Integrating technology
into the classroom

How effective school administrators can use Universal Design for Learning
to integrate technology into the fabric of the learning space.

by Kerri Steel

et me start out by saying that

I'm biased. This article is about
the reasons that all principals and
vice-principals need to become
more tech savvy and to work ac-
tively to support teachers toward
incorporating Universal Design for
Learning (UDL) into every learning
space. Some of us would argue that
many teachers are providing quality
programs without ever turning on a
computer. Can UDL be implement-
ed? It has been. Should it? I'd argue
that we're doing all of our learners a
disservice if we don't try.

There is a growing body of research
supporting the use of technology in
classrooms. “Information technolo-
gies impact how people work, play,
learn, socialize, and collaborate.
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Increasingly, technology skills are
also critical to success in almost ev-
ery arena, and those who are more
facile with technology will advance
while those without access or skills
will not” (Johnson, Smith, Levine and
Haywood, p. 4). Our learners are
living in a world that is changing
rapidly, and if we are sincerely and
ethically preparing them for their
tutures, we need to help them to
build their skills and understanding
using the tools they will be using as
adults. Having technology in the
building is not enough. As school
leaders, it is our responsibility to en-
sure that our students are provided
with universally designed learning
opportunities that are supported by
the integrated use of technology in
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all classrooms. This does not mean
we need to be experts in all of these
technologies ourselves, but it does
mean that we need to be fostering
environments where the technology
leaders in our buildings are given
both a voice and the opportunity to
support and encourage other teach-
ers in the school.

UDL is all about access and op-
portunity. It’s about framing each
and every learning experience in a
way that all learners are able to en-
gage in a meaningful way. It’s about
creating a flexible framework that
invites everyone in the room to par-
ticipate, regardless of learning or
physical challenges. UDL allows
both teachers and learners to em-
brace the diversity of learning styles
and challenges in our classrooms;
without the need for cumbersome,
time-consuming adaptations to
curriculum after lessons have taken
place. Although technology is an in-
tegral part of UDL, it “is not defined
by or confined to technology. The
technology must be combined with
effective  pedagogy” (King-Sears,
p. 201). In a universally-designed
classroom, technology is about far



more than word processing “good-
copies,” or about making posters or
diagrams to go with a project. UDL
is an integration of powerful teach-
ing practices with a variety of digital
and technological tools. Dave Edy-
burn explains that “the reason why
UDL is possible today as opposed
to the 1950s or 1970s is that digital
technology provides a high degree of
flexibility. Paper-based instructional
technologies (e.g., worksheets, text-
books) commit information to fixed
formats and cannot match the array
and flexibility of supports provided
in a digital environment” (Edyburn,
.38). UDL isn’t about how often
students go to the computer lab to
complete projects. It’s about know-
ing how and where to provide access
to tools that deepen engagement
and understanding, targeted at spe-
cific goals and learning outcomes.
UDL mixes a learner-centered
framework that is supported by clear
learning objectives and goals with a
tew structures that have been de-
liberately chosen to put students in
the driver’s seat. Given a chance to
explore options, our learners quickly
discover how they learn best; but
they need to be supported by teach-
ers who understand how to provide
access and opportunities to explore
a variety of formats and tools. Ef-

fective  educa-
tors begin with
explicit, sincere
conversation
about goals and
objectives.  The
teacher  clearly
states, and often
displays, a learn-
ing intention
for the lesson or
activity. ~ Once
everyone knows
their end point,
the group has a
conversation about the critical crite-
ria that they will need to meet, and
the learners then develop their own
question to help them to find away to
achieve personalized learning goals.
Some call this an inquiry question.
This part can be done without tech-
nology. It’s the conversation and op-
portunity for individual exploration
that create the engagement.

Once clear goals and expecta-
tions are in place, students have a
road map. This is the point where
choice and flexibility step in, and
the teacher steps out of the role of
“instructor,” and into the role of
“mentor.” As long as the students
make reasonable choices that help
them to achieve the defined learn-
ing intention, these choices are
available to them. For example, if
the learning intention is to “com-
pare the structures and behaviours
of local animals and plants in difter-
ent habitats and communities,”(BC
Ministry of Education, p. 30), and
students have a rubric which stipu-
lates which information to include,
they may choose to write a report,
do a detailed poster, create an adver-
tisement with a friend, or to make a
labeled diorama. If we really want to
include everyone, we’ll also offer the
options of presentation, movie and
word processing software and pro-
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grams such as Kidspiration or Kurz-
weil. The project is marked against
the content outlined in the criteria,
so it doesn’t matter if everyone uses
a different format to complete it.
Classroom teachers don't need to be
experts in all of these technologies;
if we create opportunities for our
students to use skills they already
have, and to collaborate with others
who can help to troubleshoot, some
amazing results emerge.

