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Our middle school is in its third year of providing iPads for each student and the high 
school is in the first year.  While the deployment and use of these devices continues to unfold, 
this week, I wanted to share my observations of four “game changers” made possible by a 1:1 
deployment of mobile digital devices.

To understand what is, in my opinion, the most powerful use for these mobile devices, I 
have to pose a basic but critical question:  “How do we know students are learning?”  

Most people would respond to that question by suggesting that grades or tests tell you if a 
student has learned.  Indeed, for many decades, that was an acceptable answer but in 
contemporary teaching pedagogy, that is not enough.  If you get to the chapter or unit test and the 
student doesn’t know the material, it’s too late.  Teachers are encouraged to “check for 
understanding” on a daily basis, throughout a lesson.  New knowledge is assimilated by the brain 
based on previous learning so a teacher must be sure that students are grasping concepts as they 
go.

A traditional method of checking for understanding is to simply ask questions of the 
class.  Because only one student can answer at a time, you can’t assume every student would 
answer correctly if called upon.  To know whether every student is understanding, each student 
must respond.  So, a quiz with a few questions would accomplish that; however, the teacher will 
still not know where each student stands until taking the quizzes home that night and correcting 
them.  At that point, the lesson likely moved on to address new concepts.

Now, there are a number of Apps that give an opportunity for all students to respond via 
their iPad to a question and for the teacher to immediately see the results for each individual and 
group as a whole.  Cumulative student answers for each question can be projected in the front of 
the room and can be presented in graphic form.  So it can be quickly seen that, say, only 30% of 
the class understood a concept.  This would be important information to a teacher who would 
then review that concept before building on misunderstanding with new information.

The whole process can take as few as 3-5 minutes and is becoming a very seamless 
process in most classrooms. 

The second “game changer” made possible by these mobile devices is Digital 
Distribution . We utilize a learning management system (LMS) called Schoology.  Through this 
software, teachers can “distribute” or post materials and students can complete assignments and 
return them digitally to the teacher.  In addition to significantly reducing our use of paper, use of 
this LMS has streamlined many processes.  For example, built into Schoology is a function 
known as a “poll” which can do what I described above.  Because Schoology interacts with our 
grading program, PowerSchool, that quiz given to check for understanding can also be scored 
and entered into the gradebook automatically.  Schoology also gives parents another window into 
what is happening in their children’s classes.

The thing that most excites me about all students having access to a mobile digital device, 
is the fact that we’ve put into each child’s hands, a portal to vast amounts of knowledge and 
learning opportunities that extend beyond the classroom.  For students who have a true love of 
learning and insatiable appetite to learn, this is big.   A student can take a college course on 
iTunes U, listen to a number of educational and motivational videos on TedTalks, reinforce 
lessons using Kahn Academy, or watch a series of instructional science videos on YouTube.  

I recently met with a focus group of high school students to see how they were using their 
iPads at home and they were doing the things I mentioned above.   Additionally, some of the 
students have downloaded specific Apps to pursue interest in animation, music and other 
disciplines.  
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Finally, I will briefly mentioned that these devices give students additional opportunities 
to express their learning.  The traditional methods of testing and written reports can now be 
supplemented or supplanted with the creation of videos, Powerpoints and other methods of 
graphic presentation.  We know that children learn differently.   We also know that some can 
express what they’ve learned better when not restricted to a written mode.

It’s a new day in the classroom.  Technology is giving opportunities to improve 
assessment and it is opening up avenues for learning and the expression of what has been learned 
in new ways.  


