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It’s about culture

IF YOU REALLY WANT TO INTEGRATE ICT YOU NEED 

TO STOP THINKING ABOUT THE BOXES AND WIRES 

AND START THINKING ABOUT THE CULTURE OF YOUR 

SCHOOL, SAYS JOHN RAITI.

TO WHAT EXTENT IS NEW TECHNOLOGY 
formally embedded into learning at your 
school? Has the installation of new comput-
ers made a real difference to student learn-
ing? Just pause a minute and think about 
these challenging questions.

Recently I read Scott Thorpe’s How 
to Think Like Einstein. Thorpe insists 
that sometimes we have to break rules to 
answer challenging questions and solve dif-
ficult problems, just as Einstein discovered 
the theory of relativity by breaking rules 
that other scientists were not able to break 
because of their preconceived mindsets.

Successfully integrating information and 
communication technology (ICT) into the 
curriculum requires some breaking of rules. 
More than that, though, if we really want 
to integrate ICT, we need to focus less on 
the boxes and wires, and more on whether 
the rules in our schools enable learning to 
be enhanced for our young people. 

The integration of new technology across 
the curriculum has become a major priority 
for educational authorities and schools over 

the last decade. Governments and schools 
view ICT literacy as essential to preparing 
young people with the attributes and skills 
necessary to compete in and contribute 
to a global, knowledge-based world. This 
philosophical consensus that ICT integra-
tion is central to lifelong learning in the 
21st Century is good news; the bad news, 
however, is that many schools have found 
it difficult to formally integrate these skills 
across the curriculum.

While the provision of network infra-
structure, and hardware and software 
resources to go with it, is an essential 
starting point, this alone doesn’t guaran-
tee a return on your investment nor does it 
guarantee that educational outcomes will 
be achieved. Making sure that there are 
sufficient computers in your school won’t 
necessarily encourage your teachers to use 
new technology. It’s your school’s learning 
culture which is more likely to determine 
whether desired improvements to teaching 
and learning can be effected through the 
integration of ICT.

Successful integration of ICT is about 
embarking on a change management pro-
gram which begins with a critical analysis of 
your school’s learning culture. By learning 
culture I mean those attitudes, beliefs, norms 
and values which shape the ways teach-
ers work and students learn. It’s a school’s 
culture and vision for its students as active 
citizens in a global world that underpins the 
core business of teaching and learning. Put 
negatively, if you don’t begin with a focus 
on a school’s learning culture you’ll end up 
with ICT simply being an add-on to exist-
ing structures and old pedagogies. Richard 
Elmore and Michael Fullan, both respected 
theorists on educational reform, point out 
that change programs in schools often fail 
because they focus more on external pres-
sures and standards, and less on teaching 
practices which occur in classrooms. 

Since teaching and learning, not the tech-
nology, are the key drivers, your starting 
point should be to:

n  establish a process which facilitates 
dialogue that seeks to explore and rede-
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fine schooling and teaching in the 21st-
 century school, and

n  commit to sustained capacity building 
that focuses on the development of teach-
ing practices through continuing formal 
and informal professional development.

Redefining schooling
As educators, we need to understand the 
nature, role and purposes of schooling within 
changing cultural contexts before we look at 
some of the more specific tangibles of cur-
riculum design, delivery and teacher profes-
sional development. Undertaking a program 
which seeks to integrate ICT involves an 
understanding of the shift from an analogue 
or print culture to the new technology of a 
digital culture. Fundamental to this shift is 
the understanding that analogue media offer 
only one-way delivery, where content is deliv-
ered from author to reader, whereas digital 
media offer two-way participation and inter-
action between author and reader, and in fact 
begin to erode the categories of author and 
reader because of that. An obvious example 
is Wikipedia – www.wikipedia.org – which 
is both an online encyclopedia that users can 
read or consume and an online space within 
which users can produce or publish.

Simultaneously, the demographics of our 
classrooms as well as the cultural and social 
experiences of our students have changed. 
Young people today are part of an experi-
ence society and a multimedia culture which 
encourages them to learn in ways different 
to those the baby boomers expect in a tra-
ditional school education. 

These changing cultural contexts have sig-
nificant implications for the delivery of educa-
tion. In the industrial economy, schools pre-
pared students to participate in a disciplined 
workforce in factories and offices. Today’s 
schools, however, have the responsibility to 
prepare young people with new attributes 
and skills that facilitate lifelong learning and 
enable them to navigate their way through 
their increasingly global world. 

