology in education. In the context of new demands 
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and possibilities enabled by technology, the role of teachers in mediating 
student learning has become more critical rather than less so.

To effectively enact these critical roles, teachers, administrators, 
and staff at V-Tech worked to transform the culture and structure of 
their school to better engage, enrich, and enable their students to meet 
the challenges of life and learning in the twenty-first century. Clearly, 
through the TEACH Project, considerable resources were brought into 
the school to support the teachers’ learning and work to enact new per-
spectives, so aspects of what was achieved might not be reproducible 
in some educational settings. Nevertheless, this work to ameliorate the 
learning of marginalized students contributes to understanding how to 
better design educational experiences for a far wider range of students. 
It starts with teachers like Ms. Glide and her colleagues who were able 
to make a fundamental turn in their teaching perspectives and practices. 
Initially technophobic, Ms. Glide learned to mediate her students’ learn-
ing with a range of digital texts and tools and eventually led her students 
on learning expeditions in the virtual world of Teen Second Life. At the 
end of the school year, she reported, “I developed a genuine interest and 
excitement as I acquired new skills and have seen this manifest itself in 
my teaching practice. In turn, I have observed similar engagement from 
my students when technology is a part of their learning.” Together, the 
V-Tech teachers mediated a vital remix of learning that cultivated new 
roots and shoots of rhizomatic growth and intellectual connectivity.
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2 | hip-hop Journalism

During the 2007–8 school year, students in Ms. Foster’s Hip-Hop Jour-
nalism class learned to use a number of digital tools that directly con-
nected to her curricular goals of developing their skills with traditional 
and new media literacies. They created digital photography projects and 
blogs, digital stories and PowerPoint presentations, youth commentar-
ies and podcasts, and lyrics and digital beats. They also wrote texts re-
lated to these projects and completed other writing assignments. Essen-
tially, these students were using technological resources to sample, cut 
and paste, and remix multimedia texts for replay in new configurations 
through “digital DJ-ing” that reflected aspects of contemporary hip-hop 
culture. In the process, they were learning to access, understand, critique, 
and produce a variety of texts—including written texts—through proj-
ect-based activities that utilized the strategies and tools of journalists.

This focus on working with students to develop journalistic skills 
using digital media was central to Ms. Foster’s instructional approach. 
It extended in part from discussions early on in the school’s PD sessions 
about effective ways to transform classroom dynamics for teaching and 
learning. In one PD session, we discussed the provocative book Our 
America (1997) by Lloyd Newman and LeAlan Jones as an example of 
powerful ways that young people could learn about the world and con-
tribute to the learning of others as journalists. I shared research I had 
published on an underperforming urban school a few miles from V-Tech 
where a teacher had developed a successful curriculum unit in which her 
students did research, writing, and portfolio projects modeled on con-
siderations from the book (Mahiri and Conner 2003).

LeAlan and Lloyd were guided and supported in their work by radio 
producer David Isay. At 14, these two African American boys began doc-
umenting and writing about life and death in the Ida B. Wells Housing 
Project in Chicago. In addition to the book, their work was also pre-
sented as two National Public Radio “special reports” in the late 1990s. 
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The second NPR special, “Remorse: The Fourteen Stories of Eric Morse,” 
won broadcasting’s highest honor—the George Foster Peabody Award. 
In one of the many tributes to these young men in the front matter of the 
book, Adam Matthews of the Source wrote that they “convey a reality and 
an urgency from which even the most learned academics and so called 
experts fall short, and in the process usher in a new stylistic vanguard of 
sensitive, first-person, urban journalism.”

During professional development, we talked about the viability of 
positioning students as journalists in each academic discipline, particu-
larly in light of affordances of new media that have significantly increased 
the techniques and tools for accessing and producing information. This 
comes at a time when our understanding of what constitutes jour- 
nalism is being challenged and changed. This was dramatically exem-
plified in the case of video blogger Josh Wolf. By refusing to testify or 
turn over his videotape of a protest against a G8 summit, he was sent to 
federal prison for 226 days. His case fueled debates about who is entitled 
to protections of the press like the right to maintain the confidentiality 
of sources (Berton 2008). In essence, it is a debate about who can claim 
to be a journalist as technology enables new ways to write and rewrite 
societal narratives.

In addition to the emphasis of our PD sessions, Ms. Foster’s appre-
ciation of pedagogical possibilities based on a journalism perspective 
was also linked to her work with Youth Radio. Before being hired at 
V-Tech, she developed curriculum materials for teachers based on the 
digital productions of youth in this community-based organization. It 
has trained thousands of teenagers in broadcast journalism, production, 
engineering, and media advocacy since 1992. “At V-Tech,” Ms. Foster 
noted, “I wanted to see if we could engage students like they do at Youth 
Radio.” Supporting and observing her teaching helped us address central 
questions of the TEACH Project like what key possibilities and problems 
were associated with significant uses of digital media for teaching and 
learning in the school and what implications this approach had for wider 
school settings.

Ms. Foster was comfortable with me sitting in on her class, and over 
the school year, I observed and took field notes more than 40 times. Her 
only request was that I periodically let her read the field notes I wrote 
on my laptop during each visit. I was happy to comply. The class met 
during the first block of instruction every day except Fridays. The prin-
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cipal had structured the first period of school as a two-hour block for 
several elective class offerings, to support the students’ overall academic 
development with engaging topics and also to help motivate them to get 
to school on time. As noted earlier, consistent attendance was a contin-
ual problem at the school. In her class, Ms. Foster had 24 students who 
pretty much reflected the demographics of the school: 7 black women, 5 
Latina women, 10 black men, and 2 Latino men. I did formal interviews 
with Ms. Foster at the beginning, middle, and end of the school year 
and had many informal conversations with her and others who provided 
instructional and other support to this class. She also provided written 
narratives and reflections on her teaching as well as teacher-initiated sur-
veys of student perspectives on different aspects of activities in the class. 
Additionally, two members of the TEACH research team did observa-
tions in the class and wrote descriptive and analysis notes. Importantly, 
the digital media itself conserved the products of the students’ work for 
subsequent assessment and review.

Ms. Foster is an African American teacher who holds a master’s 
degree in education as well as credentials in Spanish and French. She was 
32 years old at the beginning of the 2007–8 school year, when she was 
hired to teach Spanish at the school. Clearly, she was already inclined 
to teach through a more task-oriented, hands-on approach rather than 
a more lecture-oriented style. Because she was a veteran teacher with 
seven years of experience—more than most of the other teachers—the 
principal and I “informally” asked her to take the lead in piloting the use 
of digital media in conjunction with the TEACH focus on professional 
development. She selected to do this primarily in the elective course 
Hip-Hop Journalism. She came up with the course’s title to signal a cur-
ricular focus on topics that were relevant and of interest to young people, 
including issues surrounding youth culture, global events, social class, 
gender, and race. She later found that the students’ use of digital media 
to engage these issues also reflected aspects of hip-hop culture. At the 
beginning of the first semester, the principal stopped by and talked with 
Ms. Foster about her plans for the class. Again, he affirmed his desire 
and support for the class to provide examples of the viability of digitally 
mediated learning. “I would like for this to be a model class,” he said. 
“Set up some technology stations. This could be a place to show what we 
want other teachers to do. Be on me to get things outta here that are not 
needed. I’m big on aesthetics.”
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The world wide wall

Midway through the academic year, 10 Mac iBook laptops that were 
carted to the classroom on a mobile computer lab were stolen in a  
break-in that occurred after school. After this event, the principal turned 
one classroom into a dedicated computer lab that had 12 desktop  
computers, 5 of which were new iMacs. However, the students in  
Ms. Foster’s class lost a lot of their work that had been saved on the 
laptops but not backed up elsewhere. Consequently, she had all of her 
students get Gmail (Google) accounts so that the things they produced 
could be saved, accessed, and modified online at school and at home. 
She noticed that many of her students created their Gmail accounts with 
“RIP” (rest in peace) and the name of someone close to them who had 
died. She saw this form of memorializing as part of their attempts to 
deal with the tragic losses of loved ones that so many of her students had 
experienced.

An African American male in her class who I will call DeShawn 
(pseudonyms are used for everyone named) was one such student.  
A close friend of his had just been killed in gang-related violence. For 
a class assignment, he wrote an essay about his friend’s life and death.  
After class that day, Ms. Foster found DeShawn’s username tagged in 
big letters on a table. The next day, she asked him to clean it off, and he  
did. A few days later, Ms. Foster had her class go to the computer lab 
and sign up for blogs. Like most of the students, DeShawn was excited 
about creating his own web page, and he stayed in the lab after the class 
ended to work on his blog while listening to music on the computer. 
A counselor who came into the lab and did not know what DeShawn 
was working on told him to turn off the music and go to his next class. 
DeShawn reacted to the tone of the counselor’s request, and an intense 
verbal exchange ensued that resulted in him being suspended for a cou-
ple of days.

Upon returning to school, DeShawn was still determined to create his 
blog, motivated by his desire to pay tribute to his friend. He uploaded his 
essay and then went to work uploading pictures of his friend to an online 
photo album that he wanted to post as a slideshow with a musical back-
ground on his blog. But neither Ms. Foster nor other students in the class 
knew how to create a slideshow in a blog. So DeShawn struggled and 
experimented on his own until he discovered how to run the slideshow 
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on his blog site. His excitement at the moment of this accomplishment 
was apparent to everyone in the class, and he invited others to come 
over and see what he had done. He described his blog as a “world wide 
wall.” It had allowed him to make a specific cultural practice accessible 
globally. In the process, he helped make it officially “cool” to have a blog 
in the class. His enthusiasm was contagious, even spreading to another 
class. For example, when his social studies teacher also did a blog proj-
ect, DeShawn brought what he had learned in his journalism class to 
the task. He became the resident “expert” in the social studies class on 
technical aspects of creating blogs, providing guidance and assistance to 
other classmates. “Y’all makin’ me feel weird,” he told Ms. Foster at one 
point as she praised his success with this project. “I ain’t never got so 
much positive attention up at the schoolhouse.”

This story of the World Wide Web being appropriated as a “world 
wide wall” reflected a number of ways that teaching and learning were 
changing in Ms. Foster’s class. She had established an active learning 
context in which DeShawn and his classmates moved back and forth 
between traditional and new media literacies while connecting to their 
unique experiences and interests. In so doing, they engaged new prin-
ciples of learning that facilitated individual leadership and peer-to-peer 
collaborations on meaning making and problem solving. In this chap-
ter, I further describe how these changes were enacted through project-
based activities that utilized specific prompts to initiate learning pro-
cesses that resulted in an array of products and presentations as well as 
written and other reflections. I explore how these changes reflected new 
principles of learning enabled by digital media, with its multimodalities, 
its semiotic domains, and its material intelligence and collective intel-
ligence that combine to facilitate active, critical learning and probing to 
make meaning. I discuss how these changes reflected mediation through 
CREDE principles for effective instruction of joint productive activity; 
literacy development across disciplines; connecting academic content 
to students’ prior knowledge and experiences; instructional conversa-
tions; and engaging students in challenging, complex tasks for learn-
ing. Elements of Youth Radio’s collegial pedagogy overlap with some of 
CREDE’s principles, but I additionally show how youth-led inquiry was 
encouraged, how accountability was distributed among participants, 
and how student work was connected to attempts at influencing social 
change beyond school.
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Young Journalists

Since it was important to Ms. Foster and the TEACH Project to incorpo-
rate perspectives from Youth Radio, the principal provided funds for a 
person from that organization to work with the journalism class during 
the first semester of the academic year. Ms. Foster recruited Ms. Young, a 
19-year-old Youth Radio intern who had been working for about a year 
as a photographer, youth commentator, and online producer. While con-
sulting for Youth Radio, Ms. Foster had developed curriculum ideas for 
teachers that were posted on the organization’s website. Several of these 
were based on radio commentaries that had been produced and aired by 
this young journalist.

Only a year or two older than students in the class, Ms. Young was an 
African American woman who connected to them in more ways than 
just her youth or race. She grew up in a nearby city known locally and 
nationally for its high rates of poverty, violence, and crime. In her work 
at Youth Radio, she has produced more than 35 commentaries, photo 
essays, and other projects for the organization’s website and radio pro-
grams, and several of her works had been aired on National Public Radio. 
Her topics ranged from political events to art openings, but a number of 
them also focused on violence and crime. For example, she wrote and 
produced commentaries comparing the shootings at a major university 
to the shootings in her neighborhood (“We get shot here every month”) 
and comparing working for a corporation to prostitution in the hood 
(“Sellin’ your soul”). In one of her commentaries, she told radio listeners,

Shootings happen all the time in my city—I’ve even grown to expect 
them. But soon after my nineteenth birthday, there was one shooting that 
shook that attitude. It was my 17-year-old cousin Junior—my best friend. 
That night, I called around trying to get in touch with him. Junior’s friend 
J-Rock said, “Oh, you ain’t heard?” Right then, man, my heart dropped. He 
told me my cousin was shot.

Beyond this trauma (Ms. Young later found out that her cousin 
would be OK), Ms. Young’s work clearly shows the journalism perspec-
tives and skills that Ms. Foster wanted each of her students to develop. 
Ms. Young also possessed a framework for learning these things that had 
been shaped, in part, by her experiences as a Youth Radio intern. When 
I interviewed her about her ideas for collaborating with Ms. Foster at 
V-Tech, she said,



hiP-hoP JoUrNALiSM | 31

I think it’s very important to have opportunities for leadership in this new 
school. Like here at Youth Radio, we youngsters take on the role of peer 
educators. A lot of us already have a lot of raw talent that needs a little pol-
ishing. With training we’re able to deliver that knowledge to our friends 
while learning in the most effective manner. And the other thing I want 
to mention, we’re put in real life situations and faced with real audiences 
here at Youth Radio. Use me for an example. I help a team of web designers 
build Youth Radio’s brand-new website. I get to show off my work online 
and in a portfolio giving me opportunities to find additional work.

In Hip-Hop Journalism, Ms. Young worked with Ms. Foster to realize 
these ideas, along with other perspectives and skills promoted by TEACH 
that were observed at various levels in the digital projects, new principles 
of learning, and changing practices of teaching in the class.

Digital Projects

“On the first day of class,” reflected Ms. Foster, “Ms. Young and I set a 
precedent. We never assigned our students any assignments that we were 
not willing to do ourselves.” They were attempting to establish a culture 
of joint activities and joint accountability from the very start. “We also 
kept our class relevant to current events and personal experiences,” she 
continued. “Sometimes we pushed students out of their comfort zones, 
but we always participated as well. We wrote poetry together, rapped 
together, put questions in balloons and popped them and then answered 
them, wrote headlines that reflected our lives ten years from now, and 
played musical chairs and other games.” Ms. Foster felt that the foun-
dation for learning was tied to building healthy, trusting relationships 
among all class participants—adults and students alike. Consequently, 
she started each class with a warm-up activity (what the National Urban 
Alliance for Effective Education calls “community builders”) that she 
and Ms. Young scoured from educational websites and acting books.

Another core strategy revealed in Ms. Foster’s teaching was to cre-
ate projects and activities linked to contemporary events in ways that 
encouraged youth-led inquiries into societal issues and actions for social 
change. For example, during the first month of the new semester, she 
and Ms. Young accompanied students who had decided to go to a Jena 
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Six protest on a university campus close to V-Tech. On the same day, 
a young black man from the surrounding community who a number 
of V-Tech students knew was shot and killed by the police in what was 
later found to be a case of mistaken identity. Ms. Foster quickly devel-
oped a unit on stereotypes. She accessed Youth Radio’s website in class 
to play and discuss one of Ms. Young’s commentaries on violence in her 
hometown that originally aired on NPR. She also played and discussed a 
short video she had made about an incident in which she and two black 
men were racially profiled by police officers. She felt that using these 
digitally mediated personal narratives made discussions of critical social 
issues and events more viable. They certainly did not need to be made 
more real for her students because immediate experiences with intense 
social conditions were pervasive in many of their lives. But Ms. Foster felt 
that the different examples of presenting these issues with digital media 
allowed students to appreciate new possibilities for telling their own sto-
ries about social conditions that affected their lives.

Initial projects in the class mainly used digital photography, one of 
Ms. Young’s major interests and strengths, with students learning how to 
edit and compose their work in Photoshop. Some of these projects cul-
minated as photo essays and PowerPoint slideshows. Later in the semes-
ter, students worked a bit with video projects, but it was a while before 
the school had been able to install Final Cut Pro on several of the com-
puters. As the year progressed, students created and communicated with 
blogs and used these sites to display their completed photography as well 
as some of their writing. Additionally, they learned to make music and 
beats using GarageBand, but this tool was mainly used for their youth 
commentary projects that were produced as podcasts.

I will discuss the development of a number of these digital projects, 
but first I want to provide a bit more insight into the dynamics of day-to-
day activities in the class. Thus far, I have not fully illuminated the com-
plexities of teaching and learning in this classroom (and school) context 
that surrounded development of the various digital projects. So, before 
looking at additional representative projects, I provide a portrait of the 
classroom dynamics—the patterns of interaction that emerged early in 
the school year—drawn from my field notes of a single but illustrative 
day in the first semester of the class (September 17, 2007). It is a depic-
tion of what the teachers and students actually do and say while working 
in class, more so than what they say they do.
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A Day in Class

The classroom is one of the nine “portables” that face each other—four 
on one side, five on the other—along the narrow grassy yard that runs 
down the center of the school’s small campus. When the bell rings to 
start first period, there are seven students scattered around the large 
circle of chairs that take up half the space in the room. Of these seven 
students, three are new and have not been in previous classes. Two of 
these new students are twin Latina girls who immediately took seats next 
to two other Latinas. One Latina, Rosa, is present and on time for every 
class. She does all of the work but rarely says a word. Emma is the other 
Latina already in the class, and she also attends consistently. As they wait 
for class to start, Emma is sharing a song on her cell phone with one of 
the twins; each has one of the stereo earplugs in one ear.

All the other girls enrolled in the class are black. Two are present and 
talking quietly to each other. One of them, with her hair styled in corn-
rows and dyed blond, is also new to the class. She refers to the other 
girl, Imani, with the “N” word, but it seems to be a normal part of their 
conversation, not adversarial. The same thing can be said for other curse 
words that flow in their streams of conversation. The other student pres-
ent is Jamal, an African American male. He’s sitting alone with head-
phones on, bopping to the beat and audibly rapping along with a song: 
“To make hoes fit the track, and come back phat.” Ms. Foster walks over 
and asks him to take the headphones off. As he complies, he says, “I got 
speakers in my ears, and I got speakers in my shoes.” She doesn’t respond 
to his comment and instead turns to greet a few more students who are 
trickling in.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” Deja says as she goes to a seat. Maurice, Dar-
nell, and Tyrone are right behind her, and they, too, find seats around 
the circle. These three African American males all have dreadlocks, and 
one has his dyed reddish brown. Like most of the students in the class, 
they are dressed similarly. All of the girls wear stylish, fitted jeans, while 
almost every boy has baggy jeans, a hooded sweatshirt, and unlaced bas-
ketball shoes. Yet each one of these young men looks distinct, with dif-
ferent kinds of sweatshirts in various colors and different styles of baggy 
jeans. Also, they all are wearing ball caps, which are often kept on during 
class. After about five more minutes, Jalen comes in. He always has lots of 
things to say about any topic being discussed in class. He is also notable 
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because he doesn’t wear baggy jeans and sweatshirts. Instead, his slacks 
or jeans are more fitted, and today he has on a black sport coat, a bright 
red silky shirt, and shiny black leather shoes. “I’m so tired. I shouldn’t 
even be here,” he announces to no one in particular. “I didn’t get to sleep 
until three this morning.”

Now there are 12 students present, approximately 15 minutes after 
the bell rang to start first period. Ms. Foster gets everyone’s attention 
with an announcement of her plans to take the class on a field trip to 
Youth Radio. Next, she describes the day’s community builder: “Write 
a headline that would lead off an article in a newspaper about how you 
want to be in the future. In other words if there was an article writ-
ten about you in the future, what would people read about?” One male 
student refuses to participate and puts his head down on the desk. The 
others write headlines on scraps of paper and put them in a box. Then 
they each select a headline from the box, talk briefly about it, and try to 
guess who wrote it. Ms. Foster and Ms. Young write headlines, too. As the 
headlines are read, it’s clear that some have been written seriously—“All 
the seniors at V-Tech have graduated on time”—and some have been 
written as jokes. Yet it works as a community builder in that students and 
teachers are talking to each other about their lives and their hopes for the 
future. Two more students, Aliyah and Andre, come in as the community 
builder comes to an end. The total number that attends class on this day 
is 14.

Ms. Foster next begins a more formal part of the class where she is 
having the students respond to two newspaper articles about the Jena 
Six by finding the main points and comparing the perspectives of the 
authors. She reads the first article and guides them in discussion and 
analysis of its key points. Then they read the second article and write an 
introductory paragraph for an essay that will assess the differing treat-
ments of this provocative issue. They are asked to complete the essay 
for homework. With this work, Ms. Foster is attempting to build their 
capacities to critique the media both orally and in writing. Student inter-
est is high because of the article’s topic, but the student who would not 
participate earlier still keeps his head on the desk. While the discussion 
is going on, a cell phone rings. Darnell says, “My bad,” and stops the 
ringing before Ms. Foster can say anything, although she does give him 
a look. It turns out that it’s a text message saying, “What are you doing?” 
We learn this because, to Ms. Foster’s and everyone else’s amazement, 
Darnell reads the message out loud. Then he answers it out loud to the 
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now captive audience of the class. “I’m in school. What you think I’m 
doin’?” he says, as if the texter was in the room. “This is like when you 
get a call at five in the morning asking what you doin’. I’m sleep. What 
you think I’m doin’?” Ms. Foster tells him they need to meet during the 
break.

As the activity on the articles comes to an end, Ms. Young sets up her 
computer and LCD projector in the middle of the circle and focuses it 
on a large screen on one of the room’s sidewalls. She uses this format to 
both tell and show students what she is doing on her computer and what 
she wants them to do on theirs. While Ms. Young is setting up, Ms. Foster 
is issuing laptop computers to the students from the mobile computer 
cart. The one young man who was not engaged earlier noticeably perks 
up when the computers come out. There are 10 laptops from the cart 
and five desktops lined up on the far wall of the classroom. So everyone 
is able to work individually on a computer, but most choose to work in 
pairs. Also, the laptops are preferred over the desktops.

Today, Ms. Young has the students going online to get images in order 
to work with them further in Photoshop. The specific task is for students 
to learn how to merge and edit two images by first finding a website that 
has a large-screen TV and then using Photoshop to merge that image 
with a photo uploaded from a digital camera, editing the final image so 
that the photo appears to be on the TV’s screen. The photos in the cam-
era were taken in a previous class, and most of them were of the students 
themselves. So the final effect was having images of students in the class 
appearing to be on TV. “When you get to Photoshop, what is the first 
thing you do?” Ms. Young asks. Students shout out a variety of answers. 
“There’s nothing you can do until you unlock the background,” she con-
tinues. “Once it’s in iPhoto, it’s locked in there.” She asks Deja to come up 
and go through the process of uploading photos from one of the digital 
cameras. Deja takes over operating the computer, and Ms. Young guides 
her through uploading the pictures.

At one point, the computer freezes, and students start offering sug-
gestions for how to unfreeze it. Andre says, “What you do is close down 
the program and get out of Photoshop, and then start the program over 
again.” This gets the computer working again. 

Ms. Young commissions Andre, who is already skilled with Photo-
shop, to help her and Ms. Foster go around and work individually with 
the new students and any others who have problems working on the 
assignment. Someone asks what the word megapixels means, and Ms. 
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Young explains, “The more megapixels you have, the sharper the picture 
comes out.” There is continual chatter around the classroom as students 
work together and help each other out. They are able to figure out a lot 
of the technical details of what they are doing. Most students seem to be 
on task. A couple try to go on to Myspace, but the school blocks it. Jamal 
is reciting raps while working, but he is clearly doing the project.

As work continues, a school staff member comes by and leaves a large 
basket of food—milk, dry cereal, juice, muffins, yogurt, and an assort-
ment of fruit—on a table by the entrance. Soon, Ms. Foster gives the 
students their 15-minute break. During the break, students select snacks 
and go outside to mingle with friends from other elective classes who 
are also on break. Ms. Foster’s desk is in the far corner of one side of 
the room with the entrance at the other corner. Her desk is pretty big, 
so the corner is like a separate module in the larger classroom. She and 
Darnell have a quick conversation there, and he apologizes about the 
cell phone incident. He also agrees to apologize to the class. As he goes 
out, Aliyah comes over and talks to Ms. Foster about plans to get a job 
at an amusement park 35 miles away. Ms. Foster is concerned about the 
commute, and Aliyah tells her that it’s only on the weekends. She also 
tells her that she is currently staying with a friend, “until my mom gets 
her stuff together.” Outside, Imani shows Ms. Young some moves she has 
learned from a girls’ dance group that recently formed at the school. Ms. 
Young is in a dance class at the community college she attends, and she 
reciprocates by showing Imani some steps too. She has just started wear-
ing her hair in braids, and Imani comments, “I see you got twisted up; it 
looks nice.” All during the break, Deja continues to work on the photo 
assignment, and I ask her why. She answers, “I just wanted to understand 
how to work with Photoshop, to mess with things, see what they’re like.”

After the break, Ms. Young begins by projecting more pictures that 
the students have previously taken with the digital cameras onto the big 
screen. A student who doesn’t belong in the class came in with the oth-
ers returning from break. He sat at a vacant computer station, intensely 
observing what was going on. When Ms. Foster notices him, she comes 
over and ushers him to the door. Meanwhile, Ms. Young is showing one 
of the pictures that a student took of a tattoo on his arm to demonstrate 
the importance of having a neutral background when editing a photo: 
“When you have a white background, it’s easier to manipulate the pic-
ture. So while working in Photoshop, you need to give the main image 
a solid background.” She models additional editing techniques with the 
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pictures they have taken of themselves: “Another thing I was telling you 
guys is that when you see something doesn’t fit, you can ‘blur’ to make 
things fit.” The students are smiling and commenting, and their atten-
tion is keenly focused on the screen (although Emma has slipped an ear-
plug for her iPod into one ear).

A short time after the students have gone back to their individual 
work, the school’s security officer comes in and makes a short announce-
ment: “We all know that there is a funeral today, and some of you guys 
have decided to go. We have to let you know that if you go and you don’t 
get back for your third-period class, your parents will be called. And, at 
the last few funerals [he names the city where Ms. Young lives], there 
have been drive-bys at the funeral. So please be careful.” I’m surprised 
that the students don’t really diverge from their work to talk about this. 
There are a few side conversations, but, mainly, they continue to work 
toward completion of the day’s classwork. Shortly before class ends, the 
principal comes in. Deja is sitting near the entrance, and she puts out 
her fist to bump fists with him. He does not initially see her, and she says, 
“Oh, you goin’ to leave me hanging?” He turns to her, and they bump 
fists. He observes for about five minutes and then starts to leave. “What’s 
up?” Maurice asks while calling the principal by his first name. “When 
we gonna start that revolution?” The principal replies, “It started two 
hours ago when you all got to class.”

A number of considerations for teaching and learning are depicted 
in this class portrait, which is presented here in order to frame the fol-
lowing descriptions of work on digital projects throughout the academic 
year. These projects began with digital photography and continued with 
PowerPoint presentations and digital stories, blogs, and the production 
of youth commentaries and podcasts. These are important tools for 
accessing and creating meaning and for making social impacts and con-
nections. In the following discussions, I will show more of how these stu-
dents learned to use these tools for academic development as well as to 
amplify their voices and views on critical issues that affected their lives.

The Magazine Project

At the beginning of the school year, technology resources for the jour-
nalism class were sparse. There was the mobile computer lab, but the lap-
tops had very little software on them to facilitate the teachers’ ambitious 
plans for the class. The class also did not have digital cameras and photo 
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printers or voice recorders initially. Students joked about how going to 
V-Tech with no technology was like going to a Chinese restaurant where 
there’s no rice or a KFC where there’s no chicken. The principal had 
ordered a number of needed items, but the administrative structure of 
the school district was painfully slow. To facilitate activities for the first 
month of classes, I used TEACH resources in order to purchase several 
digital cameras, a photo printer, a desktop computer, and higher-end 
speakers. When the cameras and printer were delivered to the class, 
Ms. Foster started poring over the instruction booklets. In comparison, 
Emma and Deja immediately started unpacking and setting up the new 
equipment—putting in the memory cards and batteries, connecting 
them with the appropriate cables and power cords, and setting the time 
and date functions. Jalen commented while observing this scene, “I feel 
like I’m in one of those movies like Freedom Writers or something, where 
kids don’t have anything.”

There were numerous examples of students like DeShawn staying 
after class or Deja working through the break to continue with their 
projects. Deja’s work in Photoshop was a good example of ways this 
project was stimulating student learning. The initial work in Photoshop 
evolved into a project of the students creating an article for a magazine 
with appropriate graphics to support their written texts. “We need some 
ideas to write about,” one student yelled out after hearing that writing 
was a key part of the project. They got some of their ideas from assign-
ments to read and critique selected magazine articles. Some students 
were surprised to see that even the hip-hop magazines like Vibe and the 
Source were written in language styles more reflective of the academy 
than the streets. Similarly, they found that the blogs of several local hip-
hop journalists, like Davey D, were written in Standard English. The final 
goal was to combine all of the articles, add a cover and table of contents, 
and eventually print it in paper copies.

In setting up the project, Ms. Young announced, “I’m about to show 
you guys an example of a magazine cover that I did last night in Photo-
shop. I did everything in layers. I took this picture in [a nearby city].” She 
projected a beautifully done mock cover of an African American woman 
with a city scene in the background. “I took this picture from up on the 
thumbnails and dragged it to Photoshop,” she continued, and then she 
gave the following step-by-step demonstration of how she had worked 
on parts of the example magazine cover.
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The magic wand I used to select a big body of color for the background. 
If I need to delete something, what I do is go over and click on the magic 
wand. If it was a whole lot of stuff in the background, I would not be able 
to erase the background that easily. This thing right here is used to drag 
everything around. But it’s locked, so I have to click on it. If I want to, I can 
make the background another color; I can make the background another 
photo. When you work in Photoshop, you want to do everything in layers 
so that when you mess up you don’t have to start all over again.

When she finished the demonstration, she let the students practice 
in Photoshop and work on their magazine assignment, telling them, 
“Go online and get a picture, and start making your graphics.” In her 
approach to demonstrating how to work with the media, she also mod-
eled and provided opportunities for the students to work in similar ways 
on their own and with peers as well as with adults.

I observed Deja for a while as she worked on her magazine proj- 
ect. Earlier, she had been writing fluidly to compose her text. Then she 
shifted to working on the images. As she worked, she talked to me about 
what she had done so far.

I went to Google and got this 500 × 500 megapixel picture, and dragged it 
to the Photoshop icon. When you click on that, it automatically gives you 
a perfect size of the picture you choose. You can get a picture from any-
where and it will also be able to be dragged to the Photoshop icon. Then 
you click and merge the layers so you take one picture and drag it on top 
of the other picture.

I went to the first layer and erased the background of it so that my pic-
ture would show up. You can go to filter gallery, and it has different kinds 
of textures you can use for your photo. Then you have to adjust your pic-
ture with the picture gallery. I went to filter gallery. They give you different 
types of textures, and I clicked on the one that looked like a crayonlike 
texture, and it put that onto my original picture.

