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Chief Executive Officer
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Julie Evans is the CEO of Project Tomorrow (www.tomorrow.org), one of the nation’s leading
education nonprofit organizations.
Project Tomorrow (formally known as NetDay) is dedicated to empowering K-12 students,
teachers and parents to have a larger voice in improving education and learning especially in
the areas of science, math and technology. Ms. Evans has been CEO of this organization
since 1999 and during that tenure has created several innovative initiatives to impact
education including the nationally heralded Speak Up Research Project which annually
collects and reports on the authentic views of almost 500,000 K-12 students, parents and
educators on education issues each year. Ms. Evans serves as the chief strategist
researcher on this important initiative. Over the past eleven years, over 3.4 million K-12
students, teachers and parents representing over 35,000 schools from all 50 states and the
District of Columbia have participated in the Speak Up Project.
Prior to this position, Ms. Evans enjoyed a successful 17-year career in national and regional
sales and marketing management with Unisys and two education technology startups. Ms.
Evans is a graduate of Brown University and serves on several nonprofit boards and advisory
councils including the Project Tomorrow Board of Directors, the Reaching At-Promise
Students Association Advisory Board, and the TechSETS Advisory Board. She has also
served on the Advisory Boards for the 2009 Horizon K-12 Report and the 2009, 2010, 2011
and 2012 Horizon Higher Education Reports.
Ms. Evans was selected in 2003 as a Frances Hesselbein Community Innovation Fellow and
is a frequent speaker, writer and commentator on children, education and technology issues.
In April 2008, Ms. Evans was named as one of the Top Ten Most Influential People in
Education Technology over the past 10 years by eSchool News, a leading national education
publication.
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Guest Speakers
Joseph South, Deputy Director, Office of
Educational Technology, U.S. Department of
Education
Joseph South has extensive experience establishing and scaling educational
technology solutions in startup, corporate, non-profit, and higher education
settings. He was most recently Senior Director at K12 Inc where he
performed double duty as a strategic consultant on higher education
initiatives while directing K-12 curriculum development offices in Utah and
Oklahoma.
He has pioneered online and blended learning solutions for institutions of higher education in
science, foreign language, religion, and humanities. Working closely with Middlebury College senior
leadership and faculty, Joseph led a multinational team for Middlebury Interactive Languages,
helping launch their first large scale online learning venture. He has also designed and developed
online world language and ESL courses for adults that have been distributed in public libraries
throughout the country. Joseph has served as a strategic consultant and advisor to edtech startups,
museums, and institutions of higher education.
Joseph is a co-inventor of a patented dynamic continual improvement educational
environment. He has led learning programs and/or consulted on projects in China, Korea, Mexico,
South America, and the Middle East. He holds a doctorate in Instructional Psychology and
Technology from Brigham Young University.

Mark Belles
Senior Vice President, K-12
Mark Belles is the K-12 senior vice president at Blackboard, where he
provides the leadership for generating new opportunities, driving sales and
developing and executing the go-to-market strategy for schools and districts
across the country.
Mark has also held a number of leadership positions within Blackboard,
including vice president of sales and marketing operations and senior vice president of global sales
operations and strategy. He also helped to lead Blackboard’s international business interests in
China, Australia and New Zealand, and served as the vice president of business development.
Prior to joining Blackboard in 2007, Mark spent 17 years in the technology industry with roles in
sales, sales management and business development at IBM, Vignette and Dimension Data.
Mark holds a Bachelor of Arts in mathematics and economics from St. Olaf College and also studied
at Cambridge University and the University of Lancaster in the United Kingdom.
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Katherine E. Bihr, Ed. D.

Vice President and Executive Director
Tiger Woods Learning Center Foundation
Dr. Katherine Bihr is the Vice President or Programs and Education for the Tiger
Woods Foundation. Her responsibilities include providing direction to the personnel,
programs and operations of the Tiger Woods Learning Centers across the nation as well as the Earl
Woods Scholarship Program.
Dr. Bihr serves on the board of directors for the El Viento Foundation which provides education and
enrichment opportunities for at-risk students from grades 4-12; and Project Tomorrow which supports
the innovative uses of science, math and technology resources in K-12 schools and communities.
Katherine sits on the Board of Councilors for the Rossier School of Education at the University of
Southern California as well as the USC Alumni Board of Governors. In addition, Katherine sits on the
Department of Education Leadership Council for the University of California, Irvine and California State
University, Fullerton. In Washington, DC, she is Chairman of the Board of Trustees for the Cesar Chavez
Charter Schools for Public Policy. Dr. Bihr has presented at the United States Department of Education
and was an invited panelist in an International Education Forum at the United States Department of
Education in November of 2008, focused on Fostering Global Responsibility and Leadership.
Her undergraduate degree in kinesiology was completed at Long Beach State University and she holds a
Masters of Educational Administration from Azusa Pacific University. Katherine received a doctorate in
Educational Leadership from the University of Southern California, Rossier School of Education.

