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WHAT IS A NING?

A Ning is an online social networking site.  It is much like Facebook, except that an individual can create a ning, invite his or her friends, colleagues, classmates, or students, and invent a unique purpose, topic, assignment, or outcome for its use.

WHO USES NING?

Everyone with computer and internet access can use ning.  If you have access to the computers with internet, either in your own classroom or by booking a computer lab, you can easily have students join your class ning and complete a writing/collaborative assignment/discussion using the tool.  You don’t need to have computers in your classroom every day (even though it would certainly be a boon if you did!) in order to use the ning successfully.

WHY USE A NING?

I could write a book on this.  However, I’ll keep it as brief as possible. 

1.  Most students are already savvy users of online social networking tools and will be both fluent and engaged in using the tools.

2.  The opportunity to provide feedback on and dialogue about writing by using the ning is unparalleled.  People who usually feel to shy to talk in class end up “speaking up” on the ning.  Students realize that what they say is viewable by everyone, so that encourages them to be respectful, constructive, and relevant in their commentary.  Teachers find the ning to be a great resource for allowing students to take center stage when it comes to feedback.  So many students comment that when students explain something to them about their writing, it makes more sense than when teachers do.  Teachers can also join the conversation and provide feedback in order to differentiate instruction and guide discussion.  Most importantly, two classes can join the same ning network and collaborate on the same lessons and assignments, even if they are not in the same physical classroom—this is certainly the case if you are participating in Wildcat Writers.
HOW DO YOU CREATE A NING?

I have created class nings on two different sites.  The first one I used was Ning in Education, and it worked just fine.  This year, however, my Wildcat Writer partner teacher and I transitioned to Ning.com as our home base, and it seems to be a bit more user friendly.  For example, Ning.com allows teachers to add the instant messenger chat feature.  While this tool may not be desirable for all classes at all times, it can be added and removed by the administrator of the site and may be particularly useful for a real-time, synchronous discussion with a peer about writing, especially when it comes to a pairing between a high school student and a UA student.  However, the chat feature is certainly not necessary or required, and some teachers may decide to omit it from the ning page.

This is how you create a ning:

1. Go to http://www.ning.com/ .
2. Name your social network and choose a web address for it—preferably this would be spelled correctly, be memorable, and be the same as the name of your group.

3. Then, the website will prompt you to create a ning ID, including your name, email address, password, date of birth, and the two verification code words presented, and then an email will be sent to your email account to verify the email is accurate.

4. Go to your email account, click on the link, and then it will take you into the ning site.  You’ll be asked to enter your name, country, zip code, and gender, and up to 500 characters about yourself.  (Once you have one ning page, you can use the same ning login for all your accounts.)

5. At the top of the ning page that you’re now free to move about in, you will see the words “Create your own social network”—click on that.

6. Follow the directions from there…and pretty soon you will have a ning site ready to use with your class.  The next step is to invite your students via their email addresses.  Some schools have standardized emails that you can use; otherwise, ask for students to give you their account info so you can send them invitations through the ning.
7. Students will accept the invitations, create their ning IDs, and then they will be able to login and begin customizing their own pages within the community (much like we do in Facebook) by adding pictures, music, and changing the appearance of their individual pages.

8. You and your students can also post blogs, reply to or create discussions in the forum, and send email messages to one another in the ning.  If you activate the chat feature, they can send instant messages to one another.

IF YOU WANT MORE NING PRACTICE AND HELP

On Saturday, November 7, I will be presenting my Southern Arizona Writing Project teaching demo at the Transitional Office Building on the University of Arizona campus.  Two demo sessions will be held from 9 to 12 PM, and you are welcome to attend.  The cost of the training is $10.  Please provide me with your email address if you believe you will attend, and I will add you to the ning site I will be using for the demo, and you can jump right in and get your feet wet!

Please feel free to contact me even if you are not able to attend the SAWP event, and I will see what I can do to assist you in some other way.

Basically, my philosophy with using nings is that it is an adventure, and your students and you will learn together.  Don’t be afraid to experiment…you will learn from your mistakes!