There was a clear correspondence between how Deja was able to describe 
what she had done and Ms. Young’s explicit directions for what the stu-
dents should do. Deja’s growing expertise in using Photoshop excited 
her, and she worked intensely on both composing the written text and 
creating the graphics for her article. “It’s a new way of learning,” she told 
me. “It’s faster and more fun.” As it turns out, the class never actually 
produced the paper version of the magazine. But when I asked Deja later 
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how she felt about the magazine project, she said, “Hey, we went stupid 
on our pictures. I loved doing it. We went stupid.”1

Almost every student shared Deja’s enthusiasm for the projects they 
were doing in the class. A few students, like Malik and Andre, were even 
more skilled than Deja because they had prior experiences working with 
digital media for their own purposes outside of school. For example, 
Malik was a student who joined the class after the magazine project was 
well under way, but he quickly caught up with everyone else. When he 
entered class for the first time, another student immediately said, “Oh, 
we got a new student in the class. Introduce yourself.” The students 
stopped what they were doing and listened as he told them his name and 
a couple things he likes to do. He said he liked to rap (he has a “gold grill” 
on his teeth) and that he was really into sports. When the class started 
working on an assignment, he went over to the computer, got online, and 
showed Ms. Foster his Photobucket website. He had numerous photos 
posted, and Ms. Foster commented about how they were nicely done. It 
was clear that he already had some of the skills that were being taught 
to the students. Ms. Foster told him that it would be great if he could 
help other students. But Malik said, “I’m not good at explaining stuff; I 
just know how to do it.” She suggested that he think about checking out 
Youth Radio in order to further develop his interests and talents.

Digital Stories

Ms. Young led the work on the photography projects, but Ms. Foster 
designed and guided the work on all of the other digital projects in the 
class. The idea was to jump-start the class by immediately working with 
digital media while Ms. Foster was getting new ideas and gaining con-
fidence in using digital tools in the PD sessions. As the semester pro-
gressed, she became more and more comfortable with trying in class the 
things she was learning in professional development. She worked exten-
sively to have her students create blogs (exemplified earlier), digital sto-
ries rendered in PowerPoint, and youth commentaries that were even-
tually produced as podcasts. She also had her students work a bit with 
writing lyrics and making digital beats that were sometimes integrated 
into their other projects, and she developed activity centers in different 
areas of the classroom to support the kind of work being done on the 
specific projects.

PowerPoint presentations have become common in some schools, 
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but most of the students in Ms. Foster’s class had never actually created 
and delivered one before. This was particularly true for Rosa, who was 
always present, very soft-spoken, and extremely shy. She rarely talked 
in class, except to her friends. I initially thought she was not engaged, 
but I found, instead, that she had a different style of participation. In 
one of her essays, she described herself as “always listening, always quiet, 
always thinking about others.” As I noted earlier, she did all of her assign-
ments in the class, and I came to see that she was tuned in to everything 
that happened, but she was more comfortable being quiet and actively 
listening. She was challenged by a digital story project because one of 
the requirements after writing and rendering the story in a PowerPoint 
format was to present it to the class. Her story was about an incident her 
family had experienced, involving racial profiling by the police in her 
neighborhood. She told Ms. Foster that she could not present her story 
in front of the class. However, after she completed her PowerPoint that 
combined written text, images, and music, she realized that the story 
kind of told itself. The class watched and listened intently to her digi-
tal story, and it prompted lots of questions. Rosa was able to respond 
to their questions and provide more background and details about her 
story. Afterward, her classmates made comments like “That is the most 
I’ve ever heard her talk.” Later, when Ms. Foster asked her how she was 
able to do it, she replied, “No one was looking at me.” She felt they were 
focused on the images, words, and sounds in the digital medium she had 
produced rather than on her personally.

Podcasts

Like the digital stories, Ms. Foster also used youth commentary projects 
to develop and amplify her students’ voices as hip-hop journalists. In the 
second semester of the school year, she had her students do a number of 
these projects linked to their ongoing critiques of traditional media as 
well as the productions of their own media. These projects would begin 
with writing prompts on current issues and events and how they were 
portrayed in contemporary media. Then some of the students’ written 
work would be turned into youth commentaries ultimately produced 
as podcasts. Ms. Foster provided models for her students’ projects from 
the Youth Radio website. Produced by young people like her students, 
the Youth Radio reporting styles in commentaries and “news breaks” 
were engaging, and the content was timely and relevant. Since the audio 



42 | DigiTAL TooLS iN UrbAN SChooLS

broadcasts were accompanied by written transcripts on the website, 
these models were particularly useful for struggling readers and writers.

With this curricular focus, Ms. Foster guided students in generating 
ideas to spark an inquiry process that utilized web-based resources to get 
information that they collaboratively subjected to analysis in order to 
develop critical perspectives. During the work on these projects, Ms. Fos-
ter would engage individuals and small groups of students in mediated 
interventions to help them broaden and complicate their understanding 
of the issues. She would elicit their experiential knowledge but expand 
it with information from textual and digital sources. Interestingly, she 
came to see that the use of digital sources actually facilitated deep explo-
rations of controversial or emotional issues like race and racism, gender, 
oppression, incarceration, and violence. Students revised and refined 
their writing, and they learned how to transform their perspectives into 
journalistic commentaries and produced some of them as podcasts.

I will conclude this part of the chapter by discussing the podcast proj-
ects in terms of key issues that were addressed by students in the Hip-
Hop Journalism class. Most were communicated in the style of short, 
verbal essays, while some were spoken word pieces. The process for pro-
ducing these podcasts began with individual and collaborative research 
on issues, using online sources as well as articles and books. The students 
also wrote and edited a number of drafts of the texts to be podcasted. 
They worked in teams when using the GarageBand program on the Mac 
computers to digitally record, merge, and edit the audio tracks and other 
sound effects. Their commentaries focused on a wide range of issues, but 
there were three major, recurring themes. One consistent theme dealt 
with getting an education and achieving goals in life. Another major 
theme dealt with problems of youth, like pregnancies, injuries, drugs, 
violence, incarceration, and health. A final provocative theme dealt with 
experiences and critiques of race and racism in society. I will provide 
examples from three podcasts that reflect each of these themes to give a 
sense of the substance of the students’ work, even though I have excerpt-
ed considerably from the complete audio texts.

One of Aliyah’s podcasts was framed as a letter to young people but 
was addressed specifically to a female cousin, to have her rethink her life 
choices and goals.

Have you ever thought about going to college? If you haven’t, at least 
think about it. It doesn’t have to be the top college in the world, but that 
would be nice. You can go to a community college or a two-year college 
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to get your associate’s degree. But that’s just like getting your high school 
diploma. Do you know what you want to be after you graduate? You might 
want to start thinking about that because time is going to pass faster than 
you think. I still don’t know what I want to do. But, I can do hair, so that’s 
a little kick push for me. . . . I would like to stay in school because it’s 
something I want to do. . . . My mom and my dad didn’t go to college and 
they’re always working these mediocre jobs and always struggling. I would 
like to go to college, and me being the youngest, I think it’s best for me.

Jalen’s podcast on post-traumatic stress syndrome was a riveting 
comparison of the mental health conditions of some soldiers returning 
from war and the experiences that conditioned his mental and physical 
health growing up with violence.

PTSS stands for post-traumatic stress syndrome. This term is usually 
used for veterans of war. It would usually occur when soldiers would see 
someone shot, when they were shell shocked, or any traumatic event that 
would happen in the line of fire. Because this disorder does not necessar-
ily cause any bleeding or the soldier does not lose a limb, it is not consid-
ered a wound, and the soldier does not get a purple heart for having it. 
. . . It is passed off as just a condition that therapy can cure or stabilize. 
. . . I personally have had PTSS for a little more than 12 years. Of course, 
not through war because I am only 18, but through my life’s challenging 
events and the mental pictures stuck in my head. For example, seeing my 
sister beat up men and women because they owed her money. . . . Seeing 
my cousin shoot three boys who happened to be no older than me at the 
time. Or, even when I seen my older brother sell crack to his aunt. . . . Like 
soldiers, I have had therapy and anger management . . . for ten years. . . . 
[But] these sessions have failed. I currently suffer from anxiety attacks and 
what doctors say is a cycle of migraines. I take medicine for both of these 
conditions.

Tyrone’s podcast on racial inequities was in spoken word style, and 
it ended with the line “Racism equals prejudice plus power,” which also 
would be a good title for the piece.

I look in the mirror, double take on my face.
Running cold water on my scalp
I question the true meaning of race.
Africans were captured from Africa with no trace.
Slavery trapped human beings, no chance to escape.
And it still goes on today.
My question is, why and what for?
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I stress the message with emphasis.
What is institutional oppression?
What about white supremacy?
No answers Mr. Governor? What is you givin’ me?
Tell me why it’s a sin to be young, black, male?
So much negative energy
Directing me straight to the jail cell. . . .
And I can’t talk about this in a song
Because I’m afraid it won’t sell . . .

In February of 2008, Ms. Foster’s students participated in a confer-
ence at a nearby university and conducted a workshop in which they 
presented their podcasts and blog commentaries to faculty members and 
graduate students there. Her students also filed and disseminated their 
commentaries digitally and put a collection of them on a CD to share 
with friends, families, and fellow students. Some introduced their com-
mentaries by saying things like “Hi, this is Jalen. I’m a hip-hop journal-
ist.” Seeing their work as an extension of hip-hop culture was important 
to them. Kitwana (2002) contends that more than anything else, hip-hop 
has helped to shape contemporary black youth culture as well as youth 
cultural production globally. Like the authors of Our America, these stu-
dents came to take their work as young journalists very seriously. Adam 
Matthews’s characterization of Lloyd and LeAlan’s book applies, in some 
measure, to the work these V-Tech students produced, in that the stu-
dents’ work also conveys “a reality and an urgency . . . [through] a new 
stylistic vanguard of sensitive, first-person, urban journalism.” In talking 
about her class, Ms. Foster noted, “It’s the human aspect that strikes me 
the most in reading all the digital texts . . . [overcoming] a fear of public 
speaking, mourning the loss of your friend, empowering one’s self with 
the knowledge to transcend.” With each digital project, students were 
able to build on their experiences and interests to increase their learn-
ing, expand their critical analysis skills, and develop important new skills 
with digital media.

New Learning Principles

Surveys of the students’ perceptions about the use of computers in 
the journalism class revealed that they felt greatly facilitated and even 
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inspired to do research as an engaging way to learn. As one student 
reported in our anonymous survey about using computers in the class, 
“You can look up info, voice your opinion, listen to music, watch videos, 
et cetera.” Another student wrote, “It gives me other options for work.” 
An additional student noted, “It’s easy to get information off of com-
puters, so that’s the first source I turn to instead of books.” One student 
claimed, “Whenever I have to research stuff for class, I start learning bet-
ter.” These perceptions were strongly affirmed by a student who wrote, 
“Technology expands my mind each day as I research every day what I 
need to learn.” There were also a few drawbacks mentioned: “Sometimes 
they move slow”; “Some sites are blocked”; “I hate typing.” But another 
student replied, “It has made writing easier.” Based on their experiences 
with computer-based learning in the class, the students were also asked 
what they would like to learn more about. Examples of their responses 
were “the history behind computers,” “the engineering of them,” “sound 
and graphic design,” and “how to use a computer good.” Another ambi-
tious response was “I would like to know how to build a computer and 
about how to really make my own website like the blogger. I like that a 
lot.”

The students’ understanding of the importance of doing research as a 
key way to learn was directly linked to their use of computers, the Inter-
net, and other digital media for their work on various projects during the 
school year. In this section, I discuss how the digital photography, digital 
storytelling, blogs, and podcast projects they did reflected new princi-
ples of learning. Of the 36 learning principles defined by Gee (2004), the 
TEACH Project focused on 6 that we found to be useful for framing the 
work with digital media at the school: the multimodal principle (how 
meaning and knowledge are built up through various modalities, not just 
words); the semiotic principle (that learning involves interrelations with 
and across multiple, complex sign systems that form semiotic domains); 
the material intelligence principle (that thinking, problem solving, and 
knowledge are already stored in material objects); the probing principle 
(that learning is a cycle of probing and continually reflecting in and on 
this action); and the active, critical learning principle (that the environ-
ment created by new principles of learning encourages learning to be 
active and critical, rather than passive); and the “distributive principle” 
(that meaning and knowledge are distributed across the learner, objects, 
tools, symbols, technologies, and the environment). Ultimately, as Shaf-
fer (2006) argued, rather than focusing on the digital media itself, what 
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is important are these new ways of thinking and learning that it enables.
Words, still images, moving images, and sounds are significantly more 

accessible and able to be manipulated in constructions and remixes of 
meaning using digital media. The writing in this book, by comparison, 
mainly communicates in just one of these mediums. So, although I tried 
to represent the work on digital projects in the class through writing, 
much is lost by not being able to elicit more of the vibrancy of these mul-
timodal collages of visual, audible, and tactile sign systems. A basic cell 
phone’s capabilities to provide voice, music, pictures, video, a variety of 
written texts, Internet access, and much more exemplifies affordances of 
digital devices to integrate and allow one to manipulate multiple expres-
sive modes. As Horst and Miller (2006) showed in their study of cell 
phone use in Jamaica, the social consequences can be both dramatic and 
unanticipated as varying potentialities of the technology are appropri-
ated for different contexts and purposes. This was also the case in the 
journalism class, where both planned and unanticipated uses of digital 
technology influenced the learning and social dynamics of the class in 
novel ways.

In addressing new principles of learning revealed in the work on stu-
dent projects, I will also reference a few instances of unanticipated uses 
of cell phones in the class. In the earlier description of class activities, for 
example, Emma shared music on her phone with one of the twins before 
class formally started (each with one of the stereo earplugs in one ear). 
In so doing, she seemed to be welcoming the new student to the class 
by making her feel more accepted and “connected” in a new environ-
ment. Darnell, in contrast, violated a class code with his highly audible 
response to the message on his phone after it rang during class. Yet his 
personification of the phone as a proxy listener to his reprimand for the 
call coming at an inopportune time was also an instance that revealed 
something about the material intelligence designed into the phone. It 
offered differing ways of interacting with and differing associated mean-
ings of the physical device for its user as well as for others who, by their 
proximity, became part of the communicative situation.

There are varying possibilities as well as potential problems for learn-
ing linked to the material intelligence designed into digital devices. 
According to Gee (2004), the thinking, problem solving, and knowledge 
“stored” in digital media can help learners to combine “the results of 
their own thinking . . . [with the material intelligence] to achieve yet 
more powerful effects” (210). In the example of Rosa’s digital story, it was 
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clear that aspects of the material intelligence of the computer allowed 
her to “give voice” to more of what she knew about the backstory to 
her project. With her classmates focused on her preconstructed digital 
story (which had its own multitextual communicative structure), she 
found that, despite her shyness, she was able to extend the meanings of 
the story she produced in a particular format with additional discussion 
points and answers to questions. Utilizing these kinds of affordances 
allowed Ms. Foster and Ms. Young to provide more choices and differ-
entiation to tap into the variable resources, interests, and learning styles 
of their students. This aspect of learning is captured by the earlier stu-
dent comment that the technology “gives me other options for work.” In 
effectively connecting and building on the backgrounds and experiences 
of youth, the cultural competence of teachers must now extend to the 
microcultural affiliations that individual youth have that reveal knowl-
edge gained from digitally mediated experiences in semiotic domains of 
highly specific affinity groups.

There were additional instances where student cell phones were used 
in concert with the overall goals of the class. For example, because there 
were few digital cameras available, some students used their phones to 
take pictures for their projects. Emma provided an interesting example 
of this. She had not been able to find the image that she wanted for one 
of the projects, so she decided to draw it. She took a picture of the draw-
ing and sent it to her e-mail account. Then she downloaded the picture 
on the computer and dragged it into Photoshop to edit and merge it 
into her project. Emma was also one of the students who immediately 
began to help set up the digital cameras when they first arrived in class. 
She and Deja clearly did not need to read the instructions because both 
had some intuitive knowledge along with dispositions to probe how the 
devices worked. Intuitive knowledge, according to Gee (2004), is built up 
through repeated practice and experience with technology. Like Emma 
and Deja, DeShawn also had prior experiences uploading various kinds 
of digital texts. So he was both comfortable and somewhat competent in 
probing another digital environment, a blog, to figure out how to tap its 
capacity to host a slideshow on a “world wide wall.”

These instances of ways that students were independently probing 
and learning to use (or reappropriating the use of) various digital devices 
revealed another consideration for new learning principles—the role of 
a “third participant.” Essentially, the material intelligence designed into 
digital devices plays important roles in the learning dynamic through 
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ways that it teaches us as we engage it. In other words, systematic pro-
cesses for learning at differentiated levels have been designed into digi-
tal devices including multi-user virtual environments. I believe that this 
requires us to augment sociocultural theories of learning and consider-
ations of concepts like the zone of proximal development. Work in Ms. 
Foster’s class provided glimmers of ways that the material intelligence 
in digital media itself functions as an “expert other” (a third participant 
in addition to the original notion of expert and novice) to guide the 
development of learners through various levels of potential. Teachers 
must understand how to most effectively utilize this third participant, 
and they must also realize that it has significant potential for stimulat-
ing learning that does not depend on the physical presence of a human 
“expert,” including a teacher. Also, as will be seen in chapter 4, on “virtu-
al” world media, the virtual presence and interactions with other “more 
capable peers” online can similarly contribute to advancing learning in 
virtual zones of development. This is the “collective intelligence” pro-
duced through interactions of an individual with others in learning 
events that can be virtual or actual. Work at V-Tech provided insights 
into the play of both material intelligence and collective intelligence in 
the learning of students and teachers.

The photography, digital storytelling, blog, and podcast projects were 
all created by converging an array of multimodal texts as well as writ-
ten texts. These convergences required the students to understand and 
appreciate complex, semiotic interrelations across multiple sign systems. 
Their learning resources, styles, and interests were aided by the multi- 
modal nature and the material intelligence of the digital media that 
facilitated students actively and critically probing for and producing 
knowledge and meaning about the world. Yet the role of the teachers in 
designing and mediating activities and projects in ways that systemati-
cally guide student interactions with digital media is still paramount to 
the overall efficacy of the students’ learning.

Changing Teaching Practices

Urban schools in the United States are marked by stark disparities in 
academic performances and disproportionate negative outcomes for 
particular groups of students. Although there are historically entrenched 
economic, political, and geographic structures that contribute to shap-
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ing school and classroom outcomes and issues, it is clear that much can 
be done to ameliorate approaches to teaching and learning. At V-Tech, 
the challenges were exceptionally intense. Students were transferred out 
of the traditional high school and sent to this school at any time dur-
ing the year, as was highlighted in the description of a day in the life of 
the class. Once at V-Tech, students rarely attended consistently. In some 
cases, infrequent attendance was the reason a student was sent to the 
school in the first place. In other cases, it was because a student had adult 
responsibilities outside of school, like taking care of family members 
or needing to work long hours. This was the case of Darius, a highly 
motivated student who was clearly capable of excelling academically and 
loved music production but had to work several jobs to help his fam-
ily. There were also cases of chronic mental and physical problems, like 
what Jalen revealed in his podcast. Sometimes, frequent absences were 
the result of students being caught in various processes of the juvenile 
incarceration system.

Transformations in schooling are needed to reengage marginalized 
students, but the need is just as crucial to more effectively prepare all stu-
dents for the mercurial and risky global economies, dramatically chang-
ing technologies, intense contact zones of intersecting world cultures, 
and critical environmental conditions that demarcate life in this century. 
In this regard, it could be argued that most of our students are at risk. As 
Luke (1998) stated over a decade ago, “There is also a risk that our teach-
ing might succeed—succeed at generating forms of reading and writing 
that don’t have much purchase or power in New Times” (3). If we are 
able to change teaching practices to effectively address these challenges, 
we will also significantly reduce the number of marginalized students. 
As we rethink the learning and literacy needs of contemporary youth, 
we cannot merely draw linear trajectories from our own backgrounds 
and experiences. Like with the emergence of cell phones, earlier ana-
log practices do not necessarily prepare people for the plethora of novel 
communicative possibilities that now exist. It will not be sufficient to 
simply reengineer models of schooling based on our own educational 
experiences; we need to invent new models. We can begin by scrapping 
dated structures of the traditional subjects that are taught.

In this concluding section, I discuss ways that the work in Ms. Fos-
ter’s class informs how teaching practices can change in order to help 
students acquire more power and purchase in and beyond school. I also 
show how work in the class reflects key perspectives of the TEACH Proj-
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ect. First, however, I provide a brief consideration of what it is that teach-
ing practices need to change away from, along with why the structures 
and cultures of U.S. schooling are so intractable. Every year, I teach a 
class in my university’s program for English teacher preparation, and 
there are stark contrasts between the pedagogical perspectives of our 
program and the reality of teaching in many surrounding public schools. 
For example, while I was writing this chapter, one of the new teachers 
told me that the English department in his school required him to teach 
a whole class on grammar every day of the school year. The teacher him-
self felt this was a complete waste of time, and his distress in teaching this 
class seemed to be exceeded only by that of his students. This situation 
implicates the culture of a particular school, but of more concern is the 
pervasive structure of schooling in the United States that both permits 
and requires it. Changing teaching practices is ultimately tied to chang-
ing the underlying values, beliefs, and cultural models that dictate and 
sustain and reproduce the practices, even when they are ineffective or, 
worse yet, actually harming youth.

Lakoff (2004) provided an analogy for how underlying values and 
beliefs of traditional orientations to schooling in the United States can 
be conceived as a “strict father” model. The prime element of this model 
is that preserving and extending a conservative form of morality is the 
highest goal with education and other societal institutions aligned and 
dedicated to serving that goal. A key aspect of this construct is the need 
to establish obedience to a moral authority. For education to do this, its 
character should be that of a strict father who rewards achievement in 
mastering curriculum content that reflects particular values and views 
and who punishes and shames undisciplined students whose very fail-
ure is an indication that they are not worthy of societal benefits and 
rewards. Mastery is extensively assessed by testing with definitive right 
and wrong answers. Lakoff contrasted the strict model to a “nurturant 
parent” model. Prime elements of the nurturant model are empathy and 
responsibility. Through empathy and responsibility, a nurturing parent 
will try to take care of and protect youth while working to ensure that 
they have opportunities for fulfilled, free lives.

The essence of the change reflected in Ms. Foster’s practice was in her 
enactment of a nurturant model of teaching and learning with her stu-
dents. This contrasted markedly with the strict model that had framed 
her students’ experiences in school before coming to V-Tech. To be sure, 
this nurturant model was at the core of the whole school’s approach to 
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working with students with its emphasis on relationships, rigor, and 
relevance. But it is significant to show how this model was enacted as 
the context in which Ms. Foster’s students learned. It began with her 
and Ms. Young’s willingness to do and share projects right along with 
their students. So, rather than the instructors’ personal backgrounds and 
interests being apart from the class, they became a part of the class. One 
consistent structure for this was the daily warm-up activities in which 
they did things right along with the students like wrote short poems 
together, wrote headlines about themselves, popped balloons with per-
sonal communication prompts, and addressed questions about them-
selves that were generated by these activities. In a response on our survey 
that asked what was liked and disliked about the class, one student noted, 
“The thing I liked about the class was every morning when I came in 
here, there was positive energy.”

These community builders facilitated members of the class sharing 
experiences and being responsible to each other as human beings in con-
cert with sharing experiences as learners. For example, one class started 
with a brief game of musical chairs. At one point, a male student didn’t 
get to a seat on time but felt that someone else had played unfairly. He 
quit and went over to the other side of the room. But his fellow students 
started encouraging him to come back in such a humorous way that it 
allowed him to return to the circle without losing face. In addressing 
the social context of classrooms, Dewey (1938) wrote, “Every experience 
affects for better or for worse the attitudes which help decide the quality 
of further experiences” (38). Ultimately, the nature of each experience 
in class is tied to how students feel about themselves, about each other, 
about their teachers, and about learning. Another response from the sur-
vey stated, “Everyone was really nice and respectful toward each other. 
I really enjoyed coming to class everyday. What I like about the class is 
that everyone got along and there wasn’t any drama and people fighting.”

Dance’s (2002) research vividly captured how youth who live with 
conditions of violence are often prone to bringing postures of tough-
ness from the streets (“being hard enough”) into the school, both for 
protection against peers and as a way of resisting schooling practices. 
Yet, despite the fact that many of the students at V-Tech were assigned 
to the school for severe discipline issues among other things, there was 
not a single instance of a fight in Ms. Foster’s class during the entire 
academic year. Instead, the “drama” was in the actual learning activities 
that the students felt were challenging as well as fun. Many of the survey 
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responses reflected this, as in the following example: “We hardly did a 
lot of boring readings. Everything we do in this class makes me think 
and we have fun doing it.” In addition to the excitement and challenge, 
students felt that the activities were relevant. One of the survey responses 
that reflected this noted, “I liked that we talked about real stuff instead 
of boring stuff that doesn’t effect [sic] me.” The students were given a 
wide range of choices in how they could approach their projects, but 
clear guidelines were set for the quality of work expected as well as how 
the work would be assessed. It was also clear that the students’ genuine 
voices and views were welcomed in the class, even if they were sometimes 
strident. This was exemplified by the response of a student who “loved 
the energy, the discussion, the fact that we had real freedom of speech.”

Ms. Foster’s approach was reflective of and also shaped by central 
considerations that the TEACH Project promoted in professional devel-
opment with all of the teachers in the school. In the first semester, the 
project worked with practice-based examples of the effectiveness of 
mediating learning through classroom discourse in the context of par-
ticular kinds of social interactions between teachers and students and 
among students as collaborative partners. The CREDE principles as 
well as principles of collegial pedagogy provided a common language 
and set of perspectives to explicitly delineate what the nature of these 
communicative and social interactions should be. So work across the 
teachers’ classes was guided and supported with respect to ways that they 
were attempting to enact joint productive activities, develop students’ 
literacy through particular projects and across disciplines, plan activities 
to directly build on students’ prior knowledge and experiences, utilize 
specific instructional conversations, and make their projects both inter-
esting and challenging by designing complex tasks for learning.

Additionally, the professional development used the issues and activ-
ities that teachers shared from their current practices to address how 
youth-led inquiry could be encouraged, how accountability structures 
for the work of students could be more effectively distributed, and how 
student projects could also contribute to influencing social change 
beyond school. Regarding this last point, Ms. Foster did a number of 
things with her students that went beyond the classroom that I will only 
briefly mention or note again like the Jena Six event conducting a work-
shop at a nearby university, attending a series of classes at a nearby com-
munity college on urban sociology, and taking a contingent of students 
to the first national Youth Bill of Rights conference as well as an Ameri-
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can Anthropological Association conference in Washington, D.C. This 
group also toured black colleges in the area while in Washington.

Ms. Foster and other V-Tech teachers shared work that they were 
doing in their classes with their colleagues in the PD sessions, and the 
framework provided by this complex of teaching principles and perspec-
tives was used both as a guide for influencing and an optic for seeing 
the changes in their teaching practices. The main focus of the project, 
however, was to facilitate these principles of effective teaching through 
higher levels of digital mediation of instruction. Ms. Foster indicated at 
one point that she felt her students were influenced more by the human 
aspects (the relational aspects) of the class than by the technology aspects. 
Yet it is clear that her holistic approach to learning through building 
healthy relationships among participants in the class was appreciably 
realized through the dynamic interactions and communications enabled 
by digital media. The technology also provided unique resources for vir-
tually supporting and extending her students’ learning beyond the tem-
poral and physical limits of the classroom. In the case of Darius, who had 
to work to help his family, for example, Ms. Foster was able to keep him 
“plugged in” to the class via the Internet. He kept up with much of his 
class work by using computers at the local public library. Similarly, the 
class came to have thoughtful and, at times, intense discussions on their 
blogs prompted by topics that originated in class.

Ms. Foster eventually created direct links between the work in the 
class and specific state academic literacy standards, just as Youth Radio 
creates lesson plans linked to national standards based on some of its 
digital productions. Consequently, the principal decided that the second 
semester qualified as a core academic course rather than just an elec-
tive. Reporting the vibrancy and efficacy of learning and literacy in the 
Hip-Hop Journalism class unfortunately may be construed as needing 
to prove once again that these students are “worthy” to have society’s 
benefits and rewards meted out to them. These young people are acutely 
aware of how they have been profiled and positioned, but as one anony-
mous response on our student survey aptly noted, “We are smarter than 
they think.”
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Ms. Foster’s use of digital media for learning in her journalism class 
reflected her developing competencies to design and implement instruc-
tion in new ways. In addition to efforts of teachers, administrators, par-
ents, and community members to create a culture of caring at V-Tech, 
students also needed to be engaged in a range of dynamic learning activ-
ities guided by principles of effective teaching. As illustrated in chapter 
2, Ms. Foster’s use of technology was ultimately in the service of more 
comprehensive goals for academic and social development of her stu-
dents. Importantly, she was also instrumental in the development of her 
fellow teachers, through her willingness to try and share new things she 
was learning both in conjunction with the TEACH Project and via her 
connections to Youth Radio. In the recursive process of learning to use 
a variety of digital tools, for example, Ms. Foster readily volunteered her 
teaching experiences for review and critique regarding both the possi-
bilities and problems that were encountered in her journalism and Span-
ish classes. Other teachers eventually became comfortable following Ms. 
Foster’s lead, experimenting with new approaches to teaching using vari-
ous digital tools they had learned about in professional development as 
well as sharing their experiences with the other teachers in subsequent 
sessions.

A process of teachers learning from teachers was central to our  
approach to professional development in the school. We agreed with  
Stigler and Hiebert (1999) that for teachers to significantly improve their  
practices, more professional opportunities were needed for them to learn 
on the job with and from each other. For this to happen, however, teach-
ers needed significant time and systematic support to work and learn 
together. The principal committed substantial blocks of time by sched-
uling 90-minute PD sessions approximately every other week, and the 
TEACH Project provided a structured program of both guidance and 
support. A key aspect of the program was to focus on the actual curricu-
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lar work and pedagogical challenges occurring in the participants’ class-
rooms. Another key aspect was to structure the learning of the teach-
ers in the PD sessions in ways that modeled approaches they could use 
with students in their classrooms. The project’s focus was larger than 
just informing teachers about instructional uses of digital tools; it was 
also focused on helping the teachers develop a common vision and lan-
guage framed by effective principles of teaching and learning as well as 
an understanding of how these principles could be powerfully enacted 
with appropriate digital tools.

From this perspective, knowledge and skill with technology are only 
part of what is needed for effective instruction. In my work with educa-
tors across the country, it became important to emphasize the need for 
teachers to continually develop four types of knowledge and associated 
skills: disciplinary knowledge (and proficiency with methods for creat-
ing, accessing, and synthesizing knowledge in specific disciplines); cul-
tural knowledge (and understanding of the cultural logics that underlie 
situated social practices and meaning making); technological knowledge 
(and skills to operate and appropriate technological tools for instruc-
tion); and pedagogical knowledge (including understanding sociocul-
tural theories of learning as well as strategies to incorporate the other 
three kinds of knowledge to achieve desired learning experiences and 
outcomes). These four areas of knowledge are intricately intertwined in 
teaching practices, and deliberate instructional designs for their deploy-
ment determine the quality of students’ learning. The effectiveness of 
these instructional designs is determined by the quality of teachers’ 
learning.

