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Abstract 

Just as technological innovation increases exponentially, so too does its impact on 

society increase exponentially. There is a growing divide between the technological 

advances / demands in society and the ability of students in public schools, particularly 

African American students, to match those advances / demands. There is a real danger 

that African Americans and other minority groups will become a permanent underclass, 

unable to compete with respect to other groups, if the technical knowledge gaps continue 

to widen. There is an urgent need to put in place educational policy starting on the 

national level to close the technology knowledge gap faced by African Americans. It is a 

national problem requiring a national response. This inquiry explores how collaborative 

technologies backed by culturally sensitive pedagogy, can be used in public education 

systems to help close achievement gaps faced by African Americans in public education. 



If we can learn how to close the achievement gaps faced by African Americans, we 

would have learned how to close the achievement gaps faced by other groups in America. 

We would have learned also how to close the achievement gaps between America and 

other countries that have surpassed America in student achievement. 

Epistemological basis of inquiry  

Inquiry involves not just accumulating knowledge about the object of inquiry, but just 

as important, it involves questioning the very nature of knowledge itself. It is also critical 

in scholarly research to ask reflexively, “From what worldview and epistemological 

stance does one read the text of an object under investigation?” Different answers to these 

questions will shape different interpretations of knowledge involving the object of 

investigation. Also vital in the research process is to identify what field(s) or contextual 

domain(s) one will approach the object of inquiry? I’ve especially come to appreciate that 

the dialectical exchange of critical findings from multiple contextual domains can give a 

more holistic theoretical grounding. This integral approach can provide valuable insights 

into the causes of the achievement gap between African Americans and other groups in 

public education, as well as insights into what practices backed by sound pedagogical 

theory can be deployed in the context of urban education to close this achievement gap.  

It is helpful in settling on a working theory into this problem, to see how well it works 

in various contextual domains. Perhaps there is no one best-fit theory that can aptly 

explain the problem across all of its manifestation. Perhaps a conjoining of various 

theories forming a “piece-wise” function, whose pieces are defined depending on context, 

can provide better insights into the problem. Physicists understand that the laws of special 



relativity breaks down when trying to describe behavior at the quantum level, and so it is 

best to have a hybrid or “bricolage” of the two theories.  

Professor Ken Tobin of CUNY, and Joe Kincheloe use this term “bricolage” to 

describe their blended approach to inquiry. Kincheloe, in his review of writings by Ilan 

Gur Ze’ev’s on critical theory and pedagogy says, “This is why I have been so obsessed 

over the last few years with the critical power of multilogicality and the bricolage: 

educators gain new insights into the traditional concerns of their academic domain by 

looking outside the frameworks of one discipline…Thus, these critical aesthetic 

perspectives illuminate the problematic nature of widely accepted views of thinking, as 

they construct new concepts, new modes of cognition, new angles from which to view the 

world. In this way they give birth to new meanings, as they break through the surface to 

explore the submerged social, political, economic, and psychological relationships that 

shape events. So too with educational theory.”1 Keeping with this epistemological 

approach, the contexts I will address in this paper include, the historical, social, cultural, 

economic, political, cognitive, and epistemological contexts as they relate to the 

achievement gap issue. Seeing how theories in these domains interrelate in an assembly 

gives a more holistic view of the achievement gap problem.  

Historical Context 

My approach to history is to see it as an integral whole with extending parts that are 

always connected to the whole. The whole can be the collective experience/memory or 

collective consciousness of humanity on a global, national, ethnic, state, regional, or local 
                                                
1 (Kencheloe 2007) 

 



neighborhood levels, depending on the context. All of these levels are interconnected at 

any given time. In his book, “Geography of Thought”, Nisbett gives a similar expression 

to this conceptual approach in his description of Chinese dialectical thought … “it seeks 

not to decontextualize but to see things in their appropriate contexts. Events do not occur 

in isolation from other events, but are always embedded in a meaningful whole in which 

the elements are constantly changing, and rearranging themselves. To think about an 

object in isolation and apply abstract rules to it is to invite extreme and mistaken 

conclusion.”2 In assessing the historical antecedents of the African American 

achievement gaps within public education I am looking to see how that history integrates 

with the larger history of the American public educational system. 

