
SANDRAO’CONNELL

Technology skills are seen as
crucial to providing students
with the skills for the 21st-cen-
tury workplace. But how are
do our schools compare inter-
nationally?

“We are inclined to beat our-
selves up and say that other
countries are much farther
down the line on this front
than we are but in fact – and
I’m on the European Commis-
sion’s Joint Research Centre
in Seville – they are not. The
meeting of teaching and tech-
nology is a new area, so there’s
no ranking as such,” says Seán
Gallagher, of the ICT section
of the Professional Develop-
ment Service for Teachers.

The PDST, which comes un-
der the auspices of the Depart-
ment of Education and Skills,
provides support for teachers
across the primary and second-
ary school curricula, including
the use of technology in the
classroom.

“Some countries have intro-
duced coding in the classroom
but others feel that coding is
just the inputting of data and
that, without the computation-
al thinking teaching, it isn’t of
enormous value in and of it-
self,” says Gallagher.

Finland
While Finland regularly tops
world education rankings, it
has not stolen any march in re-
lation to technology and teach-
ing, he feels.

“Comparing Finland to Ire-
land is like comparing apples
and oranges. Finland gives a
lot of autonomy to its teachers;
they don’t undergo the same in-
spections we have here, for ex-
ample, and you have to have a
master’s degree to become a
teacher, so it’s a cultural thing.
Equally, you can’t compare
how we are doing with coun-
tries like the US because

you’re not going to get uniform-
ity there from state to state, or
even within states.”

The best way solution for Ire-
land in regards to technology
and teaching therefore is to
“think of this in terms of what
would be best for us,” he says.

A significant part of the di-
rection any education system
takes comes from employers
looking for workers with the
skills they need. As part of that,
technology education increas-
ingly encompasses classes in
handling digital content .

Resources such as Scoilnet,
for example, an information da-
tabase managed by the PDST,
provides material whose prove-
nance is known and authenti-
cated.

“Too often we see students
just log on to search engines
and copy and paste material,
without regard to the source,”
says Gallagher.

Newcurriculum
Scoilnet enables them to foot-
note research properly, and to
handle and manage images
and material in a way that does
not infringe copyright. This is
an increasingly important area
for employers. “It’s a safe way
to develop your research
skills,” he says.

The new curriculum is based
on active learning, another de-

velopment that aims to prepare
students for their working life,
he says.

“The traditional model was
didactic teaching, where the
teacher stands at the top of the
room or writes on the board,
and the students read and
learn.

“The new curriculum is
based on active learning and
open-ended investigation.
With ICT too, it’s not just about
consumption of content. If you
only use technology to replace
what you are doing on the
board or in books, you are just
replacing one form of didactic
teaching with another.”

Teacher inmodernclassroomneeds tobe
moreof a facilitator andnot ‘sage’ of old

Students tobe taughthowtobe flexible,
adaptableandcreativeproblem-solvers

Technologyskillsarecrucial
for21st-centurystudents

InnovationintheClassroom

PETERMcGUIRE

The future of work is up for
grabs. Last month Uber cab
drivers in the UK won a battle
to be recognised as employees
rather than self-employed con-
tractors.

This may be just the pro-
logue to a bigger battle.
Self-driving cars are on the
way; say goodbye to driving
jobs. 3-D printers are starting
to build homes; the construc-
tion industry is at risk.

It’s not all bad news: 10 years
ago there were many jobs that
didn’t exist, including data sci-
entist and app developer. In 10
years’ time there will be anoth-
er slew of jobs we could never
have dreamed of.

All of this change poses ma-
jor challenges for Irish and
global education systems.
While there is a debate to be
had about workers’ rights and
the role of technology, right
now we need to prepare young
people to be flexible, adaptable
and creative problem-solvers
and team players. Ultimately,
students need to be active par-
ticipants in their own learning.
So, are Ireland’s schools mov-
ing fast enough to prepare stu-
dents for work and business?

“Over my 26-year involve-
ment with this school I have
seen teaching and learning
change beyond all recogni-
tion,” says Patricia Gordon,
principal of Stratford College
in Dublin.

“All the leading educational
thinkers agree that students
need to navigate a fast- chang-
ing world. They have identified
six key skills as central to this:
managing information and
thinking, managing myself,
working with others, communi-
cating, being creative and stay-
ing well. [This] has influenced
teaching and learning method-
ologies at all levels of second-
ary education.”

Today the teacher needs to
be more of a facilitator in the
modern classroom, not the
“sage” of old.

“We have moved from being
masters of content to focusing
on the science of learning,”

says Gordon. “Teaching meth-
ods are dynamic, engaging and
more focused on skills than con-
tent. Peer-to-peer learning and
assessment is also a huge area.
I believe the most crucial char-
acteristic for students is resil-
ience, the ability to persevere
and to work hard in the face of
life’s challenges and uncertain-
ty.”

Gordon also says we need to
see a different approach to
work experience.

“Instead of young students
being immersed in a work envi-
ronment where we hope they
will pick up something we need
to move towards an approach
which engages both industry
and schools.”

Stratford is linking with Sky
Careers, Google, third-level col-
leges and institutions and oth-
er high-tech industries to help
their students secure work ex-
perience.

