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Getting Connected: What it Means and Why it Matters

The best time to plant a tree is twenty years ago. The second best time is now.

Ancient proverb


The fact that you are reading a book about connected educators written by these three authors is, in itself, a testament to the power of becoming a connected educator in the 21st century. None of us is a “digital native” and, in fact, each of us is at a chronological age somewhat north of the typical connected educator we meet around the world, both in person and via online formats. Collectively, we have served the education profession for nearly 90 years; yet, instead of slowing down, we find ourselves more energized than ever before about our noble profession of teaching, learning, and leadership. Much of this energy comes from the intentional decision we each made separately—but nearly simultaneously—to reach beyond the scope of the traditional connections we had made over the course of our careers in education to a broader network around the world. The platform that started each of us moving in this direction was Twitter—something we discuss in some detail in several chapters of this book—but what we started to learn as we began our individual journeys, connecting with educators in new ways in locations both near and far, is something that Todd wrote about in his previous bestselling books, What Great Principals Do Differently (2002) and What Great Teachers Do Differently (2004). There are specific things that great principals and great teachers do that set them apart from others. Likewise, differences exist between connected educators in the 21st century and those less connected. Whether looking at principals, teachers, or connected educators, these differences lie not in what they know, but in what they do.

This book is about what connected educators do that sets them apart from their less-connected colleagues, helping them to perform more effectively and efficiently as a result. As these variables were explored, we leaned not so much on scholarly research, but, instead, on what we ourselves were learning about and from other connected teachers, administrators, professors, and educational leaders we met in our daily efforts and about how to connect with them. One key learning we took away applies to the quotation that introduces this chapter: the time for educators to start connecting to a larger personal learning network—if you did not already embark upon this 20 years ago—is now. There is simply too much to be gained—and nothing to lose—to not begin connecting with educators around the world who share your passion about this noble profession that is education.

We have met many educators in many roles around the world who have expressed an interest in getting connected beyond their local network of colleagues, but who have also lamented that it was too late in their career to get started or had some other hesitation about getting started. To anyone who may feel this way, please know that each of us also felt this way before we eventually reached out in new ways to establish a new and improved personal learning network of professional colleagues. In fact, each of us initially resisted the idea of reaching out at all, beyond what was our comfort zone. Each of us was very successful in our more traditional way of thinking, working, and communicating. We worked hard at our day jobs, attended conferences regularly, presented to audiences whenever possible, published books and articles, sent emails to educators around the world whom we had met in person, and talked to fellow educators on the phone whenever possible. Truthfully, we still do all these things as a way to connect and learn with people we respect. That is one of the key tenets of this book: being a connected educator does not mean we no longer connect in traditional ways such as those described above. We take the view that truly connected educators connect in a wide variety of ways, never losing sight of the fact that no amount of online connectivity can replace connecting face to face. Having said that, we have found that connecting in new ways—many of which we will share throughout this book—has made us more effective, more knowledgeable, more energized, and more efficient as professional educators.


Connected Educators Defined

Our primary purpose in writing this book was to identify what it is, precisely, that connected educators do differently from those who are not and how we can share these practices with other educators wishing to connect. We aim to align these practices with specific strategies for fulfilling each. We have had numerous conversations, both in face-to-face settings and in a multitude of online settings, to discuss and even debate what it means to be a connected educator.

Jimmy is the founder and co-moderator of Iowa Edchat, an hour-long weekly discussion among educators that convenes every Sunday morning and evening throughout the year. In a June 2014 Sunday morning edition of Iowa Edchat (known as #IAedchat on Twitter (we write in detail about educational “chats” on Twitter and how they can serve as a tremendous resource and support for all educators in a subsequent chapter), participants were asked to explain their views on what it means to be a connected educator. The responses stand as an interesting way to kick off the conversation in this book. A few of the insightful and helpful responses included the following (we have included both the name of the responder as well as their Twitter “handle”—again, this is something we discuss at length in subsequent chapters of this book, but for now, please note that due to character limits, educators on Twitter use many abbreviations, including some you see below):


	Dan Butler @danpbutler: Being connected means developing relationships with many through the use of tech tools to enhance our work.