This chapter describes V-Tech teachers learning to expand their 
pedagogical perspectives and strategies through developing knowledge 
and skills in the use of digital media to more effectively incorporate the 
backgrounds and experiences of their students into academic learning. 
I begin this discussion with an example of one teacher’s use of Google 
Earth in his math class, to illustrate the intricate connections between 
disciplinary, cultural, technological, and pedagogical knowledge as well 
as connections to CREDE standards. After that, I describe how we used 
the PD sessions throughout the school year to continue developing 
relationships and methods of professional collaboration that facilitated 
acquiring the teaching perspectives, strategies, and skills to more effec-
tively mediate student learning.
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Math on google earth

One PD workshop in the spring of 2008 focused on teachers exploring 
Google Earth with its extensive maps, satellite images, and other tools 
that let users “fly” anywhere on earth to view the geography and archi-
tecture of selected sites. Mr. Guy, the math teacher, immediately saw ways 
to utilize this web-based tool in his class and began designing a project 
to develop his students’ understanding of the tangent function in trigo-
nometry. The tangent, sine, and cosine are fundamental trigonometric 
functions that describe relationships between the sides and angles of tri-
angles. For a given angle in a right-angled triangle, the tangent is the 
trigonometric function equal to the length of the side opposite the angle, 
divided by the length of the adjacent side. In figure 1, Tan A = opposite/
adjacent, or a/b. This figure is useful in visualizing the particular way 
that Mr. Guy’s math project helped his students have a more tangible 
and meaningful experience in learning the tangent function. Essentially, 
the project he designed challenged his students to use Google Earth and 
trigonometry to calculate the height of prominent objects near their 
school and in their world.

The math project had four phases that took place over two days: 
priming activities in the classroom to review and practice sine, cosine, 
and tangent functions; working in the school’s computer lab to learn to 
use the various tools on the Google Earth website; going outside on the 
street to physically measure angles of prominent objects; and going back 
into the computer lab and then to the classroom to work on calcula-
tions to determine the height of selected objects. In the priming phase, 
the students reviewed concepts and problems that they had worked on 
with sine, cosine, and tangent functions from the past week. They had 
considerable background knowledge before they did the Google Earth 
lab project, but Mr. Guy said that he wanted to make trigonometry more 
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immediate and personal for them by providing real-world applications 
and challenges.

When the students went into the computer lab for the second phase 
of the project, Mr. Guy gave them a lab assignment sheet that walked 
them through all the steps of moving around on Google Earth and using 
the various tools to establish and fly to coordinates, to zoom in and out 
on objects and sites, and to measure distances between selected coordi-
nates. Initially, the assignment sheet directed them to nearby familiar 
sites; then it gave them sites and objects to find and fly to all over the 
world, like the Great Pyramids of Egypt and the Great Wall of China. 
“They played around a lot,” Mr. Guy told me in an interview about the 
project. “Sometimes it was hard to keep them on point with the assign-
ment because they would want to go to their friends’ houses in the 
neighborhood or go see a nearby mall.”

The last step on the computer lab assignment sheet was for the stu-
dents to consider how they could use Google Earth and trigonometry 
to calculate the height of the flagpole on V-Tech’s campus. Most of the 
students were able to see that the “opposite” side of a triangle like the one 
depicted in figure 1 could represent the flagpole and that Google Earth 
could be used to mark and then determine a distance for the “adjacent” 
side. Consequently, it was clear that if the angle at “tangent A” could be 
determined, they would have the values needed to use the tangent func-
tion to calculate the height of the flagpole. When they reached this stage 
in their reasoning, Mr. Guy showed them an altimeter and explained 
how it could be used to determine the tangent A angle. Afterward, he 
took the class outside to actually use the altimeter to get the angles for 
selected objects to use for their calculations of the objects’ heights. One 
technical note is that the altimeter could also be used to determine the 
height of an object. To do this, however, the person using it would need 
to be exactly 150 meters away. So the need to be an exact distance from 
the object gives this way of getting the height significant limitations. Mr. 
Guy instead set up the project so that the students had to use trigono-
metric functions to make the calculations of the height, with the altim-
eter providing one needed value and Google Earth providing the other.

In the third phase of the project, the class went outside on the corner 
across the street from the school to get data on a number of prominent 
objects (tall buildings, clock towers, telephone poles, etc.) to take back to 
class and use in their calculations. The altimeter looks like a big pistol, 
with a trigger near the handle and a crosshair site at the tip of what looks 
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like a barrel. It is made of bright blue plastic and would not be mistaken 
for a gun. Yet it is aimed like a gun, and when the trigger is pulled, it has 
a gauge on the side that displays the angle of the line that goes to the 
point at which it was aimed. As each student took a turn using the altim-
eter to determine the angle of a selected object, drivers slowed down to 
stare at the sidewalk scene. One student initially held the altimeter in 
an “execution style” (pointed down) but then quickly aimed it the right 
way. Another student talked on his cell phone as he waited in line for his 
turn, while another balanced on a skateboard. A bus pulled up to its stop 
on the corner, and its passengers peered out at Mr. Guy and his students. 
A couple of drivers honked their horns as they passed. At one point, a 
police car slowly cruised by; the officer gave a short metallic blast on the 
car’s amplified sound system, then continued on.

In the final phase of the project, the students returned to the comput-
er lab and eventually to the classroom to do their calculations. They were 
given another assignment sheet with several problems on it that rein-
forced the concepts needed for working out each stage of the main prob-
lem of calculating heights of objects. During this time, Mr. Guy went 
around the classroom and engaged small groups of students in instruc-
tional dialogues about their work. One of the considerations was the 
need for a correction factor based on the height of each person using the 
altimeter. This added a small personal dimension to the students’ work.

Although Mr. Guy had a sense that using Google Earth would increase 
student interest in learning trigonometry, he noted that he was still “sur-
prised to see how into it the students were.” Through this project, his 
students understood more about the practical uses of math, rather than 
seeing it mainly as a school-based learning activity. Importantly, it was 
his disciplinary knowledge that allowed him to see specific applications 
of the technology to learning. He had to develop his own skills with the 
digital tools—his own technological knowledge. Yet it was not the nature 
of the tools themselves that determined their efficacy. Instead, the effi-
cacy was in how he designed pedagogical strategies for using the tools to 
facilitate his students acquiring knowledge in the discipline. This peda-
gogical design incorporated his cultural knowledge of the students, and 
the project allowed them to see and visually experience something of the 
geometry of their lives and neighborhoods in the context of the larger 
world.

In this regard, Mr. Guy’s approach reflected several of CREDE’s prin-
ciples of effective pedagogy. It engaged the students and the teacher in 
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joint productive activities, situated academic content in contexts that 
were familiar to the students so that they might connect it to their prior 
knowledge and experiences, and used challenging, complex tasks for 
learning. According to Mr. Guy, “It also changed their perspective as the 
kids started flying around. Some of the kids have never left their neigh-
borhoods. Now, they could fly to places like Egypt. You could see the 
light going on as they begin to open a bit of the global perspective.”

In part, this example of math on Google Earth illustrates the signifi-
cance of the role of teachers in mediating between the learner and vari-
ous learning materials or tools. Other teachers in the school also found 
a variety of ways to enhance learning through Google Maps, like site 
explorations, text mapping, mapping words and places, and creating 
maps connected to sections of texts. I have noted earlier that because of 
the material intelligence in digital tools considerable learning can occur 
without formal assistance. However, teachers are clearly able to facilitate 
students interacting more productively with various materials and tools 
by systematically designing and guiding their learning experiences to go 
well beyond the direct learning they can achieve on their own.

Teachers’ Joint Productive Activity

Before becoming a university professor, I taught high school English for 
seven years in Chicago public schools. Perhaps the worst part of the job 
was attending required teacher PD workshops. Most often, a presenter 
would “stand and deliver” some aspect of his or her area of expertise, 
and teachers would endure the monologue for the allotted time. The 
way this corresponds to traditional structures for teaching students is 
not coincidental. In the TEACH Project, we wanted to support teachers 
in disrupting these kinds of structures that clearly have not been produc-
tive for their students. We wanted to design learning for teachers in the 
PD sessions in ways that modeled approaches that they also could use 
to activate and excite student learning in their classrooms. The first of 
CREDE’s five standards, joint productive activity, provides an essential 
framework for how teachers as well as students can learn challenging 
content and complex skills. It suggests, along with a number of other 
transformational approaches, that people learn best through active, 
collaborative work on common goals realized through relevant learn-
ing projects. In this section, I further discuss why TEACH incorporated 



60 | DigiTAL TooLS iN UrbAN SChooLS

CREDE, and in the following two sections, I discuss our initial work to 
create the “relationships” and “perspectives” that would ground our PD 
activities throughout the school year.

We were attracted to the CREDE standards because they were designed 
to transform the most fundamental relationships between teachers and 
students as well as between students and students. Their main focus 
is on shifting away from solely the teacher as the central repository of 
knowledge toward more collective production of knowledge and broad-
er resources for learning. In working with these standards, it is clear 
that effective implementation of a given one requires significant inte-
gration of others. For example, dialogic instruction affords increased 
opportunity for language development, and it also affords the teacher 
greater understanding of the skills and interests of students, thus allow-
ing greater contextualization to connect to students’ prior knowledge in 
the learning of challenging content and complex tasks. In addition to 
the contribution of the CREDE standards to a common language and 
systematic set of approaches to teaching and learning, there is growing 
evidence of the effectiveness of implementing the standards.

A series of research studies, using both qualitative and quantitative 
methods, have demonstrated that students in classrooms that effectively 
implement CREDE standards show significant gains in reading, math-
ematics, and science achievement. Also, teachers’ use of the standards 
has been positively linked to factors critical to school performance, such 
as motivation, perceptions, attitudes, and inclusion (Estrada and Imhoff 
2001; Hilberg, Chang, and Epaloose 2003; Tharp et al. 2001; Saunders 
and Goldenberg 1999; Saunders et al. 1998; Stoddart 1999). Several stud-
ies recently conducted at CREDE’s research and demonstration schools 
serving low-income Latino LEP (limited English proficiency) students 
showed significant positive effects of teachers’ implementation of the 
standards on SAT 9 standardized tests and other performance measures 
(Doherty and Pinal 2004; Stoddart 2005). These studies demonstrate 
that classroom implementation of five CREDE standards is a powerful 
model for improving the achievement of students, particularly those at 
risk of academic failure.

Beyond the focus on digitally mediated learning, we wanted teach-
ers to consciously synthesize their work around key perspectives in their 
educational practices, like the need for extensive collaborations with 
and among students on real-life projects and problems utilizing rich, 
dialogic language that incorporated and modeled specific disciplinary 
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discourses. During the summer before the PD program began, members 
of the TEACH “core team” (I along with the principal, Ms. Foster, two 
graduate students, and a postdoctoral student) all participated in a two-
day workshop on implementing CREDE standards that was conducted 
by several highly experienced CREDE trainers. A number of members 
of the TEACH Project also met during the summer before the imple-
mentation to discuss various scholarly works that helped us develop our 
approach in terms of the kinds of new models and new language that we 
felt would be needed to transform learning. Just before the fall semester 
began, the core team created a blueprint for the sequence of PD activi-
ties to be implemented over the coming academic year. These and other 
activities were important for the knowledge gained, the planning that 
was completed, and the initial forming of relationships with each other 
as we came together to engage in joint productive PD activities.

building relationships

Thus far, I have discussed three of the V-Tech teachers: Ms. Glide, Ms. 
Foster, and Mr. Guy. Ms. Glide (an English teacher) and Ms. Foster (the 
Spanish and journalism teacher) are African American, and Mr. Guy (a 
math teacher) is white. They worked on professional development in the 
TEACH Project with five other teachers: Ms. Church (an African Ameri-
can who taught English), Ms. Kim (a Korean American who also taught 
English), Ms. Rivers (an African American who taught social studies), 
Mr. Roy (an African American who taught science), and Mr. Elder (an 
African American who taught math). As noted earlier, all but two of 
these teachers were under 35 years old. They were all recruited by the 
principal, a 41-year-old Latino, during his first two years at the school. 
This immediately preceded the academic year during which the TEACH 
Project took place. So all of the educators at the school were relatively 
new.

In chapter 1, I noted the importance advocated by Dewey (1938) and 
many others of building on student experiences for learning. We felt 
it was just as important to source the experiences of teachers for their 
learning. This perspective already existed in the school’s focus, and we 
used the same focus of relationships, rigor, and relevance to guide our 
PD activities. Ms. Kim and Ms. Church volunteered their classrooms for 
the initial PD sessions, and when the computer lab was completed later 
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in the first semester, the sessions then took place there. The first PD ses-
sion, on September 7, 2007, was devoted to continuing the development 
of our relationships with each other as we also worked on consensus for 
our goals for the school year. We moved the desks in a circle and faced 
each other as we talked in our first formal session. I began by framing the 
context of our work together with the following statement:

What we are trying to do is actually synthesize all the things that go into 
the learning outcomes for the students. These kids have kind of been cast 
off. We understand that there is a much more complicated set of circum-
stances. Yet the most important thing is the teaching. With the whole 
notion of V-Tech being able to continue its development using more digi-
tal mediation, we are in a position to create a model . . . where resources 
from the university, the community, parents, teachers, and students can 
come together around the same set of goals.

That’s kind of our overall vision, and what we would like to do in the 
context of teacher professional development—and we will talk a little 
more about this—is use this session to sort of get ideas from you guys 
about the kinds of things you might see being able to be supported in. At 
the same time, we can talk about some of the kinds of things that we [the 
TEACH core team] have been developing that we think might have a place 
once we see how all of these things can be synthesized.

I shared what the core team was initially proposing for possible PD activi-
ties during the first semester including learning about and implementing 
CREDE standards, developing activity centers, providing demonstration 
lessons on effective teaching strategies, teachers presenting to each other 
on the progress of their work, and trips to successful youth organizations 
like Youth Radio. After these PD experiences, we would then get more 
directly involved in learning to use various digital tools in teaching.

I asked the teachers present if the graduate students working with the 
project could meet with them individually some time before the next PD 
session to get a more in-depth sense of the teachers’ ideas and desires for 
what could be accomplished in our collaboration, and they all agreed. 
We wanted to make sure that the teachers’ voices were heard (though 
they might not speak out in the whole group) and that their particular 
desires for development were recognized and incorporated into the PD 
activities. I also talked a bit more about how this effort drew a page or 
two from an earlier university/school research collaboration that I had 
been one of the principal investigators for at the comprehensive high 
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school that sends students to V-Tech. I noted how we could have a much 
higher level of impact at V-Tech with our concentrated effort on 100 
to 150 students in contrast to the much larger student body of more 
than 3,000 students at the other school. I closed by talking briefly about 
my own background, including my experiences as a high school English 
teacher in the Chicago public schools.

For the rest of this first meeting, each teacher, the graduate students, 
the postdoctoral student, and the principal shared things about their 
backgrounds and what brought them to teaching along with their ideas 
for our work together. We found that we had much in common. I will 
give a sense of the backgrounds and goals of the teachers and the prin-
cipal through their own voices. Mr. Roy, the science teacher, volunteered 
to talk first. “I’ll just get it out the way,” he began. He had received his 
teaching credential in the previous year, and he talked about how he 
was always interested in supporting youth development. Initially, he had 
done quite a bit of informal volunteer work in schools before becoming 
a teacher. “I used to do a lot of just dropping in on schools to help out. It 
was nothing formal,” he said, observing,

I saw a lot of students of color doing really, really bad in school—just 
really bad. I received no encouragement from my family whatso- 
ever about returning to [teach] school. As a matter of fact, they still laugh 
at me. Things like “You were helping out kids more before you were a 
teacher”— they were saying things like that. And my dad was like, “You 
ain’t gonna make no money.” You know, other cultures, they come here 
and they knock out the economic thing first. Then they send their kids to 
school for real degrees—engineering, medicine, and things like that.

The only reason I overcame all of that was I started subbing [at the 
comprehensive high school], and the kids just wanted me [to be a teacher 
there]. It was a lot easier for me there than here. There was this whole big 
thing and the administration wouldn’t hire me, and the kids signed all 
kinds of petitions. But when I actually started teaching here, I saw that 
there was a big gap between where I was and where I wanted to be. I don’t 
have no background with professional development. So I’m here, and I’m 
ready to work.

Interestingly, Ms. Kim, a Korean American, had the kind of immi-
grant experience that Mr. Roy alluded to, but it was more complicated 
than it appeared on the surface. This became clear as she talked about 
why she came to work at V-Tech: “I grew up in LA, and it’s interest-
ing because I identify with struggle because my parents have struggled 
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even though I grew up in a middle-class house.” She talked about want-
ing be a teacher to serve the kind of community that she can identify 
with because education is so important for increasing opportunities. Ms. 
Kim received her bachelor’s and master’s degrees and teaching credential 
from Stanford, but she noted how she felt “a little lost” there, especially 
during the first couple of years because so many of the students were 
from such wealthy backgrounds. “Most of my friends are actually immi-
grants or their parents are immigrants, and I feel like that immigrant 
experience is so central to my life. I can’t really identify with people who 
haven’t had those kinds of experiences.” She said a bit more to clarify 
what she meant.

I never had to worry about what I was going to eat. I never had to worry 
about money really. But my parents just worked every day of the year. I 
would go into the store and help them work on the weekends. And even 
though I, like, never needed anything, it was always in the back of my 
mind and in my parents mind that, oh, we should hang dry the clothes so 
that we don’t have to use up energy with the dryers, and we can save on the 
electric bills. It’s these random little things that I learn from my husband 
that other people don’t even worry about. Like he uses a paper towel to 
wipe things up, and I will be, like, use a cloth that you can wash . . . you 
know, to save money. I just realized that there are a lot of people who don’t 
have to ever worry about those kinds of things.

In college I lived in a co-op to save money. We had to cook for every-
body and clean the bathrooms, but it was also a real life-changing experi-
ence for me and just realizing all of this about class and how my parents 
experience influenced my own experience. The funny thing is that my 
parent’s culture is really all about, like, becoming a lawyer or a doctor, 
and instead . . . I became a teacher. So that’s one of their disappointments 
since I was the high achiever of the three children they had. But I chose to 
become a teacher because I don’t want to be one of those people who is 
disconnected from their roots and what they’ve been through.

These considerations of being able to identify with the experiences of 
their students and wanting to use education as a vehicle to help trans-
form their lives were dramatically reflected in the principal’s story also. 
“My perspectives as an administrator come from my own experiences in 
school,” he told us. “I got kicked out of high school when I was 16, and 
. . . I cannot recall a single person that not only would advocate for me 
but would advocate for Latino boys in general.” He went on to tell us 
that neither of his two siblings finished high school and that his mother 
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did not finish either, after having her first child at 15. Then he shared the 
following:

We are not the family that came across the border at four in the morning, 
and nobody spoke English. My family has been here for generations. I 
think there is just this expectation, you know, of poverty. I think we came 
to think that this was just what was expected. . . . And when you see a 
16-year-old rapper on a yacht with eight bottles of champagne, I can iden-
tify with that. And you kind of grow up with this mentality that you want 
to go from here to there, but not go through all the steps in between.

So I don’t want one Ms. Foster or one Mr. Roy; I want, like, 50 of both 
of them. I want to build this program . . . , and I want the students to 
feel good about this school. But the shadow of [the comprehensive high 
school] is pretty broad. We still get students now who don’t want to put 
V-Tech on their job applications. People at the district look at my requests 
[for resources] and say, “You have enough, so just stop.” They question 
why we need tech equipment when this school hasn’t needed anything like 
this for, like, the last ten years. Unlike my staff, I’m exhausted right now. 
. . . This is becoming like therapy. I need all the gods to help me and give 
me some strength. Anyhow, I will be back here next Friday—on the couch.

There were echoes of these kinds of considerations in what other par-
ticipants shared. Ms. Rivers, who teaches social studies, noted, however, 
that being hired to work at V-Tech this year brought her teaching career 
back to life. She noted that she had just about burned out teaching in a 
difficult urban school district not far away: “I didn’t know that some-
thing you loved so much could hurt so much.” With a nod to the prin-
cipal, she said, “An angel brought me here.” Teachers also talked about 
other positive aspects of the school as well as their desire to learn to use 
more technology in the coming year. Ms. Foster noted that the students 
bring such positive energy and how she’s excited to begin working with 
Ms. Young to help with the tech piece. For her Spanish class, she won-
dered what it would be like to use Second Life “so that we can go to other 
countries to speak Spanish and go all around the world.” Ms. Church, 
the English teacher who is in her second year at V-Tech, talked about 
her enthusiasm to try out some of the many ideas received in a summer 
workshop of the Bay Area Writing Project. She also noted,

In terms of technology, I do want to collaborate on how to use what 
students are already using outside of class, especially the Sidekicks [cell 
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phones]. If there was a way to use the Sidekicks for some sort of assign-
ment, then that would be a dream come true. And I’m also thinking of 
doing, I don’t know when, but I want to do some kind of blog to have 
them write. I just think it would be a good idea to get them on the com-
puter and to get their stuff out there to get some type of recognition from 
outside the school. I’m not sure about the topic yet. But we’re going to be 
talking about education and equality.

The teachers and principal shared both excitement and frustration 
in working at the school. Teachers like Ms. Church and Ms. Foster noted 
that they had already been thinking about ways to incorporate more 
technology into their teaching, like using blogs for wider publication 
of student writing or using Second Life for Spanish conversations with 
people around the world. Ms. Church also wondered about pedagogical 
possibilities for cell phones. All of the teachers indicated at least a will-
ingness to try something new. They also identified structural and insti-
tutional constraints on their desires to provide rigorous and relevant 
learning experiences for the students. Clearly, there were many actions 
of the comprehensive high school that indicated they didn’t really want 
V-Tech to succeed academically with its students. For decades as a con-
tinuation school, it had been operated essentially as a containment space 
for students that the main school did not want to deal with. Some teach-
ers and counselors at the main high school have indicated that students 
there actually got profiled as “looking like he belongs at V-Tech,” and as 
a result of relatively minor infractions, the main school’s administra-
tion could force involuntary transfer of students at any time during the 
school year.

The earlier positioning of V-Tech as a continuation high school was 
a consequence of a pedagogy of poverty and its normalization of fail-
ure stemming from low expectations for certain students and, in some 
cases, fear of them. Added to this was an absence of a wider range of 
pedagogical options. Consequently, the school’s demographic makeup is 
not coincidental. Rather, it is a reflection of rigidly tracked and intrac-
table structures of inequality that may not be significantly countered 
by something like a well-intentioned PD program. The other side of 
that argument, however, is that a setting like V-Tech’s with its visionary 
leadership and committed teachers and staff, could be highly viable for 
achieving significant social and academic development with its students. 
These educators certainly understood key challenges their students face.  
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A couple of decades earlier, the principal himself might have been one 
of these students. So our work together on the project was an attempt to 
affirm the latter argument—that opportunities for learning could be cre-
ated that didn’t merely compensate for the schooling practices these stu-
dents had been pushed out of. Instead, learning at V-Tech could model 
more productive and relevant ways for all students to learn in school.

Additional PD sessions during the fall semester focused on develop-
ing teaching perspectives that utilized CREDE principles as a beginning 
framework and language for synthesizing practices across disciplines. As 
we moved toward winter, the focus of the sessions shifted to the teachers 
actually learning to use an array of digital tools. As we moved toward 
spring, the sessions extended a focus on teachers learning to incorporate 
guidance and support for their attempts to teach with and through vari-
ous digital technologies. As we moved toward summer, opportunities 
were provided for teachers to reflect on what they had learned and how 
they had put their learning into practice along with how these experiences 
might shape their approaches to teaching in the next academic year.

Developing Perspectives

In the second PD session of September 2008, we continued build-
ing relationships between the teachers and the university participants 
through activities designed to further ground us in understanding and 
implementing CREDE standards. We reviewed the standards and looked 
at several examples from CREDE documents that showed how they had 
been implemented in teaching practices. The examples showed how to 
plan with students, how to use their prior knowledge, how to make les-
sons meaningful, how to design group work, and how to engage stu-
dents in dialogues with the teacher and other students to significantly 
increase student talk in the learning process. We talked about how stu-
dents themselves could become more expert to also facilitate the growth 
of fellow students and referred to examples of young people’s work at 
Youth Radio. I noted that I would do a demonstration lesson in the first 
PD session in October to further illustrate ways that the standards could 
be revealed in instruction.

We then formed five dyads—each composed of a teacher and a uni-
versity researcher—to discuss individual standards from the standpoint 
of how each could be actualized (or more fully actualized) in V-Tech 
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teachers’ current practices. I paired with Ms. Church, and we talked about 
how the project of creating multitextual personal profiles in which her 
students created and documented something that was integral to who 
they were could be used early in the semester to establish and share more 
of the students’ backgrounds and experiences. The graduate students in 
my urban education class were doing a similar project, and Ms. Church 
and I talked about how writing letters describing the completed projects 
could also be a way to initiate a writing exchange between my graduate 
students and her high school students. She and I decided that we would 
do a series of four writing exchanges to give both groups of students real 
audiences and genuine motivations for writing. Ms. Church and I felt 
that the projects would also encourage our students to experiment with 
making meaning using multiple textual modes as they learned what they 
needed to know to accomplish the objectives of the project.

When we reported back to the whole PD group, Ms. Church talked 
about how we saw these projects in and between our classes as a form of 
joint productive activity. Ms. Church also noted how her task of respond-
ing to each student’s essays could be improved as a result of the graduate 
students writing extensive, specific responses to her students’ writing in 
their exchanges. She saw that this would ultimately help her students 
prepare both for the writing portion of the high school exit exam and for 
any college application letters they would write.

Participants in the other dyads also reported to the whole group on 
how the standard they were assigned to discuss reflected or could reflect 
something occurring in each teacher’s actual classroom. Ms. Kim shared 
her dyad’s discussion of ways to plan some of her class activities together 
with her students. “I have very structured assignments,” she reported, 
“but I’m now going to try to open them up a bit for more student input.” 
Mr. Roy shared his dyad’s discussion of ways to effectively design group 
work. He had struggled with discipline issues in his science classes as 
well as with keeping his students on task, and he reported that working 
in groups sometimes helped: “In small groups the kids worked to keep 
each other in line and focused on the work. There were cases when the 
students received each other even better than they received me.”

Ms. Rivers reported that in discussing with her dyad partner how 
to keep her class activities as challenging as possible the importance of 
the overall design of the instruction became key. She shared a successful 
curricular design, focused around the refugee experience that she had 
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implemented in her social studies class. “First, they had to brainstorm 
about leaving home,” she told us. She then provided more details.

What it is like to leave home even if it is a positive experience. They had 
to consider what they were going to take with them and what they would 
leave behind and why. Then they read a work of fiction on the refugee 
experience. Then they wrote an essay where they had to make connections 
with the reading, their notes, and considerations of geography that we also 
went through. Next, we are going to go into globalization and segue right 
into that while still focused on the same theme.

Linking CREDE standards to work in the teachers’ classes and con-
tinuing to get to know each other individually while learning from each 
other were how we attempted to develop core perspectives and common 
language for our work during the school year. In our second PD ses-
sion, after teachers reported on their dyad discussions I passed out typed 
comments summarizing individual conversations that I or my graduate 
students had with them since the previous PD session. As mentioned 
earlier, this was to be sure that the teachers’ voices were heard regard-
ing their specific desires for professional development that they may not 
have verbally expressed to the whole group.

Ms. Kim’s comments indicated that she was very interested in either 
bringing in teachers who did good work or even going to see them teach 
in their classrooms. She also noted that although she had significant 
training in project-based learning in her teacher preparations program, 
she was not yet doing it very much in her classes. Ms. Church’s com-
ments indicated that she liked the idea of planning together in the PD 
sessions and maybe doing more interdisciplinary projects—for example, 
between social studies and English. She also indicated a desire for the 
sessions to help her keep informed on new forms of technology integra-
tion into schooling, like work going on in a few places to develop cur-
riculum that utilizes design principles of video games.

Mr. Roy’s comments indicated that he liked the idea of working 
directly with other teachers to get help on incorporating technology into 
his science curriculum. He also noted that he would like to be able to 
take his students to UC Berkeley to sit in on college-level science classes. 
He did not want to see another PD program begin with good inten-
tions and then be gone by the middle of the year. Ms. Rivers’s comments 
echoed the need to go beyond the walls of the school on field trips. She 
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also wanted to learn additional techniques to make her classes more 
interactive, including learning about the viability of educational games. 
She thought educational games would be interesting for her students, 
but she noted that she personally shied away from using technology in 
her teaching.

Demonstration Lessons

In our third PD session, which occurred at the beginning of October 
2008, I presented an initial demonstration lesson. Its purpose was to 
illustrate how a number of the CREDE standards could be utilized in 
instruction. Specifically, I wanted to model strategies for how teachers 
could access and utilize their students’ prior knowledge to make learning 
more meaningful and for how to engage students in dialogues with the 
teacher and with each other to increase student talk and idea generation 
about academic topics. The term idea is here used to refer to each view 
held by the learner that includes visual, analogical, and mathematical 
views as well as descriptive views.

I also wanted the teachers to see the viability of using a variety of 
teaching tools and textual mediums to increase opportunities for their 
students to become engaged in talk about ideas. One central set of teach-
ing tools was the collection of Thinking Maps developed by Dr. David 
Hyerle to facilitate teacher and student thinking. There are eight Think-
ing Maps that are visual tools for accessing eight distinct cognitive pro-
cesses, and I employed four of them in this demonstration lesson: the 
circle map, for defining in context; the flow map, for sequencing; the 
multi-flow map, for showing cause and effect; and the double bubble 
map, for comparing and contrasting (see fig. 2). These maps are used 
extensively in the professional development of educators that is con-
ducted around the United States by the National Urban Alliance for 
Effective Education.

Fig. 2. 
Thinking
maps

circle map        flow map          
double bubble 
map

multi-flow 
map
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Finally, I wanted to model how the V-Tech teachers could use the 
PD sessions to pilot their developing curriculum designs in order to 
get ideas and input from fellow teachers and university participants. In 
this regard, the teachers’ presentations of lessons could be more infor-
mal than my demonstration. My goal was to formally take the teachers 
through a process to show how particular strategies could be utilized to 
help students increase the quality and sophistication of their thinking 
and writing. I positioned the V-Tech teachers as students in this demon-
stration lesson, so that they could experience the strategies the way their 
students might experience them in their classrooms.

I built the lesson around the theme of discipline and used Robert 
Hayden’s six-stanza poem entitled “The Whipping” as the central text. 
First, I asked the teachers to write the word discipline in the center circle 
of a circle map, which is used for defining in context by brainstorming 
ideas from prior knowledge. I next asked the teachers to write in the 
larger circle all the words, ideas, or beliefs that defined or were associ-
ated with this word in their minds. Then I asked for several volunteers 
to read what they wrote out loud, and I wrote their ideas on the board. 
We immediately noticed ideas we shared as well as new ideas that we had 
not individually considered about the word discipline.Next, I asked the 
teachers to think about where their ideas about discipline came from 
and to write the sources inside the square frame of the circle map; they 
were using the frame to identify the sources of the information they had 
already provided in the large circle. In this way, they had to explore and 
make explicit some of the social and cultural contexts that framed their 
ideas about the theme. Again, volunteers read and I recorded on the 
board the additional ideas that this part of the process had generated.

Next, I played 30-second clips from three songs that revealed very 
different takes on approaches to discipline: Luther Vandross’s “Dance 
with My Father,” James Brown’s “Papa Don’t Take No Mess,” and Tupac 
Shakur’s “Dear Mama.” The purpose here was to extend the strategy 
involved in using the visual text of the map to musical texts that also 
offered ideas and perspectives about the theme of discipline. A short, 
lively discussion of these clips generated more ideas about discipline, 
and as additional ideas came up I recorded them on the board.