African Americans as a group have always highly valued education as a primary 

means for social and economic uplift. African Americans have struggled for equal 

education, from slavery to the present time. This struggle includes the establishment of 

Black public schools in the North and South mainly through the persistence by African 

Americans themselves. I have found the telling of that history lacking in such texts as the 

Herbert Kliebard’s The Struggle For The AMERICAN CURRICULUM and Diane 

Ravitch’s “The Great School Wars”. David Tayack’s “The One Best System did a better 

job of it, but still did not convey for me the unrelenting mass movement for equal 

education by African Americans over time. Furthermore, none of these narratives would 

convey the great contributions Blacks gave towards the development of the public 

education system. This history is integral to the history of public education in America 

and should be incorporated throughout its normal telling. This all points to the need for 

an integral approach to the telling of African history, as well as the need for African 
                                                
2 (Nisbett 2003, 27) 



Americans to tell their own narratives of their struggle for the American curriculum. For 

that telling of this history I turned to James Anderson who in his book, “The Education of 

Blacks in the South, 1860-1935”, chronicles the struggle of Southern African Americans 

to become literate and educated in the former slave states despite the prevalence of 

racism. Anderson offers the same rebuttal as I to those who claim the low levels of school 

achievement by Blacks is due to their lack of value for education:  

“Thus it is ironic that in time a body of historical and social science literature was 

built up which tended to interpret Blacks’ relatively lower levels of educational 

attainment in the twentieth century as the product of initial differences in attitude or 

cultural orientation toward learning and self-improvement. Even recent studies argue that 

Black dialect, oral traditions, and cultural separatism prevented Blacks from being more 

successful in school during the Reconstruction era. Further, it is maintained that the 

difference in historic patterns of school achievement between Blacks and immigrant 

groups is mainly the result of long-standing attitudes towards learning and self-

improvement. A careful examination of Black’s enduring beliefs in education and their 

historic struggle to acquire decent educational opportunities against almost overwhelming 

odds leaves little room to attribute their relatively low levels of educational attainment to 

uncongenial cultural values or educational norms.”3 

The history of African Americans in public education included a series of mass 

migrations of Blacks to the North in the early part of the 20th century to seek, among 

other things, better educational opportunities. Davison Douglas’ chronicled these 

strivings in his book “Jim Crow Moves North. The hard fought for gain of the landmark 

                                                
3 (Anderson 1988, 285) 



Brown VS the Board of Education ruling, signifies a continuous flood of activism for 

educational equality. The failure of the integration movement to accomplish its ends due 

to the intractability of institutionalized racism resulted in a shift towards Black 

Nationalist and separatist pole of the 60’s and 70’s. This movement expressed its self in 

the demand for community control of schools as in the Ocean Hill Brownsville struggle 

of 1968 in Brooklyn NY. I do think that Wendell Pritchett gave a good account of how 

the historic ghettoizing of Brownsville had the consequence of reducing the financial and 

political resources of the community, negatively impacted the local economy, housing 

stock, and ultimately stymied the quality of education for its residents. This process 

accelerated with the displacement of Whites by Blacks and Latinos, which fueled the 

demand by Blacks for local control of schools. Brownsville was a microcosm of the rest 

of New York, and even other urban centers throughout the country. Pritchett indicates 

this when he says, “Social barriers certainly inhibited Brownsville’s integration, but 

public policies created the entrenched racial ghettos of postwar New York.”4 Upon the 

heals of the Black power movement of the 60’s and 70’s developed the movement for a 

multicultural curriculum in the 80’s and 90’s. This push for a more pluralistic curriculum 

as it related to African Americans was just a continuation of the original demand for an 

equal quality education. 

Racism has been the dominant factor retarding African American educational 

progress, as played out on the macro socio-economic levels and expressed through the 

cultural values and choices of the larger American society throughout history. These 

macro-level factors get played out on micro and meso levels of educational policy and 
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pedagogy and have a direct bearing on African American achievement relative to other 

groups. This is a counter theory to prevailing theories of African American intellectual 

inferiority, and cultural deficiency theories postulating that African American culture has 

historically devalued educational achievement. These negative theories have 

predominated in public education from its inception up to the present day.  

In evaluating the progress of African Americans in public education one finds a camp 

with the view that African Americans have made progress from early part of the 20th 

century to the early part of the 21thcentury in all categories. My counter assertion is that 

this view takes the problem of African American achievement out of its more immediate 

context of contemporary realities and movements. Segregation in public schools is as 

entrenched today as it has ever been. This segregation is supported by White flight to the 

suburbs, gerrymandering school districts, and segregated housing. These factors making 

up the custom of de-facto segregation trump the legal rulings of Brown v. Board of 

education and subsequent court rulings barring segregation and racial discrimination. 

Claims of significant improvement cannot be substantiated if view from the historical 

context of the past 50 years.  

