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                                         A Call for Technology and Collaboration  
 

Recently, colleges of education have been criticized for a lack of modeling 21
st
 century skills in technology, the 

result being that pre-service teachers can be unprepared to use these modern education practices in their classrooms 

(Duncan, 2010; Greenhill, 2010; Roby & Dehler; 2010). This article illustrates a global project for elementary 

students, the Monster Project, which is introduced in a social studies methods course and implemented in a teacher 

education field experience course. When faculty in colleges of education actively promote and model global 

learning in the elementary classrooms where their student teachers are doing assigned field work, benefits result for 

all concerned. We see enhanced expertise by professors, student teachers immersed in authentic global experiences,  

and experienced teachers connecting their elementary students with classes around the world. The project serves as a 

vehicle to promote collaboration, interdisciplinary teaching, technology use, and communities of practice connecting 

the college classroom and the elementary classroom in a dynamic fashion not typically seen in teacher education.  In 

this example, the professor manages the Monster Project, teaches social studies methods, and works as a first-hand 

participant in the context of the teacher education process. 

 
Colleges of education are searching for ways to respond to claims that coursework is not adequately preparing pre-

service teachers to enter the classroom (Duncan, 2010). Some of the loudest suggestions for improvement have 

come from the U.S. Department of Education’s National Education Technology Plan (2010), and from organizations 

such as the Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills (P21) and from the American Association of Colleges of Teacher 

Education (AACTE), a call for not just testable academic content knowledge, but for demonstrable competencies 

including collaboration, problem solving, creativity, critical thinking, and global awareness. “New teacher 

candidates must be equipped with 21st-century knowledge and skills and learn how to integrate them into their 

classroom practice for our nation to realize its goal of successfully meeting the challenges of this century” (Ludwig, 

Kirshstein, & Sidana, 2010).  

 

As colleges of education strive to form richer partnerships with local schools for pre-service teacher placement, 

often referred to as Professional Development Schools (PDS), opportunities are more prevalent than ever for direct 

school classroom participation by education faculty members, especially for modeling technology in authentic 

learning situations. While pre-service teachers are typically enrolled in at least one technology course during their 

education programs, the training typically involves the use of interactive whiteboards, clickers, or specific software 

for delivering lessons. This article takes a different approach to technology, moving beyond tools, to providing a 

context outside the college classroom for authentic use of technology practices and opportunities to demonstrate 

competencies by the professor and the pre-service teacher in real world situations.  

 

Scenario 
An effective scenario for both technology use and content mastery is provided by multi-classroom Internet projects 

which address curriculum objectives, address the standards, and engage students and teachers alike – in this case, the 

college professor is not only present as a teacher, but is the coordinator of the Internet project. In this position, the 

professor guides and facilitates pre-service learning, and is a frequent visitor in the elementary classroom where pre-

service teachers are mentored by clinical classroom teachers. A triad structure of collaboration, mentoring, and 

learning is thereby created between professor and clinical mentor teacher and pre-service teacher. All parties work 

toward implementing the project in local classrooms while collaborating with other teachers across the U.S. and 

around the world. Most importantly and the object of everyone’s concern, are the elementary students who gain 

from the rich project experience integrated into their social studies learning.  The opportunities for growth, learning, 

questions, problem solving, creativity, and so forth are limitless in this open social environment of project-based 

learning.  See Figure 1 for a diagram of the interactions. 
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Figure 1. Project Structure 

 

 
 

The Monster Project and 21
st
 Century Skills 

For over a decade, teachers from across North America, Europe, Asia, Africa, and Australia have joined this 

collaborative social studies project (www.smithclass.org/proj/Monsters).  The basic goal for project participants is to 

combine design ideas from all member schools into a blueprint which defines a single artistic structure known as the 

Monster.  Each class is responsible for a single part of the monster: tail, head, arms, horns, nose, ears, legs, eyes, 

mouth, hair, and so forth. Each classroom in effect owns their chosen body part. Classroom teachers guide their 

students in brainstorming sessions to describe their particular body part.  Teachers then email the description to the 

project moderator, who collects all of the adjectives in a chart on the project web site. Classes then use the chart and 

follow a timeline of approximately thirty days to build the Monster by October 31, the celebration of Halloween, 

which although students think of it as purely an American cultural celebration, they discover that it is one which has 

spread and is also celebrated in many other countries.  

