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Friend or Foe?
Throughout the past several years, I have been fortunate to teach in a school that has two SMART boards available for use in instruction. One is permanently mounted in our Library/Media center, and the other is on a mobile cart in my classroom. This was the first year that it was stored in my classroom for the duration of the entire year. As a result, I decided to make integration of the SMART board into my teaching across academic areas my professional objective for the year. Consequently, this year I used this tool more than ever, and I have to say that there are both pros and cons associated with its usage. Upon reading the article, “Interactive whiteboards: boon or bandwagon?” I found myself nodding in agreement with many of their findings, both positive and negative.
The SMART board is definitely a tool that helps bring multimedia and multisensory characteristics into instruction. Through use of this interactive tool, educators are able to create lessons integrating various forms of interactive, multimedia. Sound, animation, movies, graphics, and motion can be incorporated with ease into the teaching of various skills and concepts. Students are able to write, draw, and move various objects throughout lessons. Students can also play interactive review games such as Jeopardy. Because of these characteristics, educators can also tap into varying learning styles and modalities. In doing so, students become more engaged, highly motivated, and retention of learning can increase.   

Each time my students see that I will be using the SMART board for my lesson, they cheer. They are so excited they can barely sit in their chairs. Consequently, because they are so motivated by the tool being used to relay the content, they cannot wait to participate in the learning. Participation in these lessons is usually 100%. Even my shyest students, who normally would never raise their hand to participate, are up at the board interacting successfully and demonstrating their learning. Because of this increased active learning, my students have demonstrated more long term retention of skills, concepts, and strategies. Essentially, they remember that experience because it was so exciting for them. On the other hand, this heightened participation can also have its downfalls. Because every student wants to participate, and we want to let every student participate, the lessons sometimes become quite lengthy. This unfortunately can lead to boredom. I have definitely had this experience happen a couple of times, and I found that the best remedy to this has been to use the SMART board more frequently. If the students have increased opportunities to use this tool, then they will be better about taking turns using it. Some can participate on it during one lesson, and others can get a chance later on.

Another positive quality of the SMART board is that it helps make teaching more efficient for educators. Although it does take longer to create lessons for the SMART board, this is time that is well invested. Once the lessons are designed and created, they are already prepared and available for use in the following years. Additionally, minor revisions can easily be made to the lessons in order to improve the instruction for the future, or to better meet the needs of one’s new students. I have created many lessons for use on the SMART board, and I love being able to quickly pull them up on my computer with just a few simple clicks. It is definitely a time-saver that I enjoy. 

Although I really enjoy the SMART board, and I have had many positive teaching experiences with it, I also feel that it can have its downfalls. One thing I have found in designing lessons for use with this tool is that it can limit the types of questions I ask my students. The questions tend to be more literal in nature, with either a right or a wrong answer. So much of our curriculum revolves around promoting and enhancing open-ended responses and inquiry learning. The SMART board and now the SMART response tools are characterized more by multiple choice and one-answer responses. Yes, there are some lessons that can be more open-ended in nature; however, they are limited. A couple more open-ended include lessons like: making and breaking words, finding qualities of good writing in a piece, and doing an activity like pass the pen (where each student adds to the story).Yet, these lessons are not the norm, and more time needs to be devoted to the design of higher level lessons for this interactive board. 
Another frustration I have with the SMART board is the physical setups in our building. The SMART board housed in the Library/Media center is permanently mounted on the wall; however, it is merely used as a projector screen. What a waste of an excellent piece of technology! The SMART board I have in my classroom belongs to the entire school. Consequently, it is on a mobile cart so that everyone can have access to it. Therefore, when I plan on using it, I need to factor in setup time for it. I need to move desks around, get the LCD projector cart, and hook everything up. Essentially, it becomes a mini-project to actually get the tool ready for use in the lesson. The ideal scenario would be a SMART board that is permanently mounted on my wall, with an LCD projector suspended from the ceiling with remote control access. Or, a station similar to the ones at CCSU would also work well. At times, I honestly shy away from using the SMART board because of the time it takes me to get everything set up. In fact, I am not the only one that avoids it. The only other teacher that has come to borrow the SMART board all year has been my colleague next door (and that is because I have motivated her to use it). Mind you, there are approximately twenty-five classroom teachers in my building, and I have never had to fight anyone to use the SMART board. Additionally, the SMART board is an older model, and because it has been shuffled around for several years, it does not work as effectively as it once did. I often find myself telling my students that although this tool is called a SMART board, it is really not very “smart.” Again, because of the setup, I find that I often have to orient the board frequently throughout a single lesson. Students kick the base of the carts, thus sending everything off kilter. I continue to work on grants to hopefully make my dream technological classroom come true! 
Finally, another critical piece involving SMART board integration and usage is professional development. This is so important. People will not use this tool if they have not received adequate training on what it is, its capabilities, and on how to integrate it effectively into curriculum instruction. Time needs to be provided for practice and creating quality lessons. If time is not provided, many educators will not put in the extra time to use it properly. Time also needs to be provided so that educators can share their great lessons with each other. Some of the best learning takes place cooperatively with fellow professionals. Furthermore, there needs to be proper and ample training in designing proper lessons for use with the SMART board. I have seen some pretty awful lessons that have been put together by teachers just so they could say that they created a PowerPoint lesson or a SMART board lesson. I just saw one today. It is part of our new, district-wide science unit on Stewardship of Earth. It is one of the most unprofessionally, poorly designed pieces of instruction (if it can even be called that) that I have ever scene. That someone would think that was quality instruction to distribute to an entire district becomes highly disturbing. Now, I guess if one has not received training in what constitutes solid instructional design, I guess one would not know any better.
Ultimately, there needs to be a balance. There is a place for quality technology integration; however, it should not be contrived. Technology should not just be used for the sake of using technology. There has to be some meaningful substance there. The SMART board is a tool that can help enhance teaching and learning; it should not be used to replace quality instruction. Consequently, depending on how it is used, the SMART board can either be a great instructional friend or foe.
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