 The history of school segregation spoke also to the history of unequal funding for 

schools predominately populated by African Americans, in comparison those with mostly 

White Americans. This funding gap has not changed appreciably over the past 50 years. 

Naturally this continued funding gap contributes to the achievement gaps. African 

Americans have not made appreciable educational gains in vital areas such as dropout 

rates, percentages entering higher education, percentages entering jobs requiring sound 

academic preparation. Measures of African American achievement in science and math 



have not improved appreciably over any time period since they have been tracked. So the 

theory supporting the contention of African American progress has been taken out of the 

context of current realities. Of course progress has been made if measured against slavery 

and the Jim Crow days, but that progress has been stymied ever since. Evaluating the 

historical context of the struggle by African Americans to gain an equal education is vital 

to the process of inquiry into the research issue of African American achievement gaps.  

Economic and Social Context 

The totality of economic inequalities between Whites and Blacks explains much of 

the achievement gap between the two. We must make the connection between the 

macroeconomic mandate, and how that mandate plays out in urban educational policies, 

teacher attitudes, inadequate facilities, unequal per capita funding between Blacks and 

Whites, limited chances for higher education, and a host of factors that directly impact 

the capacity of African Americans to achieve parity with White Americans. This type of 

analysis has been lacking in most assessments of African American underachievement, 

past and present. Dr. Jean Anyon of CUNY gives this kind of analysis in her book, 

“Radical Possibilities”: “low-achieving urban schools are not primarily a consequence of 

failed education policy, or urban family dynamics, as mainstream analysts and public 

policies typically imply. Failing public schools in cities are, rather a logical consequence 

of the U.S. macro-economy- and the federal and regional policies and practices that 

support it. … An unjust economy and the policies through which it is maintained create 

barriers to educational success that no teacher or principal practice, no standardized test, 

and no “zero tolerance” policy can surmount. It is for this reason that I arguer that 

macroeconomic mandates continually trump urban educational policy and school 



reform.”5 A holistic framework will enable one to see the part, African American 

underachievement, to the whole, the “macroeconomic mandate”, and how the dynamic 

must be addressed in order to produce positive change. Dr. Anyon places the primary 

reasons for low student achievement in urban schools (predominated by Blacks and 

Latinos) not on the value system of the economically oppressed but on the system that 

oppresses them. She says, “We need policies that deal with the complex causes of 

poverty of the schools in which teachers and students, neighborhoods, and families are 

caught. Joblessness, low wages, and concentrated segregation of poor families all create 

formidable barriers to urban educational equity and reward.”6 I think this analysis can be 

extended beyond k1-12 education to include higher education. I think the economic 

factors referred to by Dr. Anyon are intertwined with technological factors, and in their 

current macro proportions all serve to depress the educational outcomes of Blacks. In this 

research proposal I explore the potential of using technology in constructive ways reverse 

this trend.  

Closing the Knowledge Divide: An Urgent calling 

As I have stated at the outset, the need to press for closing the African American 

achievement gap is an urgent one. This is because the exponential growth of technology 

serves as a wedge that is widening these gaps as this growth continues. There may indeed 

come a point in time that the gap widens so drastically that it will be irreversible. This 

prospect propels me to look critically, and definitively towards what methods will prove 

effective in closing the achievement gap between African Americans and other groups. 
                                                
5 (Anyon 2005, 2) 
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The above figure depicts the growing digital and knowledge divide between the 

technological advances / demands in society, and the ability of students in k1-16, 

particularly African American students, to match those advances / demands. Below are 

further details to be gathered from the figure with assumption is that there is a strong 

correlation between the level of one’s mastery over technology and one’s class status in 

society. 

Prior to T1 on the figure (early 1970’s) is a time period where students with a public 

school education along with some college (curve C4), were able to stay ahead of societal 

and business demands for technology. This pubic education was developed based on an 

industrial model and grows logarithmically, as represented by curve C4. It does not keep 

pace with the exponential growth of technological innovation in society and business as 



represented by curves C1 and C2 respectively. Due to the low level of resources (school 

financing and technology) African American students in k1-16 can assemble towards 

educational needs to keep pace with business demands, they find themselves mapped to 

the C4 curve. 

 The region between the C1 and C2 curves represents the segment of the population 

who are leading the charge of technological innovation. It also represents a significant 

portion of the upper class of society. A public high school education with some college 

(i.e. community, city or state college) enabled most to potentially penetrate into the 

middle to upper classes of society. Of course this did not include most minorities who 

were marginalized if they were fortunate enough to achieve this level of education. After 

T2, around 1980, a public education with some college was not sufficient to break into 

the upper class status. 

