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Abstract 

In recent years, we have seen an influx of technological tools hit mainstream classrooms. 

Whether chromebooks, Smartboards, google suites, Microsoft Office, or a multitude of learning 

applications, if you are an educator you have heard of or been introduced to one of these 

technologies applied to the classroom. After reviewing the 2015 Horizon Report, 2015 Meeker 

Report, and the 2015 ECAR report, one thing is clear: classrooms will not be returning to the 

ways of past. Technology of the modern digital age has come and it will continue to invade the 

classrooms of schools across the country. This literature review provides insight on what the 

current trends are in the educational field and how our high school can benefit from getting to 

and staying on the cutting edge of these trends. 
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Classroom Wars: The Technology Strikes Back 

 Over the past decade there has been a struggle, no a war, between traditionalists and a 

new generation of teachers that desire to shake the foundations of the educational system. The 

group of savvy veterans knows that their methods and pedagogy have been proven successful 

over generations of students in the past, but they have trouble understanding this new generation 

of learners and their disengaged attitude throughout the school day. On the other side, the group 

of new age learners and digital advocates push to incorporate new technologies and adaptive 

pedagogies to their classrooms to encourage deeper learning. Based off findings in the 2015 

Horizon Report, the 2015 Meeker Report, and the 2015 ECAR Report, it is clear that the field of 

education is in the middle of a major shift being driven by the way humans interact socially and 

professionally using technology. A growing number of renegade teachers and schools have 

begun to implement new strategies using digital age technologies to provide opportunities for 

deeper learning, increased student engagement, and lowered dropout rates. It is imperative that 

Heritage High School takes these findings into consideration and begins to take action by joining 

the digital revolution that is sweeping through the American educational system.  

 Let’s start with a trend that every educator will jump at the opportunity to create. Deeper 

learning is the new buzz word spreading across the nation. Our educational system has become 

obsessed with assessing our students through standardized testing. However, test scores provide 

a small insight to what a student is truly accomplishing in the classroom. The Horizon report 

describes deeper learning in the following words, “Deeper learning combines the goals of 

standardized testing with soft skills such as mastering communication, collaboration, and self-

directed learning” (Johnson, 2015). The students must have some sort of platform to 

progressively and continually demonstrate their learning for this idea of deeper learning to take 
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hold. What better platform is there for the digital student than a social media site? However, 

most social media sites are not designed with learning goals in mind. This is where the creators 

of Edmodo have stepped in to solve the problem. The article The Next Big Thing You Missed: A 

Social Network That Could Truly Reform Our Schools centers around how the online platform 

Edmodo has been created to allow students to brainstorm, design, create, connect, and 

collaborate in an educationally, not socially, driven environment.  

At a time when many teachers feel hamstrung by standardized tests and associated 

performance standards, Edmodo helps them exchange techniques in a peer-to-peer, ad 

hoc fashion. It also provides a relatively unfettered playground where they create and 

share educational videos and software that can compete with the Facebook posts, texts, 

YouTube videos, and others things that distract students from their work (Tate, 2014). 

This use of a digital platform encourages students to engage in their learning in a structure that is 

more similar to how they function socially. Therefore, students are reading, analyzing, 

evaluating, and synthesizing the content the teacher prescribes alongside building the invaluable 

skills of “communication, collaboration, and self-directed learning.” The online platform also 

provides teachers with an easily accessible growing portfolio of student-created data. Teachers 

that plan for deeper learning will see results in the form of student engagement. 

A question that I consistently hear from my colleagues is, “How can I get my students 

that are apathetic to the learning experience to engage themselves in the activities and 

assignments I provide for them?” Student engagement has become a growing problem due to the 

resources of the 2015 student. Instead of coming class armed with a pencil and paper, your 

typical student has a smartphone, a multitude of social media applications and games on that 

smartphone, and a desire to use that smartphone to avoid the mundane activities of a traditional 
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classroom. A current trend that has been developed to combat this disengaged student, according 

to the 2015 Horizon Report, is project-based learning. “Indeed, project-based learning is stated to 

have a number of benefits that can enhance teaching and learning; they include providing real-

world relevance, longer retention and ability to apply knowledge of lessons learned, preparation 

for the 21st century work environment, and exposure to using technology to solve problems” 

(Johnson, 2015). Project-based learning will transform the student that desires to be “spoonfed” 

answers to be regurgitated on a standardized test into a creator: a master of skill and content and 

most importantly, a lifelong learner. Our students no longer need school to be a place that 

informs them of the facts, theories, and concepts of the past. Our students need school to be a 

place that instills the skills and desire to analyze, evaluate, and synthesize information in an 

effort to make better life decisions.  

If we, as educators, can provide our students with opportunities to develop their skills, 

then they will take ownership of their learning and engage themselves in the activities and 

assignments of a project-based classroom. In her article How to Make Students Take Ownership 

of the Learning, Angela Watson states, “Turning the learning over to students is probably the 

best way I’ve seen to increase student engagement” (Watson). Once the students take ownership 

of their learning, you will see them engage in new ways that drive the project-based learning, 

which in turn will hone their creative thinking skills needed to succeed in the modern job market. 

