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Preface

T

his may look like a book about technology, but it’s really a book
about the connections, collaborations and conversations that the
new “cool tools” of the Web are allowing us to create. It is less about
blogs and wikis and podcasts than it is about the educators behind
them who are using them so creatively to motivate students to learn
more deeply and contribute what they know to the amazing body of
knowledge that is the World Wide Web. And the best part of it is that
very few of these educators have any great technology skills. More,
they have ideas and vision of what easy publication tools might do in
their classrooms.
In the 41/2 years that I have kept my blog at Weblogg-ed.com,
I have learned more about the world, more about education, more
about people and more about myself than in my 40-odd non-blogging
years, 20 of them spent as a classroom teacher. It has been a most
excellent adventure that has made me understand clearly the powerful potentials of technology in schools, and why it is crucial that our
teachers and students learn to use these tools and others well if we
want our kids to continue to compete for the best jobs and the best
lives. We are entering a new interconnected, networked world where
more and more people are gaining access to the Web and its continually growing body of knowledge. And access doesn’t just mean being
able to read what’s there; it means being able to create and contribute
content as well. At first blush, that may not seem like such a big deal,
but it is a shift that requires us to think seriously and expansively about
the way we currently teach students and deliver our curricula.
This book has three main goals. First, I hope to give educators
some context in terms of what these technologies mean for our society
as well as for education. More than anything else, the fact that the
new interactive Web is weaving so many drastic changes in journalism, business and politics convinces me that its effects on education
will be equally transformational. Second, this book aspires to challenge
and motivate teachers to think differently about their classrooms and
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im Berners-Lee had a grand vision for the Internet when he
began development of the World Wide Web in 1989. “The original thing I wanted to do,” Berners-Lee said, “was make it a collaborative medium, a place where we [could] all meet and read and
write” (Carvin, 2005). At the time, the Internet was not much more
than a network of computers that researchers and government officials used to share text and data, just a small blip on the radar screens
of all but the most technologically savvy. But Berners-Lee saw the
potential to construct a vast “web” of linked information, built by
people from around the globe, creating the ability to share not just
data but personal talents and experiences in new and powerful ways.
The first part of Berners-Lee’s dream came to fruition in 1993 with
the development of the Mosaic Web browser. Seemingly overnight,
the Internet went from a text and numbers based research tool for the
few to a colourful, graphical world of information for the masses.
Even though content was limited in those early days, millions of
people soon started going online to read or “surf” the Web for information and entertainment. And as access spread, connections became
faster, and more and more Web designers and authors set up shop,
the twentieth century ended with the Internet taking its place as an
essential communications and research network connecting people
around the globe.
But even with that initial period of immense and rapid growth,
the original vision of being able to read and write to the Web was slow
(in Internet terms, at least) to be realised. Writing to the Web required
knowledge of the HTML code that make Web pages work and of the
protocols to get those pages up and running on the Internet. To be
sure, there were text-based newsgroups to share ideas and some sites
like Amazon.com where readers could leave reviews and opinions.
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But for the most part, the ability to create content on the Web was
nowhere near as easy as consuming it, and even those that could create did so with little means for easy collaboration.

A NEW WORLD WIDE WEB
Today, however, that’s no longer the case.
The past few years have seen the development of a wide variety
of easy Internet publishing tools that have done much to fulfil
Berners-Lee’s concept of a Read/Write Web. A 2003 survey by the
Pew Internet & American Life Project found that more than 53 million
American adults or 44% of adult Internet users had used the Internet
to publish their thoughts, respond to others, post pictures, share files
and otherwise contribute to the explosion of content available online
(Lenhart, Fallows & Horrigan, 2004). At the beginning of 2006,
Technorati.com, one of many blog tracking services, listed almost
25 million blogs (short for Weblogs), the first widely adopted easy
publishing tool of the Read/Write Web, which people use to create
personal journals of their lives, build resource sites with colleagues or
filter the news of the day for audiences large and small with no need
to know how to code pages or transfer files. At this writing, the
service was adding over 70,000 new blogs and a million Weblog posts
each day. In fact, Weblogs were already so popular by the end of 2004
that the Merriam-Webster dictionary chose it as its “Word of the Year
for 2004”, and the bloggers were ABC News’ “People of the Year”. In
other words, the new two-way Web has officially arrived.
And it’s not just blogs: Creating content of all shapes and sizes
is getting easier and easier. High-bandwidth Internet access and
expanded computer memory and storage continue to grow, and
developers are creating tools to publish text or photos or video or
whatever else easily to the Web. We’re in the midst of an explosion of
technologies that will continue to remake the Web into the community space Berners-Lee originally envisioned. It’s already happening
in many areas of our lives, such as politics, journalism and business.
And from an educational standpoint, this new Read/Write Web
promises to transform much of how we teach and learn as well.
For most, however, the significance of these changes is still just
starting to be realised. We are no longer limited to being independent
readers or consumers of information; as we’ll see, we can be collaborators in the creation of large storehouses of information. In the
process, we can learn much about ourselves and our world. In almost
© 2007 Hawker Brownlow Education CO2348

The Read/Write Web

every area of life, the Read/Write Web is changing our relationship to
technology and rewriting the age old paradigms of how things work.
No doubt, these changes will take many years to process. In fact, as
author Dan Gillmor writes, “the people who’ll understand this best
are probably just being born” (Gillmor, 2005).