The area between the C2 and C3 curves represents the segment of the population that 

has adapted well to technological innovation and can successfully apply it to business 

needs. This area also represents a significant portion of the middle class of society. A 

public high school education with some college enabled most to penetrate into the middle 

class of society in the times between T1 and T2. After completing public education and 

college by 1986, I was able to enter the computer field and earn a middle class living 

despite continued racial barriers. This level of education was not typically enough to 

penetrate into the upper class during this time period. After T3, around the year 2000, a 

public education even with some college was not sufficient to maintain a middle class 

status.  



The area below the C3 curve represents people in the lower class who have not met 

the minimum level of technical skill obtained through a complete k1-16 education that 

businesses require for employment at any given time. After time T3, the C3 curve 

diverges above and away from the C4 curve. This represents the digital divide that an 

insufficient and technology depleted k1-16 education is incapable of closing. Students 

with a level of technological skill between C4 and C5 will remain in the lower class of 

society. They may even enter the permanent underclass, (below the horizontal axis) to 

live a life of destitution or crime. 

Educational Technology Funding and Its Correlation to Student Achievement 

Measures 

The evidence that there is a common recognition of the need for public school 

students to receive technology education, is reflected in the state goals of technology 

plans submitted by states to the federal government in their bid for technology education 

funding under the No Child Left Behind act (NCLB). The initiative on the federal level to 

support (not mandate) technology education is called “Enhancing Education Through 

Technology” of the NCLB act. See NCLB Tile 2 part D – section 2414 (A).7 It is 

particularly targeted to assist schools designated as “high needs”. The program has been 

in effect since 2004, and since then its funding has been reduced by 60%. A study is 

needed to discover whether or not EETT funding made a difference in student 

achievement as measured by standardized test score results. The results of such a study 
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may add to the case made in this paper that increased technology use by African 

Americans can help close the Achievement gaps they face. A direct cause and effect 

relationship would be difficult to demonstrate, if possible at all. It would be enough to 

show a strong positive correlation between funding levels and achievement and surmise 

from there the claim that increased funding translates into increased instruction on the 

ground, and this in turn results in increased achievement, particularly by African 

American students. One great benefit of such a study is that if such a positive correlation 

between funding levels and student achievement can be demonstrated, it would justify the 

continued EETT funding and the reversal of the trend to cut this funding.  

A Preliminary Research Investigation 

Related to the issue of EETT funding and student achievement, is the study of the 

increasing access to and use of online and collaborative learning environments by African 

Americans. This research investigates how online learning can be utilized in a two-

pronged approach to address the said technology and knowledge gaps faced by African 

Americans. One prong is increased access to higher education programs via online 

learning. The other prong is enhanced pedagogy via collaborative technology tools, 

where exposure of knowledge, scaffolding, fading, and facilitation of higher ordered 

thinking span the environment. The handle of the two prongs is the online learning 

environment itself.  

E-learning, as in fully or partially asynchronous online learning environments, has the 

potential of increasing the access and degree attainment for African Americans, who have 

been traditionally blocked from completing higher education in time frames comparable 

to other groups. Furthermore, the nature of online learning provides opportunities to 



deepen the quality of higher education by providing immediate access to multi-media rich 

learning environments. Intelligent search engines and other software such as artificial 

intelligence systems increasingly augment e-learning environments. These AI tools can 

dynamically feed the learning environment with highly relevant and timely information 

along with tools to enhance that information. This emerging sophistication in technology 

can serve to overcome possible learning difficulties and/or conditions that have defeated 

African Americans from higher education degree attainment. 

Just like some institutions can be diploma mills producing degrees with little value, so 

too can online degree programs be of low quality. There has to me some criterion to filter 

out those institutions offering online programs that have little educational nutritional 

value. There has to be some mechanism for rating the quality of the higher education 

degree programs. Part of this ranking would include how the business community rates 

them in terms of preparing students for the work force. Another measure would come 

from feedback on alumni who will report on how successful they were in leveraging the 

online degree to get a job in their chosen discipline. Another measure is how graduate 

programs regard graduates of the online degree, and the rates in which they accept 

students with an online degree. This all speaks to the need to ensure that a sound 

pedagogy is incorporated into the roll out of online degree programs. Technology in and 

of its self is no panacea for the achievement gaps faced by minorities. Research in this 

topic will have to filter out institutions that deliver online learning with poor pedagogical 

backing. 