 

By discussing and negotiating details, students transform the community-wide adjectives into concrete form. 

Typically, elementary classroom teachers distribute the parts among their students by choice or lottery. One student 

might be responsible for making the body, another for arms, another for legs, and so on. The head is a good 

cooperation example. Different students create the nose, the eyes, the mouth, the ears, and the hair, yet all of these 

parts must come together on a single monster head. Most project teachers follow a non-traditional socializing format 

in their classrooms during construction which leads to experimentation, conversations, disagreements, and 

redesigning in real time – and a project scenario which tends to be very noisy compared to most traditional 

classroom approaches. Students quickly adapt to the freedom of the project, working in trusting peer-to-peer 

relationships outside of the usual teacher-instructing-the-student dynamic.   

 

Once the monsters are built and displayed in their respective schools around the world, teachers email photos to the 

project site where students can compare and contrast the range of perspectives on these community-designed 

creations. Depending on their level of expertise and comfortability with technology, teachers extend the project in 

various ways including using wikis, creating videos, blogging, writing poems and stories, twittering and skyping 

with other Monster project classrooms. As a social studies project, subjects typically integrated include geography 

themes, map and globe skills, culture, math, health, fine arts, and related literacy events. The project activities and 

objectives are aligned with standards for the state of Illinois. 
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Professor and Pre-Service Teacher Roles  
As the teacher education faculty member guides the Monster Project, pre-service students receive a direct tutorial in 

“how to teach a lesson” involving multiple schools, multiple professional colleagues, student participants ranging in 

age from 4 to 13, and in an open classroom spread across the United States and around the world. The guiding 

function of the faculty member could be seen as the work of a social artist (Wenger, 2009). The project provides a 

gathering space for social participation and for the growth of a community involved in a practice.  The term 

community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991) fits the Monster project because by definition, all of the participants 

have come together by choice for their own personal and professional reasons, not dictated or assigned by their 

various schools. The community of participants is composed both of veteran technology-using teachers as well as 

project novices ready to join and learn from the seasoned members, and the body of knowledge grows over time, 

and is preserved on the Monster web site, as well as on a variety of teachers’ school web pages and blogs around the 

world.  

 

The Monster Project web space contains the contributed member school biographies and photos, a history of past 

participation, and artifacts of learning. A connected wiki promotes lesson sharing and communication, helps new 

teachers join the community, and serves for frequent project updates and news. The project offers models of real 

time collaboration, critical thinking, global awareness, creativity, communication, and technology competencies. 

Pre-service teachers benefit by being a part of the activities in the partner elementary classroom as the Monster 

Project unfolds. In their field experience classrooms, pre-service teachers nurture student negotiations, ask guiding 

questions, help with layout and tools, and have ample opportunities to work on classroom management, while 

enjoying the overall energy that pervades the classroom (see Table 1). For the pre-service teacher, this experience 

allows insight into group dynamics and shows that a noisy, seemingly unguided scenario can actually be a thriving, 

valuable workspace. As a pre-service teacher’s skills develop, he or she begins to take on more responsibility, 

exhibit more technology skills, and feel comfortable in the free form environment of work and creativity. With this 

positive experience, technology and project-based learning are much more likely to be a part of a pre-service 

teacher’s  future classroom approach (Blumenfeld, Soloway, Marx, Krajcik, Guzdial, & Palincsar,1991). 

 

Table 1. Involving all Education Partners in 21
st
 Century Skills 

 

Elementary Students 

Clinical Teacher 

Pre-service Teacher 

Education Professor 

21
st
 Century Skills or Competencies:  

global awareness, collaboration, information & communication technology use, 

critical thinking, creativity, and problem solving. 

Activities, Content & Practices in the Monster Project:  

exploring other cultures, geography/mapping, using traditional and technology tools, 

video for communication and expression, blogging, twittering, wiki, web work, 

slideshows, audio podcasting, measuring, proportions, polygons, textures, colors, 

negotiating, conflict resolution, self regulation, comparing, contrasting, writing, 

evaluating, reflecting, and organizing.   