	John Fritzky @JohnFritzy: Being connected means developing relationships with experts in many different fields of education.

	Devin Schoening @dschoening: Being connected means having access to real people anywhere in the world. Also means there is a give and take. Not just take.

	Nathan Lang, EdD @nalang1: A dynamic view of education. Doesn’t view our work as procedural, but as work that requires continual revision & reflection.

	Jon Harper @Jonharper70bd: It means opening ourselves up to voices other than the ones inside our heads. I don’t get any smarter listening to myself think.

	Jennifer Brittin @jenbrittin: Learning happens beyond the four walls of the classroom for Ts and Ss (“Ts” and “Ss” refers to “Teachers” and “Students”).

	Ryan Huels @huels_ryan: One who is committed to improving their craft by reaching out to S, P, and educators by whatever means possible (“S” and “P” refer to “Students” and “Parents”).

	Kyle Engdahl @engdkyl: To be connected is to seek answers to questions, find support from others, & build a community to help and challenge yourself.

	Shaelynn Farnsworth @shfarnsworth: Connected Educator—Utilizing various modes to learn and share. Broadening knowledge and reach to best serve students.

	Aaron Becker @Aaron_Becker32: Prioritizing time to reach out to educators around the world to continually make you better at what you do for kids.



The above comments were taken directly from the participants’ “tweets” as they responded to questions posed to them by the chat’s moderators (you can find an archive of the entire hour-long chat at https://storify.com/danpbutler/iaedchat-am-edition-the-connected-educator).

Based on our experiences talking with educators around the world like the ones we highlighted from this recent chat, we have identified eight key things that educators do that make the case for them being connected. These “key connectors” are, of course, what form the bulk of this book and which, we hope, will help anyone reading this book maximize their professional and personal lives as educators by becoming more connected. Although we go into great detail about each of these eight keys in remaining chapters, for now, it may help to present our own definition of what it means to be a connected educator.

Being a connected educator is not a formal title, of course; there is no degree program or certification process one goes through to be deemed a connected educator. Our view is that serving as a connected educator is a mindset more than anything else; a connected educator tends to adopt and live out a mindset that believes:


	Educators can leverage online communities of practice to improve their effectiveness and enhance student learning.

	Educators can and should establish networks to share practices, access experts, and solve problems.

	Educators become connected “educators” by first becoming connected and constant “learners,” ones who reach out to learn, share, and collaborate with a network of fellow learners interested in education.

	Educators must collaborate in a variety of ways, including online, using social media to interact with colleagues from around the globe, engaging in conversations in safe online places, and bringing what they learn back to their classrooms, schools, districts, universities, and organizations.

	Educators must not look down on their colleagues, nor suggest that the “average” classroom is somehow broken. They seek only to grow professionally through continuous improvement.

	Educators must live not just as readers or viewers, but as active participants in ongoing discussions, planning, and problem solving.

	Educators can have access to a large collective brain trust consisting of diverse ideas and perspectives.

	Educators must use technology and social media to individualize their learning for both personal and professional growth.



In short, we define connected educators simply as ones who are actively and constantly seeking new opportunities and resources to grow as professionals. In the subsequent pages of this book we hope to share practical, commonsense ways to learn and grow by taking specific actions to maximize such opportunities and resources.



Sharing Our Own Story

We think it important to share our own story of how we became more connected as educators. Throughout this book, we provide examples of how we connect with other educators around the world to learn from each other. We also think it is important to share how the three of us became connected and how over time our professional connection grew into a personal connection as well. We think it typifies the stories of many other educators we have encountered who initially “meet” via Twitter or some other social media network when discussing some aspect of our profession. Often, this initial meeting leads to many other exchanges; over time, such educators often meet face to face eventually and find that they have much in common as educators—and as human beings—and wind up becoming “networked” both professionally and personally. In Chapter 1, we focus on the foundation of becoming a connected educator, which is simply to grow what is known as a “Personal Learning Network” (PLN). We have also seen this referred to as a “Professional Learning Network.” We maintain that connected educators focus on creating and maintaining both personal and professional networks, resulting in even more powerful relationships, to create what we like to call P2LNs, with “P to the power of 2” representing personal and professional (we refer to these learning networks as “PLNs” and “P2LNs” interchangeably throughout this book).