Let me illustrate by describing
a project completed by a group of
grade three and four students in
my school last year. Colleen, their
teacher, was exploring local animal
habitats and characteristics with her
class. She wanted to know if the
students knew how to focus on the
“big ideas” when pulling facts out of
their reading, and wanted them to
celebrate their learning by present-
ing it to parents and grandparents.
After creating a rubric together,
the students did some print-based
reading in information circles, to
learn how to “Dig for Potatoes,” (a
graphic organizer focused on col-
lecting key facts). They followed this
learning with creating some diora-
mas and doing some writing about
their animals.

'This was a great start, but Colleen
really wanted to see what her stu-
dents could produce more indepen-
dently, and with over half the class
receiving support services for read-
ing or writing, she needed a flexible,
inclusive framework to help them
to finish their exploration. She also
knew there were some free digital
tools and other software in the com-
puter lab that would allow her to
foster independence and to increase
engagement for her students, and
she sought the help of colleagues to
get started. By providing her with
some time to plan with the Infor-
mation Communications Technol-



ogy (ICT) teacher, and by spending
some of my time in her classroom
as she was launching some of these
new tools, I was able to support
Colleen as she broadened her explo-
ration of these new technology tools
with her class.

Colleen knew there were some
terrific websites with information
on Canadian wild animals, so she
collaborated with the ICT teacher
to support the students with gath-
ering facts on the Internet. Because
she was just beginning to work
with digital research tools herself,
the students worked on this part of
the project during their “computer”
blocks. Some students cut and paste,
some read and typed their discover-
ies and others used digital hi-lighters
to categorize information that they
listened to while using Click, Speak!

(a free add-on
program tor
Mozilla Firefox).
When finished,
students worked
with both Col-
leen and the ICT
teacher to cre-
ate PowerPoint
projects, syn-
thesizing  their
learning. To fa-
cilitate the use of
some other tools
that she had not
used previously, Colleen also col-
laborated with the Support Services
teachers as the kids worked through
their final projects. On the day they
shared with their families, Colleen
and I watched from the side as the
students used the SMART Board
to share their projects. Some stu-
dents simply showed their presen-
tations and read the captions, oth-
ers used a dollar-store microphone
to record what they had typed and
then played the voice threads as they
showed their slides, and a couple of
students chose PowerTalk (another
free program), to have the computer
read their writing for them. Students
sat with rubrics to complete peer
evaluations on the presentations,
and spoke articulately about what
they had accomplished. In reflecting
on her students’ work, Colleen ex-
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citedly recalled the high level of en-
gagement that this group of learners
demonstrated throughout the proj-
ect, and she was astounded by both
the depth of their understanding of
the content, and the level of exper-
tise that they demonstrated with the
technology.

By the end of the project, Colleen
recognized what we all need to; that
UDL is all about purposeful peda-
gogy, combined with the flexibility
and choice afforded by the integra-
tion of technology into the fabric
of the learning space. It is achieved
by first establishing a solid founda-
tion and a clear goal that is then ex-
plored through a variety of choices
that reflect students’ preferences and
learning needs. This animal project
emerged out of a coordinated col-
laboration between the classroom
teacher, support teachers, informa-
tion technology teacher and ad-
ministrator. The choices provided
for the students were deliberately
chosen to support the diverse array
of student learning styles and needs
in this classroom, arising from both
the teacher’s understanding of her
students, and her willingness to ex-
plore new technologies to support
their learning. Conversation was not
around finding time for adaptations,
such as who would scribe or read
to the students with learning chal-
lenges, nor around finding “easier”
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reading materials for them. It was
around creating access and inde-
pendence for these learners. Colleen
is just beginning her journey toward
integrating technology into her
everyday teaching. It was through
discussions with others in the build-
ing, facilitated and encouraged by a
principal, that she was able to move
forward.

It is possible to provide some
choice without technology. How-
ever, if we do, then we ignore the
growing body of research that tells
us that our students learn bet-
ter when they have access to these
tools, and we create barriers sim-
ply by limiting opportunity. As in-
structional leaders, I believe that all
principals and vice-principals need
to be doing more than making sure
our machines are up and running.
We need to be having deliberate,
focused conversations around the
ways that technology supports ef-
fective teaching and deep learning.
We need to be fostering environ-

ments where our technology lead-
ers are given opportunities to share
their expertise, and where teachers
are collaborating and experimenting
with the array of tools that are open
to them. Will teachers explore op-
portunities for integrating technol-

ogy without us? Some will. Should
we let them? Not if we truly want to
foster innovative, dynamic, and col-
laborative learning environments that
will prepare both teachers and students
Jor the challenges that lay ahead. 1t’s
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Jameel Aziz, continued from page 2

size the importance of reading for
life success. Reading is equally
important for our leadership suc-
cess. Students, parents and staff
constantly approach us for ideas
and discussion. The wider our base
of knowledge, the better prepared
we are to enter into the fray and
to back up our opinions with solid
information.

When you make professional
reading a part of your daily routine,
I am sure you will see the benefits
in a variety of ways in both your
thinking and conversation. 0 ve%
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