
Teachersaimtodemystify technology
andprovide theproficiencynowrequired

Technologyprojectshelpstudents learna
varietyof skills applicable toother subjects

MIMIMURRAY

An Cosán, a community educa-
tion organisation, has been op-
erating successfully in west Tal-
laght for 30 years.

Four years ago, the board of
directors decided to scale the
college, coming up with An
Cosán Virtual Community Col-
lege, bringing virtual class-
rooms and higher education to
students across Ireland, who
otherwise would not have the
means to pursue further educa-
tion.

Liz Waters, director at VCC,
says the organisation focuses

on students who experience
themselves as a consistent fail-
ure in education.

She says that 70 per cent of
students who take an online
learning course drop out, some-
thing she wanted to avoid with
VCC. With the help of Three
Ireland, they have developed
an easy online model of educa-
tion that suits the students they
work with.

“Three have made available
to us all of their staff resources.
You often hear of volunteering,
but this is more than that. They
developed our website and
logo in consultation with us,

they guided our platform and
supported us. They have also
developed an e-mentoring plat-
form. Students who are return-
ing to education, who are as
bright as anything, may lack
confidence and have challeng-
es around academic literacy, so
they need support and we devel-
oped e-mentoring for them.
That has been very successful.”

Accesstoresources
VCC works in partnership with
communities all around the
country. They have a facility,
with maybe 8-10 computers
and 8 students who want to go

on to higher education but
have no chance of accessing it
because of costs, access or con-
fidence.

“We could have 20 students
in Mayo, 10 in Donegal and six
in Waterford, so you would
have students form a learning
community to access a course
in higher education.

“Students go online at a time
that suits them and they have
access to resources we put up
for them, so it could be an arti-
cle, a TED talk, a quiz and we ex-
pect them to study it. An ordi-
nary class is usually about a
teacher going in and giving a

lecture. If students get all the in-
formation before they come to
the live classroom, they are re-
ally able to deepen their knowl-
edge. They are learning more
and co-creating knowledge.

“It’s the recognition that
adults have so much to bring to
the learning process. They
come into the virtual class-
room at a set time and are in-
volved in interactive engage-
ment, and they critique what
they’re learning.”

The courses are based
around community education,
for example community devel-
opment, leadership develop-

ment or drugs work.
“These are all issues in areas

of disadvantage and the stu-
dents want to be involved in cre-
ating and developing the solu-
tions. If you have a degree to-
day, it doesn’t matter what the
degree is in, it’s that you demon-
strate you have the problem-
solving and the collaborative
and communication skills need-
ed, and you can walk into a job
anywhere.”

Bursaryfund
VCC currently offers a modu-
lar approach; a 10-week level-
seven programme that will

eventually become a degree ac-
credited by IT Carlow. They
are also about to launch a City
and Guild Group programme.

“They have funded a
two-year programme in social
enterprise and leadership de-
velopment for women that will
be accredited under their insti-
tute for learning.”

As cost is a huge impedi-
ment to students entering fur-
ther education, there is a bursa-
ry fund available and the organ-
isation will help students ac-
cess it.

ancosanvcc.com

Microsoft is working with
schools around Ireland to en-
courage the development of
digital skills as early as possible
in their education.

Ireland’s education system
is still very much based on the
traditional “three Rs” of read-
ing, writing and arithmetic.

Microsoft Ireland head of ed-
ucation Dr Kevin Marshall be-
lieves a fourth dimension
needs to be added – computa-
tional thinking.

“We have a good education
system in this country,” he
says. “But it’s still very tradition-
al and is focused on the Junior
and Leaving Cert exams. You
can go through the system all
the way to the Leaving Cert
without ever using a computer.

“With the whole debate
around Stem – science, technol-
ogy, engineering and maths –
and the need for more gradu-
ates in those subjects we need
to change this.”

Marshall is an industry repre-
sentative on the board of the
National Council for Curricu-
lum and Assessment where
there are continuing discus-
sions about introducing com-
puter science as a Leaving Cert
subject. He believes that com-
puter education should begin
much earlier, however.

“The more fundamental
part is around the primary
schools,” says Marshall.
“While we support CoderDojo
to help children gain coding

skills that’s at an informal level
outside of the classroom, the
bigger area is in the classroom.

“Computational thinking
needs to be mainstreamed and
the learning needs to be struc-
tured and scaffolded within the
primary school system.”

He believes it is vitally impor-
tant to embed this in the prima-
ry school curriculum as soon as
possible. “Computational
thinking makes use of logic, re-
cursive thinking, and abstract
thinking and allows people to
think about problems in differ-
ent ways.

Digitaleconomy
“With the movement towards
artificial intelligence and ma-
chine learning, the digital econ-
omy is going to replace a wide
range of jobs and we need to
think about that. We have to
ask what skills our kids will
need in the future.