Risksandopportunities
Seán Gallagher is deputy direc-
tor of the Professional Develop-
ment Service for Teachers
(PDST). He is in charge of ICT
and his unit advises schools on
how technology can be embed-
ded in teaching and learning.

“When I was in school the
only reference was Encyclopae-
dia Brittanica; now students
can research any topic online.
They can use Google Treks to
explore the sights and sounds
of Nepal or the Congo; this is
not text-heavy and they’re not
passively absorbing someone
else’s narrative.”

There are risks and opportu-
nities. Much of what passes for
information on the internet is
partisan, inaccurate and
low-quality, so young people
need to learn critical research
skills to understand whether
their information comes from a
reliable source.

On the other hand, they can
take control of their own learn-
ing in ways that would have
been unimaginable to us just a
decade ago.

“If a student is doing a local
history project they can use
their phone or tablet to capture
their own images, annotate

them with labels and bring
readers attention to certain
parts of the image,” says Gal-
lagher. “They can record inter-
views on their device. Here
they are creating their own
knowledge, and tech tools like
Scribble are valuable for that.”

The EU-backed Joint Re-
search Centre in Seville found
that expensive technological in-
novations imposed on schools
by the state were less than suc-
cessful, whereas Gallagher
says that particular model used
in Ireland, where schools can
apply to be “digital schools of
distinction”, is a bottom-up ap-
proach requiring buy-in from
the entire school community –
and it’s proving to be effective.

Disruption, instead of being
seen as a negative, offers oppor-
tunities to change how we
teach. Over the past few years
the Dublin Institute of Technol-
ogy has been moving to a new
campus at Grangegorman, and
it has given the college a
chance to think afresh about
teaching and learning.

Kieran Corcoran, head of
the school of creative arts at
DIT, says that they have had
the chance to reimagine studi-

os for fine art, visual communi-
cations, interior and furniture
design.

“Flexibility is the key to inno-
vation, including in higher edu-
cation. With the development
of more and more online re-
sources, the role of the tutor is
now more about curating mate-
rial, pointing students to the
best sources and helping them
to develop their own critical un-
derstanding. Work tables and
chairs are all on wheels, so stu-
dio spaces can be reconfigured
to allow for different activities
such as group work, tutorials,
formal lecturers and conferenc-
es.”

This allows students from dif-
ferent disciplines to work along-
side and learn from each other.
There are lessons for sec-
ond-level here. “Real innova-
tion in the teaching environ-
ment happens when people in-
teract to share their knowledge
and ideas, formally and infor-
mally,” says Corcoran.

Explainconcepts
We need to change our mind-
set, says Seán Gallagher. “Tech-
nology should be firmly embed-
ded in all subjects, not just the
science and technology sub-
jects. That said, there are a vari-
ety of teaching styles in the edu-

cation system and they all have
their place. I don’t think the vi-
sion is for technology to be dom-
inant.

“Teachers still have to be
able to talk to their class, ex-
plain concepts, watch for body
language and glazed eyes, and
know when you are losing
some of them and make chang-
es. Technology won’t do that
for us.”

Themeeting
of teaching

and technology is a
new area, so there’s
no ranking as such

■ Young people can take
control of their own learning
inways that would have been
unimaginable to us a decade
ago. PHOTOGRAPH: ISTOCKPHOTO

■ The 21st-centuryworkplace
demands a high level of skills
in the area of technology

Therearemanyinteresting
andinnovativeprojects,
toolsandappswhichare
helpingyoungpeoplelearn
innewways.SeánGallagher
oftheProfessional
DevelopmentServicefor
Teacherssaysthese
include:
■ Fis:Fisstandsforfilmin
schools,butit’salsotheIrish
wordforvision.Thisisan
initiativeofthePDSTwhere
primaryschoolchildren
produceshortfilms.They
worktogetherinteamsand,
ontheway,learnproblem-
solvingskills.
■ Digitalchampionaward
forpost-primaryschools:a
teamofstudentsisnominat-
edtobecomechampionsfor
ICTandtechnology.They
supportteachersandfellow
studentsbutcanalsohelp
localindustrywiththeirown
onlinepresence.
■ ePortfolios:Wedon’t
alwayslookbackonour
learningjourney,but
eportfoliosallowstudentsto
lookbackattheirworkover
theyears,andhowtheyhave
progressed.
■ Edpuzzle:Thedaysofa
teacherpoppingonavideo
areover.Edpuzzleallows
themshowanyvideo,
whetherfromYouTube,
KhanAcademyorperhaps
theNationalGeographic,
andstopitatkeymoments
toaskthestudentsques-
tions.Thisallowsteachers
toseewhethertheyare
actuallyabsorbingthe
information.
■ Kahoot:Thisbuilds
quizzesforpupilsandhelps
teacherstofigureoutwhat
knowledgetheyaretakingin
aswellastoreflectontheir
ownteachingpractice.

Schoolsneedtopreparestudents forbusinessworld

‘‘

Themost crucial
characteristic for
students is
resilience, theability
topersevereand to
workhard in the
faceof life’s
challengesand
uncertainty

‘‘
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