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Meet Patrick Larkin

Patrick Larkin was a high 
school administrator in 
Massachusetts. Each day, 
he was faced with chal-
lenging situations involv-
ing student technology and 
social media. Students were 
often punished for using cell 
phones during class, post-
ing inappropriate pictures to 
Facebook, or cyberbullying 
one another at night through 

chats and websites. Patrick knew that many other administra-
tors chose to ignore the issue or, even worse, required students 
to power down when they entered the school building. After 
lots of reading (via the curation tools in Chapter 3!), Patrick 
decided to take a different approach.
 Instead of fearing social media and technology in school, 
he embraced it. Patrick signed up for Twitter and started a blog 
for his school. He asked students to help him throughout 

Job Name: 585404                PDF Page: txt_585404.p51.pdf

Reproduced with permission from Swanson, Professional Learning in the Digital Age: 
The Educator's Guide to User-Generated Learning. Copyright 2013 Eye On Education, Inc. 

Larchmont, NY. All rights reserved. www.eyeoneducation.com



36  Professional Learning in the Digital Age

the project, and many of the students added content to the 
school blog each day. Content ranged from advertisements for 
upcoming social events to requests for suggestions about next 
year’s musical. See the students’ lively responses to Patrick’s 
blog post on page 37.
 In addition, Patrick engaged with his students on Twitter. 
Students tweeted him about their concerns, issues, and ideas. 
In most high schools, students don’t have the opportunity 
to share ideas with the principal. Thanks to user-generated 
learning, Patrick’s students can do this regularly. Now, stu-
dents at Patrick’s school have a strong digital role model: their 
principal.

NEXT YEAR’s Musical
This entry was posted on April 13, 2012. Bookmark the permalink. 8 Comments

What Musical Should we do next year?

Many factors go into choosing the musical every year.

• As always, we try to select shows that will highlight the talent we have. (Some shows 
require a trained male dancer. I don’t know any trained male dancers in the school).

• What shows will people want to come see? (this year’s show was the lowest selling show 
in 5 years.)

• What shows will the students get excited about? (Beauty & The Beast had over 100 kids 
in the cast).

• What shows will the staff enjoy working on? (Someone on the staff should be passionate 
about the material we will have to spend months of time and energy on).

• What shows can feature a very large ensemble? (We have traditionally accepted everyone 
who auditions).

• What shows are appropriate for this age? (RENT would be very popular, but contains 
adult themes of drug use and sexual behavior which make many people very  
uncomfortable).

• What shows are available? (we must obtain the rights and pay royalties, many shows 
that are on Broadway such as Wicked are not available. Chicago is restricted, Grease is 
limited due to high demand).

If you have suggestions that you feel fit all of these categories, please feel free to send in 
your suggestions.

Reproduced from http:// burlingtonmusic .wordpress .com/ 2012/ 04/ 13/ next -years -musical/ .
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 Stephanie says:
April 16, 2012 at 7:39 pm

We should do high school musical

Reply

 Marilyn says:
April 19, 2012 at 10:32 am

Bye Bye Birdie! Funny charachters, silly plot, lots of dancing, plenty of teenage extras! I think the 
kids will love the telephone scene! It will be fun for them to see how we communicated as teens!

Reply

 David says:
April 19, 2012 at 10:35 am

Cats? (qualification: I’ve never seen it)

Reply

 April says:
April 19, 2012 at 1:24 pm

Would love to see West Side Story! I don’t think BHS has ever done it.

Reply

 Stephanie says:
April 19, 2012 at 2:28 pm

West Side Story is a great idea. It does have a dance hall scene that can accomodate 
(probably) any number of actors.

Reply

 Cathy says:
April 24, 2012 at 4:11 pm

Cats and West Side Story are both awesome choices.

Reply

 B. says:
April 29, 2012 at 7:10 pm

Jesus Christ Superstar or Guys and Dolls?

