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Not long ago, Seattle Public Schools officials needed a school to showcase in New Tools for Teachers, the district’s TV series. They wanted to feature an institution that had “written the book” on professional development and technology in the classroom, an area that, for many schools, was still uncharted territory. To their surprise, they didn’t find such a place until they crossed the Columbia River and visited Westside School in the small town of Hood River, Oregon.

 “They couldn’t believe that schools closer to Seattle weren’t doing this,” Westside School principal Betty Shalhope recalls with a chuckle. “And when they got here, the director of New Tools said to me, ‘I expected to find teachers and students learning to use technology, but what I saw was teachers and students learning with technology’.”

That distinction—learning to use technology in the course of learning about something else—is the secret to the quiet revolution Shalhope started at Westside in 1993. Since then, the K-5 school of 420 students and 17 classroom teachers has become a national model, not only for how technology can become an integral part of the curriculum, but also for how schools can create an environment in which teachers see the value of technology in their classrooms and are comfortable with the shift that occurs when students have access to powerful new tools.

 “The bottom line is that integrating technology in the curriculum is good for students,” says Shalhope. “Once teachers understand that, they’re off.”

The evidence that teachers and students alike are learning at Westside is plentiful. Third- and fifth-graders at the school score at or above the district and state averages in reading, writing, and mathematics. The school has won a number of grants and awards. And in 1998, Westside’s approach to staff development led to its selection as a model school during the National School Tech Exposition and Conference in New York.

While Shalhope says the road to becoming a “school beyond walls” hasn’t always been smooth, she points to several key strategies that have helped teachers at Westside embrace new technology with degrees of enthusiasm and success that are rare—and that, she maintains, any school can replicate:

•Identify your purpose for using technology
•Let curriculum drive technology applications
•Integrate technology school-wide
•Set attainable goals to be achieved in incremental steps
•Make time for training
•Demand accountability
•Involve parents 
•Start now, with what you’ve got

 “The key is that teachers have to become learners,” says Shalhope. “They need to feel safe enough to say to students, ‘I don’t have all the answers. Let’s learn together.’”

From the beginning, technology at Westside has been tied to curriculum. Or as Shalhope puts it, “We never teach technology without content.”

 “At some schools, the teachers and kids just learn how to use Microsoft Works or HyperStudio. We never do that,” she explains. “We learn about monarch butterflies or meteorology, and then figure out how Works can help us learn more about it.”

Whenever you consider using technology in the classroom, Shalhope says, always ask why: “What’s the purpose? How will it increase student achievement?”

 “Teachers need to see a clear reason to use it,” she says. “With our Language Arts projects, for example, we came to the conclusion that we were very good at teaching at the literal and comprehensive levels, but that not all kids got to apply their learning or present their work. As a result, we now have a number of projects and tools that let them do that.”

Lynne Annett, a fifth-grade teacher at Westside, explains, “We can choose what technology is relevant for our students. Staff development here is a matter of helping us learn what fits for our kids. If we don’t see that a lesson or a piece of technology works for them, we can choose another tool.”

Teachers are more likely to accept technology if every one of them commits to using it, and if they can all achieve a basic skill level, Shalhope says. Because integrating technology in the classroom is such a risk, teachers draw comfort and support from having their peers “take the leap” with them.

At Westside, teachers agreed to a multi-year plan that would lead to their ultimate goal of creating an integrated learning community. Each teacher achieves a basic level in a given technology before advanced instruction is offered. Unlike some schools, where a handful of gurus might have skills that far outpace their peers, teachers at Westside have created an environment that encourages users at all skill levels.

“If somebody figures out how to print something, we pass around the chocolate,” says Shalhope.  “You have to be attentive to everyone’s needs. Otherwise you get people who start thinking, ‘I’m not as good as they are’,  and they lose confidence.”

To ensure that no teachers are left behind, Shalhope regularly circulates surveys that ask staff to assess their skills with various hardware and software. In 1994, 30 percent of Westside teachers rated themselves proficient enough in word processing to use it routinely and to teach it to students. By 1998, that number increased had to 90 percent.

Shalhope and her staff quickly learned that they couldn’t become experts overnight. They found it more effective to set clear, attainable goals for every year, each building on the foundation of the year before. As a result, teachers are expected to add technology to just one lesson per school year—though many do more.

“We’ve done this very incrementally,” Shalhope points out. “You need a purpose and a stated goal. And when you reach it, have a party.”

Westside teachers get plenty of time to adapt to new technology. Each spring, they agree on one subject area that they’ll integrate with technology the following fall. For two years, the focus was on Language Arts, and included training in word processing and graphics applications. Another year, databases and spreadsheets were woven into units in math and science. This year, music and art are getting similar treatment through multimedia projects.