Will a rise in enrollments of African Americans into online learning higher education 

programs will contribute to an increase in their timely degree completion rates, and thus 



the closing of the knowledge and achievement gaps they face? Another measure would 

be to track the correlation between students who enter online higher education programs 

and the rates at which they attain employment in fields that require technological 

expertise. This can be compared to the correlation between those African Americans who 

are in traditional higher education programs that have minimal usage of online learning, 

and rates of their employments in the same fields. I would be sure to separate African 

Americans attending public colleges and universities from those attending private 

colleges and universities. My expectation is that the rates and timeliness of degree 

completion of African Americans across disciplines will increase nationally with the 

increase in their participation in online learning degree programs. 

To show that there is no fall off in the quality of the online degree it is necessary to 

compare the rates at students who completed online higher education programs are 

accepted into graduate degree programs, in comparison to students who completed 

traditional bachelor degree programs and are accepted to comparable programs. My 

expectation is that as the online learning environments mature in their capacities, 

integration, support systems, and general acceptability as a legitimate means of delivering 

expert knowledge and quality education, that graduate programs will accept more and 

more students with bachelor degree credentials. This will positively affect the rates at 

which African Americans, who make aggressive use of this educational option, enter into 

graduate degree programs.  

To add qualitative insight into this inquiry it would be necessary to create a survey for 

online learner degree completers. Some questions asked of them would be: 

1) Why they opted for an online degree program verses a traditional degree? 



2) What challenges did they face in adapting to this mode of instruction? 

3) How optimistic were they that the degree would pay off in landing them a job? 

4) What were their responsibilities beyond the degree program, (i.e. work, 

dependants, other)? 

5) How long did it take to find a job that utilizes the degree? 

6) How relevant do they see their degree to the job obtained after completing the 

degree? 

7) Would they recommend an online degree over a traditional degree to others? 

A Need for Sloan & Allen Reporting by Ethnicity 

The measures mentioned above would be a part of a longitudinal study similar to the 

Sloan & Allen longitudinal study of online learning. The Sloan & Allen national and state 

reports on online learning give the kind of trend analysis that I am interested in. A high 

level summary of the 2008 Sloan & Allen report shows that over 3.9 million students 

were taking at least one online course in 2007; a 12 percent increase over the number 

reported the previous year. The 12.9 percent growth rate for online enrollments far 

exceeds the 1.2 percent growth of the overall higher education student population. Over 

twenty percent of all U.S. higher education students were taking at least one online 

course in the fall of 2007. Online education is a major shaping factor in public education, 

and I am keenly interested in that impact it can and will have on achievement outcomes 

for African Americans. The Sloan and Allen trend reports are not broken down by race. I 

don’t know if this break down is feasible. It is well worth investigating. If it were 

available I would compare and contrast the growing usage of online learning of African 

Americans to that of other racial/ethnic groups to discover if there is an increasing 



national trend of African Americans usage of online learning as a means of obtaining a 

higher education degree.  

It is increasingly the case that government and state expenditures in educational 

initiatives have to be justified by empirical data obtained through longitudinal studies. It 

is to be expected that this will be the case with initiatives, national and statewide, directed 

to improving the educational achievement of African Americans as a group and other 

groups who are on the depressed side of the digital divide. Without such hard evidence it 

is unlikely that the much needed sustained effort will be deployed to close this 

achievement gap that results in structural employment disparities between African 

Americans and other groups.  

The CUNY Model 

The CUNY study on its own “stopped out” problem8 has shown that the academic 

difficulty was not the issue for these students; nor was it problems with CUNY 

specifically. What then? To do a global paraphrase of the students queried, life happened 

- the need to work full-time, to provide childcare, and so on. This is likely one problem 

that defeats African American students nationally. It was the view of CUNY 

administration that asynchronous online instruction can eliminate the scheduling 

difficulties that have defeated so many students. It can also, by virtue of its form of 

access, transform and heighten the nature of learning. CUNY recognized a chance to 

address a profound need for access with an enhanced form of learning tailored to the 

ever-changing modern world and workplace through an online degree. This vision can 

and must be extended to a national level.  
                                                
8 (Otte 2007) 



CUNY decided on an online baccalaureate program for degree completers. It would 

speak directly to the matter of access, the heart of CUNY's mission, with a clear 

recognition that online instruction was also a critical need for a local population for 

whom time, not distance, is the issue. Ultimately, these were not mutually exclusive 

choices. What a degree-completer’s program most needed was a traditional take on 

general education, one that would maximize the transferability of credits the student 

came with. But that could be capped with an innovative, interdisciplinary major, an 

interweaving of social sciences leavened with communication and communication theory. 