Tamika V. Culbreath

Reading/ English Language Arts "Critical Thinkers" Grade 7
James Madison Middle School
Prince George's County Public Schools
Tamika Vines Culbreath is a graduate of Emory University, Atlanta, GA. She is an English major with a
minor in Political Science. She began with a career in entertainment and event planning, but
transitioned to a career in Education after seeing the impact she had while substituting and
volunteering. For the past 7 years Tamika has been an English Language Arts (ELA) teacher at James
Madison Middle School in Prince George’s County, MD. She teaches 7th grade, and has taught a range of
students from the Talented and Gifted (TAG) to the Special Education Population. In addition she is a
Maryland State Common Core Trainer, a Frameworks for Teaching (FFT) Trainer, and part of the ELA
Curriculum Writing Team. Next year she will serve as an International Baccalaureate (IB) Coordinator at
Frederick Douglass High School.
She still mentors her young ladies and enjoys taking them on trips such as, Broadway plays and etiquette
luncheons at the Four Seasons. Tamika is currently completing her Masters in Business Management so
she can venture into educational consulting. She is constructing a website to help teachers transition to
the Common Core State Standards. She is also an active member of the Prince George’s County
Educator’s Association, a dedicated wife, and mother to two amazing little girls, and loves to spend her
time with her family and traveling.
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Monet Deadwyler

Rising Senior
Cesar Chavez Public Charter School for Public Policy at Capitol Hill

Breck DeWitt

EMC Corporation
National K12 & Higher Education CTO & Director
Breck DeWitt is the CTO and national director for EMC Corporation’s K12 & Higher
Education focus within the public sector organization. EMC is a leading provider of digital storage,
virtualization, security and information management technologies. In this role, Mr. DeWitt is responsible
for guiding the focus of EMC’s strategies, solutions, resources and relationships with education
customers and partners across the country.
Over the past 35 plus years, Mr. DeWitt has had a background working within the education and
government markets as well as having been a customer as part of IT in education and government roles.
He has been a regional and national manager for other companies such as Apple and Dell in both
markets, director of development for a continuing medical education company, and was an IT manager
and technology liaison for the MS State Department of Education and an IT instructor at various levels.
In the education space, he was responsible for the development of mission simulation software done in
conjunction with NASA, the Davis Planetarium and the Mississippi Department of Education for a
statewide Student & Teacher in Space STEM curriculum initiative in the late 80’s. Mr. DeWitt also
currently serves as the co-chair of the Education Technology Committee for TechAmericca and is a
member of the Privacy and Security Working Group for the National Association of State CIO’s and has
recently completed a role as co-chair of the Education Data Systems Working Group for the
TechAmerica REAL Commission (Recommendations for Education and Advancement of Learning) tasked
by the White House and U.S. Department of Education to recommend a portion of the initial years' focus
for the new Digital Promise education technology innovation center and League of Innovative Schools.
Patrick K. Murphy, Ed.D.
Superintendent
Arlington Public Schools
Dr. Patrick K. Murphy is a proven executive and instructional leader with over 25 years of
experience in public education and is committed to student achievement, excellence and
high expectations from the classroom to the boardroom. He is a dedicated leader with a
broad perspective and understanding of current issues and challenges in education from small urban to
larger suburban school divisions. He has served 10 years as an adjunct professor in higher education
providing firsthand knowledge of what K-12 students need to prepare for the transition to postsecondary education. He has a broad level of oversight as a superintendent in Arlington Public Schools, a
diverse school division with over 23,000 students, 4,000 employees and a budget of over $524 million in
37 schools and programs. Dr. Murphy was named the 2015 Virginia Superintendent of the year and
consistently demonstrates a strong commitment and focus on providing all students with an enriching
and challenging education to prepare them to be global citizens.

