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IN A WORLD AWASH IN TECHNOLOGY, what EdTech 
skills and strategies should educators focus on to ensure they are making 
the best use of online spaces for classroom learning? How can they 
navigate through the overwhelming number of options in digital tools 
and spaces? How can they guide students in learning best practices?

Teacher, EdTech consultant, and Apple Distinguished Educator Monica
Burns answers these and other questions in this powerful and reader-
friendly guide to incorporating EdTech across all grade levels and subject 
areas, and in both distance-learning and face-to-face environments. 
Readers will gain practical advice on

•	Navigating online spaces,
•	Curating resources,
•	Introducing opportunities for exploring the world, 
•	Developing collaboration structures,
•	Providing time and space to create learning products,
•	Assessing students,
•	Creating opportunities for sharing,
•	Connecting student work to relevant audiences,
•	Developing transferable skills, and
•	Planning for tech-rich learning experiences.

Each chapter explains why the skill or strategy is essential, including 
supporting research, classroom examples, guiding questions for planning 
and reflection, and suggested websites and digital 
tools for classroom use. The book also includes 
access to downloadable forms to help you set 
goals, assess your progress, and build your EdTech 
tool belt.

Timely, accessible, and informed by the author’s
experience and expertise, EdTech Essentials is 
a must-read for educators who want proven 
ways to prepare their students to be productive, 
responsible users of technology both within and
outside the classroom. 
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Introduction: EdTech Essentials 
Every Teacher Should Consider

When we think of “the essentials,” a few things come to mind, such as 
water, food, and shelter. Depending on whom you talk to, some might add 
Wi-Fi, a smartphone, or a favorite book to the list.  Bringing it down to 
the basics, the Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines essential as follows:

• Of the utmost importance
• Something necessary, indispensable, or unavoidable

In today’s environment, the ability to use technology effectively has 
become an essential. New technology has changed how we communicate, 
navigate the world, and create content—and we know more change is 
inevitable. 

In this book, we will examine the EdTech skills and strategies that 
are essential for all students if we want to prepare them to succeed in 
the digital world of today and tomorrow. Although many children have 
access to digital tools both inside and outside of school, the quality of 
those experiences can vary greatly. If we truly believe the role of educa-
tion in society is to prepare all children for success beyond the classroom, 
students must participate in meaningful, robust EdTech experiences. 
Because these kinds of experiences are necessary for every classroom, in 
this book I share stories, ideas, and action items customizable for kinder-
garten through 12th grade and relevant across all subject areas. 

EdTechEssentials.indd   1EdTechEssentials.indd   1 6/21/21   9:01 PM6/21/21   9:01 PM
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EdTech Essentials2

With so much going on in the EdTech space, focusing on the essen-
tials is key. I have narrowed the list to 10 indispensable skills and strat-
egies, highlighting the roles of teachers and students. If you are familiar 
with my book Tasks Before Apps: Designing Rigorous Learning in a Tech-
Rich Classroom (Burns, 2017b), you know I firmly believe that, with all 
things related to technology, learning must be front and center, and digi-
tal tools should be used with intention.

I am often asked to speak on how to “make the most” of educational 
technology. Whether in a keynote presentation or in a casual conversation, 
I often bring it back to the worms—vermicomposting, to be more specific.

As a teacher in New York City, I started my career in a classroom with 
chalk, a chalkboard, and an overhead projector. Then iPads came on the 
scene, and I was lucky enough to pilot a one-on-one initiative with my 
5th graders. So where do the worms come into play? In one corner of my 
classroom was a bright and shiny cart of new iPads, and in another was 
a bucket of worms—a compost bin, to be precise. There was no way we 
could ever drop a banana peel or an apple core into that iPad cart and 
expect anything good to come of it. But if we dropped these compostable 
items into our bin of worms, some serious change would take place. Both 
the cart and the bin had a purpose, and one wouldn’t replace the other.

Finding the balance between strategic use of technology (such as 
the iPads) and all-important hands-on experiences (such as those my 
students had with the compost bin) was a nonnegotiable. Effectively and 
efficiently achieving this balance and being intentional with technology 
use require us to identify essential EdTech strategies. You can incorpo-
rate these essentials into the learning experiences you design for stu-
dents over the course of the school year. I have identified the following 
skills and strategies as the essentials:

• Help students navigate online spaces effectively.
• Curate resources to support all students.
• Introduce opportunities for students to explore the world.
• Develop structures to give students the ability to collaborate.
• Give students time and space to create products of learning.
• Assess students to check for understanding and pivot instruction.
• Provide opportunities for students to share what they have learned.
• Connect student work to a relevant and authentic audience.
• Help students develop skills they can transfer across digital spaces.
• Plan for tech-rich learning experiences.

