Integrating Technology with Instruction: First Train the Teachers
Alachua County Public Schools began purchasing technology for classroom use in the mid-1980’s. As the use of technology permeated our students’ daily lives, district leaders wanted to do more to encourage teacher use of these evolving educational tools. Recognizing the need for quality training and continued support before teachers could be expected to successfully integrate technology with direct instruction, the district applied for, and was awarded, funds through the competitive Enhancing Education Through Technology grant in the winter of 2007. These funds allowed the district to create three new positions, District Technology Coaches, whose main responsibility was to provide teacher training in the infusion of technology with direct instruction at targeted schools. The coaches provided modeling within the classrooms as well as teacher training and mentoring. This program created an explosion in teacher interest throughout the district resulting in the School Board’s allocation of funds in 2008 which provided for the purchase of SMART Boards, accompanied with training, for over one hundred classroom teachers throughout the district. Surveys of teachers participating in these two projects indicated an increase in student engagement during instruction and a decrease in student behavior referrals. As participating teachers shared their successes, the demand for technology training increased. Additional Technology Coaches were hired, aligning technology with curriculum and the district initiative of providing a coaching/mentoring model for training and classroom support. Understanding the need to build capacity within each school, training continues to incorporate the “Train the Trainer” model so that teachers at each site become more proficient in modeling lessons that effectively integrate technology with instruction as well as providing support and mentoring to their peers. 
The district now has eight Technology Coaches who focus their efforts on increasing student engagement in underperforming schools as well as continuing to provide district-wide training opportunities for all teachers. This year, one of the coaches was assigned the role of Data Analysis Technology Coach with the specific responsibility of helping administrators collect and analyze data from assessments being conducted throughout the year. Students are assessed three times a year using district created tests and the data is imported to our Student Information System, Infinite Campus. Principals have been asked to regularly schedule “Data Chats” with their teachers as part of their own professional development and annual evaluation. They have also been encouraged to record the integration of technology with classroom instruction as they complete their daily “Classroom Walk-Through” informal observations, either by using a provided iTouch or by hand entering the data directly into the Classroom Walk-Through site, Teachscape.com. Training is being scheduled for all of our district curriculum specialists and coaches in using this assessment data so that they can, not only provide support in analyzing student progress and helping identify district-wide instructional needs, but also determine needs for future staff development. The data from these district assessments will be compared to FCAT data, once that becomes available. Next year, we plan to bring data analysis to the classroom level so that teachers can make informed instructional decisions based on their own students’ assessment results.
This summer, teachers identified by their principals will participate in training that will focus on integrating the use of technology with our district instructional calendars. The Technology Coaches, supported by the District Curriculum Specialists, Literacy Coaches and Engagement Coaches, will offer sessions on using data to make instructional decisions as well as using technology tools such as SMART Boards, SMART Notebook software, SMART Response Systems and one of our newly adopted district software programs, Discovery Education. By the end of the 2010-2011 school year, all classrooms throughout the district will be equipped with either a SMART board and instructional computer or a “boom-type” projector, screen and instructional computer. All teachers have access to Discovery Education and SMART Notebook 10 software to use for direct instruction. The teachers attending the training will be expected to share what they’ve learned with the faculty at their schools as well as develop technology rich lesson plans to share with teachers throughout the district.
Having the support of the School Board members, the Superintendent, the Deputy Superintendent and the Directors of Elementary and Secondary Curriculum has been a driving force in the strides made in the inclusion of technology with direct instruction since 2007. Their continued support will provide the students of Alachua County with a 21st century education and prepare them for the global world in which they will live.