In the article Students As Creators: How To Drive Your Students To Be More Than Just 

Consumers, Saga Briggs states, “In the modern world, the skills and qualities that we associate 

with creativity and ingenuity are required to help us work more effectively together. Being able 

to come up with new ideas and solve everyday problems is also important for people on a 

personal level. It plays a critically important role in learning and personal development, as well 
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as building self-esteem” (Briggs, 2014). Briggs and Watson’s statements both provide evidence 

that using project-based learning will not only create engagement and ownership in the 

classroom, but it develops and hones skills that our students will need once they leave our school 

and join the modern work force. What Briggs and Watson do not reveal is the most important 

side effect that project-based learning creates in a school: a positive, thriving school culture. 

 This positive, thriving school culture will continue to be strengthened using another trend 

sweeping through the schools of America: blended learning. According to the Horizon Report, 

blended learning, “pertains to the formal integration of online delivery for content and 

instruction; this model combines online work with classroom practice to create a system in which 

students have greater control of time, pace, and path of instruction” (Johnson, 2015). Through 

the use of blended learning students will increase engagement, make choices to personalize their 

learning experience, and create opportunities to develop and hone those creative thinking skills 

project-based learning is also concerned with. There will be difficulties with implementation at 

first; however, those setbacks will work themselves out as the teachers become more comfortable 

with the structure and technologies being used in the blended learning model. After a short 

honeymoon period to allow the students and teachers to adjust to this model, major 

improvements will be made by teachers and students.  

Although many schools faced technical issues in the first years of implementation, the 

benefits of the new model became clear; the environments allowed teachers to 

personalize learning and made it easier to facilitate small group instruction for students 

who needed additional support. Furthermore, teachers reported that students were 

endowed with a sense of accountability and ownership over their learning process, and 
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this self-directed culture was crucial to reaping the benefits of online learning (Johnson, 

2015). 

When the trends of blended learning and project-based learning are brought together the impact 

on students will be so great that the school will achieve its highest and most sought after goal: 

zero dropout rate. 

 There is not a single school in the world that does not strive for 100% graduation rate. 

Our goals as educators is to provide every student that walks into our halls the tools and 

opportunities to graduate and become lifelong learners. The schools of Taylor County, Kentucky 

have used these models to achieve that goal of a zero dropout rate. In the article This Innovative 

District Allows Students to Choose How They Learn, Dennis Pierce describes the structure as, 

“rather than imprisoning students in front-facing classrooms, the rural Kentucky district is 

instead trying to entice at-risk, and even low-risk, students to enjoy their education through a 

series of innovative and distinct learning pathways–informally called ‘spokes’” (Pierce, 2015). 

The ability the students have to choose their “pathway” has paid off monumentally. The district 

has provided every school with a model on not only how to engage students but also how to keep 

all their students interested in coming to school and graduating. “This highly student-centered 

approach has resulted in a 100-percent graduation rate within the district over the last few years, 

say administrators” (Pierce, 2015). When students are in the classroom and participating in daily 

activities and assignments, the long-term of goal of 100% graduation becomes clearer, and the 

short-term goal of improving test scores will be achieved. This also comes at a price of a 

honeymoon period, but persistence and perseverance will pay off in the form of higher scores in 

math, reading, and science. This can be seen in Spring City, PA described by Kathy Boccella as, 

“…in the first year of the experiment, student achievement tanked - but district officials did not 
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panic. Last year, test scores took off like shares of Apple stock - posting a 24 percentage-point 

jump in math while gaining 20 points in reading and 27 points in science” (Boccella, 2015). 

Making changes to the structure of a school will absolutely have risks; however, when 

determined educators use the proper materials and follow the positive trends, the results are 

undeniable. 

 According to the 2015 Meeker Report, there were 2.8 billion internet users in the world 

during the year 2014. That is 39% of the world population using the internet which is an 

exponentially large increase of users from the .6% population of internet users in the world in 

1995 (Meeker, 2015). Along with the increase in internet usage across the world, there is also a 

major increase in the amount of the population using a smartphone. In 2014, 5.2 billion people 

(73% of the global population) used a smartphone. This is also an exponentially large increase in 

usage from the 1% of the population that used a smartphone in 1995. (Meeker, 2015) This vast 

increase in users of the internet and smartphones leads to the conclusion that technology has won 

the war. Humans are adapting to a life that revolves around using technology to learn, work, and 

communicate with each other on a global scale. The classroom cannot ignore this trend and 

cannot afford to be the lonely island of nostalgic practices. Classrooms must adapt to the 

technology using current trends to design innovations that will benefit students and teachers 

alike. As a newly developed school with an innovative staff, Heritage High School has the 

opportunity to use the resources it has to gain ground in the fight against student disengagement 

and high dropout rates. It is our responsibility as educators in the community to restructure our 

school to give each one of our students the opportunities and tools to become a positive, globally 

minded citizen that has a deep appreciation for lifelong learning. 
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