“If this country wants to re-
main competitive over the next
15 years it will need to be agile
and responsive to these chang-
es. We are doing a really good
job with the Science Founda-
tion Ireland research centres
and the work being done at
third level but we need to do a
lot more at primary level.”

One way to bring computa-
tional thinking into the class-
room is through the gamifica-
tion of learning. Children can
use Microsoft’s video game Mi-
necraft for highly creative pro-
jects and learn computational
thinking at the same time, for
example.

Minecraft has been de-
scribed as a virtual reality Lego
or Meccano which allows chil-
dren and users of all ages to cre-
ate their own virtual worlds.

“Minecraft is a great way to
learn logic and abstract think-
ing,” says Marshall. “Research

in Northern Ireland has shown
that children who use Minecraft
do better at maths.”

MindRising, a competition
for schools and youth groups,
used Microsoft to tell the story
of Ireland, looking back to 1916
and projecting forward to 2116.

The aim is to transform the
teaching of history in schools
by using Minecraft to incorpo-
rate design thinking, digital sto-

rytelling and games-based
learning .

“The idea was to allow the
children to design a project, re-
search it using OneNote, and
then develop it on Minecraft
and present it using the Sway
presentation tool,” says Mar-
shall.

He says the main challenge
will be helping the teachers ac-
quire the necessary skills as the
children tend to have no diffi-
culty working with new technol-
ogies.

Microsoft is supporting
teachers through a network of
10 “Expert Educators” who are
available to provide seminars
for teachers and schools across
the country.

Lessonmaterial
Second level is important as
well, of course, and Microsoft is
working with a number of
schools to bring innovative
technologies into the class-
room.

Examples include Coláiste
Pobail Setanta, in Dublin,
which last year eliminated text-
books entirely for first years.

Teachers there use Micro-
soft OneNote to disseminate
lesson material with students
operating in a digital environ-
ment and using a broad suite of
tools to interact with the mate-
rial. Another example is Clare-
galway College, in Co Galway,
which is also making extensive
use of OneNote.

“We want to work with pri-
mary and secondary schools
who are interested in innova-
tive ways of teaching that will
help prepare students for the
kind of careers and the world
which will exist when they
leave school,” Marshall con-
cludes.

SANDRAO’CONNELL

The space where technology
and teaching meet has become
one of the most dynamic parts
of education, both for students
and teachers. It is a space Hel-
en O’Kelly is comfortable in.

An IT teacher at Stratford
College, a fee-paying second-
ary school in Rathgar, she previ-
ously worked for many years in
the IT sector, including for com-
panies such as Microsoft.

“Technology doesn’t take
over from content, it’s a utility.
It’s like electricity, it’s every-
where now,” she says,

At Stratford College, stu-
dents learn how to use a wide
range of software applications
as part of the European com-
puter driving licence classes,
which is taught from first year
onwards.

More importantly, though,
they are also taught computa-
tional thinking, which enables
them to become not just con-
sumers of technology but mak-
ers of it.

“Our aim is to demystify tech-
nology. Students here learn the
craft of designing their own
software products. They are

taught how to devise an algo-
rithm, which is just a set of in-
structions – as a recipe is an al-
gorithm used to bake a cake,”
O’Kelly says.

“They use flow charts, pseu-
do codes that are half in Eng-
lish and coding. They see that,
just as a builder doesn’t just
rock up with a pile of bricks to
build a house, with technology
you first need a design process.”

In this way, technology pro-
jects at the school help the stu-
dents learn a variety of skills ap-
plicable to other subjects, and
life in general.

“It provides so many of the
skills required in the 21st centu-
ry, such as learning to think log-
ically, critical thinking, pro-
gramming, communications,
creativity, problem solving, the
resilience that comes of not giv-
ing up,” she says.

“They get the social aware-
ness of working with a team
and the experience of working
to a schedule. And at the end,
they have a digital product.”

As part of her continuing pro-
fessional development, O’Kelly
undertakes courses run by
Bridge21, an education initia-
tive based at Trinity College
Dublin that helps train teach-
ers how to teach technology.

“There is a paradigm shift
taking place in education right
now,” she say. It is one she be-
lieves will see technology be-
come intrinsic to the way in
which all subjects are taught.

Learningopportunities
That is something Nicola Mor-
timer, head of business prod-
ucts, marketing and innovation
at Three Ireland, has seen first
hand. Three provides a range
of technology and telephony
services to schools, including 3

Connect, a cloud-based telepho-
ny system that enables schools
manage incoming calls, and
Way2Pay, which allows schools
to collect payments from par-
ents via SMS text messaging.

“All these initiatives ensure
teachers can teach and avoid
getting bogged down in admin-
istration,” she says.