After these priming activities, I passed out copies of “The Whipping” 
and asked for a volunteer to read the poem out loud. I asked the teach-
ers to use a flow map to record what happened in the poem—just the 
sequence of events. At this point, Ms. Kim stated, “I don’t understand the 
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difference between what we are doing now with the flow map and what 
we did before.” Rather than attempting to give an immediate answer, I 
asked her to go through this step to experience what happens. She decid-
ed to work with Mr. Roy to map the sequence of events, and they had 
an animated discussion as they tried to come to consensus. After the 
teachers finished this activity, volunteers were asked to read the sequence 
that they had mapped. We noted key differences in the way the poem 
was mapped by different teachers. We discussed the differences and went 
back and forth with the text of the poem itself in order to come to agree-
ment on an accurate rendering of the sequence of events that Hayden 
had described. Ms. Church told the group that using the flow map had 
substantially changed her interpretation of the poem. She said, “Having 
to get things into the boxes pushed me to isolate different occurrences 
in ways that helped me more clearly see their relationship to each other.”

The teachers quickly realized that many of the differences in their 
accounts were tied to the fact that they had included their own inter-
pretations of the meaning of the poem rather than just describing the 
events that had occurred. After this consideration was established, I had 
the teachers use a multi-flow map as an aid to further expand and con-
cretize their interpretations. This map was designed to elicit cause-and-
effect relationships, and by putting the word whipping in the center box, 
the teachers were able to see how they could generate ideas from textual 
evidence in the poem that contributed to the cause of the whipping in 
contrast to ideas based on textual evidence that could be connected to 
effects or consequences of the whipping. Essentially, this process offered 
a way to systematically extend interpretations based on textual evidence 
that could also be compared to other emerging interpretations depicted 
in the multi-flow maps of other members of the group. When the teach-
ers were finally able to engage a more open interpretative discussion of 
the poem, it had the effect of sourcing all of the ideas that had been 
generated and expanded from the various multimodal prompts, actively 
sorting and evaluating those ideas based on justifications from actual 
textual evidence, and thereby enabling participants to synthesize the best 
ideas from all sources into an integrated understanding of the poem. The 
discussion of the possible meanings of the poem was quite lively, but it 
was also at a high level of interpretative sophistication, and the ameliora-
tive roles that the various prompts had played was apparent.

Next, I passed out a copy of a single page from Alice Walker’s The 
Color Purple on which Celie talks to Harpo about marriage and also 
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describes how her husband had treated her: “He beat me like he beat 
the children.” I asked the teachers to use a double bubble map to create a 
visual documentation of the points of comparison and contrast between 
the two texts. More ideas around the issues surrounding discipline that 
came up in this part of the discussion were recorded on the board. Final-
ly, I showed a four-minute clip from the movie Glory in which the black 
Civil War soldier played by Denzel Washington is punished with a public 
whipping. We concluded our discussion of the theme with additional 
ideas that were generated by this provocative video text and completed 
the recording of ideas on the board.

I ended the demonstration lesson by passing out copies of two well-
developed argumentative essays written by seventh-grade students in a 
public school in Newark, New Jersey, who I had taught this same les-
son to. These two essays were examples of the arguments that had been 
written by all of the students in that class on propositions surrounding 
corporal punishment. One essay argued for and the other against the use 
of corporal punishment. I discussed how both essays reflected ways that 
the individual students had taken ownership of a number of ideas that 
had been generated through use of the different texts and through the 
various discussions about the expanding considerations of the theme of 
discipline and punishment. I illustrated how their essays incorporated 
some of these ideas into their arguments whether the arguments were 
for or against the proposition. In essence, these students had been able 
to take advantage of the collective intelligence of their class and draw 
on a wide range of ideas that had been generated in a variety of textual 
mediums. In the process of the lesson, the emerging ideas were recorded 
in a number of ways that could be easily accessed and reviewed. I also 
discussed how working with students to build a repertoire of ideas could 
reveal the development of their processes of individual and collective 
meaning making from initially generating, to sorting, to evaluating ideas 
in the development of more highly integrated knowledge about topics.

Because they had actually experienced them, the V-Tech teachers 
could clearly see the viability of the mutitextual and multimodal strate-
gies for making text-to-self, text-to-text, and text-to-world connections 
and how the strategies facilitated higher levels of student talk and learn-
ing from other students’ ideas through planned, goal-directed dialogues. 
They talked about how the tools could help students more clearly see 
complex aspects of an academic text, like the way our mapping of the 
events of the poem also forced a discussion about the narrator and the 
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narrator’s role in the poem in contrast to that of the author. Ms. Church 
noted on this point, “I haven’t been able to see students bring in the role 
of the narrator in defining the overall meaning of a poem, and I think 
this approach would help them with that.” We also discussed how this 
process allowed for learning to take place even when some ideas that 
were generated were obviously incorrect. As the principal chimed in, 
“The bad ideas might be as good for learning as the good ideas.” The par-
ticipants also could see the critical but transformed role of the teacher as 
the designer and guide for challenging and engaging activities to stimu-
late complex thinking and motivate more sophisticated writing. They 
also discussed the utility of these approaches for other academic disci-
plines beyond language arts and how elements of approaches like this 
were already going on in some classes. For example, Ms. Church drew 
our attention to a graphic organizer posted on the wall in the classroom 
we were then using that Ms. Kim had created to help students organize 
and generate ideas for writing.

In subsequent PD meetings, other teachers volunteered to pre- 
sent their emerging designs for lessons to inform the group and to get 
our responses and insights. Mr. Roy’s first presentation of a lesson idea 
was interesting because it also revealed limits to the usefulness of our 
responses when the focus went beyond the collective disciplinary knowl-
edge of the group. He had written topics and ideas on the board for three 
of his upcoming science units. He began by giving us a handout and talk-
ing about how he had been thinking about teaching the units: “Before 
we start with anything, I always have warm-ups that have something to 
do with science. For example, this sheet I gave you has health facts on 
precursors to diabetes.” The third unit was on cells and genetics, and 
Mr. Roy told us, “That’s the one that I was going to ask for some help 
with because I felt like I could put some culture into it, because I got 
some ideas from our session last time. There’s not a lot of culture in the 
textbook.” He showed us a copy of a thick, new science textbook. Then 
he added, “I’ve been working on it. I’m just having a real struggle with 
many of my students to have them really get into it with science.” He 
talked a bit more about specific activities he was considering and about 
how he eventually hoped to use some kind of technology in the class. He 
also talked about problems he was having getting adequate lab supplies. 
He closed by saying, “So now I’m just going to sit down and listen to all 
of your ideas about how you can help me.”

There was silence for a while as we all tried to think of ways to help 
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Mr. Roy develop his lesson. Finally, Ms. Kim, who has been thumbing 
through the science textbook, said, “Yeah, this book is a little intimidat-
ing. I think because I haven’t had to look at a book like this in so many 
years, and I’m saying, like, wow, there is so much information on each 
page.” Mr. Roy responded, “And that’s intimidating for a lot of our stu-
dents. They see this book and say, ‘What?’ and they just shut down. They 
look at all of these words and say, ‘Man, I got to outline all of this.’ And 
that’s why I’m trying to rethink how to approach things.” One of the 
graduate students offered a suggestion. “You could set up your activity 
center stuff and have the students use the book as a reference. If you 
talked about how some prisoners are being exonerated through DNA 
evidence, maybe some of these men would come to class, you could link 
that to genetics, and this might be able to hook kids on the science of it.” 
This seemed to be an interesting suggestion, and other teachers offered 
additional suggestions. Yet it was clear that Mr. Roy did not feel that 
much of what was being offered could really help him with the overall 
challenges that he faced in his classes. He was the only science teacher 
in the school, and our lack of knowledge of his discipline mitigated our 
collective abilities to offer strategies to significantly help him transform 
his teaching during the first semester of the school year.

Activity Centers

Despite not being able to support every teacher to the extent that was 
needed, the structure of having teachers respond to the work of other 
teachers was an important part of our PD approach. It allowed us to 
keep the focus for teacher learning on actual work that they were doing 
in their classrooms. This approach worked well during the first semester, 
when the focus was on developing teaching perspectives and practices 
that would also be central to the teachers’ more direct learning of digital 
mediation strategies in the second semester. The final component that 
we felt was critical to teaching with technology was the use of activity 
centers. Organizing classrooms into activity centers (or learning sta-
tions) transforms the fundamental structure of teaching and learning by 
making it possible for teachers to responsively instruct and assist small 
groups of students. The CREDE approach advocates the use of activity 
centers as the most effective way to incorporate and realize its standards 
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for effective pedagogy in the actual practices of teaching and learning 
(Hilberg, Chang, and Epaloose 2003).

Ms. Foster, as noted earlier, was not only an effective teacher; she was 
also a teacher leader in the school. When we focused on activity centers 
in the PD sessions during the first semester, she took the lead in plan-
ning and eventually modeling their use in her Spanish classes. In the 
last PD session in October, she volunteered to present a lesson plan for 
a unit that would utilize activity centers in order to get suggestions from 
the group before implementing it. Like Mr. Roy, she began by putting a 
number of her ideas for the unit on the board while also talking about 
some of the background considerations surrounding the unit. “There are 
all these different versions of how death is dealt with,” she said. “There 
is the Hollywood version; there are different cultural ways. I still haven’t 
started this yet, so are there any ideas how I can do this? I’m still trying 
to finish up the last lesson.” The teachers offered suggestions, and as they 
did, she wrote their ideas on the board.

The unit would have students researching and creating projects in 
Spanish on how different cultures deal with death. Some of the goals 
for the unit were to have students understand differences in how people 
look at and experience death; to document healthy ways of expressing 
death and other things associated with it orally, in writing, and in other 
textual mediums; and finally to explore ways to help stop community 
violence. As with most of the PD sessions, the principal was present, and 
he responded to Ms. Foster’s ideas by saying, “The centers are just sup-
posed to be a part of this. If we can hone in with you, Ms. Foster, on the 
three or four things that you want them to have as products at the end of 
the curriculum cycle, it would clarify the nature of the centers and what 
kinds of activities should go on at them.” “I saw this as a two-week expe-
rience,” Ms. Foster responded. “The writing assignments are a poem, a 
composition. I see a poetry center, a history center, and a Silence the 
Violence one, and also some sort of altar. I’m thinking about something 
where students take pictures. I’m not exactly sure what to do with this, 
but it might be the culminating activity for a center.” “You could put a 
whole bunch of pictures on the floor, and everyone walks around and 
then picks up a picture and then just talks about it in Spanish,” said Ms. 
Church. “Do we break out and look at each center, or do we do it in a 
whole group?” Mr. Roy asked. “We can throw out a bunch of ideas, and 
then you keep what sticks,” said the principal. “I have an idea for the 
poetry center,” said Ms. Kim. “It could be a place where they go to read 
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poetry and then translate it into writing. The reading can be translated 
by writing it in Spanish.”

The principal then noted, “Ms. Foster brought her plan to the group, 
and it just hit me that elements of her plan were already organizers for 
the various learning stations.” He stated further, “The idea is that once 
you set these centers up, students should not have to come back to you 
and say what should I be doing at this center. I was also going to sug-
gest a technology center.” “Everyone knows by now that the ten laptops 
on our mobile computer lab have been stolen,” Ms. Foster said, choking 
back emotion. “That’s why it’s hard to end the current unit because my 
students’ had PowerPoint presentations on those laptops. My ideal was 
to have a laptop at each learning station so that there may be times when 
students go to a computer just to do research for their project.” [After 
the theft, as noted in chapter 2, the principal decided to dedicate one 
classroom as a secure computer lab and to place new iMac computers he 
had purchased there rather than on mobile carts.] Ms. Foster continued 
to talk about things she had recently done to partially address the impact 
of the theft of the laptops on her students. “I had all of my students get 
Gmail accounts,” she said. “You can create documents within Gmail, so 
you can access all of your PowerPoints online. That way we don’t have 
to worry about our work being lost again. I also created a blog for each 
of my classes, so all of my assignments are online. All this has been really 
helpful, and it couldn’t have come at a better time.” By the end of this 
PD session, Ms. Foster had decided on creating four activity centers: one 
for building an altar; a poetry and translations center; one for writing 
and vocabulary; and one for viewing, talking about, and making photo-
graphs, pictures, and other visual texts.

Learning to Use Digital Tools

Although Ms. Foster had already been using technology in the Hip 
Hop Journalism class and to a lesser extent in her Spanish classes dur-
ing the fall semester, she was an anomaly among the V-Tech teachers in 
this regard. The TEACH Project’s goal was to facilitate all of the teach-
ers becoming competent in incorporating more technology in teaching. 
The work of the first semester on building relationships and developing 
teacher knowledge and perspectives regarding effective teaching prac-
tices through a process of joint activities was important to creating the 
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framework within which the teachers actually learned to use and eventu-
ally would teach by using a variety of digital tools. As we moved toward 
the end of the fall and into the second semester, we focused the PD ses-
sions directly on guiding and supporting teachers in learning how to use 
a range of digital media in their teaching.

In making this transition, the TEACH Project hired a technology 
specialist, Mr. Cameron, to work with the core team to plan the second 
semester of professional development and to lead the sessions. The title 
for his position was Director of Instructional Technology. The principal 
had the expertise to lead these sessions himself; he has been the director 
of technology and instruction for schools on the East Coast. But he con-
tributed his vision and support for the effort through his role as a mem-
ber of the core team that was providing the primary structure during this 
school year for teachers to transition from novice to more expert users 
of technology in their classrooms. We were particularly excited about 
Mr. Cameron working with us because he had done similar work in 
Chicago in a technology project that worked both in the public schools 
and in nonprofit community and youth organizations. We had looked 
to that project to learn about some of the innovative things being done 
that could help us think both imaginatively and pragmatically about 
our work in California. He was also a graduate student in the School 
of Information Sciences at the University of California, Berkeley, and I 
had been influenced in the development of the TEACH Project by Peter 
Lyman, a professor in that school, as well as the work of the Digital Youth 
Project that he guided.

In the first PD session of January 2008, the principal formally intro-
duced Mr. Cameron to V-Tech teachers and staff. The principal in- 
vited the support staff to this session because he wanted them to also 
be attuned to new ways that students in the school may be engaging in 
learning. For example, there might be times when students were in the 
school’s computer lab after class working on assigned projects, and he 
wanted staff members to see these activities as legitimate work even if it 
might initially look like the students were just listening to music on the 
computers. In the following statement, the principal drew on the design 
of a new elective class that was going to be offered to talk about how he 
saw professional development working for the rest of the year.

One of the things I’m excited about with this new class is that the instruc-
tor didn’t just talk about an individual computer program or application 
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in isolation, but about creating a product that encompasses several or 
many applications at one time to achieve a desired effect. This is the way 
that designers think. It’s not like I just have this one application, so I’m 
restricted to that. It’s like what’s the end thing I want to create and what’s 
available to me to do those things. That’s also what we have in mind with 
these workshops. Mr. Cameron doesn’t see these as individual workshops 
where you learn about isolated applications like a podcast or a blog. It’s 
really about imagining the kinds of things you want students to create and 
thinking about the design and intersection of the kinds of applications 
that will allow them to do these things.

After these introductory remarks, the principal turned the session 
over to Mr. Cameron. “I’m really glad you brought that up,” he began, 
“because that’s exactly what I was going to bring up. He then talked 
about how he saw his role in his position.

I’m a bit apprehensive with the title you all gave me—particularly with 
the word technology, because the technology is just one part of it. . . . The 
focus for me is not to bring in more [technical] complexity, but for us to 
really think about what learning consists of. How do we approach teaching 
in terms of what’s not a waste of time for us and not a waste of time for 
our students. . . . So it’s more about us rethinking and reframing our work 
as teachers. That’s how I see my work here. . . . We will introduce some 
themes and ideas. We will learn about some tools to help us explore, or 
expand, or present those ideas. Then you all can experiment with actually 
doing things in your classrooms and come back to the next session, and 
hopefully some of you will volunteer to talk about what you did and how 
it went, or even talk about how you just thought about doing it in your 
classroom. . . . And I will be available during the week to come to your 
classrooms to help out with projects that you all may be doing.

Mr. Cameron was clearly attempting to put the teachers at ease about 
what was going to happen in the coming PD sessions. Essentially, he 
presented the framework that had been developed in conjunction with 
the core team to integrate the learning of a number of digital tools with 
actual work going on in the teachers’ classrooms but to keep it mainly at a 
low-stakes, voluntary level in terms of expectations of the teachers doing 
specific things in their classrooms. We wanted the learning activities not 
to be intimidating or stressful for the teachers, yet the final design for 
the second semester was quite comprehensive covering podcasting, blog-
ging, various Google applications, digital photography and video, story- 
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boarding with Comic Life, and explorations of Second Life, in that order. 
Mr. Cameron’s work on the development and implementation of the 
design was critical, and eventually he mainly met with the principal and 
me before or after a session to review or revise things. I will give a brief 
overview to show the coherence of the sequence of activities and then 
provide additional descriptions of ways the teachers were engaged in 
learning about these media.

The second semester of professional development began with the 
teachers learning how to create podcasts using GarageBand. A podcast 
is an audio recording that can be manipulated (remixed) using an appli-
cation like GarageBand to create a variety of verbal, musical, and other 
sound as well as visual effects. The reason for starting with podcasting 
was to give the teachers an initial experience with a relatively simple 
form of digital media that they could immediately use to bring their 
students’ voices and perspectives into the curriculum through audio 
recordings, by having them interview each other or family and commu-
nity members, by tying this to class projects, and by posting the podcasts 
to websites online.

The next phase of the sessions was focused on having the teachers 
post to blogs and eventually create their own blogs during subsequent 
sessions. As a personal publishing platform, the blog offered additional 
tools for the teachers to use to manage, manipulate, and publish infor-
mation of their own and from their students. The teachers learned how 
to do simple text postings as well as how to utilize more sophisticated 
features like adding pictures, creating thematic categories for hosting 
different conversations, or even uploading podcasts that they or their 
students had recorded. Mr. Cameron created a V-Tech blog for the PD 
sessions and encouraged the teachers to continually use it for comments 
about things they were trying out in their classes as well as for periodic 
reflections on their experiences with other aspects of the professional 
development. Another thing he initiated early on was to have the teach-
ers draw designs or floor plans of how they would physically arrange 
their classrooms to most effectively accommodate digital learning. This 
connected to and extended the work of the first semester on the design 
and use of activity centers. Later in the second semester, some of the PD 
sessions themselves were structured around activity centers that had dif-
ferent foci for the work at each one, like a center for working on blogs, 
or one for working on podcasts, or one for working on digital graphics 
and photography.
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As the work with podcasts and blogs continued to thread through 
and become more elaborated in subsequent PD sessions, the functions 
of Google Maps, Google Documents, and Google Images were intro-
duced. The teachers learned how to connect the visual imaging capabili-
ties of the media with its mapping capabilities to create a range of effects 
and possible learning activities. Work with these Google applications 
was soon connected to work with digital photography and, to a lesser 
extent, video. By this time in the semester, the teachers and students were 
just returning from spring break. Mr. Cameron had taken pictures in 
Ms. Glide’s class, and he used them to demonstrate more visual editing 
tools and how to make digital collages. He also introduced the teachers 
to additional photo resource sites like Flickr and reviewed with them on 
how to combine audio and visual texts and how to embed them in pod-
casts, blogs, and PowerPoint presentations.

Based on where things were at this point in the semester, it was de-
cided to not go too deeply into working with video. Before the break, 
the focus had been to give the teachers significant hands-on exposure 
with a variety of digital tools, but by this time it seemed necessary to 
“reset” the focus to give greater attention in the remaining sessions to 
solidifying links between what the teachers had learned and their actual 
use of what they had learned in their instructional practices. Yet there 
were two additional media that were introduced. One was Comic Life, 
a downloadable application that allowed users to create simple story-
boards (somewhat similar to a comic strip) by combining pictures or 
drawings and written texts. Voice could also be added. The other digital 
media that was introduced was Second Life. Second Life is a multi-user 
virtual environment that both mimics and extends activities and inter-
action possibilities of the real world through the actions of avatars that 
“residents” of the Second Life world can create and digitally animate. 
These last two applications allowed Mr. Cameron to further teach and 
reinforce the ease and viability of integrating different digital media into 
other digital platforms.

This summary of the design and sequence of activities during the 
second semester provides context for a closer look at the teachers’ actual 
experiences of learning about and working with podcasts, blogs, Google 
applications, digital photography, Comic Life, and Second Life. Rather 
than initially giving this overview and plan to the teachers, however, Mr. 
Cameron began his first session by asking them what they were already 
doing in their classes and what else they hoped to learn in the PD ses-
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sions. “I pretty much want to know what uses you are making of technol-
ogy in your classrooms,” he told them. “For example, the pen is a form 
of technology. I’d like to have as much sync as possible. Can someone 
start regarding what you are doing in your class?” “In the Hip Hop Jour-
nalism class,” Ms. Foster responded, “we would like to learn how to do 
podcasting. I think that would help. I also want to use more PowerPoint 
and word processing. We have been using a lot of the Gmail functions, 
and I would like to do more work with Photoshop also.” “There has been 
some work with video for shooting and telling stories,” a graduate stu-
dent chimed in. “Is there anyone in science?” Mr. Cameron asked. “I use 
the DVD to lecture,” Mr. Roy said. “What about online resources?” Mr. 
Cameron asked. Ms. Church responded, “I think that it makes a big dif-
ference in doing research. My classes are starting to do research online. 
We started last year with Citation Creators. You know that company. 
But not many kids have done that. I would also like to learn how to 
use blogs.” “Anybody doing robotics? Anyone doing gardening? Are there 
any alternatives to paper, paper and essays?” Mr. Cameron asked. “Now 
we have the Ya/Ya program for making furniture art, and there is also 
airbrushing,” said Ms. Foster. At this point, the principal talked about his 
desire to have students learn how to design video games.

Next, everyone was asked to talk about any problems they saw in 
teaching with technology. The principal noted, “The robustness of the 
applications exceeds our students’ ability, one. And two, their innovation 
and excitement exceed the robustness of the applications. So it is the 
marriage of those two things that I think is sometimes problematic.” Mr. 
Guy noted that a key problem was “consistently functioning technology. 
. . . If the printer doesn’t work, or the computer doesn’t work, or not 
all of the computers are working, its frustrating.” Ms. Kim added, “We 
need a lot of one-on-one attention for the kids to teach technology.” “I 
don’t have the greatest and the highest tech skills myself,” said Mr. Roy. 
“Sometimes the challenge is that the teacher doesn’t know as much as 
the kids know, that the kids are ahead of the teacher,” a graduate student 
noted. “But when we are doing projects, the students’ attendance gets in 
the way,” added Ms. Church. In response, the principal said, “With some 
of these applications, if you don’t get that very first part, it becomes dif-
ficult to do the end product. There is no question that this is going to be 
a tough challenge.” I added, “If everything is working perfectly and these 
products come out, we don’t have from our own training the ability to 
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assess their quality. What is an ‘A’ youth commentary versus a ‘B’ com-
mentary, or an ‘F’ commentary?” Mr. Cameron closed this discussion by 
showing several interesting examples of young people’s work with digital 
media in Chicago on the iRemix.org website. For the remainder of this 
session, he guided the participants in creating their first podcasts.

Podcasting

“You know what a ‘drop’ is in terms of radio?” Mr. Cameron asked. “It is 
basically when the host says, ‘You’re listening to WKWE radio; my name 
is Cameron,’ and something like ‘I’m going to be your company tonight.’” 
He told the teachers that for their first podcast, their drop would be their 
name, the subject they teach, and what they hope to get out of the PD 
sessions on technology. Everyone’s drop was to be no more than 30 sec-
onds, and when they were completed he combined them into a “collec-
tive” podcast that was less than four minutes. They also took pictures of 
themselves using the Mac’s Photo Booth application to add to the pod-
cast. Mr. Cameron gave a narration about himself to demonstrate the 
first drop, then each teacher took a turn. In this way, the teachers were 
able to quickly see how the application worked.

This initial podcast was played again at the beginning of the next 
session as a way of reminding the teachers of what they had said as well 
as how easy it was to create a podcast. At this point, none of the teachers 
were ready to present anything regarding experimenting with podcast-
ing, and in this session they learned how to do additional things like mix-
ing different kinds of texts in the podcasts and eventually posting them. 
Mr. Cameron passed out a sheet that listed three steps for producing the 
podcasts that would be completed during the session: record an inter-
view in GarageBand, mix and edit music with the interview, and publish 
it. The sheet also had space for the teachers to write out a brief plan for 
how they might use a podcast with their students. Then he announced,

When you are starting a podcasting session with your students, I think it is 
a good idea in the beginning to let them know where it is going to end up. 
So starting with the end in mind is a good idea because it frames and con-
ceptualizes the activity and what the end product will be. The end product 
might be in a PowerPoint presentation; the audio might end up on a blog, 
or it might be burned onto a CD. . . . Do you record on Monday, mix on 
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Wednesday, and publish it on the web on Friday, so you have a weekly 
cycle? . . . Knowing your process is the core that you wanna build on.

After the teachers worked on their individual plans, they were asked 
to work in pairs and use GarageBand to interview each other for one 
minute, in part to get a sense of how their students might go through 
the same process. As the teachers worked, they helped each other fig-
ure out what they needed to do while Mr. Cameron walked around and 
answered technical questions like how to add music tracks, how to set 
the timing for the podcasts, or how to control the sound. The teachers 
clearly enjoyed “playing” with mixing and posting their podcasts. “This 
is too much,” said Mr. Roy. He was paired with Ms. Kim, who was smil-
ing and obviously pleased as she showed him what she had done. “I really 
like this,” said Mr. Elder from the other side of the computer lab. Ms. 
Church and Ms. Glide had brought their own laptops so that they could 
continue to work on the projects at home.

Toward the end of this session, two additional applications that could 
be used for podcasting were introduced—Audacity and Audio Jack—
and their unique features were discussed. The teachers were shown how 
to download and use both programs. Audacity worked as an audio edit-
ing tool in much the same way as GarageBand, while Audio Jack was 
more powerful in that it could be used to capture any audio signal from 
any sound source on a computer. Toward the end of this session, Mr. 
Cameron told the group, “We are not going to have time to go into blog-
ging today, so all we can do is mix down [compress into another digital 
format] the podcast you worked on and either burn it [on a CD or flash-
drive] or send it as an e-mail. Good job ya’ll!” Everyone clapped.

Blogging

Learning how to technically use blogs was easy, but developing con-
ceptual frameworks to exploit their affordances was more complex.  
Mr. Cameron created a PD blog site for collaborative use by the teach- 
ers and also helped each teacher create her or his own blog. Over time, 
the PD blog became a valuable resource in a number of ways. It allowed 
for a dialogue space for the teachers that ran collaterally to the face- 
to-face dialogues that were occurring in the sessions and thereby ex-
tended dialogue between the teachers in a number of productive ways. 
The teachers began posting and reading the blog to both inform others 
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and to keep up with what was going on in different classrooms through 
the continual record that was created. So things were not being posted 
arbitrarily.

Mr. Guy, for example, had posted a description of his math lesson 
that used Google Earth to give his students engaging experiences while 
learning trigonometric functions. He had volunteered to talk about what 
he had done with this application to the other teachers in line with our 
PD tradition, and he gave a brief verbal presentation. Teachers had a lot 
of questions, and he was comprehensive in his answers. Interestingly, a 
couple of teachers said they did not quite understand what he had done 
with his class until they read how he had described it on the blog. Ironi-
cally, one limitation for Mr. Guy was that he was not able to use math 
symbols on the blog: “I’d like to find a way to do my notes on the blog, 
but I can’t find a way to do the math script like subscripts, superscripts, 
and things like that.”

Mr. Cameron offered a number of suggestions in the PD sessions 
for creative ways that teachers could utilize blogs like using them as a 
platform to publish podcasting projects that were completed in classes, 
having blogs as a place where they post findings from research projects, 
or providing topics for students to write about more informally on the 
blog to offer reluctant writers opportunities for a different form of writ-
ten expression. He described ways to organize blogs to achieve differ-
ent goals, noting, “It only gets better with time, because as new students 
come in, they have the record of everything that you’ve done and all the 
perspectives of everybody who came to your class in addition to your 
knowledge.”

More than the actual tool, however, teachers came to see that use of 
blogs (as well as other digital media) reflected a shift in paradigm that 
required a concurrent shift in the structures of teaching and learning in 
classrooms. Blogging was a particularly useful tool for beginning these 
shifts because it enabled multiple voices, dialogic conversations, and dis-
tributed authorship. The PD blog was a key tool that was used to facili-
tate the development and reflect the contributions of the teachers to the 
processes of learning in the PD sessions. They posted descriptions of 
things they were working on and their ideas about what they wanted the 
sessions to focus on, and they documented some of their plans and goals 
for what they would do in their classes with the digital tools they were 
learning to use. These considerations are further discussed later in this 
chapter in the section “Teaching with Technology.”
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Google Applications

After working with blogs, the next session was focused on the use of three 
Google applications: Google Maps, Google Images, and Google Docu-
ments. The teachers were guided through using these media to search for 
pictures, download them, edit them, arrange them in a particular order 
of compositional design, and finally create a specific Google map and 
blend the images to make a visual essay or pictorial itinerary that could 
be used in conjunction with other class activities or assignments. With 
Google Documents, teachers were shown how they (or their students) 
could all share the same document, collaboratively edit it, and see the 
changes taking place in real time.

In the following session, Ms. Glide presented aspects of what she had 
done with Google Earth in her class. She had her students download, 
edit, and sequence images that corresponded to the geography of a story 
that was being read in class and put them into PowerPoint presentations 
to present the images in sequence. Mr. Cameron had gone to the class to 
support her work with her students, and he had also taken pictures of the 
process that, as mentioned earlier, were eventually used to teach about 
digital photography in a subsequent session. In presenting to the group 
on this work, Ms. Glide talked about additional things she had learned 
while working with the application in her classes.

I did some work with Google Earth this week with the kids, and as usual 
they were teaching me functions that I did not know existed. Apparently, 
there is some way to put in place marks like we did with Google Maps, and 
I am not sure who can do that or how because it’s kind of like the same 
little bubble is gonna pop up. It’s something having to do with different 
layers that you can eliminate or add to that, and I think that would be 
really interesting. So we are going to work on that some more.

The idea that the presentations could be about work in progress or could 
present problems that Mr. Cameron, the group, or the principal could 
help with was an important feature of the professional development, so 
that teachers could feel comfortable sharing their work with the other 
teachers and participants in the sessions. Also during this session, I 
talked about a website that had lesson plans that utilized Google appli-
cations for every subject area in high school. Teachers asked to have it 
posted on the PD website.
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Digital Photography

As a part of working with digital photography, Mr. Roy shared things 
he had been doing in his science class with a gardening project in back 
of the school. He had his students take pictures of the plants at different 
stages of growth. He was considering posting the pictures in a blog, but 
he also sought additional ideas from the group. Mr. Cameron responded, 
“I think that in the context of the blogs, that’s a natural way of maybe 
documenting it—what’s going on with the garden project—just taking 
pictures from the garden and starting a page and extending that with the 
information about nutrition awareness, et cetera.”

After other teachers made suggestions about additional possibili-
ties for Mr. Roy’s project, Mr. Cameron laid out a structure for further 
working with digital photography in this session. The approach was to 
have teachers think of a thematic focus related to their discipline and 
then go online to find at least five pictures that related to that theme 
or focus. Next, the teachers were to download the pictures, edit them 
for size and image quality, add some special effects using iPhoto, and 
then save the pictures in a folder. Mr. Cameron demonstrated the pro-
cess for the teachers by walking them through the steps on one photo. 
The last step was to use the photos to create a visual map or essay about 
the theme. The teachers worked for the rest of the session on this project, 
which gave them experience in going through several stages and using or 
developing a number of key skills for doing a range of things with digital 
photographs.