EdTechEssentials.indd   2EdTechEssentials.indd   2 6/21/21   9:01 PM6/21/21   9:01 PM
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Introduction 3

Although each of these could be a book topic in itself, I have chosen 
to cover each one in a chapter, focusing on its main components. My 
intent is to provide information and tips you can put into action imme-
diately as well as ideas to consider for your future planning. Each chapter 
includes an overview of the skill or strategy being discussed and why it 
is essential, connections to research, classroom examples for all grade 
levels, websites and mobile apps to help build your EdTech tool belt, and 
guiding questions to use for your individual planning and reflection or 
when planning new learning experiences with colleagues.

At the end of the book, you will find resources to help you design and 
implement essential learning experiences for students. Appendix A sum-
marizes some of the big ideas from each chapter to help you prioritize 
how to address the EdTech essentials in your own learning environment. 
Appendix B provides forms to help you set goals, assess your progress, 
and build your EdTech tool belt. These forms are also available for 
download at http://www.ascd.org/ASCD/pdf/books/burns2021-forms.
pdf. Appendix C is a roundup of popular EdTech tools—some free, some 
with a price tag; some from companies I have worked closely with, and 
others from companies that are new on the scene. 

Whether you have been teaching for a few years or a few decades, 
you know every school year is different. In the same way you customize 
learning experiences for each group of students you work with, you can 
take the ideas I share and make them your own. As an educator, you are 
the content expert, and you know your students (and colleagues) best. 
I am here to help make EdTech easier so you can integrate digital tools 
into your traditional, virtual, and hybrid classrooms with intention and 
take advantage of all EdTech has to offer.

EdTechEssentials.indd   3EdTechEssentials.indd   3 6/21/21   9:01 PM6/21/21   9:01 PM

ADVANCE COPY—NOT FINAL. NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION.



5

Help Students Navigate 
Online Spaces Effectively

handle • maneuver • operate • journey • transverse • pass • manage

Whether it is early in the morning or late at night, there is a good chance 
you have already navigated many online spaces in the few or many hours 
you have been awake today. Scrolling through a blog post, clicking on a 
link on Twitter, and using a search engine to find an answer to a question 
are just some of the ways you may have maneuvered across online spaces 
in the past 24 hours.

Given the prevalence of online activity in everyday life, we need to 
ensure students know how to find what they are looking for and how 
to make the most of the information available to them. This capability 
includes taking advantage of every feature within a website or mobile 
app, evaluating and synthesizing the seemingly endless amount of con-
tent available online, and tackling logistical challenges along the way.

Although it might seem at times that the children in our lives can 
pick up a device and immediately find the most popular YouTube video 
or meme of the moment, we know access to devices and quality expe-
riences can vary greatly. All students need to be able to navigate online 
spaces effectively. Let’s look at what it means to navigate online spaces, 
why it is important, and how we can set up learning experiences to help 
students cultivate this skill.

EdTechEssentials.indd   5EdTechEssentials.indd   5 6/21/21   9:01 PM6/21/21   9:01 PM
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EdTech Essentials6

Why Is This Essential?
Whether we are traversing the subway system in New York City or driv-
ing a car above ground, navigation skills are critical when we enter any 
new or familiar physical space. The same holds true when students move 
around an online space.

In this book, I use online spaces as an all-encompassing term to 
describe the content and communication channels students can access 
online. Online spaces can include websites with articles and blog posts, 
video platforms with clips and tutorials, and even mobile apps on a 
smartphone or tablet that present information to students. There are 
more spaces to consume online content than ever before. Names such 
as YouTube, TikTok, and Spotify have entered the lexicon of anyone 
with access to a digital device. People watch more than one billion hours 
of video on YouTube each day (YouTube, n.d.); TikTok users spend an 
average of almost an hour viewing content each day (Mohsin, 2020); and 
Spotify hosts more than half a million podcasts (Spotify, n.d.).