Project Tomorrow®
is the nation’s
leading education
nonprofit
organization
dedicated to the
empowerment of
student voices in
education.
Vision
Students with the critical
thinking, problem
solving and creativity
skills needed to compete
and thrive in the 21st
century.

Mission
To ensure that today’s
students are prepared to
become tomorrow’s
leaders, innovators and
engaged citizens of the
world.

Activated by
Research based, effective
use of STEM resources
in both formal and
informal learning
environments.

RESEARCH
Speak Up National Research Project
Evaluation Projects
We regularly provide consulting and research support to school
districts, government agencies, business and higher education
institutions about key trends and research in science, math,
technology and 21st century education.
11 years  3.4 million participants  35,000 schools  50 states

INNOVATION
IN EDUCATION
Innovation in Education Awards
Youth Leadership Summit for Math & Science
We execute two model projects in Southern California to drive
economic competitiveness and innovation, and to encourage
greater collaboration between all education stakeholders
around science, math, and technology. Both projects
have been developed for national replication.
8 Award Ceremonies  24 Award Finalists  5 Annual Summits  800 Students

TOMORROW’S
TEACHER INITIATIVE
YouthTEACH2Learn

California Future Educators Association (CFEA)
15707 Rockfield Blvd, Ste. 250
Irvine, CA 92618
Phone (949) 609-4660
Fax (949) 609-4665

We stimulate and nurture the development of a new generation
of K-12 teachers in math and science by building new, early
career pipelines and strengthening linkage between K-12
and higher education around career development.
20,000 Elementary Students  1,700 High School Students

The Speak Up National Research Project is a national
initiative of Project Tomorrow (www.tomorrow.org),
the nation’s leading nonprofit organization dedicated to
the empowerment of student voices in education.
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Your Participation in Speak Up is Important!
Together, let's work towards leveraging technology to promote
enhanced learning in our K-12 schools.

About the Speak Up National Research Project
The Speak Up National Research project annually polls K-12 students, parents and educators about the role of
technology for learning in and out of school and represents the largest collection of authentic, unfiltered stakeholder
voice on digital learning. Since 2003, over 3.4 million K-12 students, parents, teachers, librarians, principals, technology
leaders and district administrators have shared their views and ideas through Speak Up. Education, business and policy
leaders report that they use the data regularly to inform federal, state and local education programs.

About Speak Up 2014
•

Online surveys available October 6, 2014 –December 19, 2014.

•

Surveys are available this year for: K-12 students, teachers, librarians, principals, district administrators,
technology leaders, parents, business partners and community members. The parent survey is also available in
Spanish!

•

Every K-12 school and district is eligible to participate in Speak Up. Survey access is available to participating
schools and districts free of charge. All information is 100% confidential and there is no limit to the number of
surveys you can submit.

•

Every participating school and district receives free online access to your own participant data in February 2015
including the national and state data for comparison. Why do your own survey? Speak Up provides you with
national data for benchmarking!

•

Project Tomorrow annually shares the nationally aggregated data with Congress, the US Department of
Education, research organizations and many state governments.

•

Survey question topics include: learning and teaching with technology, 21st century skills, games, STEM career
exploration, online and blended learning, flipped classrooms, mobile devices, digital and online textbooks,
writing with technology, professional development, school-to-home communications, digital citizenship, and
common core assessments.

•

Use Speak Up data to: conduct a needs assessment in your school or district, create a vision for 21st century
learning, develop your technology plan and budget or measure the success of your technology investments. Be
part of the national Speak Up momentum!

Speak Up is an initiative of Project Tomorrow, the nation's leading education nonprofit organization focused on
empowering students to have a greater voice in their education. To learn more about Speak Up, please visit
www.tomorrow.org/speakup or contact Jenny Hostert at jhostert@tomorrow.org, 949-609-4660 x17.

The Digital Content Story
Principals Agree: Top 5 Benefits of Digital Content

What Digital Content are Teachers Using in the Classroom?

Increases student
engagement

1
K-5

6-8

9-12

Animations

19%

22%

22%

Games

35%

21%

13%

Online textbooks

22%

29%

24%

Real time data

21%

19%

16%

Self-created videos

6%

11%

11%

Videos found online

47%

49%

47%

Virtual field trips

19%

10%

8%

46%
of principals

Extends learning beyond
the school day

2

Prepares students for
work environments

3

Increases relevancy
and quality of
instructional materials

4

Personalizes learning

5

say that digital content
like videos, simulations
and animations are
having the greatest
impact on transforming
teaching and learning.