Comic Life

One entire PD session was spent working with Comic Life. Mr. Cam-
eron felt it was important for the teachers to learn about this tool not 
only because it was easy to use and fun to play with but also because 
it could be a powerful way to storyboard plans for a video, documen-
tary, podcast, essay, or any other project that required sequencing ideas. 
Additionally, he used Comic Life to review and reinforce for teachers the 
fluid integration possibilities of the different media. “It starts simple,” 
he told everyone in a session toward the end of spring. “I can easily crop 
these pictures [from Comic Life] and dump them into a podcast, then 
pair with Ms. Rivers to read all the captions and bounce that to iTunes 
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and into the same podcast. . . . So going from just one storyboard into 
a podcast, you have two projects with one effort. That’s what I mean by 
the multiple connections of these projects.” For the rest of this session, 
the teachers worked in pairs to experiment with making multiple textual 
connections while creating an audio/visual or visual/written text story 
using the digital affordances of Comic Life.

Again, what the teachers experienced, in part, was how fun learning 
could be both in the process of creating and in the process of sharing. 
Toward the end of this session, there was discussion about why every-
one had enjoyed this process so much and how we could plan for our 
students to have this kind of feeling about the work they did in classes. 
This embodying of the actual experiences of learning with digital tools 
seemed to be one of the most important outcomes of these PD sessions.

Second Life

As noted earlier, Second Life is a virtual world in which “residents” can 
have social and creative experiences through their control of an avatar 
that they create. Ms. Glide had agreed to do a unit in two of her En-
glish classes using Teen Second Life, and the discussion of her work with 
students in this unit is the focus of chapter 4. We also wanted the other 
teachers to have some knowledge of and experience with Second Life, so 
in May, as the school year moved toward an end, we used a PD session to 
work with the teachers in Second Life. Mr. Cameron guided the teachers 
on downloading the program, building individual avatars, and practic-
ing the basic movements and communicative capabilities of the plat-
form. I joined Mr. Cameron in leading this session and also supported 
Ms. Glide when she did the unit in her class. After exploring a bit “in 
world” as it is called, we had a lively discussion about possible pedagogi-
cal uses and potential problems of this digital media in relation to other 
media we had worked with during this semester.

Mr. Cameron saw Second Life as another multimodal digital envi-
ronment that shared some characteristics with media we had already 
worked with, but he also talked about how it contained key differences. 
He opened the discussion by saying, “I just wanted to see how people 
think about this. What are your exposures to this? How do you feel about 
it? Do you think it’s a good thing, a bad thing? What do you think it can 
help do in a classroom setting?” Ms. Foster raised considerations about 
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privacy, and this led to an extended discussion also about issues of iden-
tity, since a person can chose how they want to represent themselves in 
Second Life through how they create their avatar. We talked about how 
these issues of identity might affect students both positively and nega-
tively. Mr. Cameron compared Second Life identities to one of the proj-
ects in Ms. Foster’s class where her students had to create and represent 
a historical persona or a famous contemporary person; he suggested that 
creating an avatar just takes this to another plane of the imagination: 
“That can be in itself an enriching conversation to figure out . . . to really 
become consciously aware of why people define themselves in a particu-
lar way when the options become limitless,” he noted.

Clearly, there was not enough time in one session to address all of 
the considerations for our “first lives” that were raised by a brief experi-
ence of Second Life. This will be addressed more fully in chapter 4. But 
one of the things we were beginning to see in terms of our work in the 
PD sessions was that we as educators needed to understand how to take 
better advantage of the kind of learning being enabled by an increas- 
ingly widening array of digital media—each with unique capabilities and 
affordances. We could see that the ways we were learning to teach with 
technology were only the beginning of what was possible. Such learning 
was also only the beginning of what was critically needed to effectively 
transform schools to meet new, complex, and global challenges of life 
and learning in the twenty-first century.

Teaching with Technology

There were a number of things that all of the V-Tech teachers did over 
the course of the school year to utilize some aspect of technology in their 
teaching. One was how each teacher worked to rethink and redesign the 
physical space and environment of their classrooms. As with the interior 
design of rooms in a home, what things are present and where things are 
placed reveals a great deal about the intentions for use and the kinds of 
activities that will occur in a space. Each of the teachers experimented 
with developing various kinds of activity centers in their classrooms, 
and in the second semester, this was augmented by actual designs and 
implementations of floor plans to more effectively accommodate digital 
learning, even when there was not extensive use of digital media in a par-
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ticular classroom. The teachers themselves had experienced working in 
activity centers at various times in the PD sessions with designated areas 
for work with different digital tools, and they ultimately saw that the 
design of the space of the classroom itself was fundamental to enabling 
other changes in their teaching practices.

Another thing that all of the teachers implemented in their classes 
and engaged in with each other (although at widely varying levels) was 
the use of blogs. As earlier noted, the PD blog became a central tool for 
communication among teachers and other project participants in terms 
of sharing plans, ideas, and the progress of activities going on in different 
classrooms. Each teacher also created their own blog as one of the activi-
ties in professional development. Once the individual blogs actually 
existed, all of the teachers found ways to use them in conjunction with 
instruction at some level. The use of blogs by the teachers was also facili-
tated by the excitement that some of the students showed in their use 
of them. This was tied, in part, to the fact that the teachers had some of 
the same students in their different classes, and they often talked to each 
other about the work and progress of these shared students.

For example, before one PD session began, Ms. Glide talked with Ms. 
Foster about the student they each had in their class who did a blog in 
tribute to his friend that he called his “world wide wall.” Ms. Glide told 
Ms. Foster, “He was so excited about the possibilities and being able to 
share this with his friends in my class. So whatever you are doing helped 
him.” Ms. Foster then said, “What he is doing in his blog is he created a 
whole slideshow of a friend of his who was killed. It has 18 pictures in 
it. So this has been expressed in a way that he is using technology and 
he is so excited about it.” Overhearing this conversation, Mr. Cameron 
added, “Actually, this morning he was asking me how to add a song to his 
blog, and I said you have to go to customize, but make sure the song has 
no profanity. . . . So he goes through the site and pulls up in the blogger 
feature section a form that gives you the option of putting a warning on 
the content that you’re uploading.” Ms. Glide’s following response in this 
conversation was insightful regarding ways the teachers motivated each 
other (and were motivated by their students) to expand their teaching 
practices.

Sometimes he wants to stay later. . . . He is so excited. . . . So I thought 
about blogs, and then I thought, “Well, I have to teach myself more about 
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them.” So I found out that all the kids who were in your class were like “Oh 
yeah, we already have blogs.” So now, how to do it well makes my life so 
much easier because not only do they know how to do it, they know more 
features than I do. And they can also help a couple of other people who 
don’t know how to do it. So thank you, Ms. Foster.

A few weeks later, Mr. Cameron had observed how Ms. Glide was using 
blogs in her classes, and commented about it in one of the PD sessions. 
“As an observer, I have already seen some changes with her students. 
Just the fact of keeping a blog, and coming here and immediately going 
towards that, and adding more things or adding portions from assign-
ments, pictures to share with friends. . . . It’s having an impact on her 
students.”

These cross-class engagements with students and among teachers also 
contributed to Ms. Rivers’s more extensive use of blogs in her teaching. 
At first, her use of blogs was more tentative and constricted. She reported 
to Mr. Cameron that she finally did begin to use her individual blog but 
that she initially used it “so I don’t have to take papers home.” By having 
her students submit assignments on the blog, her work in responding 
to them had become more portable. Soon she began to notice that a 
significant change was taking place in the dynamics of her classes as she 
mediated more work with the blog: “I’m finding that I speak less, and the 
students do more in class,” she noted.

Ms. Rivers also benefited by the fact that other teachers in the school 
were using blogs in conjunction with the work in their classes, such that 
a critical mass of student expertise in the use of this digital media was 
emerging. Since she shared a lot of students with Ms. Foster, Ms. Riv-
ers began letting them extend the use of blogs they had created for Ms. 
Foster’s class to the work that she was assigning in her class. This, of 
course, required the students to increase the sophistication of their per-
sonal blogs by adding partitions for the work of multiple classes and 
incorporating more digital tools as necessitated by the different assign-
ments. Eventually, Ms. Rivers and Ms. Foster began to collaborate on the 
assignments they were giving to their shared group of students. They 
began working together to connect and expand things that were going 
on in Ms. Foster’s journalism class, on the one hand, and Ms. River’s 
social studies classes, on the other, by making assignments that were 
more comprehensive in the blend of foci and content from both classes. 
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Ultimately, the work of these two teachers helped us understand that 
each student needed to have only one academic blog to use for appropri-
ate work and assignments for all of her or his classes at the school.

The role and significance of technology transfers among teachers 
and students were partially envisioned as an outcome of the professional 
development, but we did not anticipate the fluidity, serendipity, and, 
in some cases, sophistication of these transfers. Specifically, we did not 
fully anticipate the significance of the roles that the students themselves 
would play in pushing themselves and their teachers to exploit the capa-
bilities of the various media. Another example of this was an episode 
in which Ms. Church was working with Malik, a student mentioned in 
chapter 2, as he was trying to add a slideshow to his blog. First, they 
tried to do it through the iMovie application, but they discovered with 
the help of Mr. Cameron that a QuickTime file cannot be uploaded into 
blogger. Malik found another way to do it by using his Gmail account, 
and was able to make a seamless upload of his pictures. His probing of 
different media in order to achieve his purpose impressed Mr. Cameron, 
who noted, “Thinking like designers is where the magic in learning hap-
pens, because they bring their own ideas to it.”

The teachers as a whole did not make as much use of podcasting 
as they made of blogging. One exception to this was the work that Ms. 
Foster did with her students in creating podcasts, discussed in chapter 2. 
However, most of the teachers experimented with using various Google 
applications. Earlier in this chapter, I described how Mr. Guy had used 
Google Earth to help his students learn and practice math functions and, 
later, how he shared this with other teachers in a PD session. Ms. Glide 
and Ms. Foster also used Google Maps and other Google Images and had 
their students incorporate them into PowerPoint presentations. Again, 
in these activities, it was the students who often pushed the possibilities 
for what could be done with these media.

Work in Ms. Church’s classes also provided interesting examples of 
ways that teachers were taking what they learned in professional devel-
opment into their classes. Ms. Church had done a unit that focused 
on homelessness as a significant issue that warranted more attention 
in society. She found that the students were more motivated to write 
essays about these issues when they could add images to their writing 
or do visual essays. They did Google Image searches for relevant pic-
tures, which added more substance to their work. When the issue in 
focus switched to HIV/AIDS, the students extended their online work 
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from the incorporation of images to actually doing more research on the 
Internet at a variety of websites, and they added links to key websites to 
their final papers. Ms. Church became comfortable with this approach 
of having the students blending multiple modes of expression into their 
research projects, and she made plans to continue this approach with 
them in the next unit that she would be starting, on child soldiers.

Most of the teachers made considerable progress in using more tech-
nology in their classes. A couple of the teachers did not do quite as much, 
but even so, the TEACH Project changed their perspectives on utilizing 
additional approaches and additional tools, specifically digital tools, to 
further challenge and engage their students. In some cases, these changes 
were revealed in things like greater use of the schools’ computer labs, 
even for traditional purposes like writing or typing essays. In other cases, 
the intense challenges of teaching at a continuation school mitigated 
things that teachers desired to do in their classes. I was particularly con-
cerned that our project was not able to provide better support to Mr. 
Roy in his teaching of science classes. Yet, in the final PD session of the 
school year, he reported that he had joined the Teacher Institute at the 
Exploratorium, a science museum that has exemplary programs to sup-
port the teaching of science. “If you go to this two-year [after-school and 
summer] teacher program,” he told us, “then you have access to their 
resources forever. . . . So if I know I’m gonna have access to computers 
and if I’m gonna have other science resources in my classroom, I’ll let 
them know, and they’ll help me integrate technology.”
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4 | “Virtual” world Media

The image shown in figure 3 is from Teen Second Life, the youth ver-
sion of Second Life. This multi-user virtual environment is free for teens 
under 18. They can access the features of this MUVE by creating an ava-
tar whose image and actions they control; then they can move around 
and do things in this world. It was originally established as a site where 
teens could meet, create things, socialize, and make friends using text 
chats and even voice communication. For example, they can use their 
avatars to chat and interact with other avatars, to build an infinite range 
of objects or structures, and to travel to various places that have been 
built primarily by other “residents” as well as the Linden Lab hosts of this 
virtual environment. At any time, they can use a camera option to snap a 
photograph of their avatar or some other object at a specific location in 
the world and e-mail it to themselves or to others as a “postcard.”

Fig. 3. Teen Second Life
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The postcard in figure 3 depicts the avatar of a young man I will call 
Terrance, a 17-year-old V-Tech student who was in Ms. Glide’s World 
Media class during the second semester of the academic year. Some of 
the work on digital projects, the interactive communication, and the 
other class activities of Terrance, a young woman I will call Jada, and a 
number of students in this class are focused on in this chapter to exem-
plify the nature of learning and instruction during a two-week curricular 
unit in Teen Second Life. Terrance named his avatar “GReala Blitz,” but 
he was not entirely satisfied with the way it looked. He noted that he was 
“still learning how to create him.”

GReala Blitz sits on top of a “world” that Terrance created. The ava-
tar is looking down on a structure Terrance built as a multifaceted club 
or presentation space for performances in spoken word, rap music, and 
hip-hop dance. The floor of his club is composed of a modified picture 
of Terrance’s face that he took using his computer’s Photo Booth appli-
cation, and the design on the wall behind the stage is a snapshot of the 
shirt and chain he was wearing. As his skills developed, he was able to 
integrate various shapes, textures, colors, animations, and sounds into 
his design. On a number of occasions, he stayed after school to continue 
working in the computer lab on projects even after the unit in Teen Sec-
ond Life came to an end.

Terrance’s postcard reflects some of the new literacy practices that 
came into play in Ms. Glide’s World Media class during a two-week cur-
ricular unit in which her students learned to create, communicate, and 
explore through the affordances of Teen Second Life. In this chapter, I 
discuss how these practices complicate our notions of (and the interac-
tions between) texts and experience. I describe how they project new 
dynamics of mind and body, of “virtual” and “real,” of space and place, of 
production and consumption, and of the hyperconnectivity of different 
expressive modalities. I argue that they offer emergent ways to both cre-
ate and constrain meaning and identity, agency and power, and culture 
and pleasure as these constructs are mediated digitally and transmitted 
globally. I show how viable examples of project-based learning were real-
ized in individual and joint productive activities that reflected significant 
forms of academic discourse, inquiry, and accountability among and 
between the students and their teacher(s). I also address key problems 
that occurred in attempting to utilize a virtual environment for learning 
in the real world of Ms. Glide’s class.
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Unlike Ms. Foster, the highly experienced teacher of the Hip-Hop 
Journalism class, Ms. Glide was in her first year of teaching during the 
year the TEACH project was implemented. As noted in the first chapter, 
she started the year being very tentative about using any technology in 
her classes. She was particularly concerned that her students might know 
significantly more about the use of various kinds of digital media than 
she did. In the previous chapter, I described how she and her teacher 
colleagues at V-Tech gained greater confidence and competence, albeit 
unevenly, in trying different ways to incorporate more technology into 
their instruction. By the second semester, Ms. Glide was regularly using 
the computer lab for some of her class activities, and by the middle of 
that semester, she felt that she was ready to do a unit utilizing Teen Sec-
ond Life in her two World Media classes.

There have been concerns raised about the adult version of Second 
Life, in which about nine million avatars reportedly interact on a digital 
landscape, in some cases to achieve real-life purposes like selling prod-
ucts, doing research, conducting classes, and even recruiting for college 
admissions (Bugeja 2007). There are concerns, for example, about “grief-
ing,” where one person’s avatar harasses the avatar of another person. 
Linden Lab, the host of this virtual environment, has worked to mitigate 
these concerns in the teen version, in part by its age restriction for use of 
17 years old and under. This is why V-Tech’s principal felt comfortable 
getting authorization to unblock Teen Second Life to provide access for 
the school’s use.

Ms. Glide was supported in implementing this unit by me and two 
other students from the university who worked with the TEACH Proj-
ect. One of these students, Ms. Canon, was a key member of our sup-
port team (especially with respect to technical support), because she 
had worked with an earlier research project called the Fractal Village 
that took place at V-Tech for three weeks during the middle of the first 
semester of the school year. As part of a dissertation study for which I 
was a committee member, its focus was to facilitate eight V-Tech student 
volunteers in learning about fractals and other mathematical concepts 
through building things in Teen Second Life. Since the TEACH team 
had already planned to work with Teen Second Life during the second 
semester of the school year, I was able to support the Fractal Village Proj-
ect by letting it use TEC Island, a virtual space for which I purchased a 
one-year lease from Linden Lab, the company that owns Second Life. 
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Consequently, a few students in the school had experiences with this vir-
tual environment seven months before the unit in Ms. Glide’s class, and 
two of these students were actually in her class.

The other university student volunteered to work with us on this unit 
for several of the days that it ran. But most often, there were three adults 
in the computer lab to guide and support the students’ activities—Ms. 
Glide, Ms. Canon, and me. We met before the intervention to plan these 
activities, and decided that we wanted to focus more on attempting  
to understand specific ways that the students’ learning developed  
through their experiences with this particular form of virtual, digital 
media, rather than only trying to make explicit links to Ms. Glide’s estab-
lished curriculum. In the two-week time frame of the unit, we decided 
to closely follow the work of building the avatars that were needed to 
access the MUVE in conjunction with the virtual and real identity work 
involved. Next, we wanted to encourage and follow students in their 
building of a variety of digital objects on TEC Island, particularly objects 
or structures that might incorporate other kinds of media, like photo-
graphs, video, voice recordings, or music. Here our focus would be on 
their continuing development of digital or computational literacy skills 
as well as on their communication and interactions with others both in 
the classroom and in the virtual world. We also wanted to encourage 
their travel to various sites in Teen Second Life to expand their skills, 
experiences, and perceptions of possibilities in this world.

Data for this unit was collected through direct observation and field 
notes along with a stationary camera that was used to record activities 
and conversations connected to the unit that took place in the school’s 
computer lab. The transcriptions of the recordings were used mainly to 
capture the general discourse in the classroom (the discussions among 
students and between students and teachers), rather than attempting to 
capture things on the computer screens with the camera. Selected things 
that were produced by the students on the computers were captured 
using the features of Teen Second Life that allowed for snapshots of 
screens as well as text chats to be saved and turned into documents and 
artifacts. Students also did quick writes about some of their experiences 
with this media, and five were interviewed. These data were augmented 
and triangulated with my descriptive, reflective, and analysis field notes; 
reflective field notes by Ms. Canon and Ms. Glide; and interviews with 
Ms. Glide before and after the intervention.
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Classroom Context

Ms. Glide taught two 55-minute periods of World Media that were 
scheduled during the last two periods of the school day. These were 
humanities-centered courses that had a focus on global issues like the 
environment, world poverty, and global and local conflicts, and she used 
the same curriculum for both periods. Because of the achievement lev-
els of most V-Tech students when they arrive at the school, one central 
objective of these classes was to strengthen their reading, writing, and 
analysis skills. Before the unit utilizing Teen Second Life, Ms. Glide had 
done units that focused specifically on writing development and social 
science analysis. She had worked extensively with her students on tradi-
tional writing genres like exposition and persuasion that were aligned 
with the California state standards for English–Language Arts. They had 
worked, for example, on structuring logical arguments, on the use of 
rhetorical devices to support assertions, on defending positions with rel-
evant evidence, and on ways to appeal to emotions or systems of belief.

In conjunction with their writing of essays, Ms. Glide also had her 
students write about literary, social, and global issues in blogs. This 
allowed them to incorporate a variety of multimedia texts as well as draw 
on Internet sources to further support or develop ideas that they initially 
presented in their essays. Essentially, she wanted her students to first get 
the traditional approach to writing, then explore various technologies to 
see how their use might deepen understandings of techniques of writ-
ten persuasion. In addition to creating and writing their own blogs, stu-
dents also read and wrote responses to other blogs that were addressing 
topics that were being focused on in the class. In extending traditional 
classroom activities to incorporate elements of digital media, she was 
attempting to facilitate her students’ writing development through the 
features of a wider range of textual mediums. So her work with this class 
was often split between the classroom and the computer lab, and in both 
sites, she guided students to work both individually and collaboratively. 
She noted,

Given the flexibility that the course allows, I employ a variety of teach-
ing methods and a range of activities to meet these broad objectives. For 
example, students conduct Internet research, critique films, and analyze 
and respond to literature. Units are created around themes such as “Con-
flict and Resolution” and contain a variety of assignments that allow stu-
dents to demonstrate their knowledge in different ways.
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Most of the students in the World Media classes were sophomores 
and juniors, although this delineation was problematic given the actu-
al credits earned by individual students. The total enrollment for both 
classes was 44 students (22 in each class), of which 18 were males and 
26 were females; 33 were African American, 8 were Latino, 2 were Asian/
Pacific Islander, and 1 was White. As noted in the first chapter, however, 
Ms. Glide found that there were rarely more than 15 students in atten-
dance in each class on any given day, and that was one of the biggest 
obstacles to their achievement. Additionally, of her 44 students enrolled 
in these two classes, 10 had Individual Education Plans (IEPs) required 
for students with designated learning disabilities. Although most stu-
dents revealed key problems in their abilities to write and read, overall 
skill levels still varied tremendously. Despite these obstacles, Ms. Glide 
assessed that her students had many strengths and enjoyed working on 
things that connected to their interests, particularly when computers 
were employed, even though she saw that they could also become dis-
tracted during their work with computers.

In some K–12 educational settings, the forms of technology like those 
Ms. Glide had begun to use—computers for writing and Internet search-
es, creating and responding to blogs and class websites, the use of white-
board and PowerPoint presentations—have already been incorporated 
into instruction. Most often, the use of these technologies is directly 
linked to traditional structures for teaching and learning that can also be 
employed to a significant extent without the use of digital tools. This is 
what was described earlier in Ms. Glide’s use of blogs to connect to the 
genre-based writing that her students were assigned as an integral part 
of her curriculum.

However, technologies like Teen Second Life, video games, and other 
new media that offer interactive experiences in virtual worlds have, for 
the most part, not found a place in the life and learning of schools. One 
discipline that is somewhat of an exception to this point is science, where 
significant work is being done with 3-D modeling tools to model vari-
ous scientific phenomena in order to help students develop conceptually 
richer understandings beyond the limits of traditional textbooks, lec-
tures, and discussions. An important aspect of computational modeling 
that is just as significant for cognitive development in other disciplines 
as it is in science is that it allows students to visualize abstract concepts 
by creating structures through which they can explore and experiment. 
Importantly, these rich understandings are distributed across all phases 



100 | DigiTAL TooLS iN UrbAN SChooLS

of the modeling process, including the learning about and use of the 
computational tools needed to construct the models. This approach to 
learning in a virtual environment through building things that model 
or go beyond physical reality is a central aspect of the activities in Teen 
Second Life. Yet for most educators, there is still resistance to using new 
media and virtual world technologies that can model or expand physical 
reality, and this resistance is not entirely an expression of technophobia. 
For example, as Berry (2008) noted, “The newest virtual environments 
threaten traditional classrooms—challenge hierarchies, wrench author-
ity away from teachers, distribute rather than individuate knowledge and 
disrupt traditional forms of assessment.”

Essentially, the use of certain forms of new media necessitates dra-
matically different approaches to teaching and learning, and the TEACH 
Project’s work with Teen Second Life in Ms. Glide’s class was, in part, an 
attempt to explore these differences. Rather than linking her students’ 
work in this world directly to her established curriculum, we were inter-
ested in understanding more of the specific nature of their learning and 
literacy development as it was revealed in their constructing of identities; 
their travel to different sites in the world; their building of various digital 
objects; and their communication, interactions, and collaborations with 
peers and others as they experienced and explored this virtual world. Ms. 
Glide introduced the unit to her students by saying, “We’ve been talking 
about world media and trying to understand what’s going on in different 
worlds, and Second Life is another kind of different world.”

Constructing identities

Virtual, three-dimensional learning environments can be leveraged to 
create opportunities for students of all ages to learn about an array of 
topics (math, art, music, science, literature, geography, astronomy, etc.) 
in completely new ways (Barab et al. 2000). For example, the earlier 
Fractal Village Project worked with eight V-Tech student volunteers in 
Teen Second Life to support the development of computational literacy 
and mathematical reasoning. A key thing that the Fractal Village Project 
attempted to foster was the development of the students’ mathematical 
identities through their virtual activities, to see if that could transform 
their real mathematical identities.

In Ms. Glide’s class, we also saw that acts of identity construction were 
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central to the kinds of learning that took place in Teen Second Life, and 
we found that the students’ processes of developing particular personal 
identities in the virtual world were decidedly different from traditional 
notions of intellectual identity. Noddings (2006) linked the development 
of academic rigor and critical thinking in high school disciplines to pro-
cesses for self-understanding that connected broader aspects of students’ 
lives to their explorations of challenging issues. This connection of the 
academic and the personal was a key strategy for Ms. Glide’s earlier work 
in the class, but we wanted to see how it might be uniquely revealed in 
the Teen Second Life unit as her students constructed personal, virtual 
identities that could link to their developing identities as learners.

Constructing an “in-world” identity by creating an avatar that was 
needed to access the features of the site was one of the students’ first 
digital learning experiences. For example, Terrance, who was mentioned 
at the beginning of this chapter, was not happy with the look of his ava-
tar, in part because he was “still learning how to create him.” His state-
ment reflects two aspects of the learning that began immediately in this 
site while constructing an in-world identity with an avatar—not only 
the computational literacy skills that were required, but also the cultural 
context and constraints that were realized while creating, communicat-
ing, interacting, and moving in this virtual world.

Computational literacy skills that were developed and/or reinforced 
began with getting to the site online; going through a rather complicated 
registration process, which included selecting a name for one’s avatar 
and providing a telephone number or e-mail address; retrieving log-in 
confirmation codes via subsequent e-mails or text messages from Linden 
Lab, which took about 20 minutes; and using the selected name and code 
that was received to log into the virtual world. Ms. Glide had given her 
students an assignment sheet that listed these steps, which we wanted 
them to go through on the first day of the unit to get started with the 
project. She told them that they would get credit for completing each 
stage of the project, beginning with getting logged in and creating an 
avatar. Although these may seem like mundane activities, the students 
were experiencing how the site worked through multiple digital texts 
and interfaces—the Internet, cell phone texts, and e-mails. Loud cheers 
could be heard intermittently in the class as each student successfully 
completed the process of getting logged in. Some called their friends 
over to their computer as if to get verification that they were in. “I just 
got in as ‘BigO Footman,’” one student exclaimed. “I got ‘Doe Magic,’” 
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his friend responded. (I use the student avatar names in this chapter 
because these selected names and TEC Island itself are no longer being 
used and no longer exist in this MUVE.)

As noted earlier, Teen Second Life’s basic approach to building under-
standing and proficiency with specific computational literacy skills was 
through model building. Essentially, the process of building the avatar 
modeled the building of all objects and structures in the world, no mat-
ter how complex they became. So the activities for constructing iden-
tity apprenticed the learning and skills that the students needed to de- 
velop for every aspect of building in the site. Researchers like Pea (1993) 
and Salomon (1993) argued that the understanding of any concept, 
process, or practice was attributed to and distributed across the physi-
cal, temporal, and spatial occurrences through which the competencies 
had emerged. In other words, according to Lave (1988), cognition is 
“stretched over, not divided among mind, body, activity, and culturally 
organized settings which include other actors” (1), and resources from 
each of these domains were critical to the processes through which com-
petent actions emerged.

In our first class in Teen Second Life, Ms. Canon, one of the university 
students who had helped with the earlier Fractal Village Project, gave a 
brief demonstration of some of the tools used for building an avatar by 
using an LCD projector to project the images on her computer onto a 
large screen in the lab. These tools allow one to design, shape, and color 
the features and clothing of a range of stock male or female avatars in 
order to customize their appearance within a wide range of options. For 
example, in the adult version of the game, a resident can get over 100,000 
items of avatar clothing and accessories for free. Ms. Canon also used the 
site’s “camera view” tool to show her avatar at different angles and doing 
different things, like walking, running, sitting, gesturing, and dancing. 
When students were able to log in, they would first go to Orientation 
Island to begin creating their avatars. Eventually, they would learn how 
to make their avatars fly as well as how to teleport them directly to other 
locations in this world.

Ms. Glide began the first computer lab class in Teen Second Life 
by reminding her students to select a last name for their avatar from 
the assignment sheet she had given them and then to make up a first 
name to go with it. “Making your avatar is the main thing we want to 
get done today,” she announced. The assignment sheet had a list of the 
most recent last names that the virtual world provided, and all residents 
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have to select from these lists for a last name. However, new residents are 
allowed to create their own first name. The names on the list seem to be 
constructed such as to not reflect any specific cultural content. So they 
rarely used actual words, although there were a few on Ms. Glide’s list, 
like “Footman,” “Haystack,” “Magic,” and “Twine.” Most were made-up 
words like “Ansar,” “Clowes,” “Parx,” and “Fhang.” The list that Teen Sec-
ond Life provides is changed frequently.

Most students were quite unhappy with the last names that the site 
offered for their selection. “I don’t like these names,” one female stu-
dent said immediately in a tone loud enough for everyone in the room 
to hear. “Nobody does,” another student responded just as vociferous-
ly. They were reacting to what they perceived as an unwelcoming con-
text for ways they would be comfortable representing themselves with 
respect to a fundamental and important aspect of identity—a person’s 
name. Although Teen Second Life attempted to provide last names that 
were not culturally specific, Ms. Glide’s students felt constrained by hav-
ing to associate themselves with these kinds of names. Instead of see-
ing the names as somewhat culturally neutral, they interpreted them as 
names for white people or as foreign names that were difficult for them 
to identify with or feel good about using for their avatars.

This problem was partially mitigated by the students’ ability to 
choose first names that they marked with cultural content. For example, 
Doe Magic used a word that communicated specific cultural content, as 
in “Do you feel me, doe?” Real Twine was connecting to the significance 
of being “real” in black culture. A number of girls chose the last name 
“Fhang,” adding first names like “Precious” or “Fa.” One girl selected 
“Fhang” because she felt it had “an Asia background.” She was not Asian, 
but she noted that she wanted to create an avatar that looked like “an 
Asian American beautiful woman.” BigO Footman said, “I chose this 
name because it was the first name that popped in my head, and it’s 
funny to me.” Another student turned the joke on the MUVE and also 
caused a big discussion in the class by slipping through the name “Osa-
mabinladen Raviprakash” for his avatar. When the student sitting next to 
him asked Terrance why he chose the first name “GReala,” he explained 
that the G stood for “Gangster.” So, beyond the sound correspondence 
with “gorilla,” the name he had given his avatar was meant to signify “a 
real gangster.”

At times, the students’ disaffection with the last names required by 
Teen Second Life had unintended consequences, like they would forget 
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their last names (or forget how to spell them, since they were unusual) 
and then find that they could not log in and get online unless they called 
Linden Lab. At the beginning of one class, Ms. Glide told a student who 
didn’t remember his avatar’s name and password that he would have to 
call in to reset them in order to get started that day. Misunderstanding 
the overlapping identities at the intersections of real and virtual worlds, 
he said a bit defiantly, “I’m not calling no avatar.” Getting through the 
initial registration and log-in process was a struggle for a number of 
students at the beginning of the unit. Interestingly, two V-Tech students 
who had worked on the Fractal Village Project helped us get everyone 
registered. Jada was one of these students, and she was also a student 
in the World Media class. She named her avatar “Sweetie Mayako.” The 
other young man just dropped by the class at the beginning to help out. 
Ms. Glide noted, “For some students who were frustrated with the sign-
up process, it really diffused the negative energy to have peers helping 
them.”

