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The following chapter is based on a recording of  a presentation that included 
video clips and talking points.

This chapter is about leadership and learning and sustainability, and is based 
on seven years of  work implementing a project across the entire state of  
Maine. Those seven years began when a determined group of  people led by 
then governor Angus King decided to give every teacher and student in grades 
seven through twelve the resources and tools needed to create twenty-first-
century classrooms, including wireless schools and laptops for every student 
and teacher to have 24/7, both at school and at home; ongoing professional 
development; and ongoing provision of  resources. When this project was 
initially proposed, legislators and citizens across the state of  Maine wildly 
opposed it. But seven years later, this notion of  one-to-one digital learning 
has been successfully embedded in the culture of  Maine schools. Currently 
all teachers and students in the middle schools as well as all teachers and one-
third of  students in the high schools are equipped with laptops. 

Designing Teacher Practices for the Twenty-fi rst Century

But there were a lot of  lessons learned as we moved through this process. 
This was not just about the technology but about the kinds of  learning and 
features that need to be implemented in schools and sustained over time. 
These features are dependent on those in leadership positions understanding 
their role as leaders and what they need to do to help bring about change in 
the schools. As a result of  the learning that has taken place over the last seven 
years, including visits from a number of  ministers of  education sharing the 
multitude of  teaching practices and tools being used by educators around the 
world, we decided that we needed to delve deeper into research to understand 
how better teacher practices and policies could be developed and sustained, 
and to define what a twenty-first-century school should look like. Thus, 
the Maine International Center for Digital Learning was born, allowing us 
to further our development of  teaching practices and to engage in serious 
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international collaboration with people all over the world, just like we are 
trying to understand how the notion of  technology fits into the landscape of  
public education.

Goals of the Maine Learning Technology Initiative

There were four main goals of  this project, the first being to reform schools at 
the middle and high school levels, with a focus on equity and access. It was 
not just about adding technology; it was about equity of  resources for both 
students and staff. I have been part of  Maine education for forty years, and 
this is the first time that resources were equitably distributed to all teachers 
and students. This is a huge benefit, and gives us a playing field on which 
to do some pretty amazing work. The second goal was to make this about 
learning—for educators as well as students—rather than test scores. It is easy 
for educators to get bogged down in terms of  testing and test scores, but we 
believed it was important to put the focus on learning to work successfully in 
the new digital age with all its requisite tools. The third goal was to increase 
collaboration among teachers, educators, students, and the larger community. 
And, finally, the fourth goal was about supporting project-based learning. 

In this context, there were a number of  things that schools needed to undergo 
or address to fit the new goals.

Systemic change. We knew that everyone involved—students, teachers, 
principals—would have to make a commitment to change, because when you 
are introducing these levels of  technology into a situation where they were 
not before, changes happen at all levels. For seven years we have been working 
on establishing leadership teams in all of  our schools, in order to ensure that 
there are teacher leaders and the appropriate amount of  staff  development. 

Purpose setting. I was stunned to find that we had schools across the state 
that did not set goals or a direction in which to go—in regards to either the 
technology or the learning. Therefore we have included this as a basic but 
essential part of  our professional development: to work with principals on 
setting clear goals based on data, based on community needs, and so on. 

Learner-centered practices. Another essential component was the move from 
teacher-centered practices to learner-centered practices. Essentially this 
involves teachers being focused on learners, and learners becoming self-
sufficient.

Manchester



45

Universal design. There is a whole level of  professional development that 
is ongoing. When we talk about universal design, we are talking about all 
children. Thus, the principles of  universal design have to be part of  the 
professional development for teachers in designing curriculum. 

Professional learning community. A school cannot change practices if  there is not 
a way for teachers to collaborate during the day, learn together, and reflect on 
the work. 

Culture of  risk taking. The principal or leadership of  a school needs to develop 
a culture of  risk taking so that people will work toward discovering new 
practices through taking those risks, which are so necessary. 

In order to achieve deep levels of  learning, we found that some of  these things 
need to be done over and over. Number one was creating and maintaining 
feedback loops—between staff  members, between students and staff, between 
parents and students. We also created feedback loops across districts and 
regions, and—because we were scaling up—across the state and federal levels 
and back to the Department of  Education about what needs to change, whether 
it is policy adjustments, resources that need to be applied, or a restructuring 
of  existing resources. 

De-privatization of  classroom practices. This is critically important and involves 
working with leadership teams on what kinds of  things can be done in your 
school to de-privatize activities and move teachers from working alone in the 
classroom to being comfortable sharing with other teachers, as well as creating 
the kind of  safe environment that will allow both students and teachers to feel 
comfortable in an environment of  learning.

Scaffolding. A plan should be in place whereby professional development is 
embedded and ongoing, involving a professional modeling the use of  online 
support resources during face-to-face hands-on sessions in ways that align 
with the appropriate curriculum standards for the content being studied.

