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Taboo Topic No Longer

Why Telecollaborative
Projects Sometimes Fail

T¢s time to tell the truth: H
. Fl’ l;nline activities smmtim; falter.
w5 What valuable lessons can we Iearnfrum
“developmentally dehred‘ prnj-u:ls?
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were asked by a smdl school didrict

to hdp a group of very willing class-
room teechers develop and implement
curriculum-based  telecollaborative
projects. The conditions seemed per-
fect. Each teecher had at least one com-
puter with high-speed Internet access
in eech classoom. All were comfortable
and competent with basic productivity
software and had been using these tools
with their dudents, dong with a variety
of more specidized educational soft-
ware, for at least a year. All had been
uing emal regularly for professon-
a purposes, and some had begun ex-
perimenting with keypal projects and
information searching on the Web to
supplement  curriculum-based  learning.

The school didrict’s leadership was
very supportive of its teechers profes-
dond leaning, egpecidly when it
focused on curriculum-based use of
educationd technologies. The regiond
educational service center provided
atentive onsitd support for this experi-
ment in individudized, longer-term
professona development. The teschers
were paid to attend a two-day, projectq
planning workshop that we taught
onsitd in the summer. They were
then provided with their choice of
one period per day of release time or
overtime pay during the school yesr
to do project-rated work. Substitutes
were provided to dlow participating
teachers to attend a midsemester, on-
Ste, problem-solving sesson once ther
telecollaboretive projects were under
way. They had ongoing mentoring
available by email or telephone from a
classroom teacher with three years ex-
perience  fadilitating  curriculum-based
telecollaboration.  Participants  had
fredy and enthusiadticaly volunteered
for this effort and showed high levels
of motivaion and interest throughout
the six-month project.

It was puzzling. A colleague and |

Ye only dout hdf of ther carefully
planned, exceptiondly well-supported,
curriculum-based projects were com-
pleted. That's what was puzzling to us.
What made educationd telecollabor-
ationsd in near-perfect conditions fail?
More importantly, what can we learn
from these puzzling events about how
to sustain and support online projects?

Answers fiom Project Coordinators
We don't often hear of telecomputing
project falures. Terry Kens's ingghtful
atide, “Dedgning Collaborative
Projects for the Internet” (www]
techlearning.com/db_area/archivey'
WCEFE/archives/kernsl .htm) describes
the parameters of this heretofore
“taboo topic” plainly:

Unless you have a tiny group
and the stars are on your side.
you will not get 100 percent
completion, Even when indi-
viduals pay dgnificant amounts
to join projects. the completion
rate is generally no higher than
the 30% range. I'vemanaged
70% on most proiects—but
only by sending constant re-
minders, personal notes, and
other follow-up material to keep
everyone on task.
[ direct a K-12 relementoring
project called the E
(www.tapr.org/emiss

aic Emissary
v/}, which has
supported more than 400 curriculum-
based projects mi mam | In the seven
years the Emissan] mag been online,
about 709 of our actively facilitated

projects have been completed, mirror-
ing Kerns's expenience.

Why do even dosely managed
telecollabora metimes go unfin-
ished? Conw s during a spring
1999 conferenca w ithl Connie Miller

and Sue Pises bodh from the Hoguiam
School Disercr theep://griz.hsd.

wednet.edn’) in southwestern Wash-
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ington, and ongoing reflection among
the Electronic Emissary’s online facilitad
tors helped me form and refine the fol-
lowing notions.

Why might educationa telecollabor-
ation fater or fail? Reasons usudly
concern the learning ectivity's larger
context, planning process, or logidtica
specifics.

Context

Appropriate support for] the project
might not be available. Multiple
levels and types of technicd, adminis-
trative, collegial| financid, and commu-
nity support are needed to ensure the
success of telecollaborative projects.
The gory of the smdl school didtrict
that opened this article depicts such
“near-perfect” support conditions. Yet,
network problems caused by the unan-
nounced inddlation of filtering soft-
ware and a firewalll led to many techni-
cad problems and much frudration
among teechers and students. Techni-
ca support to assigt users with new
Internet access routines was spread
thinly, even in this smdl didrict. Sig-
nificant time delays in project work
resulted, and participating teachers
reported having to trim their project
plans to fit their aready-crowded
schedules.

Note that Internet connections in
eech paticipating classroom are essen-
tid to the success of telecollaborative
projects. It is only with this leve of
access that the frequent communica
tions necessary to sudain higher-leve
discussions among remotely located
students and teschers can occur with-
out excessve inconvenience. When
easy, dependable access to Internet
tools and resources is available al day,
every day in the classroom, telecollabd
orative projects can become just one
more way that learning tekes place,
rather than being an infrequent
“gpecid  occurrence,”
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Practical,
Professional Resources

from
Linworth Publishing!