Ms. Canon, our resident expert, sometimes showed frustration with 
the MUVE herself. “Our students were limited by Second Life itself,” she 
reflected. “The log-in process is definitely not friendly to our students, 
and the default avatars aren’t made to represent minority races very well. 
Second Life is really geared toward the white middle class.” She noted 
that these problems had also frustrated the students in the Fractal Village 
Project, yet because of that she was more prepared to deal with the tech-
nical and cultural issues that came up in Teen Second Life. For example, 
as she was modeling how to build an avatar, the site was running very 
slowly at the time, but she was still able to talk the students through 
the basic things they needed to do. Yet she did not always conceal her 
feelings, as indicated in her following instructions: “So when you guys 
go through the registration process, you pick up a default avatar, which 
is kind of boring, but you get to redevelop the avatar to make it more 
customized.”

Despite the constraints, the students’ work to customize their ava-
tars revealed ways that constructing these virtual identities connected to 
their real identities and to their learning. They talked excitedly to peers 
and to the adults in the class about how they wanted their avatars to 
look. Ms. Glide noted, “The girls spent far more time on the appearance 
of their avatars (face, body, and clothing), while almost all of the boys 
made comments about being dissatisfied with the clothing, hair, and 
shoe options.” Students wanted to make interesting-looking avatars, but 
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they often ended up spending a lot of time trying to remove or change 
objectionable aspects of the available clothing and of the default avatars. 
For example, several of the students wanted to make the skin tone dark-
er, but they were dissatisfied because of the inability to make the tools 
of the virtual environment do so to their liking. Others, however, made 
avatars that didn’t attempt to mirror their actual appearance.

As with the students in Ms. Foster’s Hip-Hop Journalism class, the 
young men in Ms. Glide’s class wore baggy jeans, loose-fitting hooded 
sweatshirts, and athletic shoes. The male clothing options in Teen Sec-
ond Life were usually tight-fitting shirts and pants and odd-looking 
shoes. Most of the young men just wanted their avatar to have clothing 
that looked like what they actually might wear. They complained about 
the hair not looking right. One student tried to give his avatar a “fade,” 
a black haircut style. They also complained about the eyelashes being 
too long and about the shirts being too short and tight. Ms. Glide com-
mented that her male students were concerned about not wanting their 
avatars to “look gay.” Despite these obstacles, she noted, “Almost all of 
the students were immediately engaged in designing their avatars. Sev- 
eral of the girls and some of the boys who have really struggled with 
attendance, assignments, and focus were unusually engaged, self-disci-
plined, and self-directed, which was a noticeable change.”

During the first two days of the unit, the students worked hard on 
building their avatars, changing the styles and colors of their clothing 
and hair, and eventually teleporting to other places to explore and expe-
rience other things in the virtual world. We could see how productive 
most of the students’ experiences were as they worked on their avatars. 
A student who named her avatar Saysay Snoodie, for example, was really 
excited about giving it short, bright-colored hair, even though she had 
long black hair. She had an extended discussion with Ms. Canon about 
her choices and how to implement them as she experimented with the 
digital tools to construct her design. “I like the punk rock, funky look,” 
the student said. “I wanted to make her look very unique, but normal 
looking at the same time.” Jada had a similar objective for her avatar and 
commented, “She’s beautiful, but hella thick than me. I swear she is. I 
don’t know why she’s like that.” Another student who had often been dis-
affected was absorbed in making his “Osamabinladen” avatar. He wanted 
it to look like Osama Bin Laden, but Ms. Canon teased him by saying it 
really looked like Jesus. Yet he managed to get it to where he was satisfied 
with the look. When asked why he chose to make this avatar, he joked, 
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“Because I’m a terrorist.” Ms. Glide noted that this student, whose atten-
dance had been sporadic all semester, came just about every day during 
this unit.

One thing that we all noticed was the quality of conversations going 
on in the classroom among the students and between students and 
adults. Though the conversations were often quite animated at the vari-
ous computer stations, they were also mainly focused on work that was 
being done. Each station had two desktop computers, and students were 
constantly turning their screens to each other to show what they were 
doing or calling others over to see something they had created or to get 
help with a problem. They sometimes gathered to look over each other’s 
shoulders, or they knelt down beside each other as they worked and also 
shared what they were doing. For example, when one student finished 
building his avatar, “Real Twine,” he called a couple of other students 
over to look at how it turned out. His pride in the avatar he created was 
also a reflection of how he had developed his skill with the digital tools. 
Earlier, he was clearly not comfortable with his avatar and told a friend, 
“He look the way he is now because I just started. But give me time, 
I’m gonna make my second person nice.” When he finished he said, “I 
gave him a look that makes him stand out from everybody else.” He was 
happy to find out that he could take a snapshot of his completed avatar 
and send it to himself as a keepsake via e-mail.

Two students who both had dreads themselves were set on their 
avatars having dreads. “How can I give my avatar dreads,” one of them 
called out to no one in particular. He had named his avatar “Ripcarl 
Magic.” “Then he’s gonna be hatted up,” he continued. This student later 
reported that he wanted his avatar to “look like me ’cause I wear black 
all the time, and I put my dreads in a ponytail.” This was a student who 
earlier had vocally complained about having to do this project. “What 
am I going to get out of this. I don’t want to do this,” he said at first. 
Before long, however, he was working hard on his avatar. At one point, 
he showed it to the student next to him, who looked over and said, “You 
still got a bald spot.” Another student came over to help, but they were 
not able to figure out how to attach dreads to the avatar.

It turns out that the only way to get dreads was to buy them. They 
were not in the regular Teen Second Life “inventories.” Ripcarl Magic 
asked, “How do I get money?” We had Linden dollars, the currency of 
Second Life. The site has its own foreign exchange called Lindex, and 
in the real world, Linden dollars can be traded against U.S. dollars at 
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the rate of one dollar to 270 Linden dollars. But adults cannot give this 
in-world money to teens, even when they are authorized, as Ms. Canon 
was, to have an avatar in Teen Second Life for educational purposes. This 
problem was eventually solved, and some students were able to purchase 
things like dreads, stylish clothing, or even a cell phone to dress up the 
look of their avatars. But there were a lot of free things too, and as they 
found items to augment the look of their avatars, the young women 
would sometimes offer compliments to each other like “Look at yourself! 
You look fresh with those shades on.” When GReala Blitz received some 
Linden dollars, he said, “I’m rich.” “How are you rich?” Real Twine asked. 
“I’m rich in my second life,” he responded.

Ripcarl Magic, who started out vocally resisting the project, ended 
up deciding to download the Teen Second Life program on a computer 
at home to continue exploring it. He reported, however, that it operated 
very slowly on his home computer, and therefore he did not really play  
the game there. But he came to class eager to play. At this point in the 
project, through extensive play with alternative identities, the students 
were also experimenting with new identities as digital learners. Even in 
these early stages in the unit, the students were engaging in experiences 
that reflected some of the principles of learning that the TEACH Proj-
ect focused on like multimodal learning in semiotic domains where  
students’ meaning-making activities were being stretched across mul-
tiple sign systems that included images, words, sounds, symbols, and 
other kinds of artifacts. In building avatars, they had to attend to the 
actions, gestures, movements, communication, and some metalevel 
thinking about the play of semiotic domains across the borders of real 
and virtual worlds. These kinds of earlier experiences positioned them 
more as active, collaborative, and even critical learners as they worked 
to understand as well as to question the experiential frameworks they 
were receiving through this digital media. I will also show examples of 
their enacting the probing principle that has been discussed earlier in 
this book as these students traveled around and explored in this virtual 
world.

Importantly, as they were learning to take on, make choices about, 
and play with identities that were virtually new and sometimes prob-
lematic, they were also expanding their fundamental sense of identity 
through learning experiences that were overtly predicated on identity 
work and connections. Gee (2004) outlined “a tripartite play of identities 
as learners relate, and reflect on first their multiple real-world identi-
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ties, then their virtual identity, and finally a projective identity” (208). In 
other words, the real identity of the person expands to include the vir-
tual identity of the character or role that the person takes on in the 3-D 
media, and this relationship is enacted through the projective identity, 
which is the kind of character that the person wants to be in the virtual 
world.

During the unit, Ms. Glide’s students became aware of and enacted 
these overlapping identities at various levels and in interesting ways. For 
example, the student who made the statement “I’m not calling no ava- 
tar” recognized a distinction between his real identity and that of  an ava-
tar but mistakenly assumed that Ms. Glide was asking him to commu-
nicate with his avatar as if it had an embodied identity of its own. Some 
students tried to closely link their real and virtual identities by making 
the avatars look exactly like them. Ripcarl Magic, for example, dressed 
his avatar entirely in black because, as he said, “I wear black all the time.” 
Others, like Real Twine, established greater distinction between a real self 
and “my second person.” Jada’s comment about her avatar “She’s . . . hella 
thick than me. . . . I don’t know why she’s like that” revealed a sense of the 
connection between her real and virtual identities in a way that attrib-
uted a kind of agency to the virtual that might be connected to how she 
was also projecting identity. Jada was slender, but her avatar was “thick,” 
and her comment “I don’t know why she’s like that” implied that the 
avatar had a kind of life of her own despite having been created by Jada.

So, Doe Magic, BigO Footman, Real Twine, Ripcarl Magic, Fa Fhang, 
Saysay Snoodie, Sweetie Mayako, GReala Blitz, and the other avatars were 
not disembodied illusions but interconnected, multilayered characters 
used to experience virtual living and learning in a real world. These vir-
tual, representational selves were not throwaway identities of real selves; 
instead, their construction and activities extended the play and complex-
ity of enacting and interacting identities. In so doing, they changed the 
context of (and perhaps some constraints on) the emergence of new per-
ceptions and ideas about the world and about being in the world. One 
consideration is that the representational self of the avatar and the actual 
self of the person are connected by a mediational self that is distinct in 
its role as the nexus of interaction and control. With this perspective, we 
were able to observe the mediational selves of Ms. Glide’s students posi-
tioned in front of the computers while animating their avatars’ travels to 
real places in the virtual world.
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world Traveling

“Are these real people?” a student said out loud when his avatar encoun-
tered other avatars after he first teleported to one of the active loca-
tions in Teen Second Life. As the unit progressed, students continued to 
experiment with the appearance of their avatars, but they were anxious 
to get to some of the other sites in the world. For example, as he came 
into class on the third day of the unit, Ripcarl Magic said, “I’m tired of 
just walking around in Second Life. Can I do something else?” We had 
already planned to show the students how to teleport to other sites and 
to let them explore, and after we showed them how to teleport, Ripcarl 
Magic and the other students were content to travel around the virtual 
world for the rest of the period. He eventually found a music site called 
Def Jay that was a kind of nightclub, and he seemed to enjoy figuring out 
how to play the music at the site while he looked at artwork and other 
artifacts there.

Ripcarl Magic had stumbled on a model for what we had planned as 
the main project for the unit. We wanted the students to design and build 
a studio, gallery, or loft to use as a multipurpose interactive presentation 
space in which they could incorporate other digital projects that they 
could do or had already done like podcasts, photography, video clips, or 
music tracks. It could also be used to host performances of music, dance, 
rap, spoken words, and so on.

The more Ripcarl Magic explored this and other sites, the more he 
got into experiencing and learning about this world. Eventually, he called 
me over and said, “Excuse me. How do you say something?” I showed 
him how to text and chat, and he was off again on his journey. The other 
students were also enjoying visits to various sites, but even after the class 
ended, Ripcarl Magic stayed and continued to explore. “Can you talk 
on this?” he asked Ms. Canon. “Yeah, but you don’t have a microphone 
that you need,” she replied. All of the students had left the computer lab, 
and the adults had begun an informal meeting to assess how things had 
gone and to work on our skills for building objects in preparation for 
the next phase of the unit. All the while, we could hear Ripcarl Magic 
talking out loud to no one in particular as he also chatted online with a 
female avatar he had met. Suddenly he said, “Hey, she just kissed me.” He 
turned from his screen and realized that the only other people in the lab 
were the three adults. “That girl was following me,” he told us, although 
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we hadn’t asked anything. “Where’d everybody go?” he asked finally. “I 
guess I’m ’bout to leave. How do I get out”? Ms. Glide showed him how 
to log off.

Ripcarl Magic had become more absorbed in his second life than 
most students in the class. But the other students were also experiment-
ing with travel and online, real-time chats along with other virtual expe-
riences. Our thought was to get them to all offer friendship to each other 
and thereby be able to track and join other classmates at anytime while 
in the virtual environment. This goal never quite came to fruition during 
the unit. However, we did follow and get accountings of many of their 
experiences as they traveled. We taught them how to teleport to different 
locations. Some initially experienced frustration with travel because they 
had trouble getting either into or out of places. One student who was 
stuck in a location said not so jokingly, “Beam me up, Scottie!”

Generally, the students were good about helping each other find dif-
ferent places and things and about trying to answer each other’s ques-
tions. They talked to other avatars that were online and learned how 
to get free stuff to wear or to place in their inventories for future use. 
They also talked to other avatars to find out about cool places to go. For 
example, when Ms. Glide asked one student how he got to a particular 
site, he responded, “I don’t know. Someone I met walking around gave 
me the coordinates.”

Their travels and interactions helped them become aware of a wide 
range of self-representations and alternative ways of being in the world. 
One student, for example, told the person at the computer next to her, 
“I was talking to someone, and he was just sitting on a couch talking 
to me, and he had a big Jesus pin on.” Another student asked no one in 
particular, “Do they know who I am? Do they know that I’m at school 
or something?” He was talking to someone in the world and comment-
ing out loud about the different things going on in the interaction. “Ah, 
they laughing at me,” he said. A little later, he said, “Um, he just broke 
on me. These are white people. He told me his name was Brett.” They 
also encountered avatars with green skin and purple hair, ones that were 
gigantic or diminutive, and others that looked like animals or robots. It 
surprised some of Ms. Glide’s students that these were avatars of people 
who could be anywhere on earth. Sometimes, they needed to use the 
MUVE’s map feature to get around, or they needed to get orientations 
on how to use certain things—things that other residents had made and 
left available for everyone’s use, like cars, helicopters, and even guns.
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Several male and a couple female students were definitely inter- 
ested in getting guns for their avatars and learning how to fire them. 
Ms. Canon said that she thought some avatars had come to TEC Island  
and left a stash of guns. When Doe Magic got a gun, he jokingly asked 
her, “Can I get arrested in Second Life?” “You can get in trouble for 
hacking, but that’s about all,” she answered. “Can you shoot people?” he  
continued. “Yes!” Jada answered. “How do you shoot a gun?” he contin-
ued “Do you know how to shoot a gun?” Jada knew how to put guns into 
her inventory that she could then attach to her avatar and carry around, 
but she did not know how to shoot them. We didn’t teach them how to 
shoot guns, but we understood their fascination with this feature of the 
virtual environment from their play with video games. We also realized 
that even though it has a more open-ended script, Second Life was also 
a game, and residents often called themselves players. This unit in the 
World Media classes was influenced, in part, by scholars like Gee (2004) 
and Shaffer (2006) who have conceptualized ways that video games and 
computer games facilitated types of learning and literacy development.

Although our intent was not to look at traditional video games like 
those the students might already be playing, there were a couple of times 
during the unit when the video game possibilities of Teen Second Life 
inadvertently erupted in the class. For example, at one point during the 
part of the unit in which we were encouraging students to travel and 
explore, Terrance, whose avatar was GReala Blitz, yelled out excitedly 
to the class, “Hey look. They fightin’ man. Look. They fightin’.” Jada and 
a couple other students went over to his computer station. “Hey,” he 
said, “you want me to tell you what they said?” He laughed loudly. Jada 
said, “I want to go where you are. You better get up out of there before 
they shoot you. I think he’s really shooting at you.” The sound of gun-
fire could be heard. A student calls out from the other side of the lab, 
“Y’all playin’ Grand Theft Auto?” From where I was standing, I could 
see several avatars hiding behind or inside of different structures at the 
site and firing rifles at each other. Eventually, one of them started shoot-
ing in the direction of Terrance’s avatar. Terrance made GReala Blitz 
run in the opposite direction, and the other avatar gave chase while still 
shooting. GReala Blitz ran around a corner and down a narrow street, 
then hid inside of one of the buildings. The students who had gathered 
around Terrance’s computer where shouting out suggestions for what he 
should do next. The hostile avatar walked around the corner, paused for 
a moment, and peered down the long street. Then it turned around and 
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went back toward the battle with the other armed avatars. Before return-
ing to their computers, the young men talked excitedly for a while about 
how to make Teen Second Life work like a video game.

We had suggested particular sites that the students should visit, but 
in the travel stage of the unit we also wanted them to follow their intu-
itions and discover things. So we tried to exercise restraint rather than 
being overly directing about where the students traveled. Students found 
a number of interesting sites that had been designed by residents that 
showcased various affordances of the MUVE. They saw beautiful land-
scapes with dramatic mountain backdrops and animated by waterfalls 
and trees swaying in the wind; urban scenes with drivable cars, motor-
cycles, trains, planes, and helicopters; and colorful structures that had 
unusual shapes and textures and purposes. They met characters along 
the way that ranged from interesting to odd. Our key purpose for the 
students’ travel in the world was for them to develop their skills in 
manipulating the virtual environment in order to enhance their expe-
riences, through learning how to move, gesture, chat, and text; how to 
interact with other avatars, including ones that were unfamiliar; how to 
find places and things using maps, coordinates, and teleporting; how to 
attach objects to their avatars or put them in inventories for future use; 
and how to do things like drive or fly. As they traveled, we also knew 
they would see many interesting and unusual things in the vast array of 
structures and objects that other residents had created, and we felt this 
would seed their imaginations for things they could also learn to design 
and build.

Constructing objects

After focusing on creating avatars during the first two days and on travel-
ing in the world during the next two, we worked with students on building 
things on TEC Island for the remainder of the two-week unit. Ms. Canon 
was not available on the last day of the first week in the unit, and this was 
the day that we shifted the focus to the students working on projects that 
required them to build a structure in which additional media could be 
incorporated, like a house or some kind of interactive presentation or 
display space. Ms. Glide, Ms. Canon, and I were confident that Jada, one 
of the V-Tech students from the Fractal Village Project, would be able 
to begin helping the students get started with this project. I even heard 
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Ms. Canon ask Jada a technical question about teleporting to get around 
in Teen Second Life. In addition to working on her own project for the 
unit, Jada had already helped tremendously in getting the students regis-
tered on the website and generally being an additional technical resource 
to her classmates. Unfortunately, some students in the earlier class were 
not able to log in due to system maintenance being performed by the 
MUVE. Even on the computer that Jada was using to project her dem-
onstration, the Teen Second Life program was moving much slower than 
normal. Nevertheless, for the first 20 minutes at the beginning of each 
class, 16-year-old Jada competently led her peers in developing some of 
the fundamental skills needed for constructing objects.

Ms. Glide introduced Jada by saying, “Right now, Jada is going to 
show us how to build things. I understand that it is frustrating for some 
of you who cannot get logged on, but at least you will know how to build 
when we get all of the kinks worked out. Jada, the floor is yours.” Jada 
sat at the front of the computer lab and used the LCD projector to pro-
ject her computer’s images onto the large screen, like she had seen Ms. 
Canon do in her demonstrations. I have provided a significant portion 
of what Jada said while leading the class. She had prepared a lot, and it 
took a lot for her to get up in front of her peers and lead the class. She 
started by saying,

You all got to look, ’cause I’m not going to go back through everything 
step by step. So you all have to watch what I do. OK, I’m going to go from 
the beginning. First you go down to the little box that says “build” and 
click on it, and that gives you all the shapes [called “prims”] that you need 
in order to build things. I’m about to make a little club or something, so 
watch how I do it. Are you all paying attention? If not, you’re not going 
to learn.

See how it’s a little box over here [called the “sandbox”]. See this little 
block where the arrow at. If you click somewhere on this box, you can 
stretch it. If you want to make it like a place you can go in, you can go to 
“high/low,” and it’s cutting a path on the inside so that you can get in.

Then I’m going to my inventory, so you can put some textures on it. 
They have textures that you can put on there, and if you want to make it 
look like a house, you can make it into a house.

There’s this thing over here that lets you rotate an object, move it down 
or from side to side. Click rotate and that will turn it all around. Click this 
and it will make it bigger. Click texture and it’s the same as when you are 
making clothes and stuff for your avatar. Like if you wanted to make a silk 
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shirt, you can click on that if you have it in your inventory. The same goes 
for textures for your house.

When you see boxes that say “open it,” then open it, ’cause they have all 
kinds of free stuff in them that you can take and put into your inventory 
and then add it to your house. If you go to Orientation Island, you can get 
hecka free stuff.

Jada guided the students through building most of the structure of a 
house and demonstrated how to make walls, windows, doors, stairs, and 
so on and give them the shapes, textures, and colors that were desired. 
She seemed to model her presentation on some of the ways that she had 
learned to work with digital media from her experiences with the earlier 
Fractal Village Project. This was mixed with a bit of what she might have 
imagined the role of a teacher should be, in terms of being highly direc-
tive. One thing that was not immediately visible in her presentation was 
the amount of preparation she did. She earlier had built a new house and 
put it in her inventory in order to be able to show the complete prod-
uct while explaining how she made each component. She knew that she 
would not be able to build the entire house from the ground up in the 
midst of demonstrating each discrete tool. So she had an overall strat-
egy for her presentation that was nicely thought out and reflected her 
own understanding of how her classmates could learn best by provid-
ing alternate insights into the structure of the whole and its constitutive 
parts and by building on knowledge that they already had from creating  
clothing for their avatars and linking that prior knowledge and experi-
ence to building new objects. But because of the problems with Teen 
Second Life, she was not able to get to that last stage of her presentation. 
What she did do, however, revealed a complete grasp of the technical 
skills needed even though it was not always communicated in the avail-
able technical language. For example, she said, “There’s this thing over 
here that lets you rotate an object,” yet she also used a number of appro-
priate technical words like inventory, animate, rotational, acoustic, tex-
ture, and gesture. When students learn vocabulary in relevant contexts, 
they have better retention of its meaning and more control over its use.

Students in the first class tried to follow her demonstration, but 
something was lost for those who could not get online. This may be why 
Jada at one point exhorted them to pay attention. Not long after she fin-
ished, however, Teen Second Life started working properly, and more of 
the students were able to get on. By the time this class was ready to end, 
several students asked Ms. Glide if they could stay for the second class 
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and continue to work. She said they could if they got permission from 
their next-period teachers. Two students returned with permission, and 
several others who were not in Ms. Glide’s class also came and asked if 
they could work with Second Life. Jada gave a similar demonstration 
in the later class, and with the MUVE operating properly, the students 
were very focused and able to get more practice with the basic skills of 
building. After both demonstrations, Jada, Ms. Glide, and I circulated 
around the lab and worked with individual students as they practiced 
constructing things.

As we did this during the second class for that day, it became clear 
that some students still did not know how to teleport to places where 
they could get free things to incorporate into their projects, so Jada went 
back to the computer with the projector and got the class’s attention 
again for a brief brushup on this feature. “To teleport,” she told them, 
“you first go to map, and at first you can go to Help Island, or Orienta-
tion Island, or there is something you can click on that will show you a 
list of all the popular places in Second Life. Basically, if you want to go 
somewhere you can type it in here and click on teleport. You can also 
search for places. Orientation Island is one place that is like a free world, 
and you can go there and get some clean stuff.”

I use the term peer pedagogy to characterize ways that students were 
able to work with and learn from each other while using digital tools. 
Jada was out front in the preceding example, but throughout the unit, 
students both mentored and supported each other’s learning in a vari-
ety of ways. One of the central ways (partially reflected in the stance 
that Jada took toward her classmates’ learning from her presentation) 
was what Gee (2004) called “performance before competence” where  
the learning takes place by doing rather than learning first and doing 
later—the development of competence by immediately engaging in the 
desired practices. So, beyond the support provided by the TEACH team, 
the pedagogical role of Ms. Glide in this unit was dramatically different 
than it was with her students prior to the unit. As noted in chapter 2 with 
Ms. Foster’s class, the mediation of “material intelligence” was designed 
into the digital tools. But with 3-D virtual environments, something 
more seems to have occurred. The analog space of the classroom was 
reprogrammed into multiple, virtual places that were inhabited sub-
jectively and collectively within myriad, modularly linked, overlapping 
digital realities.

After the weekend, students came back to the class very excited about 
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designing and building structures on TEC Island. Like Ripcarl Magic did 
earlier, another student talked about how he had done some things in 
Teen Second Life at home over the weekend. Ms. Canon was back, and 
the class began with her giving another demonstration on how to build 
things. Using the projector with her computer, she built on what Jada 
had covered by showing students how to operate and incorporate things 
using different video and audio tools. Using objects that she had created, 
she also showed them how to animate and add unique textures to objects 
they might want to make. She asked for someone to build a sign for our 
TEC Island site, and two students volunteered and started working on 
that. Soon, almost everyone was working intently on building things, 
and they all seemed highly engaged. Ms. Glide was amazed by a student 
that had not been present for the entire first week. She reflected on how, 
during this single class, “he quickly signed up, designed his avatar, fig-
ured out how to teleport, and immediately began trying to build on TEC 
Island. He stayed through the next period, helping another student while 
continuing to build his structure. He even stayed after school and, by the 
time he left, had built an unusual, cylindrical-shaped structure. He was 
very proud of himself and talked about really enjoying Second Life.”

In the second week, in addition to building things, students exper-
imented more with getting and using some of the free stuff that had 
been made by others. They put their avatars in cars, boats, and planes 
that were available at various sites and clicked “ride” to drive and play 
with these vehicles. Spontaneous talk would erupt, such as “I’m going 
to see what happens if I crash my car”; “Hey, I just stole a helicopter. 
Can I take it back to my inventory?”; and “I’m at this house, and I hear 
music.” But the students also worked on building their projects, and as 
Ms. Glide, Ms. Canon, and I walked around the room and helped out, 
some were attempting to make more complex constructions like houses 
with automatic sliding doors or animated waterfalls. “Somebody help 
me. Somebody help me. Somebody help me,” one student kept saying 
until Ms. Glide came over to help him. Essentially, this help took the 
form of instructional conversations. Sometimes students had to learn 
how to write the scripts needed to program certain kinds of animations. 
Most students were proud of what they were building. Wanting others to 
see what they had done, they said things like “Come check this out, man. 
This looks good!”

By the end of the two-week unit, Ms. Glide was pleased to see that 
most of her students had completed making a digital project that was in 
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line with the general goals of the unit. As they completed their projects, 
students would often call Ms. Glide over to show off their work. “Come 
look,” Real Twine invited. “My house is so dope. Ha, ha, ha. My house is 
clean. Unfortunately, I’m supposed to be in another class right now. But 
I had to work overtime in here. I’ll be back tomorrow.” Ultimately, the 
work was uneven in sophistication, and students did not get to the point 
of incorporating a fuller variety of media, like podcasts, music or beats, 
or video. Videos, for example, could actually be shot inside this virtual 
world. But we found that we didn’t have enough time for students to cre-
ate these media at the same time that they were learning a wide range of 
fundamental skills needed for manipulating and experiencing Teen Sec-
ond Life. One female student’s frustration captured the problem of our 
time constraints. As Ms. Glide approached her work station she told her, 
“You see all this work I gotta do, Ms. Glide. You see all this work I gotta 
do to build this house? You know I don’t really know what I’m doing.”

To conclude this section, I briefly return to the development of one 
project from the unit, Terrance’s performance space or club that was 
depicted at the beginning of the chapter. The process he went through in 
building it reflected a number of important considerations regarding the 
work these students did. Terrance was one of the students who really got 
into the project and, in Ms. Glide’s words, “sped ahead.” Like a number 
of the young men in the class, he wore dreads and wanted to put them 
on his avatar. “I need some dreads really quick,” he said while creating it, 
asking, “Can you buy dreads?” But he was not able to. The person sitting 
next to him was the young woman who had expressed her frustration 
to Ms. Glide. As Terrance worked intently on his project, he also helped 
his station mate by guiding her through various steps in the process and 
patiently answering her questions. When she was trying to make walls, 
for example, he told her, “Look through the inventory for textures. Go all 
the way down to ‘library.’”

Terrance talked to himself (or to his computer screen) a lot while 
he worked. “Alright, I got my floor down,” he said out loud. Ms. Canon 
came over and looked at it. “Oh, that looks cool,” she said. “I’m making 
a club,” Terrance replied. He had initially started building a house but 
later became more excited about building a club space for different kinds 
of performances. “Are you going to put a pattern on your stage?” Ms. 
Canon asked. “Yeah, ” he answered. “I gotta get everything coordinated, 
or I can’t work with it.” He thought for a while and then said to her, “I 
want to attach stuff. Can I upload some stuff?” “Like what?” she asked. 
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“Like some pictures. I have some of my pictures on Photoshop.” They 
talked this over. It was one of the many instances of instructional con-
versations that occurred between the teachers and students. Students felt 
that this project was challenging, and they were able to get just-in-time 
consultations when they needed technical help or help with decisions 
about the content in their work. As a result of this conversation with Ms. 
Canon, Terrance decided to take some photos of himself and of his shirt 
with the Photo Booth application to upload onto his club, rather than to 
use pictures he had taken earlier and stored in Photoshop.

A bit later, the principal came in and watched Terrance work for a 
while. Finally, he asked what he was doing. “I’m working on my project,” 
he said. “What I’m trying to do is get on there and get stuff up the way I 
want it. I want to have bulls running in the street.” He continued work-
ing until the next class came in. Other students from the first class were 
still working on things, and several of them, including Terrance, asked to 
continue working during the next class. Ms. Canon came over and said, 
“Save your club, Terrance. Go into. . . . Oh, you’re going to stay for the 
next class? Then when you’re ready to go, let me know, and I’ll make sure 
that you save everything.” Most of the other students left, but Terrance 
stayed and continued working on his club. He eventually asked to keep 
working in Teen Second Life even after the unit of instruction ended.

During the next period, Ms. Canon checked on the progress that 
Terrance was making. “How’s it going over here?” “Good.” “Have you 
looked at all the textures?” she asked. “You might want the walls to have 
a different texture on the outside than on the inside.” “Yeah, that’s what 
I tryin’ to do,” Terrance said. They both studied the club for a while. 
“Sometimes you have to walk your avatar around it to get a better angle 
on it,” she said as she left to check on someone else. As the project neared 
completion, Terrance created and hung a big blue ball from the ceiling 
and placed an even larger one in front of his stage. He later deleted the 
larger one, but he figured out how to animate the hanging ball, making 
it spin. “Cool,” Ms. Canon said when she returned and saw what he had 
done. “I bet I could make this into a video game,” Terrance said. “See the 
way I’m making this spin? I could make this into a video game.” “You’re 
right. They do use similar tools,” she confirmed. They both seemed a 
little hypnotized by the spinning ball for a few moments. “This is a lot of 
work,” Terrance said finally. “Its complicated, so complex. It takes time to 
get well into it. But it’s fun.”
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Learning in Virtual worlds

“Is this some real stuff?” a student asked Ms. Canon on the first day of 
exploration in Teen Second Life. “Is it real?” she repeated. “It’s virtual; 
but it’s still real,” Ms. Canon answered. Online multi-user virtual envi-
ronments like Teen Second Life expand, complicate, and blur distinc-
tions between stuff that is virtual and stuff that is real. MUVEs can be 
re-creations of physical worlds, completely imaginary worlds, or unique 
combinations of both, as is the case with Teen Second Life. Rather than 
attempting to ascribe borders between what is virtual and real, I think 
of virtual environments as providing alternative realities or choices for 
how one is able to experience reality. In MUVEs, these alternative reali-
ties occur in digitally mediated, three-dimensional, highly interactive, 
multi-user “places” that I believe must increasingly be present in schools.