Inquiry-based learning. How do you work to develop inquiry-based learning, and 
what does that look like? One simple premise is to be able to develop essential 
questions. I was stunned when I realized that we had a lot of  teachers who 
did not understand the notion of  essential questioning. So when you go back 
to pedagogical practices, you cannot make assumptions about what people 
know, but you need to prepare for the long haul to provide the professional 
development that is required. 
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Assessment. We also found that accountability is a vertical relationship. When 
we began the program, one of  the biggest issues we encountered when we asked 
the leadership teams what they needed help with was assessment. What do we 
do about assessment? One of  the things we recognized in our conversations 
with principals was that many people do not have a true understanding of  
assessment, but what principal or superintendent is going to stand before the 
board and admit that? So I believe there is an elephant in the room that is 
still not being talked about. So what we decided to do with our project was to 
really work on assessment for learning practices, because this is what happens 
in the classroom, day after day: the teacher setting learning targets, working 
with students, understanding the standards, knowing how to build and set 
rubrics, understanding how to use technology to show evidence of  learning in 
ways we never imagined. So with us the constant working around assessment 
for learning. We worked with Dr. Anne Davies—noted researcher and writer 
on classroom assessment—to develop resources for teachers and work toward 
teacher leadership across the state so teachers can serve as facilitators for this 
kind of  learning. 

Digital Resources and Communication

Lots of  agencies across the country are now building digital content on 
your tax dollar. We organized all the digital resources in the state of  Maine, 
beginning with public broadcasting and extending to art museums, children’s 
museums, science museums, libraries, and the Maine historical society, which 
continues to work with us so that teachers have this contact and content at 
their fingertips. We have also been working in the area of  open educational 
resources. We are working with the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation 
to educate teachers about the multitude of  rich educational resources that are 
available and help them understand how to use them. Many of  these resources 
are being developed at universities, which have no marketing budget; thus, 
many principals do not even know what is out there. We need to organize 
ourselves across the country in order to bring these amazing resources to our 
schools, which would make the need to purchase textbooks obsolete. 

We also need to build a network of  communication in our schools, supporting 
opportunities for face-to-face conversation on a regular basis, as well as 
the establishment of  virtual communities, and encouraging teachers to 
work with other teachers outside of  their school. There is a whole body of  
research supporting the notion that if  teachers join learning communities 
centered around content, pedagogical practices, and so on, their teaching 
strategies inside their own school will increase. The center worked with the 
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Maine Teachers Association to develop a network and a Web site for virtual 
connections. In terms of  the networks, every school has a student team in 
addition to a leadership team, consisting of  a teacher leader, technology 
specialist, and principal. And that network continues to meet face-to-face twice 
a year, in daylong meetings as well as virtually. Traditionally what happens in 
schools is that teachers work on content, but the real change in practice is what 
matters. It is critical for teachers to learn pedagogical strategies to differentiate 
instruction and personalize learning for each student. The third part of  this is 
the technological strategies and resources that need to be used in this area. For 
teachers to produce rich learning opportunities for children, these strategies 
need to be part of  both professional development and actual classroom 
activities. We had this in mind as we thought through Maine’s professional 
development. All of  our current teachers are first-quality classroom instructors 
with a number of  pedagogical strategies at their fingertips and a firm grasp of  
the technological tools. 

This way of  thinking is not only about preparing teachers but about thinking 
about the practice of  teachers—that the use of  technology needs to be directly 
tied to what they are doing with the content. One of  the areas we worked on 
with our leadership teams was the notion of  cyclical energizing and keeping 
the energy in the schools. It is incredibly important for schools to be fun places 
to learn and work—for both students and adults. And I think you can walk 
through any school and pick up on that culture, and there are ways to create 
that culture but it really is dependent on the leadership team understanding 
that and the strategy involved in getting there. We also wanted to pay attention 
to the implementation dips that happen whenever new innovations are 
introduced, and prepare people for them and what needs to be done when 
they do occur. All too often we forget to acknowledge what is working and 
celebrate that. 

Building a Strong Foundation for the Future

In our schools we have tried to work with leadership teams about using a 
strategy architects use known as charrette. When you think about moving 
forward, you think about the foundation—what is working at the school—
and then look at the challenges. So you are always building a foundation of  
strength. Finally, leadership is everything. As it is with any change you want 
to implement in schools, it has to come from the principal’s office and it has 
to keep all educators engaged. When implementing the use of  technology in 
a school, it is not acceptable to have a teacher say, “I do not do technology.” 
There has to be a strong message from the principal. The second important 
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part of  this is that we know one-to-one maximizes learning. We have made 
a lot of  progress implementing one-to-one learning in our classrooms, and 
I do not think you would find a school in Maine that would ever go back 
to working under what we call the caveman ways. But at the same time one 
of  the things we had to be careful about was the underlying threat of  the 
green-eyed monster. People who try to innovate, who try to bring change to 
education, are frequently thwarted by their own colleagues. It is important to 
bring these ideas out and have public conversations about them so that the 
folks trying to innovate get support. In addition, for any innovation to work, 
professional development has to be sustained, ongoing, and embedded. You 
cannot expect change to happen when one new requirement is introduced 
every two years. You need to instill a culture of  progress, so that teachers are 
continually ready for any new challenges.
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