Mortimer is also seeing tech-
nology used to enhance learn-
ing opportunities for students.
For example, one of Three’s
customers is a Dublin school
that shares its honours applied

maths class with another school
that does not have enough pu-
pils to warrant a teacher in that
subject. “Ways can now be
found to offer such subjects vir-
tually,” Mortimer says.

Support is available to
schools looking to take advan-
tage of technology in all sorts of
ways via the Professional Devel-
opment Service for Teachers.
Run under the aegis of the De-
partment of Education and
Skills, it provides professional
development and support for
teachers.

Seán Gallagher, a national
school principle on second-
ment to the service, heads up
its ICT section. “My area is that
point where the art of teaching
meets technology,” he says.

“It’s an exciting time. When
I was in school, my access to re-
search material was encyclo-
paedias such as Britannica or
World Book.

“As a result, you presented
your material in a way similar
to what you found there. Now
access to research is almost lim-
itless but it’s not enough just to

have access, you have to have
critical analysis too.”

Lecturers at third level also
require assistance in how best
to utilise technology in their
teaching. At the Dublin Insti-
tute of Technology, for exam-
ple, the Learning, Teaching
and Technology Centre runs
short courses that staff and stu-
dents to draw on.

Livingdocuments
For Claire McDonnell, assis-
tant head of the school of chem-
ical and pharmaceutical scienc-
es at DIT Kevin Street, its role
is invaluable.

“The centre has been there
for the past 10 years or so, but
at the very outset it was about
virtual learning, somewhere
students could, for example,
talk about seeing their notes
put up online. It has since
evolved enormously, encom-
passing the use of things like so-
cial media, to make better use
of technology,” she says.

Part of this has seen the
emergence of digital or eportfo-

lios, living documents that stu-
dents can add to throughout
their time at the DIT. Part of
their portfolio is private, which
might include coursework as-
sessments by staff, while other
parts are public, enabling them
to showcase good work, in a
manner not unlike a LinkedIn
page.

The centre is also looking at
the introduction of digital badg-
es as marks of distinction for
work undertaken. In some cas-
es, lecturers at DIT already use
systems that enable students to
ask questions anonymously dur-
ing or after a lecture via their
mobile phones.

Elearning should stand not
for electronic learning but for
enhanced learning, McConnell
adds.

“There is no point bringing
in the technology if it’s not
bringing anything new to the
learning. It is not just about in-
formation transmission – or if it
is, that is the use of technology
at its lowest level. It has to add
value.”
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‘Minecraft’game
usedto introduce
computational
thinkinginclassroom

Rollingoutvirtualclassroomsandhighereducation

Thereisanumberofsupports
opentoteacherslookingfor
helpincorporatingtechnology
intotheirteaching.
TheProfessional

DevelopmentServicefor
Teachers(pdst.ie)isa
DepartmentofEducation
andSkillsinitiativewhich
provideshigh-quality
professionaldevelopmentand
supportthatforteachers
acrosstheprimaryandpost
primarycurriculum,including
inICT.
Thedevelopmentservice

alsomanagesScoilnet.ie,an
educationwebsitecontaining
adatabaseof15,000+online
resources,includingwebsites,
quizzes,lessonplans,notes,
video/audio,gamesandother
multimedia,whichteachers
canusetoenhancetheir
classes.

Bridge21(bridge21.ie)isan
educationprogrammebased
inTrinityCollegeDublinwhich
offersanewmodeloflearning
thatcanbeadaptedforusein
Irishsecondaryschools.
Designedtosupportan
innovative21st-century
learningenvironmentwithin
schools,ithasdevelopeda
learningmodelfor
second-leveleducationthatis
team-based,technology-
mediated,project-basedand
cross-curricular.
Atthirdlevel,DIT’s

Learning,Teachingand
TechnologyCentre(dit.ie/lttc/)
offersarangeofpostgraduate
course,master’s,diplomaand
accreditedcoursesfor
continuingprofessional
development,includingsuch
topicsastrendsinelearning
technology.

Innovation in the Classroom

Teachingthroughtechnology: theapplianceofscience

Just asabuilder
doesn’t just rockup
withapileofbricks
tobuildahouse,with
technologyyou first
needadesignprocess

Microsoftprofile

■Students are taught
computational thinking, which
enables them to become not
just consumers of technology
butmakers of it.
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■ From left: coderDaisyCostello, Toni Townes-Whitley, public sector vice president atMicrosoft,
andAnaMartin, operations specialist,Microsoft, launching the company’sCodess event facilitating
skills sharing and networking forwomen in the IT sector. Below:DrKevinMarshall

Techtools:Helpingteachers incorporate
technology intheclassroomenvironment

Helping pupils to develop digital skills

www.stratfordcollege.ie

■ Virtual reality can help
students in further education
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