soundboard

Electronic School
others are in suburban districts outside
Cleveland and Washington, D.C.
Ann Flynn, NSBA’s director of
education technology, says the Kent
visit is unique because it will allow
attendees to go behind the scenes as
the district holds its annual Technology
Expo. The Kent staff also has secured
complimentary tickets for attendees to
take part in the Microsoft in Education
Global Forum on May 1.
“It’s the most unusual site visit we’ve
hosted because of the Technology Expo
focus and the connection to Microsoft,”
Flynn says. “Attendees will get a chance
to see how and why they execute this
expo through a series of mini-briefings, so if they decided to go home and
launch their own event, they have a
sort of recipe book for how to do so.”

Tech Visits

School districts showcase systemic use of new
technology for instruction and engagement
technology is not one of the
board’s goals in Washington’s Kent
School District. That’s on purpose,
and it’s cited as one key to the district’s
success.
“Technology is expected to be used
to strategically support all seven school
board goals,” says Thuan Nguyen, chief
information and digital strategy officer
for the 27,000-student district. “It is
implemented in a way that is intended
to enhance and augment traditional
practices and strategies.”
That strategic focus should come
as no surprise, given that Kent is a
bedroom community about 20 miles
south of Seattle and close to technol54 asbj.com
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ogy giants Microsoft, Amazon, and F5
Networks. But as any school leader
knows, ongoing success is contingent
on factors that go beyond who lives and
works in your community. And when
your programs are versatile enough to
be replicated in other districts, that’s
even better.
From April 29 to May 1, school
board members and teams of administrators from around the nation can
see the work Kent is doing in person
during a site visit hosted by NSBA’s
Technology Leadership Network
(TLN). The site visit is one of three
scheduled over a 10-day period across
the country starting on April 22; the

Technology Expo for students
Launched in January 2006 in a single
high school with 50 students participating, the Technology Expo is now
held annually at the ShoWare Center.
Described as “part exhibition, part laboratory … where digital learning meets
community involvement,” the event
showcases how students use technology
tools to gain college and career skills.
“Students and teachers demonstrate
technology in use, speak about what
they have learned, and ask attendees to
get involved,” Nguyen says.
The 2014 expo, which had 5,700
attendees, featured more than 500
teachers and students and 120 booths.
More than 400 teachers from 140
countries are expected to visit this year
as part of the Microsoft forum.
Kent hosts several districts each year
that are interested in creating similar events. But Nguyen says site visit
attendees will benefit even if they don’t
want to host one of their own.
“They will find value in seeing the
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For more information about NSBA's
technology site visits, go to www.
nsba.org/events/educationtechnology-site vists.

technology learning strategies being
demonstrated by students, and how
students use technology in and out of
the classroom to enhance their learning,” he says.
Despite the recent recession, the
expo has proven so popular that sponsorships have “almost doubled every
year,” Nguyen says. Local businesses
support it even though Kent officials
say the expo is “unlikely to generate
significant sales leads,” because it is a
good way to demonstrate the connection between what happens in the
classroom and future careers.
“That kind of commitment and
stability allowed us to dream big and
really expand,” he says, noting the
venue’s size is the only thing preventing
future growth.
Community support is key
In addition to Kent, this year’s visits
will be to Virginia’s Prince William
County Schools and to Ohio’s Mentor
Public Schools.
“This is a unique set of visits because they are all bunched so closely together, but also because they showcase
three very different school districts that
have incorporated technology in ways
that meet the needs of their communities while being forward-thinking about
the bigger picture,” Flynn says.
In Prince William County, which
will host visiting school leaders from
April 22 to 24, technology teams can
see how programs are implemented
on a large scale in an 86,000-student
district, the second largest in the state.
From April 26 to 28, Mentor will

Technology helps
break through
language and
economic barriers
that would
otherwise hamper
achievement.
showcase its blended learning model,
which uses technology to individualize
instruction for its 7,000 students. The
district, located in a far eastern suburb
of Cleveland, also will provide visitors
with a look at its state-of-the-art school
for students with autism.
The final visit is to Kent, which was a
Magna Award Grand Prize recipient in
2014 for its Individualized Graduation
and Diploma Program. Known as iGrad,
the program is a partnership with Green
River Community College that helps
16- to 21-year-old dropouts earn high
school diplomas, GEDs, college credits,
or professional certification.
Each iGrad student has a customized plan that includes classroom
instruction, coursework taught through
the district’s online high school, and
individualized instruction. Students
receive wireless-enabled laptops so
they can access content according to
their schedules.
Laptops have been a big part of Kent’s
overall technology program for the past
decade. The district started a one-toone initiative in 2005 for students in
grades seven to 12 and is expanding it to
include all elementary students as well
within the next four years.
Nguyen says the one-to-one program

is directly tied to increases in student
achievement and has helped lower
the number of dropouts and discipline
referrals. In a district that bills itself as
the most diverse in Washington state, he
believes technology helps break through
language and economic barriers that
would otherwise hamper achievement.
Kent would not be able to fund
programs such as iGrad and the Student
Technology, Access, and Resources
(STAR) initiative, which has helped
more than 5,000 families gain access
to digital learning tools and resources,
without significant community support.
Over the past 15 years, voters have approved tax levies four times to fund the
district’s classroom technology efforts.
Flynn says events such as the expo
are key to the community support Kent
receives.
“Here you have a huge, annual,
open-to-the-public event that features
every school and every grade level
demonstrating what they do with technology and how they use it to enhance
instruction,” she says. “It’s a great way
to engage the public and the business
community in a forward-thinking way.
When you’re doing something like this,
you don’t have to sit around and wait
for the next bond issue and wonder
why it fails.”
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Cook
Glenn Cook (glenncook117@gmail.com)
is a freelance writer and photographer
and former executive editor of American
School Board Journal.
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