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DISCLAIMER

This presentation IS NOT intended as an attack on
one-to-one student technology initiatives.

This presentation IS a plea for the informed and
thoughtful use of mobile technology in ways that
maximize the attainment of instructional goals and
more effectively address student learning needs.



My Fundamental Beliefs

• Mobile technology is changing our world in ways that we are only now beginning to
understand.

• In particular, student access to and appropriate use of the World Wide Web can
serve to reduce educational inequities by increasing learning opportunities for
underserved populations as well as those who are geographically isolated from
“brick and mortar schools.”

• Mobile technology is a potentially important tool of social justice.

• Public schools MUST endeavor to provide their communities with learning
opportunities 24/7 and 365 days per year.

• Therefore, we must be thoughtful and responsible relative to the
purchase/allocation of mobile technology in our schools.



Failed Attempts at One Size Fits All
• During the month of October in 2014, the Topeka Unified School District 501 unveiled plans to

issue Chromebook laptops to all middle and high school students over the next two years (Llopis-
Jepsen, 2015). According to district officials, teachers would decide just how the computers would
be used.

• Similarly, in a case that attracted national attention in 2013, former Los Angeles Unified School
District Superintendent John Deasy announced a $1.3 billion purchase of iPads for all students K-
12 (Klein, 2014). By June of 2014, district officials decided to scrap the “one size fits all”
technology plan and to permit a cadre of high schools to select from a list of six approved laptop
computers as an alternative to the iPad.
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Challenges for Contemporary School Leaders

• Declining State aid

• The New York State Property Tax Cap

• Increasingly, commercial curriculum materials are becoming more “digital”

• Multiple devices are competing for the same market share

• Mobile devices, for example, already have vocal constituencies

• Issues of equity (who has access to the Internet at school and at home)

• Community expectations and perceptions regarding college/career readiness
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My District: Valley Stream CHSD
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Who We Are: A Diverse Learning Community

• 4,600 students (Grades 7-12) housed in 4 secondary schools

• 23% White, 21% African American, 20% Asian, 29% Latino, 7% Mult-Racial

• Approximately 25% Free & Reduced Lunch reciprients

• 5% of student body are classified as English Language Learners

• Approximately 12% of our students have IEPs

• Surprisingly, no significant learning gaps appear between racial/ethnic student groups

• In 2017, the District boasted 309 Advanced Placement Scholars

• 96% of Graduating Seniors attend college

• Almost 100% of students graduate by August of their Senior year
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Big Ticket Items in Tough Financial Times

• “Function” rather than “fashion” should inform purchasing decisions.

• For example, while some neighboring districts were quick to jump on the SMART BOARD
bandwagon 12 years ago, we chose instead to conduct pilots in which individual teachers
provided his or her principal with a specific instructional rationale for the daily use of that
emerging technology before a purchase was made. The pilot approach also provided our teachers
with the opportunity to field test different brands of white boards in a variety of instructional
settings.

• Now 12 years later, almost all of our classrooms are equipped with electronic white boards of
one brand or another based upon function; that is their ability to support specific instructional
platforms that are research-based and supportive of student learning needs.

• Subsequently, in the present era of continuously expanding mobile learning technologies, we
have continued to predicate the acquisition of new devices upon the same rationale.
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Case #1: iPads for Special Education Students

• During the spring of 2014, I began a dialogue with our Director of Special Education and a group
of teachers relative to just how we might help our most challenged students better access the
new curriculum. While considering our options, we periodically turned to mobile technology such
as the iPad, due in part to its obvious appeal to visual or tactile learners.

• Nonetheless, student-friendliness or appeal alone would not be sufficient reason for making such
a purchase, as we believed that the selection of a mobile learning device for students needed to
be grounded in its ability to facilitate specific learning outcomes.

• Our research led us to eSpark, a company that collaborates with school districts to develop
personalized learning solutions using an iPad platform for students in grades K-8. More
specifically, eSpark analyzes student achievement data provided by the school district (in our
case, grade 7 NWEA MAP scores) and develops a slate of iPad learning applications designed to
address the individual learning (math and reading) needs of specific students.

• Following several hours of discussion with eSpark representatives, we decided to pilot the use of
their product and iPads with some of our most challenged special education students in grade 7.
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iPads for Special Education Students (cont.)

• This was a very special kind of pilot program in that we planned on providing each child with
his/her own personal iPad that could be taken home each night so that the student could
complete the individualized "learning quests" that were designed to complement classroom
instruction at home.

• While there were initially several details to work out, such as professional development for
teachers, insurance for the iPads, and parental education regarding the goals of eSpark, our
students and teachers bought into the pilot right away.