“Place” is a fundamental concept in architecture and urban design 
that illuminates how possibilities for human activities are incorporated 
into or accommodated by the design of physical as well as virtual spaces. 
Because virtual spaces (like physical ones) are structured according to 
the uses and needs of humans, their designs extend from core princi-
ples that guide the designs of physical spaces. Human activities in both 
worlds have to be “situated” somewhere; they take place in a “place.” 
Harrison and Dourish (1996) noted that “place” in a virtual world is not 
the three-dimensional space itself but, rather, derives (as it does in the 
physical world) from a tension between distinctiveness and connected-
ness. They argued,

The critical property which designers are seeking, which we call appro-
priate behavioral framing, is not rooted in the properties of space at all. 
Instead, it is rooted in sets of mutually-held, and mutually available, cul-
tural understandings about behavior and action. In contrast to “space,” 
we call this a sense of “place.” Our principle is: “Space is the opportunity; 
place is the understood reality.” (67)

The school place is a distinctive reality that is in tension regarding its 
connectedness to the changing needs and interests of students and the 
changing realities of life beyond school. Incorporating new media more 
pervasively is not, in and of itself, a panacea for the critical problems 
impeding effective teaching and learning. However, ameliorating these 
problems begins with transforming how the reality of the school place 
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can be reconceived. For this to happen, educators must redesign how 
behaviors and activities are framed and enacted, to better leverage the 
backgrounds, experiences, interests, and cultural understandings of stu-
dents as foundations and sources for high intellectual performances that 
are viably connected to the world beyond school. This world and student 
experiences in it are increasingly represented in and realized though dig-
ital media. I believe that the unit in Teen Second Life emitted glimmers 
of possibilities for new realities in the place that we call school.

For a number of reasons, Ms. Glide could not have instituted this 
curricular unit without the support of members of the TEACH Project 
and the work of Ms. Canon in particular. It was reminiscent of how Ms. 
Young was integral to the work in the first semester of Ms. Foster’s class. 
Perhaps this indicates the need to have a technology coordinator on site 
at schools as a central component of the overall educational mission. 
But it should also be remembered that without Ms. Young in the second 
semester, Ms. Foster continued to extend the uses of technology in her 
classes as her own confidence and competence grew through her teach-
ing practices. This was a reflection of how teachers needed to continually 
develop by engaging in new learning themselves.

Ms. Glide became an example of a teacher who was continually 
engaged in learning that was new, in the Teen Second Life unit and after-
ward in her teaching practice. During the professional development ses-
sions, she and other teachers were guided on downloading Second Life, 
building their own avatars, and practicing the basic movements, navi-
gation skills, and communicative capabilities of the program. This was 
partially why she felt comfortable attempting the unit with her class. Her 
changing understanding of her practice continued after this unit that 
took place toward the end of the school year. For example, she wrote to 
me with an outline of a project that she wanted to do during the sum-
mer with some of her students: “I’ve been thinking about trying to pio-
neer some kind of class during the summer that would allow me and 
my students to work remotely—some kind of electronic blackboard or 
blog site. The idea would be to have students working continuously on 
digital projects and using technology to give them immediate feedback. 
I feel like it could continue some of the work that we started in spring 
semester.”

Ms. Glide had seen that the dynamics of her class had changed dra-
matically while the unit was going on, and she wanted to continue the 
students’ development as well as hers. I have described earlier how their 
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projects had been realized in individual and joint productive activity 
that distributed the learning as well as the accountability and support 
for learning among and between the students and their teachers. These 
activities revealed students’ successes and challenges in creating complex 
virtual artifacts and collaborating in real time with peers and adults. The 
students’ learning also reflected significant forms of academic discourse. 
I discussed how there was considerable expertise in Ms. Glide’s class itself 
as the students learned and also helped each other. For example, there 
were the interesting contributions of Jada, who actually led instruction 
and even answered an occasional technical question from Ms. Canon.

Although mediating teaching and learning with technology can be 
challenging, that should not stymie educators in leveraging its afford-
ances. With an understanding that there will always be technical prob-
lems and concerns, it was important to consider the ways that teaching 
and learning significantly changed during this unit. Within the digitally 
mediated context of Teen Second Life, the sense of place was not only 
distinctive; it also offered dynamic possibilities for connectedness that 
was culturally grounded (often in youth popular culture), on the one 
hand, yet interestingly linked to a range of real-world activities, on the 
other.

In an article on critical media literacy, Sholle and Denski (1993) 
argued that “educational theory must engage with the popular as the 
background that informs students’ engagement with any pedagogical 
encounter” (307). In this chapter, I have attempted to show that despite 
its constraints, work in Teen Second Life enabled a wide range of per-
sonal and popular cultural content and connections to learning and 
activities that were challenging and complex. The point was not to valo-
rize the students’ personal interests and cultural contexts but to enable 
connections to aspects of their prior knowledge as a part of their pro-
cesses for learning. With more time, the overall focus of the curriculum 
could have been easily infused with (or aligned with) more direct dis-
ciplinary content and more specific driving questions that could have 
been generated by the teachers and the students. But even with the limits 
of the unit, it was clear that work in virtual environments could pro-
vide a fertile context to support active, critical inquiry and project-based, 
participatory learning. I think it is also clear that educators must take 
advantage of emerging technologies that have capabilities to immerse 
students within contexts that challenge, ground, and ultimately extend 
their understandings.
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The students’ connectedness to the symbolic texts and to the con-
structed reality of the virtual world of Teen Second Life was revealed in 
part through the high levels of excitement and enjoyment that character-
ized the engagement of almost every student that worked with the unit. 
Ms. Glide was impressed by the fact that attendance increased dramati-
cally during the unit. She had never before seen her students lobby to stay 
and work during second period for the class or to continue working on 
their projects after school. At times, she had to turn away students from 
other classes who tried to sit in during these periods in the computer 
lab and join in the work her students were doing. “You guys get to play a 
game in class?” they would ask. For sure, there were also problems, which 
will be discussed in the concluding chapter. Yet each day was generally 
marked by student experiences of delight, discovery, and dedication to 
the work of producing digital images and objects and to communicating 
and learning with others in both virtual and physical worlds.

Among other things, the script or narrative of this MUVE posi-
tioned and reinforced the identities of students as producers with the 
agency, power, and tools to design and build all sorts of things, begin-
ning with their avatars and continuing to a wide range of objects with 
varying complexities. Their building, travel, and communicative activi-
ties encouraged or required that they probe the multimodal affordances 
of the virtual environment through their avatars and decode meanings 
in an array of semiotic domains. Bugeja (2007) noted, “The conscience 
responds to symbols as if they were real. Avatars symbolize the self. They 
represent our deepest wishes, aspirations, virtues, and yes, vices. Noth-
ing is more authentic.” The students’ experiences were not only real; they 
also represented significant learning that had obvious as well as subtle 
links to learning and experiences beyond the alternative realities of Teen 
Second Life.

I now offer a closing reflection on this learning with a final reference 
to the club that Terrance built. A video posted on YouTube that high-
lighted activities in Second Life depicted a New York–styled loft placed 
there by Warner Brothers to promote singer/pianist Regina Spektor. If 
you go to this loft in Second Life, your avatar could animate prompts 
that would provide news, a photo gallery, audio and video clips, and tour 
dates for this popular singer. There were interesting correspondences 
between this loft space and the club space that Terrance built. He had 
imaginatively placed photos of himself in his club in ways that provided 
a culturally specific personalization of the design. Although he ran out of 
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time, his intention was to build more things into the space like a photo 
gallery and prompts to play his favorite music in addition to enabling 
it to host performances of hip-hop music, dance, and the spoken word. 
With more time, he could have also actualized his desire to “have bulls 
running in the street.”

In probing what the virtual environment enabled him to build, Ter-
rance saw how it could be used to create video games. “See, that’s how 
they make video games,” he said at one point in his building process. In 
fact, there are games that have been designed and played in Teen Sec-
ond Life. Some are role-playing games that use imaginary characters or 
pop culture characters like those from the Star Wars movies. In his book 
How Computer Games Help Children Learn, Shaffer (2006) argued that 
modeling epistemic, role-playing games on the work and skills used in 
actual professions would be a powerful design for teaching and learning 
in schools. A video game called SL-ingo that focused on allowing for 
quick action on fast-changing information displayed multidimension-
ally was designed and perfected in Second Life and then licensed to a 
real business. So there were clear connections to important skills and 
perspectives in the world beyond school in the kinds of probing of mate-
rial intelligence built into the digital environment by Terrance, which 
reflected active, critical learning that had links to some level of his prior 
knowledge and interests.

Essentially, what both Warner Brothers and Terrance had done in 
building loft and club spaces was to use computational tools to enact 
designs that would give digital spaces a sense of place. They utilized 
opportunities provided in digital worlds to put unique understandings 
and experiences into place. Their designs differentially incorporated 
or accommodated a variety of “real” human activities, one of which 
is engaged learning. As Terrance said, “It’s complicated, so complex. It 
takes time to get well into it. But it’s fun.”
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With ever-expanding modes for making meaning, creating and enact-
ing identities and social networking enabled by digital media, the roles 
and challenges of teachers are more crucial than ever. Consequently, the 
professional development of teachers has to activate instructional lead-
ership that addresses the immediate dynamics of classroom practices 
and problems while simultaneously supporting and guiding teachers to 
imagine and implement new practices that effectively utilize appropri-
ate, emerging digital resources for learning, communication, and cre-
ative production. This does not necessarily mean that earlier approaches 
and traditions will become obsolete. But the work of teachers themselves 
should make pivotal contributions to the new directions taken in the 
uses of technology for teaching and learning in order to best connect to, 
alter, or extend prior approaches to better serve the changing needs of 
students and society.

In line with these perspectives, the TEACH Project worked to facili-
tate and support teachers in leadership roles in their professional devel-
opment. In the PD sessions, teachers were positioned not only to learn 
with each other but also to lead each other in learning about how to 
implement digital projects with students in their classes. In the process, 
with a particular focus on the classes of two teachers (Ms. Foster and 
Ms. Glide), we supported, observed, and documented ways that teaching 
practices changed through incorporating more technology into instruc-
tion. We also observed and documented ways that their students’ learn-
ing changed in connection with these changing teaching practices. Addi-
tionally, we assessed a number of obstacles and challenges encountered 
by both teachers and students as they worked to improve the quality of 
teaching and learning in the intricate context of the continuation high 
school.

In this final chapter, I first review key obstacles and challenges in this 
school setting. Next, I consider the productive changes that occurred dur-
ing the project with respect to the students’ learning despite these obsta-
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cles. Then I discuss vital aspects of the teachers’ learning that occurred 
during the project. In addressing the learning of students and teachers, I 
make connections to principles of learning with new media (Gee 2004) 
and to principles of effective teaching from CREDE (Stoddart 2005) that 
guided the implementation of the TEACH Project. I also make connec-
tions to the National Educational Technology Standards for teachers and 
students that are emerging in the United States (see the appendixes in 
this book and International Society for Technology in Education 2008). 
Finally, I discuss implications for teaching and learning beyond the con-
text of this unique urban school.

obstacles to Learning

At the beginning of the second week of the Second Life unit in Ms. 
Glide’s World Media class, an African American male student who I had 
never seen in the class before walked into the computer lab. “Ms. Glide, 
how long do I have to be in your class?” he asked. She saw that he was 
already agitated. “From two to three,” she replied. “Is that all we gonna 
do is be on the computer for an hour?” he continued. “I don’t like that! 
That’s why I be leaving. These classes are too long.” Ms. Glide talked with 
the young man about what we were doing in the unit, and he settled 
down before long to begin working on the project. However, he soon 
became frustrated because the computer he was working on was moving 
very slowly.

Beyond problems with the technology itself, this scene marked issues 
of attendance and disaffection as clear obstacles to this student’s oppor-
tunity to learn. Too often the typical practices of schooling define these 
problems as mainly residing within students themselves—the so-called 
oppositional personality that Ogbu (2003) and others have described at 
length. Yet we understood that critical challenges to students’ as well as 
teachers’ learning originated in larger structures and cultures of school-
ing in our society. I discussed some of the issues related to problematic 
aspects of schooling in this country in the first chapter, so here I will 
emphasize only a few things related to ways that students like those at 
V-Tech were pushed to the margins. I also address a bit more of the lim-
its of teacher training in the effective use of technology.

In light of the myriad obstacles that their students faced, the teachers, 
administrators, and staff at V-Tech were committed to implementing its 
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“three R’s”: “relationships,” “rigor,” and “relevance.” Ms. Glide’s interac-
tion with the disaffected student was a partial example of this. Yet the 
substance of many marginalized students’ experiences in schools does 
not reflect any one of these three R’s. Most often, they are not enabled 
through productive relationships with teachers and peers in conjunc-
tion with high expectations for rigorous work and productive behavior, 
though we know that high expectations of rigor for all students result in 
higher academic success. Students like those at V-Tech don’t usually see 
much relevance, particularly in terms of their cultural backgrounds, in 
much of what they have been asked to learn during their time in school. 
In many cases, schools primarily use discipline structures to address dis-
affection and defiance, despite their roots in other situational obstacles 
to learning. Then they create continuation schools that mainly work to 
isolate these students and further exacerbate the obstacles to learning 
they face. The work at V-Tech, as this book has shown, was exceptional 
in this regard.

Substantial research links low expectations for behavior and lack of 
cultural understanding to wide-ranging and frequently inequitable disci-
pline practices (Gregory, Nygreen, and Moran 2006; Noguera 1995, 2003; 
Witt 2007). Witt (2007) analyzed comprehensive, state-by-state data col-
lected by the U.S. Department of Education for the 2004–5 school year. 
He found that on average across all of the states in the nation, African 
American students are expelled at nearly three times the rate of white 
students. This expansive data also showed that African American stu-
dents are not any more likely to misbehave than other students from the 
same socioeconomic backgrounds, yet they are punished more severely 
and more frequently than others for the same offenses (Witt 2007).

Noguera (1995) argued that the essence of many school approaches 
to discipline is the identification and segregation of “problem” stu-
dents—separating the “bad kids” from the “good kids.” Yet, as Gregory, 
Nygreen, and Moran (2006) note, “such practices invariably reinforce 
stereotypes about ‘good kids’ and ‘bad kids’ and end up reproducing the 
same inequalities they were put in place to counteract” (145). They also 
remove responsibility from teachers and staff for reengaging these stu-
dents in learning. Instead, teachers who may have begun their careers 
intending to be caring and stimulating fall into what Haberman (2006) 
described as a “pedagogy of poverty,” which includes acts of traditional 
urban teaching like giving information, asking questions, making assign-
ments, monitoring seatwork, reviewing assignments, giving tests, assign-
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ing homework, reviewing homework, marking papers, giving grades, 
and punishing noncompliance. The most extreme consequence of this 
kind of teaching, short of the students actually dropping out of high 
school, is their placement in continuation high schools that are prevalent 
throughout the country. According to Noguera (2003), these “punish-
ment” schools become holding places for students who are deemed a 
threat to the education and safety of others, and he asserts that it is not 
coincidental that they come from the most difficult personal and social 
circumstances.

The predominantly African American and Latino students at 
V-Tech have experienced various combinations of these practices that 
have just been described. For compelling reasons, these students inter-
pret and internalize their experiences with these schooling practices as 
being intricately linked to race—an aspect of inequitable differences in 
achievement that is simultaneously visible and veiled. So the obstacles to 
learning that are addressed in this section must be considered within this 
context of issues that have consequences for learning that can be at least 
as profound as the impacts of pedagogy and curriculum.

In addition to these structural issues, there were also a number of 
site-specific obstacles to students’ learning at V-Tech. Despite the school 
community’s commitment to its students, attendance was continually 
a problem for every class in the school. Not only would the students 
that were present on a given day not reflect the actual number in a class, 
but there would often be different groupings of the students each day. 
This problem was increased due to the fact that the main high school 
sent new students to V-Tech every week. Sometimes students would not 
attend due to lack of interest in what was going on in classes. They might 
even come and check on what was going on and then decide not to stay. 
As one student said after spending a few minutes in a class, “I’m ’bout to 
leave. I’m bored. School’s gettin’ boring.” On one occasion, this occurred 
even during Ms. Glide’s unit in the computer lab. A student that had not 
been present for a couple of days walked into the lab and said, “You all 
still working in Second Life. Why y’all doing that nonsense?”

But there were numerous other reasons for students being absent, 
due to problems they were encountering in their lives beyond school. For 
example, many would often change addresses frequently as their home 
situations changed. Many students had to work for a significant number 
of hours each week to help support their families or to support them-
selves. Sometimes there were traumatic events occurring in their lives, 



128 | DigiTAL TooLS iN UrbAN SChooLS

as alluded to in some of the podcasts that were created in Ms. Foster’s 
Hip-Hop Journalism class. At times, cell phones would ring in class, and 
students sometimes felt they needed to go out of the room to take the 
calls, because emergencies often occurred.

Problems with the use of technology itself also caused obstacles to 
learning and significant frustration for students and teachers alike. At 
times, the wireless connections would be down, or the MUVE itself 
would be down or moving very slowly or would require (as was the case 
with Teen Second Life) complicated processes for getting logged on. If a 
student was not able to complete the registration process all at one time, 
for example, she or he would have to start over from the beginning the 
next time. Telephone numbers were supposed to be used as part of the 
registration process, and some students did not have either cell phones 
or home phones. Additionally, as earlier noted, the principal had to ini-
tially get that site unblocked for use in the school before the program 
could be downloaded on the computers in the lab.

Some computers worked better than others, some would crash often, 
and some just needed repairs. Because of attendance or the uneven pace 
of digital work, students would be at very different places in their work 
on assigned projects. For example, one student exclaimed to the class, 
“You all building housing and stuff, and I can’t even log in.” Of course, 
at times, some students would get off task surfing to other websites or 
playing music or other games on their computers. Consequently, strate-
gies were needed to harness students’ creative divergences. Sometimes, 
however, music would be heard that was a part of a site in Teen Second 
Life. So music that was on task was sometimes hard to distinguish from 
other music that might be heard. On task or not, just the sounds of dif-
ferent music could cause dissonance during the unit. In one case, a girl 
tried to mediate between two others by saying, “Why don’t both of you 
turn your music down? Let’s act like we’re in high school!” Because of 
the modular nature of work in the computer labs, there would also be 
multiple conversations going on most of the time, and the teachers could 
not completely monitor if they were always focused on the work.

Although, among other things, the project was designed to support 
the teachers’ professional development with the use of technology, it was 
clear that they did not have effective training in this area in their teacher 
preparation programs. So another obstacle to learning with new media 
was the need to change the teachers’ perspectives about teaching and to 
get beyond a certain amount of reliance on and comfort with more tra-
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ditional methods. The teachers reported very little, if any, training from 
their teacher preparation or PD programs prior to V-Tech for integrat-
ing technology effectively into instruction. Getting beyond the reliance 
on page-based methods required more than just increasing the teach-
ers’ technological proficiency. It required a fundamental shift in their 
perspectives about teaching, and these kinds of shifts are often difficult 
to make. One reason that we began with the teaching principles from 
CREDE was to facilitate considerations of redesigning classrooms and 
instruction whether it utilized digital technologies or not. Use of things 
like activity centers, joint productivity activities, instructional conversa-
tions, and project-based learning were modeled and encouraged during 
the first semester to help teachers see possibilities for new dynamics in 
the nature of learning activities in the classroom.

So one way of thinking about the obstacles to learning had to do with 
the problems of changing the culture of schooling relative to how teach-
ers have been prepared to teach, particularly with urban students. Stigler 
and Hiebert (1999) documented not only that the United States pre-
pared teachers in less effective ways compared to other nations but that 
their preparation was also much more generic and did not give signifi-
cant account to some of the unique challenges of urban schools. Con-
sequently, in addition to structural issues noted earlier, the traditional 
culture of teaching, which often is not questioned or critiqued by those 
who transmit or enact it, was a pervasive obstacle to the transformation 
of learning in the school.

Students’ Learning

For the TEACH Project, student learning was predicated on teachers 
effectively incorporating the students’ backgrounds, experiences, inter-
ests, and cultural perspectives into the curriculum. We felt that the use 
of digital tools was a powerful and potentially exciting way to link these 
considerations to the students’ learning and allow greater receptivity to 
diverse learning styles. This kind of learning occurred throughout the 
project despite the obstacles discussed in the previous section. In this 
section, I primarily use considerations of the work that took place in 
the classes of the two focal teachers to delineate essential characteristics 
of changes in the students’ learning. I also illustrate how their students’ 
learning was connected to a number of principles of learning associated 
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with new media (Gee 2004) as well as how it reflected key aspects of the 
emerging National Educational Technology Standards (NETS) for stu-
dent work. These standards were published in June 2008, the month our 
PD sessions ended, yet they offer useful frameworks for considering our 
students’ and teachers’ learning with technology.

The most important thing that characterized the learning of the stu-
dents as a result of changing teaching practices during the TEACH Proj-
ect was reflected in the first learning principle that Gee (2004) put forth: 
active, critical learning. This principle was powerfully revealed through 
the digitally mediated, project-based work in the Hip-Hop Journalism 
class taught by Ms. Foster and Ms. Young. Enacting this fundamental 
change also engaged other key learning principles that Gee outlined. 
It encouraged the students to develop inquiry-learning processes that 
required “probing” the “semiotic domains” of “designed” environments 
to “discover” their built-in resources for learning and making meaning 
(i.e., their “material intelligence,” or what I called the “third participant”). 
In so doing, students could get the information, ideas, images, sounds, 
or animations needed to more deeply understand issues, problems, or 
challenges and to create ideas, digital objects, and products that reflected 
their learning. These characteristics of the students’ learning were also 
highly consistent with ways that the six key NETS for students empha-
size the use of digital tools to promote specific kinds of critical think-
ing, creativity, communication and collaboration, citizenship, research, 
information fluency, and skill in the use of technology systems.

Through Ms. Foster’s use of project-based activities, her students cre-
ated youth commentaries and podcasts, digital stories and PowerPoint 
presentations, photography projects and blogs, and digital beats and lyr-
ics. During these activities, they learned how to make meaning in and 
critique a variety of textual mediums, including written texts, as well as 
how to go back and forth between writing and electronic communica-
tion. One example of the convergence of a number of the principles of 
learning outlined by Gee was in the magazine project, where students 
brought together multiple sign systems—words, images, symbols, and 
artifacts—in a complex semiotic domain that blended traditional litera-
cies of essay and story writing with the construction of complementary 
digital images and objects. They developed expertise in computer appli-
cations like Photoshop and Photo Booth and learned to capture, manip-
ulate, and repurpose visual texts from Internet sources like Google Imag-
es. In line with the NETS for students, these young people were encour-
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aged to “create original works” using “a variety of digital environments 
and media” to “interact, collaborate, and publish with peers, experts, or 
others” and, in the process, used their “existing knowledge to generate 
new ideas” and “construct knowledge.”

Through being positioned as journalists, the students learned about 
the workings of the journalism field as one model for accessing and 
producing knowledge, and they learned ways that this field and others 
were being transformed by affordances of new media. For instance, they 
were able to conduct research and do Internet searches in the process 
of creating digital and written texts that reflected their voices, perspec-
tives, and critiques on issues that were local, national, and international. 
Consistent with the NETS for information fluency, this required them to 
“locate, organize, analyze, evaluate, synthesize, and ethically use infor-
mation from a variety of sources and media.”

When some of these issues were potentially traumatic or hit particu-
larly close to home for students, like racial profiling or the Jena Six situa-
tion, Ms. Foster felt that the students’ work with digital tools made discus-
sions of the critical social issues and events more viable. She found that 
addressing and presenting on these issues with digital media changed the 
communication dynamic and allowed students to appreciate and gain 
comfort with new possibilities for telling their own stories and provid-
ing critiques about social issues and conditions that affected their lives. 
This was revealed in ways that students presented their projects to others 
in the class as well as to the larger community and, ultimately, the world 
by utilizing digital media to communicate unique cultural perspectives 
and material. At times, the effect was subtle, as with Rosa’s gaining con-
fidence through her PowerPoint presentation to talk in front of the class 
about her family’s experiences with racial profiling. At times, it was more 
dramatic, as with Jalen’s podcast about how he suffered from something 
akin to post-traumatic stress syndrome as a result of the violence he had 
experienced in his life or DeShawn’s use of a blog site as his “world wide 
wall” to, among other things, honor a fallen friend. Students noted that 
they liked how the class was about real stuff instead of boring stuff that 
didn’t affect them. These kinds of class projects connected directly to 
the NETS for students to use appropriate digital tools and resources to 
“identify and define authentic problems and significant questions for 
investigation” and to employ “multiple processes and diverse perspec-
tives to explore alternative solutions.”

Through the work in Ms. Foster’s class, students became excited and 
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highly focused about learning. There was often laughter and other signs 
of genuine enjoyment. Sometimes students stayed after class or worked 
through breaks on the projects. Some took on leadership roles or roles 
as peer pedagogues. Many found that they could be more independent 
as learners while also learning in collaboration and dialogue with each 
other, the smart tools, and their teachers. Ms. Foster was even able to use 
digital tools to keep students like Darius plugged in to class activities 
during periods when he was not able to come to school. In some cases, 
her students were stimulated to go beyond class assignments in order to 
learn more about things like the history behind computers or how to do 
higher-level graphic or sound designs. They also understood more about 
the processes and importance of doing research to inform themselves 
and others about social and global issues. They were being reconnected 
to learning through both the digital and the social supports that Ms.  
Foster employed. More and more, they came to appreciate their indi-
vidual strengths and interests as they experienced how learning could be 
serious fun and also relevant to their present and possible lives.

In Ms. Glide’s unit focused in Teen Second Life, student learning was 
also engaging and challenging. More so than in Ms. Foster’s class, stu-
dent learning during the unit took place in three-dimensional, virtual 
spaces. Also, the products of their projects existed primarily as digital 
texts. Students had to confront new considerations of identity, including 
their identities as learners, through novel connections between the vir- 
tual and the real, the mind and the body, space and place, and production 
and consumption that came into play in novel expressive modes. In fact, 
their acts of identity construction—their connection of the academic 
demands to personal interests—were central to the learning that took 
place during this unit. The Doe Magic and BigO Footman avatars were 
not only fun or culturally configured choices; their realization marked 
the development of beginning computational literacy skills that would 
be continually built on for more complex learning activities. Construc-
tion of avatars and eventually other objects required students to reflect 
on their multiple real-world and virtual identities as they traveled to vir-
tual places that linked and overlapped subjective and collective digital 
realities. Lave (1998) noted how this kind of learning is stretched across 
mind, body, activity, and culturally organized settings, and a similar 
stretching occurs with digitized bodies, activities, and cultural settings.

With regard to the learning principles enabled by digital media as 
noted by Gee (2004, 207–11), Ms. Glide’s students learned, by enact-
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ing virtual identities, to “probe” the alternative realities and reflect on 
the consequences of their actions. This is how Terrance discovered that 
affordances in the design of Teen Second Life could also be used to cre-
ate unique video games. The consequences of probing actions offered 
or required choices for subsequent actions that guided incremental in-
creases in learning and skill development related to the challenges of the 
virtual environment. For example, Saysay Snoodie engaged in extended 
discussions with Ms. Canon to learn how to implement her selections in 
constructing a more visually nuanced avatar. Through the “incremental 
principle” in this virtual environment, learning situations were ordered 
in the early stages so that they built on “intuitive knowledge,” such that 
earlier experiences led to understandings that were fruitful for address-
ing more complex situations and challenges. From this perspective, the 
students’ learning involved developing increasing levels of mastery of the 
“semiotic domains” of Teen Second Life—the interrelations of meanings 
within and across multiple sign systems—through increasing levels of 
participation. This kind of learning was not only “distributed” across the 
learner, the virtual objects and symbols, and the digital tools; it was also 
able to be transferred to relatable situations, issues, conditions, or chal-
lenges in the real world beyond the virtual model.

Ms. Foster and Ms. Young modeled the production of digital projects 
for their students. In Ms. Glide’s classes, students’ development of under-
standing and proficiency with specific computational literacy skills was 
through a process of model building in which the initial objects that they 
had to build modeled the building of all digital objects and structures of 
varying or increasing complexity. In this unit, they experienced a pro-
cess of learning in which performance occurred before (and en route 
to) competence. As Jada built more and more elaborate houses and as 
Terrance elaborated his loft space, their learning was linked to their 
increasing capabilities for system manipulations and to the just-in-time 
solutions they needed to face the changing challenges. The sixth stan-
dard of the NETS for students addresses exactly these competencies to 
effectively use technology systems and applications. Additionally, all of 
the students were learning more about specific real-world activities and 
professions that related to various activities in the virtual world, consis-
tent with Shaffer’s (2006) argument about the epistemic possibilities of 
role-playing games.

As Ms. Foster’s students learned about social issues and events tak-
ing place in the physical world, Ms. Glide’s students traveled, learned in, 
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and ultimately built their own additions to the virtual world. Intuitively, 
they instantiated a sense of place in the objects and structures that they 
built, but they also had to confront the visible and visceral duplicity of 
identities, including their identities as learners, as they transformed into 
cyberbodies and traveled in cyberspace. In addition to learning compu-
tational literacies, Ms. Glide’s students learned to ground their identi-
ties by creating imagined places that were nonetheless culturally defined. 
Yet they were also intellectually and culturally challenged by their trav-
els and encounters with other avatars and other realities, in ways that 
were consistent with the NETS for developing understanding and global 
awareness by engaging other cultures. Along the way, they learned more 
about their strengths as they worked in unique situations, met unusual 
challenges, and had to manage their frustrations in order to complete 
their virtual projects. They also learned more about collaborative work, 
as they both needed support in their work and were able to give support 
to the work of others in the class, consistent with the NETS for utilizing 
digital tools to work collaboratively.

Students even saw one of their peers, Jada, emerge as a capable 
“expert” who could lead part of the instruction as effectively as their 
teachers could. This echoed the expertise of Deja in the magazine pro-
ject, with her skills and instruction leadership with digital photography. 
It also echoed the work of DeShawn, who became a recognized expert 
through the creation of his blog that he called the “world wide wall.” De-
spite some constraints and obstacles to learning in the unit in Ms. Glide’s 
class, the students’ work in Teen Second Life enabled a range of cultural 
content and connections to learning and activities that were complex 
and challenging. With the exception of a couple of students, she noted, 
“most students had really positive things to say about the experience.”

Intense interest and excitement were also clear characteristics of the 
students’ learning with digital tools. Although the work in Ms. Foster 
and Ms. Glide’s classes was mainly focused on their class subjects, the 
students’ enthusiasm also spilled over into other teachers’ classes. For 
example, there were times when students asked other teachers if they 
could use blogs, podcasts, or other kinds of digital texts in conjunction 
with the work they were doing in other classes. At times, this caused 
teachers to collaborate with each other on assignments that went across 
specific disciplines in the school. It also motivated students to sometimes 
try to join in on classes in which they were not enrolled, because they had 
heard about or seen the digitally mediated learning that was going on.
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Teachers’ Learning

At the end of the school year, the teachers were interviewed about what 
they felt they learned and gained from the PD project. Although they 
all gained greater understanding and considerable experience with the 
value, uses, and range of digital tools available for instruction (as reflect-
ed in chapter 3), their confidence and competence in actually mediat-
ing student learning with digital technology were uneven. To capture 
more of what was possible in terms of the learning of students at the 
school, I highlighted work in Ms. Foster and Ms. Glide’s classes. In this 
section, I discuss key characteristics of the V-Tech teachers’ learning with 
the understanding that there were differential levels of comfort in their 
attempts to implement what they were learning about uses of technol-
ogy in instruction over the course of the academic year.