#1
challenge?
Principals say:
providing enough
computers or devices
with internet
so students can access
digital content (55%).

Teachers’ PD Wish List

Using technology to
differentiate instruction
Identifying mobile apps
to use in the classroom
Preparing for
Common Core or other
new state standards
Identifying high quality
digital content
Using a tablet computer
within instruction

7 out of 10
teachers

view digital/online games
as a tool for increasing
student engagement
and motivation.

56%
of librarians

say they are helping
teachers find digital
content such as games
and animations
to usewithin
their lessons.

K-12
students agree

that the top benefit to
playing online or video
games in the classroom
is that it makes difficult
concepts easier to
understand.

Different Points of View: Evaluating Digital Content

Teachers

Quality Measure

Principals

45%

Research based

70%

68%

Modifiable by teacher

58%

28%

Proven student achievement results

47%

43%

Created by a teacher

47%

42%

Have no commercial ads

44%

32%

Include teacher reviews

43%

30%

Include embedded assessments

42%

Our Ultimate School Includes Digital Content

Digital Content
Educational
Mobile Apps

Students
Teachers

Games

Librarians/
Digital Media
Specialists

Online Textbooks

Principals

Virtual Reality
Environments
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Source: Speak Up 2013 National Research Project. In fall 2013, over 403,000 online surveys from K-12 students, parents, and educators representing over 9,005 schools nationwide
were submitted through the Speak Up Project. Speak Up is an annual research initiative of Project Tomorrow, a national education nonprofit organization and is supported by these
innovative companies: Blackboard, Inc., BrainPOP, DreamBox Learning, K-12, Inc., Rosetta Stone Education, Schoolwires, and SMART Technologies.
www.tomorrow.org/speakup/
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Mobile Learning
Today’s K-12 students tap into a wide range of mobile devices to enhance learning—both in and out of school. Principals,
parents and teachers support this mobile learning trend by recognizing the benefits of increased access allowing students to
learn anytime, anywhere. See how mobile devices enable new and customized learning that is un-tethered and digitally-rich.
Student Mobile Device Access
22%
18%

Grade

Smartphone

41%
41%

K-2

Laptop

50%

3-5

School Provided Tablets or Laptops

39%

Tablet

6-8
48%

9-12
39%

Digital Reader

62%
58%
66%
61%
66%

50%

73%

89%

41%
say they will

40
30
20
10
0

say students
are not allowed
to use their
own devices
within the
district

only 22% in 2010

31%

33%

25%
75%

42%

36%
64%

58%

43%

63%

Look up information on the
Internet

40%

Take an online test

Take photos of
assignments

Access
online
textbo
books
bo

33%

Play onlline
games

cite student

10%
allow BYOD

13

20

31%

32%

in device
13 equityaccess

allow
students to
use their own
devices at
school this
year

32%

Grade 9-12

Communicate
with
peers/teachers

70%

20

Grade 6-8

42%

77%

50

Grade 3-5

Student Mobile Device Usage for School Work

cite safety and
district liability

52% in 2010

Of those students
with school
provided devices:
Can take the
device home
Cannot take
the device
home

Principals Embrace BYOD, But Important Concerns Remain
60

% of students
indicating they
have access to a
school provided
device

1:1 Classroom Access – Teachers Say That Students...

11%
own

44%
do not

devices

22%
school

have regular
access to
mobile devices

20

13

provided
devices

23%
occasional

use of devices
checked out for
specific
activities

only 3% in 2010

BYOD = Bring Your Own Device

Benefits of Mobile Learning
Provides way for students
to review materials anytime
Extends learning
beyond school day
Personalizes learning
Increases
student engagement
Improves school
to home communications

75%

55%

49%
48%

67%

58%

49%

55%
57%
54%

52%
52%

86%

62%

63%

Parents
Teachers
Principals

Source: Speak Up 2013 National Research Project. In fall 2013, over 403,000 online surveys from K-12 students, parents, and educators representing over 9,005 schools nationwide
were submitted through the Speak Up Project. Speak Up is an annual research initiative of Project Tomorrow, a national education nonprofit organization and is supported by these
innovative companies: Blackboard, Inc., BrainPOP, DreamBox Learning, K-12, Inc., Rosetta Stone Education, Schoolwires, and SMART Technologies.
www.tomorrow.org/speakup/

