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A message from the president
by Ismael Vivanco

Effective educators constantly seek 
new and better approaches or additional 
resources to improve student achievement. 
Indeed, the core work of educators every-
where is to enable all students to reach their 
full potential. One of the areas of focus that 
must be addressed in order to do this is 
technology – or the tools that enhance stu-
dents’ cognitive abilities. Some might even 
suggest that technology, both for teaching 
and learning, is a primary concern for pre-
paring students for the 21st century. In light 
of an uncertain job market, coupled with 
demands of globalization, limited resources, 
and necessity for sustainable human activity 
in every sector, technology is indispensable 
and necessary for solving problems and 
creating opportunities.

For those of us who have been in 
education for more than a decade, the 
emergence of technology for teaching and 
learning seems slow, perhaps even plodding. 
The days of the floppy disk, Apple II, Com-
modore 64, and other relics are long gone 
(though these artifacts surely inspire fond 
memories for many). The days of wireless 
Internet access, smart phones, and one-to-
one computing are here and these tools are 
widespread. The rapid adoption of technol-
ogy is surely outpacing requisite knowledge 
and skills for managing information. There 
are more sources for content than ever be-
fore, but I speculate that too few educators 
have considered the need to teach knowl-
edge and skills associated with information 
management, such as determining the 
veracity of sources or digital citizenship. The 
demand for educators ready and willing to 
embrace technology for equipping students 
for living and working in the 21st century 
is clear.

Yet, one obstacle is that education is 
inherently conventional – a large portion 

of our work is retaining and transmitting 
the knowledge and skills handed down 
from one generation to the next. Although, 
effective educators preserve what has been 
valued over time, they also operate on the 
periphery of new ways of thinking and 
doing. Technology bridges gaps between 
the past and future, but it also confounds 
them – serving to show that what has been 
done before is perhaps no longer important, 
or necessary – and this can be unsettling. 
Nevertheless, there is an abiding confidence 
in technology. People believe it can solve 
problems, probably more in Washington 
than many other places in the country, given 
the rich history of innovation interwoven 
into the fabric of our state.

But, there are few educators who claim 
technology unleashed would do great things 
in the classroom. It requires expertise and 
supervision, a careful plan with a purpose so 
students are empowered, yielding positive 
gains. There seems no shortage of software 
and hardware for empowering students, but 
whether these tools can actually deliver what 
is promised is a question thoughtful educa-
tors need to contend with every day.

It is insufficient to adopt the latest 
hardware or app. There needs to be sig-
nificant thought about what the technol-
ogy achieves; whether it enhances student 
abilities, or is perhaps a novelty with fleeting 
results. At the same time, we use various 
technologies at nearly every point in the ed-
ucational process (think desktop computer 
and office applications). Perhaps the greatest 
potential for impact is simply making better 
use of these conventional tools. For exam-
ple, teaching students the full capabilities of 
a spreadsheet would likely surpass usefulness 
of high-end graphing calculators. Or, having 
students use cloud computing for writing 
greatly expands peer feedback possibilities in 

comparison to paper and pencil. However, 
transitions take time.

In one of the schools I work with, we 
make a concerted effort to use technology 
as part of classroom instruction, but we 
also analyze results as we go. The primary 
concern is whether instructional technology 
impacts student achievement. Resources are 
needed since every alteration from the status 
quo has a cost. Even though technology 
is a part of our everyday conversation, we 
purposefully devote two late start meetings 
a month to analyze the effects of specific 
instructional technologies and associated 
strategies. Our target remains unchanged 
– impact on student achievement. Our 
operating principles persist as well. Teachers 
experiment, model, support, and collaborate. 
They share successes and failures and they 
anticipate obstacles with winsome optimism 
– and everyone learns from the process. This 
approach has permitted careful selection of 
digital tools to improve student outcomes, 
but there is still much to do.

We are excited by the idea of one-to-one 
learning and bring your own device – but we 
contend with implementation. We are hope-
ful about eliminating technology gaps for 
students with limited access – but we deal 
with finite resources. We embrace the po-
tential for technology to support exceptional 
learners, including second language students 
– but we wonder about the details for how 
to do this. Yet, we recognize the potential for 
technology to improve teaching and learning 
and we persist in exploring ways it can make 
a difference.

As you read this edition of Curriculum 
in Context, I invite you to imagine ways you 
can explore the use of technology to help all 
students reach their potential.
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