So how did the three of us become connected personally and professionally? Jeff and Todd have known each other for over a decade and worked on many projects together in that time. However, our relationship with Jimmy is more recent and began in a way that, again, we think is both powerful and revealing about how educators are beginning to connect and collaborate in new ways in the 21st century. When Jeff was serving as an assistant superintendent in Rock Island, Illinois, he organized an inaugural “Teaching and Learning Conference” in his district. This was a full-day offering of professional learning sessions from which educators in his district could choose several to attend. Although the bulk of the session presenters were teachers and administrators serving in the district, Jeff did invite a few colleagues he had come to know and respect via Twitter to present as well. One such outside presenter, Nancy Blair (@blairteach), arrived a day early for the conference simply so she could meet Jimmy Casas—someone she had never before met or spoken to, yet someone she had grown to know and respect greatly, also through Twitter exchanges. Jimmy lives and works across the Mississippi from Rock Island, in Bettendorf, Iowa. When Nancy contacted Jimmy via Twitter, asking if she could meet him and see his school when she was in the area, Jimmy was mildly surprised because, again, he and Nancy had never met in person or spoken on the phone. At this time, Jimmy was just beginning to actively connect as an educator through Twitter and other avenues. Still, he immediately invited Nancy to stop by his school that Sunday morning for a tour of the campus, followed by breakfast. Nancy called Jeff to invite him along. When Jeff learned from Nancy that plans were made for the three of them to visit Bettendorf High School, he was not exactly thrilled. Meeting a person he had never before met, and assumed he would never meet again, for a tour of the school and breakfast, was not something high on his priority list, and he even asked Nancy to go alone so he could spend the entire day preparing for the conference taking place on Monday. Thankfully for Jeff, Nancy insisted he go along. The morning proved to be well worth everyone’s time, as Jeff and Nancy had the opportunity to learn all about the school where Jimmy still serves as principal, and learned more about what all three were passionately working on in their respective jobs to impact student and teacher performance. The personal and professional conversations they had that morning were powerful—so much so that Jimmy and Jeff are in contact almost daily at this point, meeting up online, at national conferences, at local Edcamps, and even at social events. That chance meeting, arranged by a fellow PLN connection, initiated not only a strong personal and professional bond likely to last and grow for the rest of our lives, but also the process that resulted in the book you are reading now.

Of course, when Jeff met Jimmy that day, he immediately began talking to him about Todd, someone who Jimmy knew of and had heard speak on several occasions, but did not know personally. A month later, Jimmy sent a tweet to Jeff with a picture of him having dinner with Todd at a National Association of Secondary School Principals (NASSP) event, tweeting, “I finally met up with your friend @ToddWhitaker.” A month after that, Jeff asked Todd to come work with his school teachers and leaders for a day. This time, it was Jeff who insisted Todd come out early the day before so the three could have dinner together. That evening—just over a year ago from the time we began writing this chapter—set in motion more firmly what would become the basis for this book; the excitement for our work, the respect and affection we have for each other, and the way in which we came to share this bond served as but a single example of what we were—and are—seeing happening with thousands of other educators around the world. The power of connecting personally and professionally with educators around the world has changed our lives and made us better at what we do. We hope that by sharing our stories within these pages and, more importantly, connecting readers with the stories of others, we can both empower and inspire other educators to feel the same.



Situational Connectedness

The concept of “situational leadership” has existed for decades, popularized by leadership experts including Hersey and Blanchard (1985). The theory of situational leadership states that instead of using just one style, successful leaders should change their leadership styles based on various factors, including the maturity of the people they are leading and the details of the task. In this theory, leaders should be able to place more or less emphasis on different variables depending on what is needed to get the job done successfully (Hersey, Blanchard, & Johnson, 2007). According to Hersey and Blanchard (1985), there are four primary leadership styles, which they identify as telling, selling, participating, and delegating. We maintain a parallel theory must exist for connected educators and that we must realize “situational connectedness” is every bit as logical as situational leadership. No single type of leadership style works in every instance. Similarly, no single method of connecting works best in every situation.