In the near future
Date:
Setting:

Wednesday, September 3, 2014
Auditorium at Middle School, Anywhere, USA

One hundred bright‐eyed and wiggly seventh grade students file into the school auditorium for the school year’s
kickoff assembly. The principal welcomes the students back to Middle School and as a set up to her opening
remarks about the importance of working hard this school year, she asks the students how many of them want to
go to college someday. Of the students in the room, 93 hands go up in the air, some demonstrating enthusiasm
for the idea with a quick waving motion and an animated head nod, others a bit more hesitant, but still upraised.
At this typical American middle school, 93 of the 100 students have a goal at this point in their young lives to go
to college.
Six years later
Date:
Setting:

Wednesday, June 17, 2020
Football stadium at High School, Anywhere, USA

In front of proud family and teachers, 70 students from that original seventh grade class are graduating from high
school today. Of the Class of 2020, 30 students either have dropped out of school along the way or do not have
enough credits to satisfy district or state requirements for a high school diploma. Amongst the 70 newly minted
high school graduates, 44 will enroll in the fall in a college or university to continue in post‐secondary education.
Within this typical American community, 44 of the original 93 students who had a goal to go to college will realize
that opportunity.
Four years after that
Date:
Setting:

Sunday, May 19, 2024
College campuses all across the USA

Following a long held tradition in this community, the local Anywhere online news site announces that 26
members of the Anywhere High School Class of 2020 are receiving college degrees this month. Of the 93
students in the original seventh grade class who wanted to go to college, only 28 percent of those bright‐eyed
and promising students will achieve their goal. The local Anywhere online news site does not announce what has
happened to the other 74 students from that original seventh grade class.

Introduction
This vignette about Anywhere USA and the disposition of the 100 seventh graders does not necessarily reflect the
exact local reality in many U.S. communities today as it is a national composite of statistics from the Educational
Policy Improvement Center1. Some communities certainly have much higher high school graduation rates; many also
have a much lower percentage of their students that graduate with offsetting higher rates of high school dropouts.
Some schools are well preparing their students for college and career success and that is reflected in their alumni’s
college graduation rates or job success. Others are increasingly finding that their “rigorous” academic standards and
career technical education programs may not have been enough to ensure college and/or job readiness. Dr. David
1

https://www.epiconline.org/Issues/college‐career‐readiness/problem.dot
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Conley, a national researcher and thought leader on this topic, warns us that high school competencies does not
necessarily equate to college readiness.2
Driven by this crisis of inadequate preparedness coupled with increasing demands from companies for better skilled
workers and the challenges of the global economy, policy and education leaders have responded with a new call for
transforming K‐12 education to ensure that all of today’s students develop college and career ready skills.
While the “why” this is needed is clear, the “how to accomplish” this lofty goal is more murky. New curriculum
standards and assessments, including those aligned to the heralded Common Core State Standards and Next
Generation Science Standards, are currently driving many state and district level education reform plans. And while
much energy is being spent on the strategies for implementing these new standards, simultaneously, many education
leaders are specifically exploring how the effective use of digital tools may help to address these same needs.
Amongst district administrators, 46 percent who participated in the Speak Up 2013 survey identified the effective
implementation of technology tools (such as online learning, digital content and mobile devices) as having the
greatest potential to impact student outcomes for college and career readiness. The administrators’ views on the
connection between technology and college and career readiness is well founded. According to recent 2010 research
from the Center on Education and the Workforce at Georgetown University, familiarity with technology and skills
using digital tools can increase a worker’s income, training opportunities, and career trajectory3. As we cannot
escape the impact of technology on our economy, workforce needs, relationships and global connectedness, the
opportunity exists to also reconsider the role of technology now within education, most notably by thinking about
who we are teaching and how they want to learn. Most importantly, this crisis of student preparedness provides us
with a unique window to think beyond the simple view of education oriented digital tools as a means for engagement
and to consider how to leverage these tools as vehicles for the development of college and workplace skills.
For the past eleven years, Project Tomorrow’s® annual Speak Up National Research Project has provided schools and
districts nationwide and throughout the globe with new insights into how today’s students want to leverage digital
tools for learning based upon the authentic, unfiltered ideas of students themselves. In our first report on the
findings from the 2013 Speak Up National Research Project, “The New Digital Playbook: Understanding the Spectrum
of Students’ Activities and Aspirations,” we provided thought‐provoking new insights into how today’s students are
already tapping into digital tools, both in and out of school, to personalize learning and to self‐prepare themselves
for future college or career success. As a companion to that first report, this report examines how technology is
being used in America’s classrooms to support college and career skill preparation, and discusses how schools and
districts can address key challenges associated with digital learning. The findings discussed in this report are based
upon the online Speak Up surveys completed in fall 2013 by 39,986 teachers and librarians and 4,530 school, district
and technology administrators representing 9,005 schools and 2,710 districts nationwide. Additionally, as part of the
important capacity discussion, we also highlight the views of both parents of school‐aged children (32,151) and
community members at large (1,346) about the linkages between school, technology, and students’ future success.
In this new digital learning playbook, we aim to address four key questions:
1. How do K‐12 education stakeholders define college and career ready skills, especially within the context of
digital learning?
2. How are classroom teachers using digital tools and resources to support students’ development of college
and career ready skills?
3. How are schools and districts building up both their capacity for digital learning and meeting the new
imperative of preparing students for an uncertain future?
2