Navigating online spaces effectively is an essential skill that is 
directly tied to media literacy and is a component of media literacy 
education. The National Association for Media Literacy Education 
(NAMLE) defines media literacy education in terms of the skills and 
knowledge a student needs to “access, analyze, evaluate, create, and act” 
using all forms of communication. It defines media as “digital media, 
computers, video games, radio, television, mobile media, print, and 
communication technologies that we have not even dreamed of yet” 
(NAMLE, n.d.).

When and how you introduce navigation skills—and how students 
put them into action—will vary across grade levels and subject areas. 
However, one thing is certain: students of all ages should have ample 
opportunity to practice these skills.

Exploring Digital Features
Consumers are not just part of the food chain or the supply chain. This 
all-encompassing term also includes people (like you, me, and our stu-
dents) who read, view, and listen to content in online spaces.

As consumers of online content, students will come across four 
key items—links, embedded items, images, and video—regardless of the 

EdTechEssentials.indd   6EdTechEssentials.indd   6 6/21/21   9:01 PM6/21/21   9:01 PM
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Help Students Navigate Online Spaces Effectively
 7

device in their hand or on their desk. Later in the chapter, we will discuss 
how to model navigating online spaces with these features in mind. For 
now, let’s consider when they might appear on a student’s screen.

Links
Links appear throughout online spaces and connect students to 

content hosted on a separate page. A link could take users to another 
resource created by the same organization or publication, such as when 
an article mentions an event and provides a link to one of the publi-
cation’s articles covering that event. A link could also take readers to 
another website chosen by the creator of the original resource.

Embedded Items
Online spaces are full of interactive items that give users access to 

extra content. A web designer or an app developer might insert an inter-
active item to connect a reader to other content relevant to the topic. The 
goal of this embedded item, sometimes called a widget, is to add value, 
make a connection, or provide additional information. For example, in 
an online newspaper article about an event in Cairo, you might find an 
embedded item for Google Maps that lets a reader tap and explore a map 
of Cairo as a way to extend the reading experience. In addition to interac-
tive maps, examples of embedded items include the following:

• Video clips
• Timers or countdown clocks
• Slideshows of pictures
• Forms to collect information

Images
Photographs and illustrations appear through-

out online spaces, whether students are scrolling 
through Instagram or opening up a Wikipedia 
entry. Similar to the pictures in a textbook or 
another piece of informational text, both the 
visual on the page and the accompanying caption 
provide information. In the same way students 
learn about using pictures when reading a book, 
students who navigate online spaces view images 

Navigating online spaces may present 
specific challenges for students who 
require additional support using 
digital tools. To make sure you are 
creating equitable spaces for students, 
review the needs of your students 
with accessibility in mind. You may 
want to explore these three resources:

•	 Immersive Reader from Microsoft: 
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/
education/products/learning-tools

•	 Chromebook Accessibility 
Overview: https://edu.google.
com/why-google/accessibility/
chromebooks-accessibility

•	 Apple Accessibility Overview: 
https://www.apple.com/accessibility

EdTechEssentials.indd   7EdTechEssentials.indd   7 6/21/21   9:01 PM6/21/21   9:01 PM
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EdTech Essentials8

as sources of potentially valuable information.  In online spaces such 
as Instagram, where images are the core content on the page, captions 
hold more value than they do when accompanying pictures in longer, 
text-based forms of content. The term microblogging is often associated 
with lengthy captions that provide a narrative or detailed information 
on a subject. 

Video

Although you and I might remember the days 
of rolling a television cart into a classroom, nowa-
days the amount of video students consume and the 
way they access this content have changed greatly. 
Video content is available on multiple platforms, 
and Google even includes the option to search 
for video clips. You can find videos embedded 
in websites in addition to native video platforms 
like YouTube and Vimeo. Video content extends 
beyond these hosting sites and into social spaces 
such as Instagram, TikTok, and Facebook, where it 
is often posted with captions and links.

Guiding Students’ Online 
Search Experiences 
Links, embedded items, images, and video are some 
of the key content types and features students will 
come across in online spaces. Let’s explore how 
you can create, support, and extend learning expe-
riences that involve searching online. Navigating 
online spaces to search for information applies 
to all subject areas. For example, students might 
look for the exact date of a historical event as they 
create a timeline in a social studies classroom or 
seek contact information for a professor at a local 
university so they can send a question related to a 
chemistry experiment. 