 “At first, we almost did too much too fast,” Shalhope recalls. “The danger in that is that, while willingness is high in the beginning, it can decrease with time, even as competence increases. Teachers get into the middle of the process, and they might not be perfectly clear about where they’re going, and suddenly they’re thinking, ‘It would be really comfortable to go back and teach kids in rows. I was good at that.’  You have to be very careful to validate the progress they’re making.”

Teachers at Westside have adopted a classic sequence for learning about new technology.  They acquire knowledge through training and exchanges with their peers; they work toward a clear understanding of the knowledge; they apply it, by integrating the technology in a lesson plan and teaching the technology to students in the classroom; finally, they share results with their colleagues.

Their learning has been facilitated in several innovative ways. Early on, teachers spent Monday evenings being versed in the use of new technology—always, of course, in the context of a specific curriculum. (As evidence that a school doesn’t need dozens of extra personnel to make the changes that Westside has made, Shalhope points out that teachers there were initially trained by the school’s full-time reading teacher, who, thanks to the creative use of a 5-hour-a-week coaching contract, also happens to be the school’s technology specialist.) Then, as now, teachers applied what they learned in presentations for one another, complete with “how-to” handouts.

As they grew more fluent, teachers agreed to give up one of two allotted staff development days to spend Mondays working in pairs with a local technology instructor contracted by the school. Getting one-on-one attention from a trainer has been invaluable, says fourth-grade teacher Dottie Gilbertson: “It’s nice to have time away from your class to concentrate on your learning.” 

Shalhope stresses that it’s important not to “jump” teachers by hiring consultants or specialists to teach technology to students: “Teachers need to learn the technology first, then teach it to students. If students get ahead of the teacher, it can be a disaster.”

Shalhope believes that applying learning in presentations is powerful motivation for ensuring that students and teachers alike master material. Presentations have  been part of Westside’s approach since day one—by necessity.

“Accountability is a huge piece.  The grants we’ve gotten have demanded that we document products and process. So every project we undertake, in staff development or in the classroom, has a product and presentation built in.”

At the end of every school year, Westside hosts a “Highlights on Learning Day”, where the whole school showcases its tech-related projects for parents and other community members.

 “Our teachers’ focus has changed from, ‘Look at what a good teacher I am’ to ‘Look at what we all learned this year,” Shalhope notes.  “It’s been a big shift, and, frankly, we had no idea it would make such an enormous difference with the students.” 

It’s standard for schools to solicit parental involvement. But at Westside, parents don’t get by with just making copies or donating cookies for the bake sale—they’re put to work in the school’s classrooms and computer lab. The technology consultant who trains Westside teachers also donates her time to train a group of parents who provide “just-in-time” assistance for teachers two mornings a week. That helps teachers make the most of their time for teaching.

Shalhope says simply, “We couldn’t do what we’re doing without the parents.”

Professional development strategies used at Westside have recently been implemented at nearby Midvalley Elementary. And if they can work in this small, rural community—where about one-third of the students receive free or reduced lunches, and where about a quarter are ESL students from migrant populations—they can work just about anywhere, Shalhope contends. She advises schools to get started with the technology they have, and then implement more over time based on learning objectives and classroom results—an approach she calls, ‘Ready, fire, aim.’

 “Look at what you have right now and make the best of it. Leverage what you can. How can you put a system together to reach some of these goals? When you’re ready for more, go to the community for what you need.”

Grant money, says Shalhope, “is everywhere.” Westside launched its staff development with a $21,000 state grant. Since then, about $20,000 has been granted to the school by private and public organizations.  “So long as you’ve got a clearly articulated goal, so long as all your teachers and students are involved, and so long as you can be accountable and show results, people are willing to step up,” says Shalhope.

Cindy Morus, the technology consultant who works with teachers and parents at Westside, says shared leadership is the key to successfully integrating technology.  “Support from the district, commitment from teachers, help from consultants, and dedication from parents all make the difference. And the principal is the catalyst.  If a principal wants (integration of technology) to happen, then what we’ve done here is definitely replicable.”

 “My job,” agrees  Shalhope, “is to make sure the plan, the incentives, and the resources are all there. Otherwise, I’ve frustrated everyone.”

Maybe the best way for schools to get started is to look at the change that’s occurred at Westside.  As the educators from Seattle learned, seeing is not only believing—it’s inspiring.

 “Start by seeing what we’ve done in this building with kids,” says Shalhope. “Not with teachers, but the kids.  Once you understand that what we’re doing is really meaningful to kids, the shift happens like it did here.”

 “This isn’t a destination, it’s a journey,” Shalhope observes. “There aren’t too many maps for where you want to go; you have to draw your own. It takes a while, and it takes the whole team to get there.”

Learn more about Westside School at http://www.gorge.net/schools/westside. 
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