CUNY decided on a program with a strong liberal arts base but a genuinely unique 

interdisciplinary concentration, characterized by courses like Global Culture and 

Diversity, Analyzing Organizational Structure and Change, and Studies in Mass 

Communication. It focused on cultivating the thinking, communication, and research 

skills needed across a spectrum of job sectors and graduate programs today. 

CUNY implemented an online degree program to ensure intensive student support 

including effective and consistent contact for applications, careful follow-through and 

prompt transfer credit evaluation, as well as ongoing advisement once students were 

admitted and enrolled. The CUNY online degree program had a 90% degree completion 

rate, the largest proportion were minority students. Just twenty students were suspended 

for poor academic performance. More than half declared the courses no more difficult 

than traditional college courses. Nearly three-quarters reported that their learning 

experience was richer than in classroom-based courses. The general sentiment from 

students is that paying the bills and pursuing that ever more necessary degree no longer 



needs to be mutually exclusive. 9 These results point to the possible success of wider state 

and national initiatives that promote online learning as a means for closing the African 

American achievement gaps in terms of completing higher education programs. This 

model can be extended to all levels of public education, starting at the primary school 

level, to promote academic success of all underachieving groups. 

Implementing a Culturally Sensitive Online Learning Project for Public School 

Students in Urban Districts  

The objective of bridging the gap between the technological haves and have-nots, 

particularly for students in urban schools, begins in primary school. What follows are 

detail operational methods for rolling out online collaborative learning spaces on the 

secondary school level. This project will avail students in urban schools to the latest in 

collaborative online learning technologies. The aim is to deliver collaborative instruction 

from a culturally sensitive pedagogical framework that considers the particular learning 

styles, strengths, weaknesses, interests, aspirations, and challenges of urban students. The 

focus is not on one technology tool per-say, but rather on an over all methodology aimed 

at enhancing education through the use of collaborative technologies, and through 

utilizing accumulated knowledge capital contributed by students and experts. This project 

is similar to the CUNY "Black Male Initiative" and the CUNY Online Baccalaureate 

programs in that the overarching goal is to close the achievement gap. However, the 

focus method here is on collaborative educational technologies. This project is not gender 

specific, and though it focuses on minority students, it is open to all urban students.  

                                                
9 (Otte 2007, 9-14) 



Pedagogical Approaches Supporting the Research Project 

I relate the implementation of the project objectives to some of the pedagogical 

models and approaches of James Paul Gee as expounded in his book, “What Video 

Games Have to Teach Us about Learning and Literacy”, as well as to those of the NRC 

report “How People Learn”10. I find that the theories behind these two works can be 

extended effectively to address the unique educational challenges faced by students in 

urban high schools with respect to their adapting to the technological demands of the 21st 

century. Gee offers some unique and insightful educational learning principles that can be 

used to describe the state of technology usage of urban students as well as pedagogical 

practices that can enhance their learning. In my research project I will focus on Gee’s 

concepts of “semiotic domains”, “affinity groups”, “identity”, and “achievement”, and 

relate these concepts to the enhancement of curricula through deployment of the online 

collaborative learning spaces. 

The NRC report “How People Learn” also offers critical insights into how the use of 

technology, backed by sound pedagogical principles can enhance the learning of urban 

high school students and help close the knowledge and achievement gaps they face. I will 

focus on two areas of discussion in the report: that of using technology as a scaffolding 

and modeling tool, as well as using technology to enhance learning by giving students 

and teachers more opportunities for feedback, and for engaging in virtual learning 

communities. The online collaborative learning spaces can provide opportunities of these 

students to collaborate with peers, teachers, and other stakeholders, through virtual 

learning spaces, or what the report refers to as “Collaboratories”. I plan to investigate 

                                                
10 (NRC 1999, 194-218) 



how leveraging the “Collaboratory” experience can enhance the overall educational and 

experience and performance of African American students in urban education. 

Requirements for the Online Collaborative Environment 

The following table details the requirements of the online collaborative learning 

environment.  

 Teacher can creates new content to augment any pre-existing content. 

 Student authors and mashes up content. 

 Organize teacher and student authored content in context of the lesson. 

 Allow for shared objects and models. 

 Allow for organization of authored Asynchronous content 

 Allow for synchronous dialog 

 Allow for controlled multi-user access to content 

 Handle wide array of multimedia objects 

 Ease of use 

 Scalability to Web 2.0 tools 

 Easy setup and access 

 Scalable cost 

 Capture student feedback 

 Allow for simultaneous or near simultaneous control and manipulation of objects 

within the context of a lesson.  