FAGILITIES PLANNING FOR SCHOOL LIBRARY
MEDIA ANDI TECHNOLOGY CENTERS

bl Stell en M) Baule

Be the leader on your facilities planning team.
ISBN O-938865-74-9. 100 pages, $36.95.

THE INDISPENSABLE TEACHER'SI GUIDE TO
COMPUTER SHILLS

by Doug Johnson

Doug Johnson's  famous rubrics  for  effective
staff development.

ISBN O-938865-69-2. 119 pages $39.95.

INTERNETI FOR SGHOOLS, 3ra Edition

by Carol Simpson and Sharroid L. MeElmeell
This enhanced and expanded revison is your
esentid  guide to the Web!

ISBN 0-938865-98-6. 150 pages, $39.95.

MICROSOFT'” PUBLISHER FOR EVERY DAV
OF THE SCHOOL YEAR

Ind Kathleen 8¢ mocll and Midge Frazel
Become THE source for answer+-every day
of the sthool yea! CD-ROM with over 180
templates  included!

ISBN O-938865-72-2. 134 pages, $4.95.

TEACHING INFORMATION & TECHNOLOGY
SHILLS: The Big6™ In Elementary Schools
bl Michael B. Eisenberg and

Roberi E. Berkowiid

Help students build a solid foundation in solving:
information  problems in  meaningful] contexts.

ISBN 0-938865-81-1. 155 pages, $39.95.

TEGHNOLOGY PLANNING
by Stel em M. Baule

Bringing technology into the classroom-a
dep-by-sep  guide
ISBN 0O-938865-55-2.  1(}) pages, $29.95.

WWWA MOTIVATION DMINING: Finding
Treasures for Teaching Evaluation Skills,
Grades 1-8

WWUJ MOTIVATION MINING: Finding
Treasures f0P Teaching Evaluationl Shills,
Grades 7-12

bl Rueit vl Small and Marilye F. Armond

Learnl how to find the Web stes that get students
motivated!

Grades |-6

ISBN 0-938865-88-9. 253 pages, $39.95.
Grades 7-12

ISBN O-938865-89-7. 189 pages $39.95.

PUBLISHING INC.

" m order anu Gt these titles, call
(600) 786-5017 or (614) 436-7107,
fax (614) 436-9490,
B-mail orders@linworth.com
or Gn the World Wide Webist
http:/Ainworth. com
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Project development might /zue been
inauthentic. Professond development
activities can be an important source
of support for teechers learning, as long
as these efforts are authentic and long
term. Telecollaborative projects devel-
oped as part of a one-time inservice
workshop, rather than in response to
dudents  curriculum-related  learning
needs and teechers professond inter-
ests, often don't seem as “red’! and “imA
portant’] to project participants and
therefore are at greater] risk of being
abandoned  prematurely.

Project goals might enmzphasize] tech-
nology #se rather than curriculum
related) learning| Itis difficult for most
teachers respongible for learning in the
traditiond disciplines to judify students
goending dgnificant in-school  time and
effort learning to use computer-based
tools. Telecollaborative projects are best
framed as explorations in science, lan-
guage, mathematics, higtory, literature,
and the like, rather than as “Internet
projects,” “email activities” or

“Web lessons”

Planl

The project’ vision might be too com-
plex; too general] or too .fi;fgrrﬁn: Pans
for telecollaborative activities are usudly
communicated online, by email, and
among busy people. Therefore, they
need to be smple and clearly stated but
quite detailed. The more that projects
can be collaboratively planned and re-
fined among participating teechers and
dudents, the more ownership al will
fed, and the less likdy the project will
be abandoned before it is complete.
Please note, though, that it is probably
unredigtic to expect plans for a success-
ful, completed project to emerge prima-
rily from online discussons among par-
ticipants, there is jus not enough time
in most teechers and students days to
callaboratively plan and carry out more
then a brief online activity. Its more
effective and efficient to begin with a
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clear project structure, fleshed out in
planning discussions led by the project's
coordingtor, with some flexibility

built in for cugtomization & each
paticipating dte.

Mog importantly, plans for the
project must be a shared vison orga-
nized and supported by consstent lead-
ership. If not, as the project takes shape
among paticipating classooms, col-
laboration & a distance will seem point-
less, and the project will probably be
abandoned by some. This implies that
coordination, reflection, and discussion
among teechers a the different stes
must be ongoing. Redisticaly, it falld
to the project coordinator to ensure
frequent communication among con-
tacts at different project stes. As Kerns
reminds us,

A project’s success is rooted in
its planning and procedures.
Even the greatest idea will die

a lingering death somewhere

in cyberspace unless you know
exactly what you want to do and
communicate it clearly to other
participants.