EXTRAORDINARY CHANGES
The Read/Write Web holds transformational changes in store for
teachers and students of all stripes. But, as is often the case, education
has been slow to adapt to these new tools and potentials. In other
areas of our lives, however, we can see some of these transformations
happening right now, right in front of our eyes.
Take politics, for example. For Howard Dean, the 2004 Democratic presidential candidate, the Read/Write Web has already led to
extraordinary changes to the face of politics. Although Dean didn’t
end up winning his party’s nomination, his Blog for America
(www.blogforamerica.com) altered the face of grass roots politics and
campaign fundraising as we know it. With the ability to not only read
about campaign events and platforms but to easily publish their own
ideas and feedback as well, tens of thousands of Americans became a
part of the community that discussed the major issues of the campaign through the blog. Tens of thousands more ended up donating
more than $40 million dollars through the site in chunks that averaged $80. By the end of the campaign, all of the major candidates had
their own Weblogs, and there is little doubt that politicians will continue to try to find ways to harness the sense of community that the
Read/Write Web makes possible.
The ability to easily publish text, pictures and video is changing
the face of journalism as we know it as well. There is no better
example than coverage of the heart-breaking Indian Ocean earthquake and resulting tsunami that killed upwards of 150,000 people
just after Christmas in 2004 (or, for that matter, the horrible devastation caused by Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans in the summer of
2005). Within minutes of the event, links to gripping first-person
accounts coupled with digital photos and video were spreading
throughout the “blogosphere”, providing the type of raw detail that
usually wouldn’t appear in the media. Wikipedia (www.wikipedia.
org), a collaborative encyclopedia built on a wiki that anyone with an
Internet connection can use to publish to and edit, became a clearinghouse of information based on the work of thousands of amateur
© 2007 Hawker Brownlow Education CO2348
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Get Started!

S

o if you believe as I do that Weblogs can play an important role in
your classroom, then it’s time to start thinking about the ways you
can most effectively implement them for your own unique purposes.
The true potential of blogs in schools comes when students and
teachers use them as publishing tools. And to me at least, the best
way to fully understand the potential of Weblogs as a teaching and
learning tool is to become a blogger. Just as writing teachers should
write, and literature teachers should read, teachers who use blogs
should, well, use blogs. Without question, the most profound learning experience of my life has been the ongoing education I have
received by keeping my own Weblog for the past 4 years. The process
of blogging and my use of the other tools that the Read/Write Web
has spawned have not only made writing a daily part of my life, they
have changed the way that I read and consume information.
College professor Barbara Ganley, who uses Weblogs extensively
in her courses, asks “How can a teacher expect her students to blog
(or to use any other tool, strategy or technique) if she doesn’t use it
herself, exploring the impact it has on her thinking, writing, research
and creativity?” (Ganley, 2004b). She also says
And as we all know, when a teacher believes in what she’s
doing and is confident in her tools, well, it rubs off on even the
most resistant of students. As reflective research-teachers, we
must continue to circle back and look at how what we do ties
into our long-term educational goals. (Ganley, 2004a)
I agree. If we want our students to learn from blogs, we have to experience that learning firsthand or, as Ganley says, “get into their shoes”.
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Even more, I think teachers should blog to show students that it
is something of value and to model appropriate ways of doing it.
Remember, millions of kids are already blogging, so they certainly are
enticed by the tool. But very few are using their sites as places of critical thinking and analytical writing and reflection. It’s well and good
to encourage and teach our students to blog, but they will surely give
it up at the end of the semester unless we’ve shown them why it’s
important to keep writing and to keep learning. (No pressure.)
Getting started with blogging from a technical aspect is not difficult,
and in a bit we’ll talk about the easiest ways to begin. But from the perspective of writing for an audience and getting into the habit of regular
reflection, it does take some effort to get the blog rolling, so to speak.
The first step is to take some time to just read some good Weblogs. A
good place to find some that might interest you is the “Find New Blogs”
list at Bloglines.com (www.bloglines.com/topblogs), or you can look at
the shortlist at the end of this chapter. (And don’t forget the Edublogs
Award site at http://incsub.org/awards/) Remember that reading
Weblogs is a different type of reading than what you’ve previously done
as well. Unlike books or newspaper and magazine articles, most blog
posts are fairly short. There are links inviting you to investigate other
sources. And most importantly, you can engage in a dialogue about the
topic by reading the comments and, perhaps, leaving your own. In fact,
posting on other people’s blogs before you start your own is a great way
to get the feel of publishing your thoughts. Just wait until that first
person responds to something you’ve written; that’s when you’ll truly
start to understand the power of the Read/Write Web.

START SMALL
When you’re ready to begin your own blog, you might want to start
small by using the first few posts to just create a link to something
interesting that you’ve read along with a short excerpt, nothing more.
You won’t truly be “blogging” as described in the previous chapter
yet, but you’ll be getting a feel for the experience of publishing online,
and you’ll be scaffolding your blogging in similar ways to your
students. When you get comfortable with the process, you may want
to begin annotating the links you post with a couple of sentences that
highlight what you think is meaningful or important about what
you’ve read. As you get more settled into the rhythm of posting,
begin to write more in depth about what you are reading, drawing on
your own personal experiences and reflections. In this way, you’ll
come to understand the true mental work that is blogging. These
© 2007 Hawker Brownlow Education CO2348