These areas would be assessed in a given locality on a scale of: none existent, 

recently implemented, low, medium, and high). It would be important to give a locality 

periodic feedback on how well it is doing with regards to its implementation of a 

collaborative learning environment across the curricula. The promise of such feedback 



and subsequent advice would be a selling point to encourage a school to participate in 

this project initiative. 

General Planning Considerations  

Long range planning for this project entails analyzing the feasibility of getting it into 

public schools identified as “in need of improvement” under the NCLB act. There will be 

many hurdles to overcome in order to accomplish this goal. Furthermore: 

1) The project will have to have the sound footing of research into the developmental 

needs and attitudes of urban students towards computer technologies, online learning 

spaces, and culturally sensitive pedagogy and instruction. 

2) The low level of technology infrastructure and maintenance in schools that have 

primarily Black and Latino students may be a hindrance to implementation. 

3) The lack of training of school personnel in computer technology and application usage 

must also be taken into account. This problem can be partially mitigated by making the 

collaborative spaces highly user friendly, moving much of the setup and operational 

requirements onto administrators on the server level and away from end users, and 

providing ongoing support and professional development to teachers who are part of the 

project. 

4) Project leaders must stay abreast of project funding through each phase of 

implementation. 

Project Piloting Considerations 

Some important consideration in implementing a pilot program include: 



1) Pick a school and grade level that already has a decent technology infrastructure along 

with educators and staff trained on how to utilize and maintain the technology 

infrastructure. I will continue with a pilot at my charter school. 

2) Identify and settle on collaborative/shareware software applications that facilitate 

collaborative online learning.  

3) Avail students of expert knowledge capital held by role models in a particular field, via 

the learning space. 

4) Identify specific content areas and lesson objectives to pilot. These will be culturally 

sensitive lessons. 

5) Focus initially on content areas where the achievement gap is high and where results 

can be measured in the timeframe of the project, such as math. Capture participant 

demographic information and feedback about attitudes and performance on lessons, using 

pre- and post-tests of attitude such as surveys, and performance in class. 

6) Identify suitable shareware/collaborative applications in the targeted subject matter. 

7) Have a control group to compare the groups using technology to those in classes not 

using technology. 

8) Report any observations and results to the pedagogy and technology design teams, 

who would in turn to modify future releases of the project based on user feedback and 

progress. Once the pilot project has achieved its initial goals, it can be moved to the next 

phase of getting replicated to other sites, in which case, aggregate statistics would be 

gathered on the progress of the expanded project. 



9) The ongoing progress and results of the project will be posted in educational journals 

and forwarded to communities in other urban areas such as New York City and Chicago, 

as well as educational policy makers at the local, state, and national level. 

10) Consult with educational research institutions that support innovative projects such as 

this, in order to utilize burgeoning ideas from technology experts on collaborative online 

learning methodologies and pedagogy, particularly related to cognitive apprenticeship, to 

improve the quality and dynamic delivery of distance learning spaces and culturally 

sensitive content. 

11) Explore how this project can be piloted under the umbrella of existing initiatives, like 

the CUNY Black Male initiative, which may be interested in incorporating the project 

and scaling it up. 

Project Implementation Goals at CREATE Charter H.S.  

This school year I have utilized the Moodle technology to deliver on-line 

collaborative instruction mixed with face-to-face instruction (hybrid courses) in my math 

courses at CREATE Charter H.S. Moodle is an on-line course content management 

systems. I am investigating how to integrate this software into the math curricula in 

conjunction other technologies such as Geometer’s Sketchpad and Maple 12 and 

graphing calculators, for the purpose of enhancing learning in algebra. My classroom has 

10 new networked computers and all of my students are registered on the Moodle. 

Below are some definite immediate pedagogical goals I hope to achieve with the 

implementation of the Moodle technology in terms of the mathematics department at 

CREATE Charter H.S.   I hope to demonstrated that: 



1) By extending the traditional face-to-face learning environment through asynchronous 

and collaborative learning activities, as with the Moodle, student learning is 

enhanced.  

2) Through the extra time spent considering & learning topics through the Moodle 

outside normal classroom time, students gain a richer and deeper learning experience. 

3) The organized management of supplemental multi-media objects and models through 

the Moodle, can help students gain a greater grasp of the problem domain, as well as 

perceive novel ways of solving problems, thereby improve the quality of student 

work. 

4) That pervasive integration of Moodle technology into the curriculum facilitates a 

greater exposure of the students thought processes, and provides the student with 

greater opportunities for meta-cognition.  The greater interaction of teacher-to-

student, and student-to-student provides the student with critical feedback into their 

thought processes, which in turn enhances student higher ordered thinking. 

