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Educational reform is too often equated with plugging students into
anything that happens to plug in. Technology-rich Australian schools lead
the way in helping teachers use technology thoughtfully. BUY THIS ISSUE

Many educators believe that technology alone will lead to innovation and

restructuring in schools. Unfortunately, they either do not include staff

development in the equation, or they provide programs that do little more than

ensure that teachers are able to unjam the printer or use one piece of canned

instructional software. Read Abstract

Having developed a number of professional development models for a dozen

schools in Australia and more in the United States, | believe computer-related staff development should
immerse teachers in meaningful, educationally relevant projects. These activities should encourage
teachers to reflect on powerful ideas and share their educational visions in order to create a culture of
learning for their students. In brief, teachers must be able to connect their computer experience to
constructive student use of computers.

Australian Leadership

In 1989, Methodist Ladies' College, an independent pre-K-12 school with 2,400 students, embarked on an
unparalleled learning adventure. At that time, the Melbourne school made a commitment to personal
computing, LogoWriter, and constructivism. The governing principle was that all students, grades 5-12,
should own a personal notebook computer on which they could work at school, at home, and across the
curriculum. Ownership of the notebook computer would reinforce ownership of the knowledge
constructed with it. Approximately 2,000 Methodist Ladies' College students now have a personal
notebook computer.
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The school made personal computing part of its commitment to creating a nurturing learning culture. It
ensured that teachers were supported in their own learning by catering to a wide range of learning styles,
experiences, and interests. All involved agreed that personal computing was a powerful idea, one more
important than the computers themselves. What students actually did with the computers was of
paramount importance. LogoWriter was the schools's primary software of choice. (MicrowWorlds is now
used.)

Dozens of Australian schools (called “laptop schools”) are now in various stages of following the lead of
Methodist Ladies' College in computing and are now using some of the professional development models
created during my five years of work there.

Staff Development Innovations

Many schools find the task of getting a handful of teachers to use computers at even a superficial level
daunting. The laptop schools expect their teachers not only to be comfortable with 30 notebook
computers in their classroom, but also to participate actively in the reinvention of their school. In such
progressive schools, staff development does not mean pouring information into teachers' heads or
training them in a few technical skills. Staff development means helping teachers fearlessly dream,
explore, and invent new educational experiences for their students.

| have employed three staff development strategies—in-classroom collaboration, “slumber parties,” and
build-a-book workshops—in many laptop schools. All three model constructivism by providing meaningful
contexts for learning, emphasizing collaborative problem solving and personal expression, and placing
the learner (in this case the teacher) at the center of the learning experience. Each school values and
respects the professionalism of the teachers by acknowledging the knowledge, skills, and experience each
teacher possesses.

In-Classroom Collaboration. Several Australian laptop schools have used the in-classroom model |
developed working in the Scarsdale, New York, and Wayne, New Jersey, public schools. This collaborative
form of teacher development places the trainer in the teacher's classroom to observe, evaluate, answer
questions, and model imaginative ways in which the technology might be used. The collaborative spirit
and enthusiasm engendered by the trainer motivates the teacher, who feels more comfortable taking
risks when a colleague is there to help. Implementation is more viable because this professional
development occurs on the teacher's turf and during school hours.

Residential “Slumber Parties.” This approach allows teachers to leave the pressures of school and home
behind for a few days to improve their computing skills in a carefully constructed environment designed
to foster opportunities for peer collaboration, self-expression, and personal reflection, and to encourage a
renewed enthusiasm for learning. These workshops have taken place at hotels, training centers, a
monastery with lodging facilities, even at a school. These learner-centered workshops stress action, not
rhetoric. The workshop leader serves as a catalyst, and creates opportunities for participants to connect
personal reflections to their teaching. These connections are powerful when they come from the teacher's
own experience—much like the types of learning opportunities we desire for students. The slumber
parties use three key activities:
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1. Project brainstorming. Before we are even sure that the teachers know how to turn on their
computers, we ask them to identify projects they wish to undertake during the workshop. The
projects may be collaborative, personal, or curriculum-related, and they need not relate to the
subjects they teach.

2. Powerful ideas. Each day begins with a discussion of a relevant education issue or philosophical
concern. Topics might include the history of Logo and your role in technological innovation (what the
school has already accomplished); process approaches to learning; or personal learning stories. The
topic for the final day, “What does this have to do with school?” is designed to help teachers reflect on
their workshop experiences and make connections to their role as teachers.

3. Problem solving off the deep end. One or two problem-solving activities are planned to demonstrate
how teachers can solve complex open-ended problems through collaborative effort. These exercises
help the participants to understand that not every problem has only one correct answer and that
some problems may have no answers.

Slumber parties are offered on a regular basis. Because the primary goal of the workshops is to support a
learning community, teachers and administrators are encouraged to participate in more than one.
Participants gain appreciation for the power and expressive potential of LogoWriter. And, they are
reminded that their colleagues are creative, imaginative learners like themselves.

Build-a-Book Residential Workshops. The origin for these workshops is based in the book, Build-a-Book
Geometry." The book chronicles the author's experience as a high school geometry teacher who spent an
entire year encouraging his students to write their own geometry text through discovery, discussion,
debate, and experimentation. It provides an exciting model for taking what teams of students know about
a concept and then giving them challenges built upon their understanding or misunderstanding of it. The
teacher then uses the responses to elicit a set of issues to which another team will respond, and so on.
Throughout the process, each team keeps careful notes of hypotheses, processes, and conclusions, then
shares these notes with the other teams during the process of writing the class book.