We Don’t Know  
What We Don’t Know

Sometimes you will want students to 
go off on a deep-dive search to iden-

tify a question or topic they would 
like to explore further. In a 1st grade 

classroom, you might share QR codes 
that students can scan to access 

links to a few short video clips. They 
can watch the clips to help them 
decide which animal they would 

like to research before reading an 
informational text or starting a social 
studies unit on an area that is home 
to an endangered species. In a high 

school classroom, you might send 
students off with a big idea such as 

“climate change” and then allow 
time for them to search broadly. 

Students can gather ideas on subtop-
ics to investigate with more purpose 
during a unit on persuasive writing 
or environmental science. Here are 
some examples of simple searches 

that can lead to deep-dive searches:

•	 1st grade—Simple: How much 
rain fell last summer? Deep dive:
Why does it rain more in one state
than in another?

•	 4th grade—Simple: What year 
did Arizona become a state? Deep 
dive: Why did Arizona gain state-
hood after the 13 colonies?

•	 11th grade—Simple: What country
is Jane Austen from? Deep dive:
What factors in Jane Austen’s life 
influenced the themes of her nov-
els? (Burns, 2017b, p. 50)
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Help Students Navigate Online Spaces Effectively
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Create Learning Experiences
To create search-related learning experiences for students, first 

identify what information you would like them to collect. This could 
include information related to a simple question with a correct/incorrect 
answer or something more complex and open-ended. Although at times 
you will want students to search more broadly, such as when you want 
them to explore a broad topic and choose a subtopic to research, in this 
case we are talking about setting a narrow purpose so that students go off 
on a specific mission.

As you create online search experiences, you might work together as 
a whole class or have students search independently or with a partner. 
To establish a clear purpose, you can use the following prompts in your 
planning and in your discussion with students:

• Today we will investigate . . . 
• We might use search terms such as . . . 
• We will collect our findings by . . .

Figure 1.1 shows some specific examples at various grade levels. 

FIGURE 1.1

Cross-Curricular Examples of Prompts and Online Search Experiences

PromptPrompt
Grade Level Grade Level 

Early Elementary Upper 
Elementary Middle School High School

Today we will 
investigate . . .

What types of 
food a polar  
bear eats.

How the winter 
weather is 
different in 
Minnesota and 
Alabama.

The life and 
works of Sandra 
Cisneros.

Different meth-
ods for solving 
quadratic  
equations.

We might use 
search terms 
such as . . .

“�Polar bear diet.”

“�Foods polar 
bears eat.”

“�Minnesota 
weather in 
January.”

“�Average tem-
peratures in 
Alabama.”

“�Sandra 
Cisneros  
biography.”

“�Sandra 
Cisneros 
books.”

“�Ways to solve 
quadratic  
equations.”

“�Strategies for 
solving  
quadratic  
equations.”

We will collect 
our findings 
by . . .

Sharing what 
we are learning 
via video on our 
class Seesaw 
page.

Adding the 
information to a 
Google doc.

Creating a mind 
map with color-
coded infor-
mation based 
on different 
categories.

Sharing the 
video tutorial we 
find most useful 
in our class dis-
cussion forum.
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ADVANCE COPY—NOT FINAL. NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION.



EdTech Essentials10

Support Learning Experiences
Establishing clear expectations and modeling 

for students will set them up for success as they 
practice navigating online spaces. Although we all 
know how easy it is to get distracted in online spaces, 
setting and sharing a clear purpose for time spent 
online will help students stay on track. When model-
ing for students, you might “think aloud” to demon-
strate what you are thinking as you move through an 
online space, saying something like “This link looks 
interesting, but it is not going to help me find the 
answer to my question” or “I love videos like this, 
and maybe I’ll watch it later, but right now, it is not 
going to help me accomplish my goal.”

Here are a few other things you can do to sup-
port your students’ online searches:

• Share keyword search strategies, such as using a phrase instead of 
a complete sentence or question.

• Brainstorm potential keywords and search terms with students 
before sending them off on their own.

• Post common search queries for your topic so students do not have 
to worry about spelling errors, which can lead to unhelpful results.

• If the results of their search queries are not helping them find 
useful information on the topic, remind students to check for mis-
spellings, or encourage them to try a new keyword or phrase.

• Inform students that voice-to-text search options are available on 
many websites and mobile apps but will require them to grant the 
tool permission to use their device’s microphone.