In this brave new world the learner is 
central to the learning process. Education 
in the 20th Century was a one-size-fits-all 

delivery system where students adapted to 
what was being taught. Education in the 
21st Century, in contrast, begins with learn-
ers and the system accommodates learners’ 
needs and preferences. Essentially, in the 
knowledge age, context rather than content, 
is paramount.

According to the Commonwealth govern-
ment’s 2003 Australia’s Teachers: Australia’s 
Future report, the average age of teachers in 
Australia is 46, which means that most of 
those in our present teaching workforce are, 
to use the term coined by Marc Prensky, dig-
ital immigrants. Clearly, redefining schooling 
so that it remains contemporary and relevant 
is a significant challenge. 

Some would argue that schooling in 
Australia reflects the 20th-century world as 
schools and teachers struggle to come to terms 
with interactive ways of learning that foster 
creativity and collaboration. Indeed, many 
schools are still dependent on content deliv-
ery as the primary source of information for 
students. The problem, as British academic 
Stephen Heppell put it in an interview with 
Nicola More in Connected magazine, is that 
‘One of the challenges of the 20th Century 
was that we spent most of it trying to perfect 
19th-century schools. In the 21st Century we 
want people to collaborate. We don’t want 
robots to do society’s work – we already have 
those. Instead, we want ingenious children 
who can design better robots. And at the 
moment we’re not doing enough.’

Redefining teaching
Cultural and organisational changes mean 
we also need to redefine teachers’ work. The 
notion of a teacher as one who transmits 
information suited the industrial age, but 
it’s outdated in the knowledge era. Teachers 
need to evaluate how their own work prac-
tices model lifelong learning to their stu-
dents. Leaders need to explore innovative 
work structures that support new ways 
of working and ensure that teachers have 
the resources which allow them to work 
as real knowledge professionals in the 21st 
Century. Work structures need to include 
time for on-the-job professional learning 
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without this being simply added on to their 
existing workload, as well as time to reflect 
on practices and to collaborate with other 
teaching professionals. 

Quite simply, collaboration is the name of 
the game. As Michael Fullan and Suzanne 
Stiegelbaur famously put in back in 1991 
in the seminal The New Meaning of Edu-
cational Change, ‘Educational reform will 
never amount to anything until teachers 
become simultaneously and seamlessly 
inquiry-oriented, skilled, reflective and col-
laborative professionals.’ 

Collaboration and collegiality have, of 
course, become buzzwords in the information 
age and they’re central to the work of teach-
ers. In fact, Teaching Australia’s Charter for 
the Teaching Profession – www.teachingaus-
tralia.edu.au/ta/go/home/projects/stand-
ards/pid/481 – situates collaboration and 
collegiality as among the profession’s core 
responsibilities and values. Collaboration 
and collegiality contest the traditional pri-
vatised practices of teachers working in 
closed classrooms and engaging in little 
professional dialogue with colleagues. If we 
assume that collaboration and collegiality 
will result in more effective teachers then 
leaders need to find the resources, including 
time, to enable them to become a natural 
and regular part of teachers’ work.

Building capacity through effective 
professional learning
While a better understanding of the cul-
tural changes affecting schooling and 
teaching is a good platform from which to 
initiate change, it’s the formal implementa-
tion of capacity building in a school that 
will really bring about changes to teaching. 
This involves the construction and develop-
ment of a continuing professional learning 
program that identifies and meets teachers’ 
learning needs, and promotes a culture of 
professional growth among teachers.

An effective ICT professional learning 
program should encourage teachers to cri-
tique their own cultural attitudes, beliefs and 
assumptions about teaching and learning, as 
I describe in a dozen suggestions below.

Move beyond technical or operational 
training Professional learning should move 
beyond the mere training of ICT skills to 
focus on teaching and learning. Learning how 
to use a computer will not result in enhanced 
teaching practices. A slick PowerPoint pres-
entation will not make a difference if it’s used 
as a digital version of an overhead projector 
that delivers a lecture to students. 

Explore new resources Give teachers 
the time and space to explore and experi-
ment with a range of digital resources. The 
internet has evolved into a new phase. Web 
2.0 tools encourage greater interactivity 
and potential for authorship. Give teachers 
opportunities to experiment with these.