It was important that the teachers learned new perspectives about 
teaching as well as new teaching practices. Obviously, the two go hand 
in hand, yet the CREDE standards were important for teaching with 
or without high levels of technology use. Importantly, work with the 
CREDE standards helped change perspectives on teaching in ways that 
facilitated possibilities for greater use of digital tools. In other words, 
specific knowledge and skills with technology were only part of what 
was needed for effective instruction. The pedagogical knowledge that 
teachers needed to implement the CREDE standards was also crucial. 
For example, in his math class, Mr. Guy used joint productive activi-
ties and instructional dialogues for challenging and complex tasks in 
trigonometry that also connected across disciplines to his students’ prior 
knowledge and experiences, all in conjunction with the digital afford-
ances of Google Earth. The perspective on joint productive activities 
along with project-based learning, in fact, undergirded our PD approach 
and allowed us to focus the teachers’ learning on their actual work in 
classrooms. Yet, since very little use of digital tools was going on in most 
of the teachers’ classrooms, there also had to be a balance of addressing 
learning to use various digital tools in the PD sessions and then attempt-
ing to support their implementation in the teachers’ practices. This was 
the key challenge—the actual implementation of what the teachers were 
learning.

In this regard, Ms. Church noted, “I feel like I’m that teacher who 
doesn’t get any of this into the classroom. I still feel apprehensive. I just 
like to be in my classroom where I can control how things go.” Yet she 
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did actively try some things to change her practice, as she indicated later: 
“Still, I use other innovations. I still feel like blogs are the most key things 
that we have tried, and I also had the senior project do some online com-
ponents as one of the things that they can do to have different presenta-
tion modes. But I’m still reluctant to take that plunge into something 
like Second Life.” This last point was understandable since the use of that 
virtual environment for instruction required intensive support. Yet the 
principal captured the way we hoped we would help the teachers learn 
to change their practice when he said, in one of the PD sessions, that 
it really was not about learning isolated applications: “It’s really about 
imagining the kinds of things you want students to create and thinking 
about the design and intersection of the kinds of applications that will 
allow them to do these things.”

The following teacher comments reflect how they felt about their 
learning through the PD program over the course of the academic year. 
Every teacher was impressed by the capabilities of the wide range of digi-
tal media that they learned about and worked with during the PD ses-
sions, and they were excited by many of the possibilities they held for 
mediating and motivating student learning. But at the end of the school 
year, a few of the teachers, like Mr. Roy, who taught science, still felt 
“technology challenged.” He stated, for example, “I’m still kinda intimi-
dated by all the techno aspects of everything.”

The responses of the eight teachers ranged from Mr. Roy’s continuing 
sense of feeling intimidated by the use of technology in his classes to Ms. 
Foster’s eager embrace and experimentation with almost every digital 
tool that we introduced. She noted, “I’ve really gotten a lot out of the 
professional development. And I continue to bring technology into my 
classes and use techniques that I pretty much learned from this PD.” Mr. 
Elder remained closer to the position of Mr. Roy regarding technology. 
He felt that he had “gotten quite a bit out of [professional development]” 
and had “learned how to use [computers] more as an asset inside the class-
room.” But his main uses in his math classes during the year were admin- 
istrative. Ms. Rivers thought that even some administrative uses of new 
media could have pedagogical purposes. For example, she felt that her 
keeping a class blog to post course content and assignments really helped 
some of her students with inconsistent attendance keep up enough to get 
passing grades. Ms. Kim, one of the English teachers, tried some peda-
gogical uses of what she learned about a few digital tools, but she noted, 
“I have mostly done Internet research with the students when they have 
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to write a paper.” Her fellow English teacher, Ms. Church, worked to 
incorporate more of the digital tools that she learned about in the PD 
sessions into her instruction. She noted, “This year I’ve noticed that I just 
feel a lot more equipped. Um, all the different ideas that I’ve seen and 
some I tried, like using technology, using audio, GarageBand, podcast-
ing.” Mr. Guy, the math teacher, also was quite comfortable using digital 
tools in his teaching, and he made an interesting breakthrough with the 
use of Google Earth to teach trigonometry. Although Ms. Glide started 
out quite intimidated by the thought of using technology in her class-
es, the PD sessions helped her gain the confidence to experiment with 
almost as many digital tools as Ms. Foster. For example, Ms. Glide stated,

I would say that I would be one of those teachers who was not tech savvy 
and not interested in using technology. But as I was going through the PD, 
I started incorporating a lot of the applications right into my classes while 
it was still fresh to me. I did a unit on child soldiers in Africa, and I had 
the students using Google Earth to kind of understand the geographical 
components of where all of this was taking place. Students would have to 
make critical judgments based on their use of the technology. For exam-
ple, if we were looking for a particular village that child soldiers came 
from and couldn’t find it using Google Earth, students would have to fig-
ure out things like was the village so small that it couldn’t be seen, or did it 
get destroyed in the war? I had them set up blogs and make entries using 
the CIA Factbook and evaluating that as a resource. Using these different 
media helped the students, I think, see themselves more as global citizens.

I include Ms. Glide’s extended statement here to connect the uses 
of technology by some of the V-Tech teachers to key considerations 
from the five NETS for teachers. One of these new technology standards 
for teachers was to “design or adapt relevant learning experiences that 
incorporate digital tools and resources to promote student learning and 
creativity.” Another related technology standard was for teachers to “de- 
velop technology-enriched learning environments that enable all stu-
dents to pursue their individual curiosities.” I selected these two stan-
dards from the NETS because they go to the core of teachers’ need to 
utilize technology to support the diverse needs of learners, on the one 
hand, and to maximize the learning of all students, on the other. Ms. 
Glide’s work as she described it (as well as the work of most of the teach-
ers in the yearlong project) was definitely moving toward the goals of 
these standards in how technology was being incorporated into instruc-
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tion. Another one of the standards addresses the need for teachers to use 
technology with their students to enhance their global awareness. In Ms. 
Glide’s work as well as in the work of other V-Tech teachers that has been 
reported throughout this book, various digital tools were used to extend 
the students’ learning to global issues and events. These were clear ways 
that learning to use technology helped the teachers change their teaching 
practices and perspectives to more effectively engage and increase the 
learning of their students.

Critical challenges that the teachers faced as they learned and worked 
to utilize more technology were dramatically portrayed as they reflected 
on the school year that was ending and projected on the new year com-
ing. For example, although Mr. Roy did not feel he had been successful 
in implementing things he was learning in the PD sessions, he was none-
theless enthusiastic about increasing his use of technology in the next 
academic year.

I was able to accomplish a few things, and I really enjoyed it [the profes-
sional development]. What really inspired me is that some of the students 
took some of the things that we did in class with the other teachers, who 
were better with the technology than me, and the students really enjoyed 
it. And it really hit home that I have to get my act together as far as tech-
nology is concerned if I really want to be a twenty-first-century teacher. So 
I’m taking this to heart, and over the summer I’m going to improve on my 
Second Life, and improve on a lot of other things so that I can inspire the 
students. A lot of them have a lot of issues. And one of the issues that they 
don’t have is dealing with technology. So I really need to get it together, 
and I hope to encourage them and inspire them to become better science 
students.

All of the teachers saw that the learning of V-Tech students was being 
revitalized through the use of technology, even when it was occurring in 
classes other than their own. Ms. Kim, for example, felt that it was great 
to be exposed to so many new ideas about teaching while, at the same 
time, having a continuing forum for learning how to implement these 
ideas and link them to teaching standards.

Working in professional development with the technology is good. It’s 
good to think about how you could use technology. It’s always nice when 
you have new ideas. It’s kind of a challenge, because then you think, well, 
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there are all these standards you have to meet, and how can the two merge. 
. . . But I think it will be cool next year to have more web resources . . . and 
also having the students have a blog and having them comment on maybe a 
book that we are reading at the time. So I definitely think that it’s been 
useful to have that time in PD to bounce ideas off of people when the 
ideas strike.

Ms. Kim’s comments indicate the challenges of making the work with 
technology connect to traditional teaching standards, yet the V-Tech 
teachers were able to make those connections in interesting ways. I have 
also shown how their work directly connected to key emerging standards 
that are being adopted for teaching with technology, although these 
standards were not published early enough to be incorporated into our 
PD project. Ms. Kim also touched on one of the most important things 
that the teachers understood from their experiences of working together 
during the year—the value and vitality of their close, extended collab-
orations with each other in facilitating and motivating their learning. 
Another example of a new vitality for the learning of V-Tech teachers as 
well as for the learning of their students was provided by Ms. Church as 
she reflected on the closing and coming school years.

I will say that this year has been dramatically better for me than last year. 
Last year was my first year of teaching. Teaching at this school in par-
ticular. And it was really difficult. At the end of last year, I was a lot more 
stressed and a little disappointed in myself. But this year I’ve noticed that I 
just feel a lot more equipped. Um, all the different ideas that I’ve seen and 
some I tried, like using technology, using audio, GarageBand, podcast-
ing—I feel like those are really cutting-edge things. And I feel like if we can 
make them work here at this school, then we have some limitless possibili-
ties before us. . . . And I just feel, like, a lot more energetic about teaching. 
And I don’t feel the same way that I felt before when I was questioning 
if I would even come back. Like right now, I’m in there. I’m excited! Just 
the kind of energy and motivation that I have gotten from some of the 
ideas I’ve gotten this year. And the talk about collaborating with the game 
school on the East Coast. So I appreciate all of these kinds of conversations 
that we have been able to have.

Obviously, teaching in a continuation school was extremely chal-
lenging, and these challenges exacted tolls on teachers and students  
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alike. Yet, like Ms. Church, the teachers at V-Tech finished the school 
year feeling quite encouraged about their work to change their teaching 
practices and with high hopes for going further with this in the coming 
year. For example, Ms. Rivers noted that she felt much better about her 
experiences during the school year and her future teaching prospects at 
the school than she did about all of her former teaching experiences.

This is my fourth year of teaching, and it’s been the first year that I have 
enjoyed teaching. So this has been a great year for me. The collegiality, 
the administrative support—I felt very supported, and for that reason it’s 
been fabulous. And I actually now look forward to next year. I’ve never 
looked forward to the next year before. Having professional development 
centered around technology and giving us tools to become better teachers, 
I actually fell in line with the whole objective of supporting teachers. So I 
appreciated it. Even if I’m not going to be able to implement everything 
right now or if I don’t use everything that we learned, I implemented some 
of the things. . . . But I like the fact that we were offered these technologies 
as our professional development, because it obviously has the potential to 
relieve our pressure and help us be better teachers.

Clearly, teachers are most often under intense pressure in nearly 
every educational context. The use of technology alone will not mitigate 
that pressure or necessarily result in effective teaching. However, insights 
from the teachers at V-Tech regarding their experiences in learning to 
incorporate technology into their instruction, albeit at widely varying 
levels, illustrated that despite the pressures and obstacles of teaching, 
new life was brought to the learning of students and teachers that was 
relevant and rigorous but also predicated on productive relationships. 
Ms. Foster, a sterling teacher and leader at the school, provided one final, 
powerful consideration of the PD work and collaborations over the year.

It’s been a hard year professionally, but even more so for me personally. 
[For one thing, her laptop was stolen during the second semester.] Yet I’ve 
really gotten a lot out of the professional development, and I continue to 
bring tech into my classes and use techniques that I pretty much learned 
from this PD. I’m excited about Word. Sound. Life [a new application that 
Mr. Cameron developed]. I think that’s going to be a good addition to my 
classes. So I’m really looking forward to using that next year. I really have 
enjoyed working with the other teachers and staff. I love each and every 
one of them. That’s been what’s kept me grounded. I think some collabo-
ration has started to kinda pick up, but it’s kind of been organic. When we 
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come together even more purposefully in a more organized kind of way, I 
think it’s going to be even better. So I look forward to collaborating with 
my peers.

Ms. Foster was essentially saying that the personal and professional rela-
tionships and collaborations were key and that the school community 
needed to continue developing in this area as the foundation for achiev-
ing other goals, including our goals for increasing the use of technology. 
She concluded that in her own quest for professional development, “I 
just feel like it’s those personal transformations for me as a teacher that 
make the technology so worthwhile and so important.”

implications for Schooling

The TEACH Project’s PD work with V-Tech teachers and the teachers’ 
concurrent work with students had a number of implications for chang-
ing perspectives and practices of schooling. These implications not only 
relate to reengaging students who are having critical academic or disci-
pline problems in schools; they also reflect ways to effectively prepare 
students in general to meet the complex, mercurial challenges of learn-
ing and living in this century. Despite many obstacles, the structures and 
cultures of U.S. schools can be changed. Beginning with considerations 
for instructional designs and moving to a reconceptualization of the 
“place” of school in society, I here discuss implications of our work for 
increasing the efficacy of teaching and learning—particularly through 
more effective utilization of digital tools. Assessment of digital learning 
is also an important issue, but the TEACH Project was not able to signifi-
cantly address this during the year of this PD work.

Some recent scholars have argued that the design of computer 
games offers compelling models for other educational and instructional 
designs. For example, the Federation of American Scientists noted that 
video games can help reshape education by teaching skills that employ-
ers want like analytical thinking, problem solving, multitasking, and 
team building (Feller 2006). Similarly, Shaffer (2006) noted that epi-
stemic games modeled on the skills used in various professions would 
be a more viable way to design teaching and learning in schools. Ms. 
Church’s excited statement in the previous section about talk going 
around the school of a potential collaboration with a new school on the 



142 | DigiTAL TooLS iN UrbAN SChooLS

East Coast alluded to the ideas of modeling on computer designs that 
were central to the vision of the principal. Instruction in this East Coast 
school was being completely organized around principles for the design 
of computer games.

I remember receiving a long e-mail from the principal during the 
middle of the academic year that exuded his enthusiasm for moving in a 
similar direction at V-Tech. “For the past two nights I haven’t been able 
to sleep,” he wrote. “I came across this school in New York opening in 
2009. . . . I want us to create this school on the West coast.” He went on to 
elaborate his sense of the significance of this way of framing schooling.

This new school has been conceived as a dynamic learning system that 
takes its cues from the way games are designed, shared and played. This 
means learning to think about the world as a set of interconnected sys-
tems that can be affected or changed through action and choice, the abil-
ity to navigate complex information networks, the power to build worlds 
and tell stories, to see collaboration in competition, and communicate 
across diverse social spaces. It means that students and teachers will be 
empowered to innovate using 21st century literacies and engage in their 
own learning in powerful ways. . . . Imagine a school like this serving our 
students.

The TEACH Project did not go as far as the vision described by 
the principal, but some of the implications for redesigns of schooling 
that linked to our collaborative work did address key considerations in 
his e-mail. First, in order for students and teachers to be “empowered  
to innovate using 21st century literacies,” the digital technologies that 
enable these literacies have to be incorporated into instructional designs. 
This is obvious, of course; yet a fundamental issue addressed in this  
book was how teachers can gain access to appropriate digital tools in 
conjunction with how they can best learn to employ them. The project 
attempted to help teachers see and experience viable ways for new media 
to be central to their designs for student learning. This required strate-
gies to help some of the teachers get beyond their apprehensions in order 
to see the use of technology as a resource rather than a threat.

A primary implication from our approach was how the structure 
for teacher professional development needed to be set up to allow suf-
ficient time and opportunities for teachers to explore and experiment 
with using digital tools in ways that can help them directly implement 
their curricular goals. Within the school structure, we created 90-min-
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ute bimonthly PD meetings that facilitated caring, collegial relationships 
as a context for professional development that was seen as relevant to 
the needs and goals of the teachers. The focus on relationships and rel-
evance was already a part of the school’s motto, and the third element of 
rigor was approached by engaging increasingly complex media, starting 
with blogs (“If you can do e-mail, you can do a blog,” Mr. Cameron told 
them) and moving to experiences in 3-D virtual environments like Sec-
ond Life. This process was consistent with the model-building design of 
learning in Second Life and other digital environments in which the ini-
tial structures for learning acted as models for learning other structures 
that continually increased in complexity and where continual practice 
was performed en route to competence.

Through the TEACH Project, the participants also experienced how 
learning with digital tools was “distributed across the learner, objects, 
tools, symbols, technologies, and the environment” (Gee 2004, 211). In 
other words, teachers were able to see how their traditional roles as lead-
ers of instruction needed to change to exploit the inherent capabilities 
of digital media. They could no longer see themselves in relationship to 
their students like a kind of cue ball in a game of pool, for example, where 
every animation of student learning had to be initiated by and through 
the teacher. Students came to be considered as active participants in the 
learning process, setting some of their own learning goals and experienc-
es. Designs for learning that leverage Gee’s distributed principle reflect 
multiple sites and multimodal ways of learning connected to the mate-
rial intelligence of the various digital devices. Consequently, new forms 
of collaboration between and among teachers, students, and the wealth 
of digital resources were brought into the classrooms. This also sug- 
gested the need for redesigning the physical spaces of classrooms, and the 
use of activity centers provided a good framework in this regard. So the 
importance of educators coming to appreciate the nature of distributed 
learning with and through digital tools was another important implica-
tion from the work at this school. At the same time, it must be realized 
that some of the digital tools that we used, like Google applications and 
Teen Second Life, are privately owned and have commercial purposes 
that could cause some problems when brought into the context of public 
schools. Educators will want to think these issues through before build-
ing instruction around these particular kinds of tools.

A further implication for instructional design was also revealed in 
how the teachers engaged in learning in and beyond the PD sessions. 
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We tried to structure their learning to exemplify ways that the teachers 
could also design instruction for their students. Aspects of this model 
have been variously described in this book as “joint productive activ-
ity,” from CREDE standards; a “pedagogy of collegiality,” from Youth 
Radio principles; or “peer pedagogy,” in my own terminology. These ap- 
proaches to learning move toward being forms of critical pedagogy to 
the extent that the outcomes and products they create have impacts that 
help ameliorate inequitable conditions in schooling and ultimately in 
the world beyond schools. The examples of each of these approaches all 
revealed the teachers and students collaborating with, modeling for, and 
learning from each other through production and presentation of and 
dialogical reflections on digital projects.

This model was seen in the work in our focal classrooms as students’ 
learning took place through project-based activities that often reflected 
the development of critical perspectives on local and global topics and 
issues. This occurred, for example, in the blogs, PowerPoint presenta-
tions, and podcasts of youth commentaries on topics like racial profiling, 
post-traumatic stress syndrome, prejudice, and the inequities of insti-
tutional power that were developed in Ms. Foster’s class. It occurred in 
the processes of constructing identities, building objects, world travel-
ing, and communicating with others in the virtual world in Ms. Glide’s 
classes. The possibilities for schooling from these kinds of activities were 
captured in the principal’s vision of students developing abilities “to 
navigate complex information networks” and having “the power to build 
worlds and tell stories . . . and communicate across diverse social spaces.”

Implicit in these new forms of learning was that teachers needed to 
have a much better understanding of the actual experiences, interests, 
and skills of the young people in their classrooms in order to create effec-
tive instructional designs. Fueled by rapid technological change, youth 
interests and skills are highly mutable. Consequently, even teachers who 
are under thirty cannot use their own backgrounds as templates for the 
digital experiences of contemporary youth, because many of the online 
social networks and other digital spaces youth currently inhabit barely 
existed a decade ago. It is estimated that between one-half and three-
quarters of U.S. teens have a profile on an Internet social networking site. 
So a clear implication was that teachers have to work to understand the 
nature of young people’s experiences as they are “hanging out, messing 
around, and geeking out” with new media (Ito et al. 2009). In their book, 
Ito and her colleagues synthesized three years of extensive collaborative, 
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ethnographic work from a project funded by the MacArthur Foundation 
entitled “Kids’ Informal Learning with Digital Media.” The descriptions 
draw from a wide range of case studies by a large team of ethnogra-
phers to document key “genres of participation”—essential ones being 
“friendship-driven practices” and “interest-driven practices”—that 
characterized how young people live and learn through activities that 
are increasingly mediated digitally.

As our work at V-Tech showed, however, teachers could also use the 
projects in their classes to gain insights into what their students already 
know and are able to do with digital media. Teachers were able to design 
activities to help them better understand the digital intelligence or the 
digital capital their students possessed. For example, when Terrance was 
building his virtual presentation space and when DeShawn was building 
his “world wide wall,” they both had photos and music already stored 
online that they were able to utilize for these class projects. This could 
happen with traditional class work like essays and other assignments, but 
an implication from this work was that more modes and mediums were 
able to be digitally accessed and utilized by students to provide richer 
and more expansive insights into their experiences and interests. Addi-
tionally, the technology offered more extensive and expressive ways for 
students to share their learning with teachers and other students as well 
as with communities beyond the school.

V-Tech, in fact, reflected an expanded view of a school’s role in the 
larger community. With the work of students being continually pre- 
sented beyond their classrooms in community forums, on college cam-
puses, and in online venues, agency and advocacy were given to impor-
tant issues. The principal consciously worked to make the school func-
tion as a viable social unit, and each classroom was also supported to 
function in the same way. These integral units were focused on the qual-
ity of social relationships as the context for engaging in relevant and 
rigorous learning activities. These were constituent elements of a sense 
of “place” at V-Tech that was increasingly shared by students, teachers, 
parents, administrators, staff, and the larger community.

Another implication from the work at V-Tech is that in light of new 
possibilities for learning with technology, the role of teachers is mag-
nified rather than diminished. Feuerstein et al. (2004) indicated how 
learning with various tools and materials is significantly extended when 
a mediator intercedes to systematically modify the learners’ interac-
tions and increase their levels of understanding. In these mediations, 
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teachers and students become active, co-constructors of meaning, yet 
the instruction still guides students in using tools to link their experi-
ences and understandings to new and deeper knowledge. At each level 
of understanding, teachers must know when and how to release students 
to more independently internalize and actualize their learning with the 
various tools.

The TEACH Project brought considerable resources to V-Tech to 
support the teachers’ learning and work to enact new perspectives and 
use new tools, so aspects of what was achieved might not be immedi-
ately reproducible in some educational settings. Yet the descriptions of 
teaching and learning that occurred at the school indicated the value 
of instructional designs that utilized unique affordances of new media 
tools to motivate and facilitate student learning. This learning was active, 
critical, distributive, multimodal, probing for discovery, and transfer-
able across academic disciplines and social settings. The material intel-
ligence and collective intelligence enabled by the media could also acti-
vate a “third participant” and establish a sense of “place” in the process 
of extending learning into alternative realities. These designs accessed 
and utilized a significantly wider range of student resources for learning 
while building on their identities, interests, and culture to expand their 
understandings of the world. This wider range of resources included 
an array of multitextual mediums converged in semiotic domains that 
interrelated and animated actions, images, symbols, and sounds as well 
as words to make meaning.

Rather than modeling on computer games specifically, the broader 
implication is for educators to conceive and decide how to implement 
the emerging possibilities of a wide range of continually changing new 
media and online resources. New media permeates the lives of young 
people, and it can bring new life to learning. We must define its place for 
learning in schools or watch it take the place of schools.
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Appendix A | The iSTe National educational 

Technology Standards and Performance  

Indicators for Teachers (NETS•T)

Effective teachers model and apply the National Educational Technol-
ogy Standards for Students (NETS•S) as they design, implement, and 
assess learning experiences to engage students and improve learning; 
enrich professional practice; and provide positive models for students, 
colleagues, and the community. All teachers should meet the following 
standards and performance indicators. Teachers:

1. Facilitate and Inspire Student Learning and Creativity
Teachers use their knowledge of subject matter, teaching and learning, 
and technology to facilitate experiences that advance student learning, 
creativity, and innovation in both face-to-face and virtual environments. 
Teachers:

a. promote, support, and model creative and innovative thinking 
and inventiveness
b. engage students in exploring real-world issues and solving 
authentic problems using digital tools and resources
c. promote student reflection using collaborative tools to reveal and 
clarify students’ conceptual understanding and thinking, planning, 
and creative processes
d. model collaborative knowledge construction by engaging in 
learning with students, colleagues, and others in face-to-face and 
virtual environments

2. Design and Develop Digital-Age Learning Experiences and 
Assessments
Teachers design, develop, and evaluate authentic learning experiences 
and assessments incorporating contemporary tools and resources to 

Copyright © 2008, ISTE (International Society for Technology in Education), 
1.800.336.5191 (U.S. & Canada) or 1.541.302.3777 (Int’l), iste@iste.org, www 
.iste.org. All rights reserved. 
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maximize content learning in context and to develop the knowledge, 
skills, and attitudes identified in the NETS•S. Teachers:

a. design or adapt relevant learning experiences that incorporate 
digital tools and resources to promote student learning and creativ-
ity
b. develop technology-enriched learning environments that enable 
all students to pursue their individual curiosities and become active 
participants in setting their own educational goals, managing their 
own learning, and assessing their own progress
c. customize and personalize learning activities to address students’ 
diverse learning styles, working strategies, and abilities using digital 
tools and resources
d. provide students with multiple and varied formative and summa-
tive assessments aligned with content and technology standards and 
use resulting data to inform learning and teaching

3. Model Digital-Age Work and Learning
Teachers exhibit knowledge, skills, and work processes representative of 
an innovative professional in a global and digital society. Teachers:

a. demonstrate fluency in technology systems and the transfer of 
current knowledge to new technologies and situations
b. collaborate with students, peers, parents, and community mem-
bers using digital tools and resources to support student success and 
innovation
c. communicate relevant information and ideas effectively to stu-
dents, parents, and peers using a variety of digital-age media and 
formats
d. model and facilitate effective use of current and emerging digital 
tools to locate, analyze, evaluate, and use information resources to 
support research and learning

4. Promote and Model Digital Citizenship and Responsibility
Teachers understand local and global societal issues and responsibilities 
in an evolving digital culture and exhibit legal and ethical behavior in 
their professional practices. Teachers:

a. advocate, model, and teach safe, legal, and ethical use of digital 
information and technology, including respect for copyright, intel-
lectual property, and the appropriate documentation of sources
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b. address the diverse needs of all learners by using learner-centered 
strategies and providing equitable access to appropriate digital tools 
and resources
c. promote and model digital etiquette and responsible social inter-
actions related to the use of technology and information
d. develop and model cultural understanding and global awareness 
by engaging with colleagues and students of other cultures using 
digital-age communication and collaboration tools

5. Engage in Professional Growth and Leadership
Teachers continuously improve their professional practice, model life-
long learning, and exhibit leadership in their school and professional 
community by promoting and demonstrating the effective use of digital 
tools and resources. Teachers:

a. participate in local and global learning communities to explore 
creative applications of technology to improve student learning
b. exhibit leadership by demonstrating a vision of technology infu-
sion, participating in shared decision making and community build-
ing, and developing the leadership and technology skills of others
c. evaluate and reflect on current research and professional practice 
on a regular basis to make effective use of existing and emerging 
digital tools and resources in support of student learning
d. contribute to the effectiveness, vitality, and self-renewal of the 
teaching profession and of their school and community
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Appendix b | The iSTe National educational  

Technology Standards and Performance  

Indicators for Students (NETS•S)

1. Creativity and Innovation
Students demonstrate creative thinking, construct knowledge, and 
develop innovative products and processes using technology. Students:

a. apply existing knowledge to generate new ideas, products, or pro-
cesses
b. create original works as a means of personal or group expression
c. use models and simulations to explore complex systems and 
issues
d. identify trends and forecast possibilities

2. Communication and Collaboration
Students use digital media and environments to communicate and work 
collaboratively, including at a distance, to support individual learning 
and contribute to the learning of others. Students:

a. interact, collaborate, and publish with peers, experts, or others 
employing a variety of digital environments and media
b. communicate information and ideas effectively to multiple audi-
ences using a variety of media and formats
c. develop cultural understanding and global awareness by engaging 
with learners of other cultures
d. contribute to project teams to produce original works or solve 
problems

3. Research and Information Fluency
Students apply digital tools to gather, evaluate, and use information. Stu-
dents:

a. plan strategies to guide inquiry

Copyright © 2007, ISTE (International Society for Technology in Education), 
1.800.336.5191 (U.S. & Canada) or 1.541.302.3777 (Int’l), iste@iste.org, www 
.iste.org. All rights reserved. 
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b. locate, organize, analyze, evaluate, synthesize, and ethically use 
information from a variety of sources and media
c. evaluate and select information sources and digital tools based on 
the appropriateness to specific tasks
d. process data and report results

4. Critical Thinking, Problem Solving, and Decision Making
Students use critical thinking skills to plan and conduct research, man-
age projects, solve problems, and make informed decisions using appro-
priate digital tools and resources. Students:

a. identify and define authentic problems and significant questions 
for investigation
b. plan and manage activities to develop a solution or complete a 
project
c. collect and analyze data to identify solutions and/or make 
informed decisions
d. use multiple processes and diverse perspectives to explore alterna-
tive solutions

5. Digital Citizenship
Students understand human, cultural, and societal issues related to tech-
nology and practice legal and ethical behavior. Students:

a. advocate and practice safe, legal, and responsible use of informa-
tion and technology
b. exhibit a positive attitude toward using technology that supports 
collaboration, learning, and productivity
c. demonstrate personal responsibility for lifelong learning
d. exhibit leadership for digital citizenship

6. Technology Operations and Concepts
Students demonstrate a sound understanding of technology concepts, 
systems, and operations. Students:

a. understand and use technology systems
b. select and use applications effectively and productively
c. troubleshoot systems and applications
d. transfer current knowledge to learning of new technologies
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Notes

CHAPTER 1

1. This research collaboration received funding through the Chancellor’s 
Award for Advancing Institutional Excellence at the University of California, 
Berkeley, and a Corey Grant from the University of California, Berkeley, as well 
as support from the Digital Youth Project funded by the McArthur Foundation.

2. Village Tech High is a pseudonym for this continuation high school.
3. Pseudonyms are used for all of the teachers and students whose work is 

discussed in this book and for the school site where the research was conducted.
4. The following are several of the key works that contribute to the discourse 

on reasons why public schools are failing as well as the limits of numerous reform 
efforts: Anyon 1997, 2005; Carrol et al. 2004; Cuban 2004; Fruchter 2007; Kozol 
1991, 2006; Mickelson 2003; Nieto 2005; Noguera and Wing 2006; Oakes 2005; 
Ogbu 2003; Witt 2007.

5. See Mahiri 1996, 1998a, 1998b, 2000a, 2000b, 2004a, 2004b, 2006, 2008; 
Mahiri et al. 2008.

6. Five graduate students, one postdoctoral student, one undergraduate stu-
dent, and one faculty member in addition to the author were key participants in 
the TEACH Project from the university during the 2007–8 school year.

7. Five of the teachers who participated were women, and three were men. 
All except two were under 35 years old. One participant was a Korean woman, 
and one was a white man. The other six participants were African American. The 
principal was a 41-year-old, Latino man.

CHAPTER 2

1. The hyphy hip-hop movement began in northern California around 2000 
and, in part, is an offshoot of the crunk hip-hop musical style. It is characterized 
by gritty, thumping sounds and unique dance moves. It also has colorful phrases 
like “getting hyphy,” “getting stupid,” and “getting dumb.” So when Deja said, “We 
went stupid,” it was a good thing.
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