• Introduce students to advanced search options to help them find 
a specific type of result or file. For example, Google and YouTube 
have advanced search options to let users search for content pub-
lished in the last few months or the previous year.

Extend Learning Experiences
The amount of time you allocate for students to navigate online 

spaces will depend on the task. To extend these experiences and provide 
more opportunities for exploration, you can have students participate in 
activities such as a “scavenger hunt” that asks them to find the answers 

What Is a “Think Aloud”?

Molly Ness, author of Think Big with 
Think Alouds, Grades K–5 (2018b), 

describes this tactic as a powerful 
comprehension strategy. In an article 
on the website We Are Teachers, she 
comments on the observations of a 

teacher conducting a reading lesson 
and explains how “throughout her 

read-aloud, this teacher will stop to 
ask questions, make observations, 
and think deeply about the story” 
(Ness, 2018a). The same process 
can happen as students listen to 

their teachers share their thinking 
while they tackle a math problem, 

examine a primary source docu-
ment, or decide if a YouTube video 

comes from a trusted source.
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to a series of questions. If you find yourself in a 
teachable moment where a student asks a ques-
tion you cannot answer yourself, you might ask 
the class to search for the answer to the ques-
tion. Although you might not pause your planned 
instruction that very moment, you can revisit the 
question to model an online search or ask students 
to find the answer later.

Evaluating Sources
Evaluating sources is a crucial component of suc-
cessfully navigating an online space. The ability 
to sort through content and gauge authenticity 
and authority is an indispensable skill for students of all ages. Students 
should be able to determine where information is coming from and if the 
source they have found is trustworthy. Doing so is an important aspect of 
digital citizenship—a topic that reappears throughout this book.

Examining Authority
When looking at resources in print or digital format, students must 

determine if a source is legitimate and whether the author or creator is 
well versed enough to share information on a topic. Essentially, students 
must ask, “Is this a trusted source?” In the early days of navigating online 
spaces, we would often first look at the domain of a website to evaluate 
its authority—for example, .edu, .org, or .com. Although students can 
still consider this information when evaluating a source, it is only part 
of the equation. The background and bias of the author and organization 
should also be a consideration.

Here are a few questions you can use when modeling for students 
how to evaluate a source. Students can also use these questions when 
working independently:

• Who wrote this? Who produced this? Who recorded this?
• Who is the owner of this website? Who made this video or podcast

recording?
• Is this author or organization qualified to share this information?
• Does this author or organization have any clear bias?
• Is this content sponsored by another company?

Helping Students Stay on Task

In addition to setting a clear purpose 
and modeling, you can provide other 
supports to help students stay on 
task. Working with a partner, peri-
odic check-ins, and turn-and-talks 
can help students stay accountable 
during an online learning experi-
ence. Other options include inserting 
a whole-group discussion in the 
middle of a lesson, or adding an exit 
ticket or share-out at the end of a 
lesson allowing students to post an 
update on their progress.
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• Does the author cite sources for any information referenced or
claims made?

When searching online with students, you can model your own think-
ing when coming across a new source. Again, students should hear you 
thinking aloud, deciding when to use a resource and when to move on and 
look for something new. This can happen during teachable or unplanned 
moments as well as during searches you intentionally model for students.

Practicing Digital Citizenship
Evaluation is an essential skill in both online and offline learning 

experiences. It is a higher-level cognitive process included in the revised 
Bloom’s taxonomy (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001) and an important part 
of our conversation on navigating online spaces effectively. Your stu-
dents might take part in a formal digital citizenship curriculum, or their 
experiences with digital citizenship may be less structured. Activities 
that include evaluating sources reinforce this effort and enable students 

to apply what they have learned. Here are some rec-
ommended resources related to digital citizenship:

• Common Sense Media’s Digital Citizenship
Curriculum (https://www.commonsense.org/
education/digital-citizenship/curriculum)

• Fact vs. Fiction: Teaching Critical Thinking Skills
in the Age of Fake News (LaGarde & Hudgins, 2018)

• “Digital Citizenship in the Curriculum” (Krutka
& Carpenter, 2017)

Organizing Information
As students navigate online spaces, they come across a lot of information. 
Even as students narrow down the information they collect to what they 
may want to remember or reference later on, keeping it all organized 
can be challenging. Some students, especially in middle or high school, 
might have a system for remembering where they found information, 
such as bookmarking favorite websites. Teaching students about systems 
and strategies for organizing online information is an important part of 
helping them learn how to navigate online spaces effectively.