Reproduced from http:// burlingtonmusic .wordpress .com/ 2012/ 04/ 13/ next -years -musical/ .
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38  Professional Learning in the Digital Age

Being Thoughtful About Digital Tools

Many of the curation methods recommended in this book rely 
on the use of digital tools. However, I caution you to tread 
carefully and thoughtfully when using new digital tools. To 
cite Bill Ferriter and Adam Garry, authors of Teaching the iGen-
eration (2010),

To put it simply, human patterns for interacting with ideas 
are changing dramatically. Making sure that your students 
end up on the right side of this new digital divide starts 
with intentional efforts to introduce the kinds of tools, 
strategies, and behaviors that make information manage-
ment, fluency, and evaluation easy. (p. 31)

However, the authors also state that using tools thoughtlessly 
will cause schools to miss the mark:

Instead of recognizing that tomorrow’s professions will 
require workers who are intellectually adept—able to 
identify bias, manage huge volumes of information, per-
suade, create, and adapt—teachers and district technol-
ogy leaders wrongly believe that tomorrow’s professions 
will require workers who know how to blog, use wikis, 
or create podcasts. As a result, schools sprint in new digi-
tal directions with little thought, spending thousands on 
technology before carefully defining the kinds of learn-
ing that they value most. The consequences are high-tech 
classrooms delivering meaningless, low-level instructional 
experiences. (p. 7)

 It’s clear that we must always frame the use of digital 
tools within the context of meaningful learning. When using 
the tools described in this chapter, always remember to ask 
yourself the following: How or why will this tool enhance my 
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professional learning? If you can’t answer that question for 
yourself, skip the tool.

Building Robust Professional Digital Footprints

Many teachers are afraid of their digital footprints, feeling 
that the only safe choice is to stay away from online portals. 
If you are using virtual spaces for professional learning, it only 
serves to enhance your digital footprint. Think about the mod-
eling you could provide to your students, who often make 
poor, uninformed choices in digital spaces. We often chastise 
and reprimand students for making poor choices online. How-
ever, if there are no adults whom they know and respect in the 
online space, then the absence of viable models contributes to 
the problem. I once asked a preteen why she was publicly post-
ing pictures from a recent slumber party. The response? “Well, 
everyone is doing it—who cares?” Although I was tempted 
to break out my grandmother’s “jump off a bridge” taunt, 
I stopped and reflected upon the child’s words. She was right. 
The only people in the online space were other naïve preteens. 
If adults were serving as models, their example would cer-
tainly assist children in making good decisions.
 When I post online, I picture my grandmother and my 
boss reading the post at the same time. As long as I see a smile 
on both their faces, I press the post button. (NOTE: This strat-
egy only works if your grandmother is not Betty White.)

Quantity Over Quality with Digital Footprints

We’ve been taught that quality, not quantity, is important. 
While I still agree that this is fundamentally true, it is not the 
way of the World Wide Web. Google searches, rankings, and 
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other lists highly depend on the quantity of materials that 
users produce. While Google uses many different algorithms 
to produce what users are searching for, it was created based 
upon the number of sources linked to the page or site (Levy, 
2011). This means that pages referenced frequently are more 
legitimate, more popular, and more likely to give you the 
answer you need. So what does this mean when you “Google 
yourself”? It means that the more legitimate content you’ve 
posted, the better. The more blog comments, webpages, and 
curation collections that are linked to your name, the more 
likely you are to achieve the goal of maintaining a positive 
digital footprint. If you’ve ever made a bad choice about post-
ing something online, deleting it will not erase it from popular 
searches in Google or Bing. Your best defense is to post copi-
ous amounts of positive, intellectually stimulating material. 
Then your “mistake” will be buried by newer search results.
 Joan was a first-year high school teacher in the Midwest. 
She was highly conservative, and she followed all the recom-
mendations given to her by the university that she attended: 
stay off Facebook and don’t post online. However, during her 
first few months on the job, Joan’s students posted her picture 
on the infamous website Hot or Not, and soon students from 
the school were “rating” her. To add insult to injury, the post-
ing was brought to Joan’s attention by the parents of one of 
her students. Mortified, Joan told her principal about the situ-
ation. To Joan’s horror, there was nothing the school could do 
about the incident because it had not happened during school 
time. Joan decided to talk to the school librarian, a huge fan 
of social media, to find out how to fix her situation. “Start a 
website, start a blog, and get on Twitter,” recommended the 
librarian. That advice went against all of Joan’s instincts. But 
since things couldn’t get much worse, she decided to try it. 
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After a few months of positive posts about her teaching, the 
“Hot or Not” page was buried in search results for her name. 
It had almost (!) disappeared. Joan shared her experience with 
the staff at her school and teamed up with the school librarian 
to encourage all teachers to take control of the conversation 
about them online.

It’s Okay to “Stalk”

It’s likely that all this talk about posting appropriate things 
online is enough to make even the most dedicated teacher-
learner a bit hesitant. It’s okay to “stalk.” This means that you 
take advantage of digital resources without actually posting 
anything. This is often a good method to use at first. Digital 
curation can be done relatively anonymously. Many teacher 
leaders are excited to share what they’ve learned with just 
about anyone. Most “stalkers” choose to jump into the fray 
after some time because they simply can’t refrain from giving 
their input on a topic or blog post. And that’s good!

