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Changing Culture 
The most successful schools 
shifted the burden of training and 
support from the IT coordinator, to 
the teaching staff and student 
mentors.  It required change the 
mindset of the entire school 
community to one of peer-support. 
Teacher groups were formed 
around each skill, and informal 
peer support on technology 
became a regular part of staff 
time. Students also had a 
responsibility to mentor each 
other. With a peer-supported 
culture, the support burden on the 
IT coordinator is reduced while 
the availability of ongoing daily 
support rises. 

Professional Development for Technology – Changing the Culture 
--By Heather Chirtea and Eric Bird 

 
Providing continued technology support in the form of professional development is as 
important as delivering hardware to the classroom.  To achieve sustainability, teachers 
need to feel well supported.  The most successful schools make a concerted effort to 
develop peer-support networks amongst their department, school, and district staff. 
Sustainable programs treat professional development as a cultural shift and put the 
responsibility on all the school faculty members to help each other, rather than relying 
on periodic consultants and workshops.   
 
Digital Wish surveyed 242 educators, 
administrators, and IT specialists, and almost half 
(47%) reported only have technology training 1-4 
times a year.  Without the proper training, teachers 
can’t effectively adopt new technology.  One teacher 
even went so far as to tell us that her portable 
interactive whiteboard “has become a coat rack” 
because no one ever took the time to fully train her 
on it.   
 
Key to Success 
Successful administrators actually change their 
vocabulary and in turn, their goals.  They aren’t 
trying to implement a technology program, rather 
they are striving to develop a culture of peer-support 
for technology. They establish an assumption that 
technology is going to be an assumed part of the 
learning environment. 
 
Start With the Plan 
If you truly want to achieve sustainability, first take a hard look at the school’s 
professional development plan and ask your team:   
 

“Is this enough training and support to change the culture so that technology is an 
assumed part of the classroom learning environment?” 

 
If they can’t answer “Yes” then it’s probably a good time to consider re-planning.  
 

Consider What Works 
Digital Wish tested all the most common forms of professional development. Like most 
programs, we began our first 1:1 computing deployment using the most conventional 
strategy: training educators outside of classroom using lectures and hands-on 
workshops. However, in practice this turned out to be the least effective method of 
professional development.  In fact, the trainers reported it was a complete waste of time!  
Teachers forget most of the material if even a few days went by. Plus, every skill was 
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taught out of context of the curriculum standards, so it didn’t have relevancy to the daily 
curriculum regimen.  
 
The Digital Wish trainers rapidly shifted to a peer-coaching model, sending the trainers 
into the classroom to co-teach.  The teacher’s existing lesson plan would be adapted for 
new technology skills and taught to the student population at the same time as the 
teacher. When the peer coach leaves, the students and teacher are tasked with helping 
each other through and technical troubleshooting that arises. Over time, the entire 
classroom culture began to shift as both students and teachers shared the technical 
support tasks.  

 
Encourage the Cultural Change 

The advice below comes directly from schools that have found success with changing 
culture so that technology becomes an assumed part of the learning environment, and 
everyone shares the support 
burden. 
 
Set Expectations - Set an 
expectation that every 
teacher needs to contribute 
to the school technology 
culture.  
 
Identify Areas of Expertise 
- Start with a simple survey 
and find out what hardware 
and software each teacher 
is comfortable using. 
 
Designate Experts - 
Challenge every teacher to learn at least one tool, then designate each educator as the 
“expert” in the technology where they are most competent.  Take the burden of support 
off the IT coordinator so that peer support is more readily available and becomes part of 
regular staff conversation. 
 
Set up Peer Groups - Adjust the professional development schedule so that the 
designated “experts” take turns teaching each other, the technology they understand 
best.  This can happen during scheduled planning time, staff meetings, PD days and 
events, or even after school.  One principal awarded educators a new tablet for 
attending at least 10 voluntary after school peer-support sessions.  Even though it was 
outside of their normal contracted hours, nearly every educator on staff attended and 
the new tablet became a “badge” of accomplishment.  By holding these during 
afterschool hours when everyone was available, a vibrant peer-support community 
developed across the elementary, middle, and high school in the district. 
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Identify Informal Opportunities for Training 
Look beyond standard in-service days and start-of-the-year staff development.  Informal 
professional development opportunities can be the cornerstone in a cultural shift. Here 
are some of the best ideas that educators shared.  
 