In the past, we might have used index cards to organize information 
when researching a topic. Regardless of the type of information students 

Primary Sources in a Digital World

We often think of the phrase primary 
source as describing something 
such as an artifact in a museum. 

Although primary sources can be 
tangible—for example, a letter or 

an entry in a journal you can hold 
in your hand—many are digital. 

Email correspondence, blog posts, 
and vlogs (blog entries in video 

format) fall into this category, too.
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collect, organizing notes, ideas, links, and files using digital tools is very 
different than organizing index cards.  Digital tools enable students to 
add notes and ideas by typing or using voice-to-text (as well as some video 
recording options). Students can also add links by copy-and-pasting 
URLs to websites. If students have a file to add to their notes, they can 
also copy-and-paste a link to that file (such as a Google Drive or Dropbox 
link) or upload the file itself. 

Strategies for organizing digital notes include mind mapping, inter-
active documents, and journaling. Let’s take a brief look at each of these.

Mind Mapping
A mind map is a visual representation of infor-

mation. Students can organize information visu-
ally using shapes in any way they choose. Modeling, 
providing support, and offering examples are 
important steps in helping students get started. 
Using an open-ended tool—one that is not task-
specific and can be used for various purposes—is 
a great choice. Students can add shapes, lines, and 
arrows to organize information. Mind maps use 
some of the same principles of traditional graphic 
organizers but provide more flexibility for organi-
zation, making them a more powerful and versatile 
option than a one-size-fits-all approach. When stu-
dents use a digital tool for mind mapping, they can 
add links and images alongside traditional color 
coding and text. Here are some examples of tools 
you can use for mind mapping (see Appendix C for 
more resources):

• Google Drawings
• Idea Sketch
• Popplet 
• Jamboard
• Whiteboard.chat

Interactive Documents
Unlike organizing notes on a sheet of paper or in a notebook, an 

interactive document enables students to connect information from 

A Search Activity

You might not expect Instagram to 
be a source for inspiration, but if 
you follow educators on this social 
media platform, you will find that 
many share ideas and tips with 
their followers. I first came across 
the following activity from fellow 
Apple Distinguished Educator 
Larry Reiff while scrolling through 
Instagram. To help students prac-
tice using online tools, he shares 
prompts that require them to think 
critically and combine information 
from various sources to find the 
answer. For example, he gave them 
this challenge: “Add up all of the 
digits of the zip code for the town 
where the physicist that directed 
the Manhattan Project received his 
undergraduate degree.” Students 
have to work backward and search 
for smaller pieces of information to 
help them build toward the answer. 
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multiple places and make it accessible by clicking 
on a link. Students can add notes along with any 
resources they have found and quickly reorganize 
information with a copy-and-paste. A benefit of 
interactive documents is the option to share with 
multiple users for collaboration, commenting, and 
feedback. This type of document might include 
hyperlinks, which connect users to a different docu-

ment or to a specific place within the document they are currently using. 
Here are some examples of tools you can use for interactive documents:

• Microsoft Word
• Google Docs
• Pages

Journaling
Digital journals provide multiple ways for students to build upon 

their learning over time. They are similar to a traditional journal but 
are equipped with digital tools students can use, including capabilities 
such as voice-to-text, audio and video recording, and insertion of links. 
Journaling with digital tools provides more access points for students, 
enabling them to choose how to interact with content and how they 
would like to share their learning experiences. Digital journals also make 
it easier for teachers to check on a student’s progress, a topic we will 

explore further in our discussion of assessment in 
Chapter 6. Here are some examples of tools you can 
use for journaling:

• Seesaw
• Book Creator
• Spark Page
• Google Slides 

Synthesizing Information
Students can create a variety of products to share what they have learned, 
such as book trailers and interactive science reports. We will explore this 
topic of student creations in more detail in Chapter 5. For now, let’s con-
sider how creating something requires students to take information they 

Pam Allyn and I created a Quick 
Reference Guide titled Engaging 

Students in Reading All Types of Text 
(Allyn & Burns, 2021). This guide 

includes tips for extending reading 
experiences and ways to help 

students interact with online text.