• Valley Stream Memorial Jr. High Special Education Chair, Tracey Alesia, reports that "students and
teachers enjoy working on the iPad platform because it is highly visual and interactive." Other
teachers report that student homework completion rates have also increased. While it is too early
to tell whether or not eSpark and the iPads have impacted student achievement on state
examinations, we are quite certain that they have increased student engagement, which is an
essential component of achievement.
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Case #2: Smart Phones in World Language Classes

• Central High Spanish Teacher Dan Saitta stated that, “I have yet to encounter a student who does
not own a smartphone of some kind.” Dan, a veteran teacher and Chairperson of Central’s LOTE
Department, clearly recognizes that this ever-expanding form of mobile technology has become
an extension of the hand as well as a communications lifeline for most teenagers.

• Tapping into that knowledge, Dan and the other teachers in his department have embedded the
use of the smartphone into their daily instructional routines. For example, students are often
asked to use the camera feature of their phones to snap a photo of a person, place, or event
outside of the classroom that then serves as either a speaking or writing prompt. Students also
use the recording features of their phones to practice Spanish dialogues, rehearse oral
presentations, or prepare for the speaking sections of the Advanced Placement exams for second
languages.

• As the ongoing assessment of student learning is a critical feature of effective language
instruction, teachers are harnessing the technological opportunities available for that purpose.
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Smart Phones in World Language Classes (cont.)

• For example, Dan is a frequent user of a website called Polleverywhere.com, which permits
students to text their responses to either open-ended or multiple-choice questions to a central
database that stores and tabulates them for immediate viewing by the teacher and the entire
class.

• Thus, the teacher can provide him/herself and the students with simultaneous feedback that can
be utilized to modify instruction as needed. Similarly, as secondary teachers are increasingly
utilizing the “Exit Ticket” as a summative instructional activity, Dan and his teachers have
discovered that students can “blog” their responses to closure questions just as easily as they
might have written them on a piece of paper. Doing so also provides the students with some
additional time to complete the activity at home and in a manner that is still readily accessible to
the teacher.

• Dan Saitta and his staff at Central High have clearly embraced the numerous instructional
opportunities provided by the device that is increasingly becoming part of the student toolkit and
have even turn-keyed their strategies to other language teachers on Long Island.
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Chrome Books in Science Classes

• Jeff Hsi is a veteran teacher of physics at Valley Stream South High School.  Four years ago, Jeff 
approached me with an idea to pilot the use of Chromebooks with his Advanced Placement 
Physics students.  While our district has been using standard notebook computers in the 
classroom for more than 10 years, I was curious about his request. 

• Apparently Jeff had done his homework because not only was his selection of mobile technology 
well-suited to his instructional objectives, but also extremely cost effective.  At that time, 
Chromebooks were retailing between $200 and $400, several hundred dollars less than the 
standard laptop. 

• While Chromebooks seemed perfect for performing a wide range of science-related student 
operations including but not limited to web information searches, word processing, and video 
creation/editing, Mr. Hsi had an additional use in mind. Jeff wanted his students to have access to 
Chromebooks in order to make maximum use of the school’s recently-acquired Vernier Laboratory 
Probeware.

• While researching this issue, Jeff discovered that the Chromebook could be integrated extremely 
well with the use of Vernier equipment and software. For example, one day Jeff ran a physics 
demonstration pertaining to the relationship between mass and acceleration in front of the 
classroom while his students brainstormed what variables were involved. 
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Chrome Books in Upper-Level Science Classes (Cont.)

• As he employed the Vernier equipment to measure all of his data, all of this information was 
simultaneously transmitted to the students’ Chromebooks so that they could analyze the meaning 
of the software-generated graphs for themselves.

• Following the analysis, the students opened up their online lab notebooks (shared with Mr. Hsi 
via Google Drive) and typed up their lab reports.  Thus, Mr. Hsi proposed a mobile technology 
solution for teaching physics that was not only cost effective but, perhaps even more importantly, 
well suited to his instructional objectives.  
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Summary and Conclusions

• The idea that mobile technology should play a significant role in helping student become college 
and career-ready is obvious.

• What is not so evident, however, is the viability of what I have termed "one size fits all" 
technology platforms, some of which have already met with failure.

• Simultaneous to the writing of this article, the citizens of New York State had just approved a $2 
billion technology bond that is ostensibly designed to assist individual school districts in meeting 
their students' 21st century learning needs.

• Especially during this period of declining state aid, increasing numbers of unfunded mandates 
and, of course, the state property tax cap, school districts need to be especially mindful of 
investing in technology that will inevitably become obsolete in a relatively short period of time.

• Therefore, school districts should make greater efforts to carefully align the purchase of mobile 
technology with specific program objectives and student learning needs. One size does not fit all.
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QUESTIONS?  QUESTIONS?  QUESTIONS?

THANK YOU!
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