·        Assemblies – During building-wide assemblies, when students are gathered 
together somewhere on campus, provide teachers with technology practice time. 
·        Snow Days – Some schools actually declare a surprise “Snow Day” in April for 
staff training.  The kids love it (even though there isn’t any snow), but the teachers love 
it even more because they aren’t rushed during the training.  If you don’t live in an area 
with snow, look for other school cancellation opportunities that are built into your 
system, and that won’t conflict with any union contracts. 
·        After School Sessions – Try replacing a portion of the school staff meeting or 
grade level time with dedicated technology time, giving teacher’s time for practice and 
peer support. 
·        Teacher Planning Time – This can become technology training or practice time.  
·        Fridays – Some districts have early release for students on Fridays.  This is a 
great opportunity to schedule peer support and planning sessions for technology. 
·        Online Courses – The Internet provides anytime, anywhere learning 
opportunities.  Teachers can utilize their free periods or evenings to brush up on their 
tech skills.  Professional development funds can often be utilized for online learning. 
 Many districts already subscribe to services like Atomic Learning, providing quick 5-
minute tutorials on technology.  There are loads of free training podcasts online, and 
ISTE offers an ongoing webinar series. 
·        Continuing Education – There may be teacher credit incentives and funding for 
online learning or supplemental course work.  Check with your district. 
·        Check the District and School Libraries or Resource Centers – Your district 
might already own training videos or subscribe to online training services. 
·        Substitute Teachers Provide Release Time – Some schools are using 
substitute teachers to release educators so that they can peer-coach in other 
classrooms.  It’s also great for observation time.  This is a fantastic hidden budget that 
can fund your professional development efforts. 
·        Lunch and Learn – Have “tech-expert” teachers offer their time during lunch to 
answer questions and assist with planning. 
·        Tech Tuesdays – Set up a regularly scheduled drop-in time with your tech 
experts for technology-related questions. 
·        Technology Institutes – Gather the staff for multiple days in the summer or 
during breaks.  Designate various teachers as the “experts” in selected technologies. 
 Formulate peer groups to come together and plan practical curriculum projects and 
resources for the coming year.  Encourage the staff to share successful resources and 
maintain these support groups throughout the coming school year. 
·        Saturday Tech Training – Set up regular monthly training opportunities that 
reward educators with free technology for attending. 
·        Conference Workshops Including Hardware – Check for workshops with 
hardware included at your state or local technology conferences.  This is often an 
allowable way to get equipment funded using professional development budgets.  
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·        Create District Teams – Create subject or grade level teams at the district level. 
One larger district would regularly select a relevant technology topic, then pick five 
interested teachers from different schools to gather offsite together with the trainer. 
They would develop curriculum support materials together, share strategies, and then 
continue to peer-coach in the classroom.  Afterwards they would utilize social 
networking and cloud storage to support their teaching community as they adopt the 
new technology. 
·        Time to Play – One of the most requested professional development 
opportunities that teachers ask for is simply time to plan, use, and experiment with 
technology.  Whether you utilize staff meeting time, release days, or professional 
development days, teachers need dedicated time to try out and become comfortable 
with new technology in a safe environment where their peers can help them 
troubleshoot. 
 

Training Ideas from Schools 
Professional development for technology does not have to be expensive or complicated, 
but it takes creative thinking and a strong leader to set things in motion.   
 
Tech Ninjas - One principal told us that they use student “Tech Ninjas” to learn new 
programs and then teach students and teachers together.  The only cost is time, and 
once the program is established it can continue easily year after year. 
 
Teachers Training Teachers - Utilize 10 minutes of your faculty meeting each week to 
have informal peer technology lessons.  Encourage teachers to become leaders and 
help each other.  Use school staff as the professional development trainer for staff 
meetings.  You already pay for them, so extend their knowledge to the teachers. 
 
Look in the Library - This is a common first step - schools will transfer the technology 
training function to the librarian and shift their title to media specialist.  Librarians may 
(or may not) be suited to the technology training role depending on their skill level, so 
this strategy doesn’t always work.  
 