Logistics|
The project’f time line might not have
been specified| in detail Periodic up-
dated on project activity at different|
sites might have been omitted. It is pri-
marily the coordinator's responghility
to summarize decisons made during
project planning, propose and refine
interim deadlines in the project time
line according to paticipaing cdass
room school schedules, and, perhaps
mogt important, send friendly but
frequent reminders to site coordinat-
ors to make sure the project is carried
out according to plan. As Kerns quips,
“Like students of al ages, we need clear
indructions, specific deadlines, and
gentle reminders to overcome the
natural urge to procragtinate.”

So tharl project coordinators don't
become ovewhdmed (and unwilling to
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lead a telecollaboration ever agan!), it is
helpful for different site contacts to vol
unteer to be responsible for leading de
velopment of different sections of the
project’s time line, with the project co-
ordinator atending to how these
project pieces fit together.

Also, once project work has com-
menced in multiple dassooms, it is
important for participants to inform
each other what is happening offline
that is project-related. Much educa-
tiond activity may be occurring a par-
ticipating gStes, but it will gopear thet
the project has fdtered unless periodic
ummaries of indass activity from dl
sites are shared with the telecollabora
tive community.

One way to make such ‘progress re-
ports’ accessible by project participants
on an ongoing basis is to create a fre-
quently updated, Web-based repository
of dudents interim project work and
“wonderings,” project-related ques-
tions, and discussons. Such “virtud
placesl for curriculum-based projects
can make the telecollaboraive effort
seem less ephemerd, and therefore
less apt to be discounted and left in-
complete. Suggestions on how to de-
sign these Web-based project spaces
are avalable in chapter four of Virtuall
Architecture:Designing| and| Directing
Curriculum-Based Zélecomputing]
(ISTE, 1998; http:/ccwf.cc.utexas.edu/
~ibharris/Virtual-Architecture/ and
\ﬂvw.istc.m-gr’ Booksto m).

The amount of time allotted for project]
work might have been insufficient| Perd
haps the most serious threat to success
ful telecollaboration is the shortage

of time namdy, preparation time for
teachers and class time for students
doing project-rlated work. If at dl
possible, time for assisted and collabo-|
rative project development and coordi
nation should be provided to teachers
during the school day, perhaps as a
form of ongoing, individudized profesq
sona deveopment. | usudly suggest

that project planners try their best to
esimare how much time telecollab]
orative work will take and) then dowbld
that amount)

The reality is that engaging, worth-
while pedagogy uaudly takes more time
than we expect. paticulaly  when
projects are tried for the first time,
and especiallly if they are successful.
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Kemns tells i ike it 1s:

Don't kid yourself. Projects al-

ways take more time than first

imagined. The better the

progect. the more successful it

is—and the more time you will

nesd tadewnts 0 if

Beyod #ecsil o planning] the key
1O SLICCESS 1S Line project work to
become so Semmsically rewarding and

extninsicaly wamed that the additional
cessary| {0 create pow-
borative learning ex-
zly given by teach-
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time and <fSoe
erful new seiec
pericnoes a5 |
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Participants
Telecollsbasamy projects may be
curniculams e, but they are most
definieely sesnle concered| Without ef|
fectve col sy none would suc
nindd us, “No mater
how macs == o1 =fford you devote to
ap"m:z.._ o w8eaq will never become
realiry umless Mmrsmml in and give of
thesr owm s and effort.”

The = sowerof  curriculum-based
telecoliatensnan lied in this interdepen-
dency among mnteh located partners.

C-."“I._._"L's..‘:"w'l'

it Harris (judi.harris@

. ""-'-! stexas.edu)) associate
_"‘&Gv?mwummfum and
iork: at tthe University
s—Austinfrdirects the
ronic Emissary project.

= “mas  authoredfour books
208 W S, beicles, Her mogt recent bookd
are Vil Ascherire; Deﬂgnmg and Direct
ing Carmoiom n\d Telecomputing (1998,
S s e dabold for the Internet-Sup-
1998, ASCD).
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Safely Unlock the
Internet for Your
Students

Over 150,000 safe, secure,
qudity websited are avaladle
a your fingertips, organized
into 17 sections, 96 subsec-
tions, and 936 categories.
That's a single spaced, typed
list 166 stories high, 64 floors
taller than the Empire State
Building. And we are adding
another 10 feet every day.

e All dtes reviewed by Dr.
Dennis Jensen and his staff
of educators.

e Aligns educationd links to
current credible and usable
curriculum in the classroom,

e Teacher lesson plans for K4
12 and online educationd
forums.

For as little as $1.71 per week
you can provide the next gen-
eration with the grestest learn-
ing tool mankind has ever had.

30 Day Free Tria
for Every Student &
Teacher in Your School

For the next two weeks, fol-

low these easy instructions:

1. Go to www.inetlibrary.com

2. Your login| is “llwt” and
your password is "february'|

Inetg >library

(Call 1-888-841-4790 or purchase online
at www.inetlibrary.com|
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