Explore new pedagogy It’s normal for 
teachers, in the first instance, to explore 
how new technology fits into their exist-
ing pedagogical practices. Teachers need, 
however, to avoid using technology as an 
add-on that fits the curriculum or that 
somehow fits old pedagogy. Instead, they 
need to explore and understand the possi-
bilities that digital media may bring to the 
learning environment.

Make a direct link to student outcomes 
Professional development must include time 
for teachers to evaluate work programs and 
lesson plans, and to determine how ICT 
competencies and skills can be formally 
linked to educational outcomes, aims and 
objectives. There’s a real risk that the use of 
ICT will be incidental or an add-on if ICT 
competencies are not formally written into 
work programs.

Explore different models of professional 
learning Like everyone else, teachers have 
individual learning needs and preferences. 
Some teachers learn best in small groups, 
others in one-on-one sessions or on the job 
in team-teaching situations. Offer teachers 
a range of learning activities, contexts and 
modes which may include:

n  small groups

n  key learning area/subject meetings

n  one-on-one tutorials

n  peer mentoring

n  team teaching, and

n  informal queries.

Just-in-time, not just-in-case We learn 
best when we really need to know how to do 
something. Teachers are far more likely to 
learn how to insert a hyperlink to a website 
in their PowerPoint presentation when 
the need to do this actually arises in their 
work. That means that learning doesn’t 
necessarily have to be confined to a formal 
situation. An informal query that leads to 
a five-minute tutorial on how to create a 
graphic organiser for an upcoming class is 
still professional learning. As Fullan and 
Stiegelbaur stated in The New Meaning of 
Educational Change, professional develop-
ment includes formal and informal learning 
experiences.

Encourage risk and experimentation 
Typically, teachers are afraid to make 
mistakes. It’s a fear that comes from the 
industrial model, when the teacher was 
the knowledgeable authority figure. This 
may have been appropriate in the one-
size-fits-all industrial age, but the role 
of teacher has changed to one of expert 
learner who sometimes make mistakes. 
This is how teachers should perceive them-
selves. Encourage your teachers to make 
mistakes.

Time for reflection and collaboration 
Give teachers time to reflect on, evaluate 
and discuss their own practices with oth-
ers. Consider action research as a way to 
promote dialogue, evaluation, inquiry and 
reflection.

Encourage team teaching If the aim is 
to develop the core business of teaching 
and learning, it makes sense to undertake 
professional learning activities on the job 
in the classroom. Arrangements could be 
made for teachers to observe colleagues 
who have greater confidence in using ICT. 
Working with colleagues in a team-teach-
ing situation is a useful form of professional 
learning.

Follow-up professional learning It’s very 
easy for learning to fade. Build in time for 
follow-up learning in your school’s profes-
sional learning program.

Make sure professional learning is part 
of the job Continuing professional learning 
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is essential for any knowledge professional 
in the 21st Century. Work towards making 
professional learning a part of the job and 
the culture at your school. Teachers’ work 
shouldn’t be defined by the timetable of 
classes they receive at the beginning of the 
semester. Ensure that the structure of their 
work recognises professional learning as an 
integral component.

Build in positive accountability Where 
possible, build in measures of accountability 
in a positive way. This may involve informal 
professional conversations between, say, the 
Head of Department and a teacher on their 
implementation and achievement of learn-
ing goals. Implementing accountability in 
a draconian or negative manner will not 
motivate anybody.

Change the rules and not just the 
goal posts
The goal posts have moved and will con-
tinue to move. While new technology is a 
major driver of the changes we face, it’s easy 
to lose sight of what really needs to change. 
Changing the way teachers actually work 
will have the biggest impact on the integra-
tion of ICT across the curriculum. 

Like Einstein, we need to break some 
rules that are entrenched in our schools 
relating to how teachers work. We can’t 
expect any significant enhancement in edu-
cational outcomes if we keep playing by the 
same rules. As Richard Elmore explains, 
‘Large-scale instructional improvement 
requires a change in the prevailing culture 
of administration and teaching in schools. 

Cultures do not change by mandate; they 
change by the specific displacement of exist-
ing structures and processes.’ 

It may seem counter-intuitive that the 
integration of new technology across the 
curriculum isn’t about ICT!

Put simply, our greatest challenge isn’t 
the technology in our schools, it’s the cul-
ture. The good news is that cultures can 
be changed, and you can start by changing 
some of your old rules. x

John Raiti is the ICT Curriculum Support 
Coordinator at Marist College Ashgrove, 
Queensland.

For references, go to www.acer.edu.au/
teacher/references.html