Although we make a strong case for establishing an overarching vehicle for educators hoping to expand their knowledge and skill sets and improve their practice by connecting, we also suggest that no one vehicle can accomplish everything we hope to as connected educators. For us, Twitter has become what Joe Mazza (@Joe_Mazza) likes to call the “umbrella” (Mazza, 2014) for nearly all we have learned as connected educators, meaning that many resources we have found, many people we have met, and many opportunities we have been afforded in which to share our learning have come as a result of our presence on Twitter. So, we strongly suggest that other educators do the same. If you have not already “planted that tree,” plant it today by getting started on Twitter and connecting with other educators around the world. At the same time, we found that we continue to connect in a variety of other ways, many of which may seem like “old school” methods to some. As proponents of situational connectedness, however, we have found that we continue to grow and learn by connecting with other educators through email, by picking up the phone and calling someone to talk, by taking time to compose handwritten notes, and—perhaps most importantly—by intentionally finding time and opportunities to meet face to face with people as often as possible. The situation we face dictates the type of connection we make, and we never want to lose sight of the importance of connecting with colleagues in person. The tools available to us now make it possible and relatively simple to connect virtually with people around the world. We view this as a tremendous technological breakthrough which allows things to happen that simply could not happen any other way, such as classrooms that can now connect via Skype with other classrooms thousands of miles away, or educators in Canada convening impromptu Google Hangout meetings with educators in Mexico to discuss an issue of mutual interest. Sometimes, the only way we are able to connect with someone is through some electronic format.

At the same time, we found that the relationships we have established initially via Twitter have become even stronger when we subsequently had the opportunity to speak with the person face to face. Interacting with colleagues via Twitter can be extremely beneficial and enjoyable—and even mildly addicting! We exhort others to not fall into the trap of letting their connectedness as educators start and end with Twitter or any other online platform. Take the situation into account to determine what the best way to connect will be.



Start Now: First, Why? Then, What?, and How?

Simon Sinek has written and presented extensively about the importance of “starting with why,” suggesting in his popular TED Talk that, “People do not buy your what; they buy your why” (Sinek, 2013). Sinek (2013) maintains that “it does not matter what we do; it matters why we do it.” We must first determine why we are engaged in doing whatever it is we do. Then and only then should we move forward and determine what we will actually do and how we will go about doing it. This is good advice for educators who are already intentionally connected or are just now considering what it means to serve as a connected educator. We encourage you to, as Sinek (2011) suggests, start with Why: Why do we become connected educators? Not many—if any—educators we know who have successfully become recognized as leaders in the area of getting connected started down this path just for fun, or to become famous, or to bring attention to themselves, or to follow what Hollywood celebrities are up to, or simply to meet new people. Instead, they have done so, primarily, as a way to grow and improve professionally.

Before committing to becoming a connected educator, ask yourself why you are doing so. Our guess is that if you keep this “why” in mind, the “what” and the “how” will follow naturally, and you will be richly rewarded by making this investment in your personal and professional growth. On the same Twitter chat we referenced above, participants were also asked to share their answers to why they strive to be connected educators. Again, we found many of the answers to be helpful and aligned with our own reasons for connecting with others. Here are just a few:


	John Fritzky @JohnFritzky: The more connected we become the more we can help others learn and learn from others. When that happens #studentswin.

	Ryan Simmelink @MrSimmelink: Helps expand PD (Professional Development) beyond our traditional walls. Experts are willing to share ideas easier. Also allows more personalized PD.

	Deb Day @mrsday75: I am constantly reflecting on what I do when I connect w/others. Always thinking how can I bring these ideas to my room.

	Tammy Stephens @tstephens: Drives excitement energy and enthusiasm for learning.

	Deb Day @mrsday75: I can also model for my kids how to use SM responsibly and to learn. They follow me and can see how I use Twitter.

	Brad Gustafson @GustafsonBrad: Being connected translates into unceasing collaboration for kids. We won’t resign to what we think we know within four walls.

	Jennielle Strother @EMjennielle: Experts in their fields have helped shape my opinions on topics beyond what I could imagine through SM (Social Media).
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