Definitions

Open-ended tool—a versatile 
digital tool that is not limited 

to one prescribed use

Hyperlink—a link that connects two 
documents or parts of a document; 

often used in documents with a table 
of contents or multiple elements
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have gathered from different places and pull it all 
together—to synthesize. What does this look like in 
online spaces?

In an early-elementary classroom, students 
may watch a video and hear a book about polar 
bears read aloud. Then they may make a list or 
draw a picture of all the things they now know 
about polar bears. Students can make an audio 
recording of their digital list or snap a picture of 
their illustration using a digital journaling tool 
like Seesaw and record their voice to explain their 
thinking.

In an upper-elementary classroom, students 
may read a selection of online encyclopedia entries 
and watch a short documentary on the Dust Bowl. 
Then they may create a mind map, independently or 
with a partner, using Jamboard or an online white-
board space to explain the who, what, when, where, 
why, and how of the event. Using color-coding and 
links to additional resources, students can organize 
everything they have learned into one space.

In a middle school classroom, students may research the effect that 
wearing a seatbelt has on injuries caused by a car accident. They may 
interview a local emergency room doctor via Zoom or Google Meet, 
watch a series of public service announcements posted on YouTube, and 
review data collected by a safety organization and posted to its public 
website. Students can then create an interactive document to organize 
the information they have collected (and the associated links to addi-
tional information) into different categories.

In a high school classroom, students may create an interactive docu-
ment to organize their research on a topic related to a community action 
project. They can create a table with their research findings in an online 
document like Microsoft Word or Google Docs and add their own think-
ing in a column beside their research. Students can insert links within 
the document to create a table of contents and record audio notes as they 
gather information and address lingering questions. By leaving com-
ments in the document or tagging other classmates to ask for feedback or 
suggestions, students can use this space to work collaboratively, as well.

How to Be Creatively Productive

Author Lisa Johnson (2019) shares 
lots of strategies for students in her 
book Creatively Productive: Essential 
Skills for Tackling Time Wasters, 
Clearing the Clutter, and Succeeding 
in School—and Life! They include ways 
to stay organized in digital spaces. 
Here is one of her favorite tips:

Model and provide access to 
time management tools. Most 
students don’t inherently know how 
to keep up with their assignments, 
determine which tasks are high- and 
low-priority, break larger tasks and 
projects into subtasks, or manage 
distractions in both their analog and 
digital environments. These skills 
have to be modeled, and we have to 
provide scaffolding, tools, and, often, 
templates to support our students 
with these types of executive func-
tioning tasks.
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Addressing Logistics
To navigate online spaces effectively and use the strategies shared in this 
chapter, students need basic computing skills. Although these strategies 
are sometimes taught in isolation, they are not specific to time spent in a 
computer lab or technology class.

There are a variety of schools of thought on direct keyboarding 
instruction. I often compare the situation to the need to understand 
times tables in order to complete complex math problems quickly and 
efficiently. We may reach a point in the future where voice-to-text 
replaces the need for keyboarding, but we are not there yet. Ignoring 
the need for keyboard practice would be impractical; however, as in the 
example of teaching students times tables, there are different ways to get 
there. You may want to explore a comprehensive keyboarding program 
aligned to the needs of your students.

Alongside keyboarding instruction, helping students understand how 
to use trackpads, touchscreens, and cameras is necessary for their success 
in navigating online spaces. In Chapter 9, we will discuss helping students 
develop skills in areas such as problem solving and troubleshooting that 
will transfer across devices and platforms. Some students can pick up a 
new device and instantly sense how to use every feature and find every 
button. However, we know this is not the case for all students, and even 
those who have ample experience with digital tools might not understand 
the specific classroom use you have in mind. When introducing or review-
ing device features with students, modeling and reminding them of how 
to maneuver within a particular device is absolutely necessary. 

Final Thoughts
Instead of planning to teach a lesson with a teaching point such as 
“Students will be able to click on a link” or “Students will be able to take 
pictures with their tablet,” incorporate these essential EdTech experi-
ences into content you are already teaching. Taking a moment to explain 
what happens when you click on a link can become part of a think aloud 
during your modeling, or something included in a class discussion after 
an activity.  Similar to the way you teach vocabulary words in context, 
teaching these essential EdTech strategies within your content demon-
strates how navigating online spaces is not an isolated activity but an 
integral part of interacting with technology in general.
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