Healy's ideas inspired a format that addresses confusing topics through discussion, problem solving,
collaboration, and journal writing. Before the workshop, | ask each participant to identify three LogoWriter
programming issues that they do not understand or that they need to have clarified. Small teams of
teachers spend hours answering the questions and explaining numerous programming (and often
mathematical) issues to one another. This exercise stresses the most important component of
cooperative learning—interdependence. When each group has answered all questions to its collective
satisfaction, each teacher meets with a member of another team to explain what his or her group has
accomplished.

Participants explore emerging questions through projects—designed by the leader—that are intended to
use increasingly sophisticated skills. For example, teachers discuss the concept of programming elegance
as they review student projects, and they keep careful notes of their programming processes, questions,
and discoveries. These collective notes are included in the class book (disk). This disk becomes a valuable
personal reference that the teachers can use in their own classrooms.

Teacher assessments of the residential workshops have been extremely positive. And, the quality of the
experience makes the cost quite low when compared with the cost of providing an ongoing series of two-
hour after-school workshops. Schools routinely spend much more time teaching concepts in bite-size
chunks, while leaving real learning to chance.
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Suggestions for Success

Following are some guidelines for successful technology implementation.

Work with the living. Because schools have limited technological and teacher development resources,
those that do exist should be allocated prudently. If energy and resources are focused on creating a
few successful models of classroom computing each year, the enthusiasm among teachers will be
infectious. Of course, the selection of models must be broad enough to engage teachers of differing
backgrounds and subject areas.

Eliminate obstacles. It should not be surprising that teachers without sufficient access to computer
technology don't embrace its use. How many workshops must a teacher attend to get a new printer
ribbon? How long must a teacher wait to get enough lab time for his or her students to work on a
meaningful project? The idea that schools should not buy computers before the teachers know what
to do with them must be discarded.

Stay on message. Administrators must articulate a clear philosophy regarding how the new
technology is to be used and how the culture of the school is likely to change. Communication
between teachers and administrators must be honest, risk-free, and comfortable. Administrators
must constantly clarify the curricular content and traditions the school values, as well as specify the
outdated methodology and content that is to be eliminated. Teachers must be confident that their
administrators will support them through the transitional periods.

Work on the teacher's turf. Those responsible for staff development should be skilled in classroom
implementation and should work alongside the teacher to create models of constructive computer
use. It is important for teachers to see what students can do; this is difficult to accomplish in a brief
workshop at the end of a long workday.

Plan off-site institutes. Schools must ensure that teachers understand the concepts of collaborative
problem solving, cooperative learning, and constructivism. Accordingly, teachers must have the
opportunity to leave behind the pressures of family and school for several days in order to
experience the art of learning with their colleagues. Off-site residential “whole learning” workshops
can have a profoundly positive effect on a large number of teachers in a short period of time.

Provide adequate resources. Nothing dooms the use of technology in the classroom more effectively
than lack of support. Administrators can support teacher efforts by providing and maintaining the
technology requested and by providing access to a working printer and a supply of blank disks.

Avoid software du jour. Many educators feel considerable pressure to constantly find something new
to do with their computers. Unfortunately, this newness is equated with amassing more and more
software. It is reckless and expensive to jump on every software bandwagon. The use of narrow,
skill-specific software provides little benefit to students. Choose an open-ended environment, such
as MicroWorlds, in which students can express themselves in many ways that may also converge
with the curriculum.

Practice what you preach. Staff development experiences should be engaging, interdisciplinary,
collaborative, heterogeneous, and models of constructivist learning.

Celebrate initiative. Recognize teachers who have made a demonstrated commitment to educational
computing. Free them from some duties so they can assist colleagues in their classrooms;
encourage them to lead workshops; and give them access to additional hardware.

Offer in-school sabbaticals. Provide innovative teachers with the in-school time and the resources
necessary to develop curriculum and to conduct action research.
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Share learning stories. Encourage teachers to reflect on significant personal learning experiences.
Encourage them to share these experiences with their colleagues and to discuss the relationship
between their own learning and their classroom practices. Formal action research projects and
informal get-togethers are both effective. Teachers routinely relate that their most beneficial
professional development experience is the opportunity to talk with peers.

Help teachers purchase technology. Schools should help fund 50-80 percent of a teacher's purchase of
a personal computer. This support demonstrates to teachers a shared commitment to educational
progress. Partial funding gives teachers the flexibility to purchase the right computer configuration.
Consider offering an annual stipend for upgrades and peripherals.

Cast a wide net. No one approach to staff development works for all teachers. Provide a combination
of traditional workshops, in-classroom collaborations, mentoring, conferences, and whole-learning
residential workshops from which teachers can choose.

Although many administrators dream of providing only a handful of computers in their schools, the reality
of what is happening in schools across Australia requires serious consideration. Universal computing is in
our future, and staff development programs must be geared to that fact. Modern staff development must
help teachers not only embrace the technology, but also anticipate the classroom change that will
accompany widespread use.

We must recognize that the only constant on which we can depend is the teacher. Our schools will only be
as good as the least professional teacher. Staff development must enhance professionalism and
empower teachers to improve the lives of their students. Our children deserve no less.

Endnote

T C. Healy, (1993), Build-a-Book Geometry, (Berkeley, Calif.: Key Curriculum Press).

Gary S. Stager is a teacher educator and adjunct professor at Pepperdine University. He has spent the
past five years working with a dozen Australian schools in which every student and teacher has a laptop
computer. He can be reached at 21825 Barbara St., Torrance, CA 90503 (e-mail: gstager@pepperdine.edu).
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