Identify Free Online Training Resources - There are plenty of free webinars, 
podcasts, or online courses that can be offered to your teachers.  YouTube is one of the 
richest video tutorial resources on the web, but schools will have to navigate the filtering 
issues in order to allow access. 
 
Evaluate the Budget - Think of creative ways other funding can be rerouted to 
professional development. 
·        Title 1 funding can be used in some states.  If you have “school-wide” designation 
for Title1, your state might allow you to use those funds for technology programs that 
benefit the entire school. 
·        Some districts reward teachers who pay for their own professional development. 
 Look for opportunities to offer incentives such as credential re-certification, pay 
increases, and hardware rewards for voluntary participation in training. 
·        Check your teacher contracts.  Some districts have a mandatory training stipend 
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for every educator that allows them to attend whatever training they want - including 
courses with hardware or software. 
·        Hire substitutes to cover classrooms so that your teachers can peer-coach. 
Encourage educators to visit neighboring schools to observe teaching strategies, then 
return to the school and share their new knowledge with the staff. 
 
Student Mentors Part 1 - Do a survey of your students and find out who has expertise 
in various hardware platforms and software programs.  You will find a core group of 
students who will be tech-savvy and willing and excited to help others.  Depending on 
the student grade, age, or district policy, student support networks can be set up for 
service learning credits, as a class enrollment, or even for minimum wage pay. 
Designate a class period for “support time,” where savvy students can assist other 
classes in the school and provide one-on-one troubleshooting.  Mentorship can even 
become an elective, and it’s a great way for students to earn experience to enhance 
their resumes.  Be aware that when you develop a formal student-mentor program for 
tech support, you should get the school counselor involved.  The biggest hurdle here is 
teaching the students how to effectively work with others (don’t grab the mouse, and 
don’t get frustrated).  The 
school counselors often have 
more flexibility and time than 
the IT coordinator.  They can 
help counsel the students in 
becoming more effective 
technology mentors which is 
also an important foundational 
leadership skill. 
 
Students Mentors Part 2 - Students love showing off their expertise.  Develop a tech 
squad of “expert” students, then empower them to spread the knowledge through the 
school, training both students and teachers.  Student leaders will emerge, and this type 
of program allows selected students to shine in an area that might not otherwise get 
recognition. One educator told us that every adult at their school was required to mentor 
a few students from the highest grade, then those students trained lower grades on new 
skills. We’ve even seen special education and low performing students become 
technology leaders, changing the paradigm of being “the pull-out kids”.   
 
College Students - Many local colleges have students who will visit your school and 
help with technology training.  A sorority or fraternity may even adopt your school and 
provide a regular supply of volunteers to help with technology training. 
 
Vocational-technical Center - Your local technical center may have student interns 
that can be assigned to support your school for a few hours each day.  We set up a 
mentoring program for high school students to become interns and mentors in the lower 
grades. Students from the tech center who had completed the Cisco networking 
certification program actually became part-time tech coordinators for the elementary 
school.  Mentors would attend high school in the morning and intern from 1:00-3:00 PM 
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each day at the local elementary school.  The high school mentors were able to field 
about 80% of the inquiries.  They earned great job experience and the elementary 
school only needed to hire expert IT help for a fraction of the cost. 
 
Share Costs - Share the cost of IT support or training with another school or even with 
the local library or community center.  We’ve seen a variety of models from private 
consultants working one-day-per-week at each of five schools, to district-level staff 
allocated across multiple sites.  Be aware that part time technical support is not enough 
alone to sustain a technology program.  Any part-time IT support strategy needs to be 
coupled with a system at the local school for daily support (like the vo-tech program or 
student mentorship program).  Otherwise, technology will be abandoned when a routine 
problem arises. 
 

Model Your New Culture 
Model your new culture after schools that are already dong it successfully.  Ask around, 
talk to other schools that have made the cultural shift and have found a system that 
works well.  Visit the site, see it in motion, and learn from what others have learned.   
 

Make the Change 
Providing continued technology support in the form of professional development is as 
important as delivering technology itself to the school.  Teachers, students, and 
administrators working together toward a cultural shift with allow the school to operate a 
successful technology initiative.  It will provide students the opportunity to shine, 
teachers will feel supported, and the progressive attitude of the school climate will be 
evident every day.  Learn from others, utilize creative thinking, work as a team, and 
make the change. 
 