 

 

Situated Learning Context 
Research has long indicated educational benefits when students actively participate in their own learning, as 

opposed to being passive receivers of static knowledge (Barab & Duffy, 2000; Brown, Collins & Duguid, 1989; 

Joseph & Nacu, 2003; Lave & Wenger, 1991).  The Monster Project is an example of situated learning; it is more 

than the general idea of learning by doing, but as explained by Lave and Wenger (1991) it is learning that occurs as 

“… an integral and inseparable aspect of social practice.” Learning is the result of legitimate peripheral 

participation in communities of practice, in this case, the practice of monster building. The learning is an 

inseparable part of the practice, a phenomenon of the community. A flurry of children’s activity ensues as they 

design parts, compromise, and create. In the project momentum, the clinical teacher and pre-service teacher can 

guide related lessons. The students are receptive to learning as they go about their socializing, assembling fingers to 

the hand, hands to the arms, nose to the face, arms to the body and so forth. Students are not being directly taught 

formally about sequencing, for example, but they learn the concept from their immersion in social encounters, that 

is, in negotiations associated with constructing the monster (Smith, 2009). 

 

When students collaborate in mixed ability groups and are challenged to work on projects together, a new dynamic 

in learning can occur. Brown and Duguid (1989) phrased this idea as follows: “Collaboration … leads to articulation 

of strategies, which can then be discussed and reflected on. This, in turn, fosters generalizing, grounded in the 

students' situated understanding. From here, students can use their fledgling conceptual knowledge in activity, 
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seeing that activity in a new light, which in turn leads to the further development of the conceptual knowledge” (p. 

39). Teachers in the project, using a wide variety of mixed ability groups as well as special education inclusive 

settings, have observed the unique ability to foster learning among all students while promoting a sense of 

belonging, of participating in designing and building a meaningful project whose connections extend beyond the 

walls of the classroom, across the oceans and into the schools of friends in other cultures. 

 

Extended networks have the opportunity to develop as many participants remain in contact beyond the Monster 

Project’s end date at Halloween. The social encounters become geographical world encounters, for example, as a 

grade 4 class from Burneside, Cumbria, UK responds to a stop-motion monster video from a grade 4 class in New 

Hampshire. In Australia, a grade 3 teacher has her class charting latitude and longitude to locate Columbus School 

in Bridgeport, CT, home of Mr. Greenberg’s 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 grade Brainwaves and they follow up by exchanging gift 

packages. A Siberian teacher arranges a Skype video conference across multiple time zones with monster makers in 

California.  These are only a few of the connections spawned by internet projects such as Monsters – and the 

significant factor is what follows. In the spirit of social networking, further communication leads to more projects in 

the widening scope of the social studies themes: especially culture; time continuity and change; and people, places 

and environments. What happens next as teachers begin to collaborate is not in the textbook. 

 

 

Closing Observations 
Real experiences enrich the learning of pre-service teachers. Going further, when teacher education professors can 

be technology leaders while reconfiguring their classrooms as community and global work spaces, growth and 

learning are experienced by all concerned: the professor, the pre-service teacher, the clinical classroom teacher, and 

the elementary students. Using 21
st
 century skills is a natural part of this project-based learning scenario. Additional 

approaches that blend well in this setting are differentiated learning, attention to learning styles, accommodations for 

special needs students, and classroom community building.  

 

The Monster Project illustrates one way that university faculty can use technology project leadership as a synergistic 

hub for connections that go beyond the traditional professional development school training for pre-service teachers.  

The role of the professor can be transformed from lecturer to peer learner as he participates in the real world 

situations afforded by a multi-school Internet project. Pre-service teachers can practice their skills in the university 

classroom as modeled by the professor, create models of 21
st
 century learning in their student teaching roles, and 

then arrive with greater expertise and confidence as they take on the responsibilities of their own classrooms. 

Practice with 21
st
 century skills affords the pre-service teacher ways to teach not only content for testing, but 

dispositions important for student success in a changing world where competencies are valued as much as content 

knowledge. 
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