3

Conley, D. T. (2012). A Complete Definition of College and Career Readiness. Educational Policy Improvement Center.
Carnevale, A. P., Smith, N., & Strohl, J. Help Wanted: Projections of Jobs and Education Requirements Through 2018.
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4. How can parents and community members support classroom use of technology and district goals for skill
development?
These are important questions for both national as well as local discussions. It is our privilege to share this year’s
Speak Up national findings to inform these conversations so every child, in every grade, in every community has the
same opportunity to dream big and realize their potential on whatever path they choose to success.
Play #1: Defining college and career ready skills
A cottage industry has developed over the past few years around the definition of “college and career readiness”.
Despite extensive use of the term in policy statements, conference presentations, research papers, and on district
websites, no one universal definition is widely accepted. A casual search on the phrase recently elicited over 33
million entries on Google. Differences in the meaning of the phrase are abundant. Many definitions emphasize
content knowledge acquisition such as in English and mathematics and identify proficiency as not needing
remediation at the college level in these subjects. Other descriptions of readiness put a priority on proficiency in a
long list of soft skills such as problem solving, critical thinking and creativity. Other definitions focus on specific
vocational skills that are designed to lead to sustained and/or recession proof economic self‐sufficiency.
Acknowledging the importance of strong subject area knowledge in English, mathematics, science and history, we
asked teachers, administrators, parents and community members to rank the importance of 16 various college and
workplace skills that were culled from research on common definitions. The goal with this avenue of questioning on
the Speak Up survey was two‐fold: first, to gain new understanding as to whether or not these stakeholder groups
shared similar priorities; and second, to use that information to explore how digital tools could support the
development of these high priority skills. As illustrated in Table 1, the four stakeholder groups shared a relatively
similar set of top skills that they considered most important. However, their level of intensity around those skills and
their relative priority rankings differed amongst the groups.
Table 1: Most important college and workplace skills for students to acquire
District
Administrators