5) Utilizing this approach of enhancing the curriculum with Moodle students who have 

been traditionally weak in math, improve their overall class performance, and perhaps 

even standardized test scores (NJ HSPA). 

Though my focus and emphasis in on my math students, I hope the benefits of infusing 

the Moodle technology in the school curricula will extend beyond my math department to 

all departments of the school, as well as to our middle school.   Furthermore, I hope that 

this implementation can serve as a model for other schools.   



Project Evaluation at CREATE Charter H.S. 

I plan to evaluate the impact implementing the Moodle in my school by having both 

students and teachers answer survey questions as to their opinions on using the Moodle 

and other technologies in this classroom.  A liker scale from 1-7 will be used.  Survey 

questions asked of students and teachers may include: 

1) How familiar are you with the Moodle technology? 

2) Enhancing our school curricula with the Moodle technology has thus far had a 

positive effect on increasing student engagement in class.     

3) Enhancing our school curricula with the Moodle technology has thus far had a 

positive effect on increasing the inter-department collaboration.   

4) Enhancing our school curricula with the Moodle technology has thus far had a 

positive effect on positive effect on improving our students' understanding of the 

course learning objectives. 

5) Enhancing our school curricula with the Moodle technology has thus far had a 

positive effect on improving overall standardized test results.   

6) Enhancing our school curricula with Moodle technology has thus far had a 

positive effect on positive effect on improving our students' quality of work. 

7) Enhancing our school curricula with the Moodle technology has thus far had a 

positive effect on improving students' college readiness.    

8) Enhancing our school curricula with Moodle technology has thus far had a 

positive effect on improving our students' job marketability. 

 



The surveys will be given at the end of the third and fourth marking periods to all 

students and teachers, to see if their attitudes and views have changed with greater 

familiarity and utilization of the Moodle through the course of the school year.  Care will 

be given to the precise phrasing of the questions to avoid bias and misinterpretation. I 

expect to give a final report on the project, including and analysis of the surveys, by the 

end of the school 2009-2010 school year. 

The CREATE Charter H.S. Moodle website address is: create.mrooms2.net. The 

Moodle is already fully operational, and out of the approximately 300 high school 

students, 100 middle school students, and 35 teachers, there are currently approximately 

200 registered users though only my students are using it regularly as I am the only 

teacher thus far driving this process.  A general introduction of the site was given to all 

teachers on 9/23/09.  Overall it seems that there was teacher buy in.  Follow up 

discussions will likely occur during the course of the school year. 

Maintaining and Extending the Project 

The central core of the project is fidelity to delivery of expert knowledge to African 

American students in ways that are sensitive the learning styles, needs, aspirations, and 

standards of African Americans. This will be done by polling African American parents, 

students, and educators on what they believe African American students should learn in 

these collaborative distance learning spaces, and how content should be delivered. Also 

central to the success of the project is that educators with a critical theory behind their 

pedagogical methods are involved in the design, implementation, and ongoing evolution 

of the project. The project will no doubt be buffeted by racist elements in the society, but 



contingencies for this will be put on the table upfront with the foresight that a CRT 

perspective provides. 

It will be important that the project is flexible/adaptable to the changing technologies, 

changing self-definitions of the African American community, and changing relations 

with other communities. It will be important to learn from models of what is doable from 

educational sectors that are less constrained by the negative effects of institutionalized 

racism (i.e. private Black schools on all levels). This project will likely take root and 

flourish faster in more or less independent private Black institutions than in public urban 

schools. However, it is important that the average African American student is taught 

how to work in collaborative technology enhanced spaces to remain competitive in a 

society that determines winners and losers increasingly by the levels to which one can 

manage and exploit advances in technology. 

This project should be placed in the larger context of being a be a model for cross-

cultural exchange. It should also have as a major objective to survive and neutralize as 

much as possible racism locally, nationally, and internationally. As the project expands to 

larger arenas, it will be vital that it is governed by people with wider perspectives of 

global education and global obstructions to the educational advancement of 

underprivileged groups. Finally it will be important to extend this model for bridging the 

technology gap between haves and have-nots to all traditionally oppressed groups, not 

only within America but also in any locality. This can certainly be a model for any group. 

Perhaps the availability of such a model, and its implementation across disparate groups 

will be a meaningful vehicle for breaking down barriers across cultures. Perhaps if 

African Americans can bridge the technological learning gap between Blacks and Whites, 



we will also be able to bridge economic and social gaps as well. If we can close the 

achievement gap faced by lower achieving groups, we would have learned valuable 

praxis for closing the achievement gap between America and other countries that have 

surpassed America in student achievement. 
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