Everything, Even Curation, Has a Season

Digital curation has become very popular in the last five years. 
One reason is that many teachers are embracing positive digi-
tal footprints and openly sharing their work. However, many 
other factors in digital and physical environments also con-
tribute to the efficacy and desirability of aggregating, evaluat-
ing, and organizing content.
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The Open Education Movement 
Supports Curation

Curation is reliant on the existence of freely available, high-
quality content. In the past ten years, some of the most presti-
gious institutions and think tanks have started to publish their 
best material in free online spaces. Beginning in 2011, Stanford 
and Harvard offered several of their courses for free online 
(Colman, 2011). (Students don’t receive credit, but they do 
have the opportunity to attend office hours with a professor.) 
Harvard even recently published video overviews of all its 
general education courses online (Harvard Program in Gen-
eral Education, 2012). (See them here: http:// goo .gl/ 7FgcF).
 Regarding open access in the scientific community, Michael 
Carroll (2011), a member of the Creative Commons board, 
wrote,

Getting open access right matters because the new publish-
ing model is designed to increase the pace and impact of 
scientific communication through the power of the Inter-
net. Immediate, free publication increases the audience for 
scientific research and overcomes the increasingly high 
barrier to access imposed by the traditional, subscription 
based publishing model.  (n.p.)

 The open education movement is also growing beyond 
the walls of higher education. Sites such as P2PU (http:// 
p2pu .org) give users access to free content, and they can run 
courses themselves. Sites like YouPD (http:// youpd .org) use a 
“badge system” to help learners master complex instructional 
techniques and technology hacks.
 It is clear that the open education movement strives to 
tear down the divides between the “information haves” and 
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the “information have-nots.” Because many people believe 
in unfettered access to knowledge, your curation will be 
deeper, richer, and more reliable. (The access to such high-
quality content has deep ramifications for teaching—but that’s 
another book!)

Curation Honors Brain Research

In the learning process, remembering, selecting, organizing, 
and categorizing are all essential parts. In her book Design 
for How People Learn, Julie Dirksen (2011) describes the brain 
as a closet. (I prefer to think of brains as really sophisticated 
walk-in closets bordered with fine oak . . .) Placing something 
on a shelf or hanger creates a pathway for you to recall the 
information in the future. Therefore, the act of curation forces 
your brain to create neural connections to specifically defined 
shelves in your brain. While this closet metaphor may be 
overly simplistic in many contexts, it certainly does explain 
why you remember exactly what you tagged or filed.
 Think about it. How many times have you pictured exactly 
where the file folder was located in your cabinet even though 
you couldn’t remember the contents of the file? Or perhaps 
you could visualize the page in the textbook that held the 
answer to the test question even though you could not remem-
ber the actual answer. These common experiences exhibit the 
power and strength of building cognitive schema while learn-
ing. Curating, tagging, and organizing provide your brain 
with multiple access points to the same content, allowing you 
to think flexibly and identify patterns.
 The longer you curate, the more varied and complex your 
organization systems become. It’s also not unusual for certain 
curation tools to wax and wane as you travel through your 
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learning journey. As your interests change, so do your patterns 
of information management. Curation is the process by which 
you make meaning out of information in a brain-friendly way.

Remember Patrick?

Patrick is still using social media to help connect with his stu-
dents in an appropriate way. Just recently, Patrick used Twitter 
with his students to celebrate “Poem in Your Pocket Day.” Stu-
dents shared their favorite poems via Twitter and built excite-
ment for literacy within the learning community. See page 45 
for a summary of his favorite submissions.
 Think you can’t get high school students engaged with 
poetry? Think again! Through the use of social media, Patrick 
has engaged his students and raised their opinion of the rel-
evance of the art. His students see their school as a place that 
reflects the interactivity and connectivity that exists in their 
lives outside school. Meeting students where they are creates 
a healthy, productive educational climate.
 Even better, Patrick has been able to create a seismic shift 
in the way that the media portray his school online. Instead 
of waiting to see what the local newspapers write about the 
school, Patrick has proactively partnered with local media 
outlets. The Burlington affiliate of the Boston Globe directly 
links to his Twitter feed and blog. Patrick has taken control 
of his school’s digital footprint. Now he, not  an uninformed 
reporter, is the author of the school’s presence.
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