Teachers

Parents

Community
Members

Critical thinking and problem solving skills

91%

75%

85%

88%

Ability to work with a diverse set of people

86%

69%

71%

82%

Teamwork and collaboration skills

83%

66%

69%

79%

Ability to learn independently

82%

77%

67%

79%

Technology skills

80%

52%

69%

80%

Effective communications through writing

76%

55%

68%

Being creative and thinking outside the box

75%

62%

72%

College and Workplace Skills

Financial literacy
© Project Tomorrow 2014

77%
79%

The value placed on critical thinking and problem solving skills cannot be underestimated in today’s workplace and
the education stakeholder groups all reflected that importance with their ranking of that skills in the number one or
two position. Equally cognizant of the global society and importance of cultural awareness, the value of developing
an ability to work with and learn from people that may have different backgrounds was also highly valued as were
the companion skills of teamwork and collaboration. Despite the lofty aspirations that were placed on these skills,
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only 57 percent of students in grades 6‐12 felt that their current classes were helping them to develop these skills of
critical thinking and problem solving, cultural awareness, and teamwork and collaboration. Moreover, only 41
percent of middle school students said that they were learning effective communications through writing. Even
more concerning for community members should be that only one‐quarter of high school students said that they
were developing financial literacy skills as part of their education.
A disconnect between the rhetoric around college and career ready skill development and actual practice is also
apparent in the importance of technology skills and the role digital tools play in school. While all of the key
stakeholders value the role of technology in preparing students for future success, a comparative analysis indicates
that teachers may not be as supportive of the role of technology as administrators and parents. Chart 1 depicts how
the level of importance placed on the effective use of technology within classroom instruction on a student’s future
success varies within the group of high school stakeholders. As illustrated, approximately 56 percent of high school
principals, parents of high school students, and district administrators ranked technology use in this context as
extremely important. In contrast, only 36 percent of teachers shared that same valuation.
Chart 1: How important is the effective implementation of technology within instruction on student success?
District Administrators

41%

57%

High School Principals

42%

56%

High School Teachers

36%

59%

Parents of high school students

56%

42%

Not important

Important

Extremely important
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This difference in valuation around the role of technology (which is likewise represented in comparable analysis with
elementary and middle school teams) also manifests itself when administrators identify the challenges associated
with planning for new digital learning initiatives. Securing teacher buy‐in on new initiatives and then providing
appropriate training to support classroom usage are two common hurdles administrators face. Given that 60 percent
of parents believe that the best way for students to acquire the college and career ready skills identified in Table 1 is
through the effective use of technology within their classes, further examination of how digital tools and resources
are being used by a variety of teachers is a logical next play within our digital learning playbook.

Play #2: Inside the classroom – how teachers are using digital tools to support students’ development of college
and career ready skills
Teaching is a highly personalized art. Teachers within the same grade level and teaching the same content may
approach instruction using different resources and teaching strategies. The same is true with the use of technology to
support learning. Therefore, to better understand how digital tools can support learning in the classroom we need to
investigate different types of teachers in a variety of classroom settings using a diverse set of digital tools.
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Using technology to support professional tasks. In general, teachers’ assessment of their technology skills follows a
similar pattern as administrators and parents with almost two‐thirds of teachers (63 percent) identifying their ability
to use technology on par with their peers. Within a typical school or district, the teachers that are likely to assess
their technology skills as advanced include high school teachers (32 percent), science teachers (36 percent), teachers
with four to ten years of teaching experience (34 percent), and teachers who have earned National Board
Certification (33 percent). In general though, slightly more than a quarter of all classroom teachers (28 percent)
assess their technology skills as advanced compared to their colleagues. Within this general group of teachers with
advanced tech skills, we see a pattern of similar activities using technology to support their professional
responsibilities including:







Conducting Internet research to inform a lesson or class activity (90 percent)
Learning something by watching an online video (74 percent)
Exchanging text messages with colleagues (67 percent)
Customizing digital content to meet the needs within their instructional plans (56 percent)
Participating in an online professional learning community (55 percent)

Furthermore, these teachers are on the vanguard in terms of using technology for formative assessment (38 percent),
texting with the parents of their students (30 percent), creating videos to support instruction (27 percent), and
maintaining a class blog (25 percent). Additionally, while Twitter is still emerging as a professional development
resource, teachers who assess their technology skills as advanced (16 percent) are twice as likely as other teachers (8
percent) to have adopted that behavior already. Not surprisingly, these advanced technology‐using teachers are less
likely to say that a lack of professional development is holding them back from using technology in the classroom—
only 17 percent of which identified training as an obstacle. However, 33 percent of all teachers noted a need for
professional development as a barrier to more effective technology use. Of special interest to many teachers today
is how to effectively integrate mobile devices such as tablets and laptops into everyday instruction.
Using mobile devices within the classroom. Teachers’ views on the benefits of using laptops, tablets, smartphones
and other mobile devices within instruction is best understood by listening to the experiences of the 38 percent of
teachers who say that their students have regular access to these tools to use in class. These types of one‐to‐one
classrooms include students that are using their own devices, students that are assigned personal devices for use at
school and students with school assigned devices that they can use both at school and at home. Considering that the
effective implementation of mobile devices within instruction necessitates changes in a teacher’s practice, it is
interesting to learn about the benefits that these teachers see around the use of mobiles, especially as to how it
applies to students’ 21st century skill development. Table 2 identifies the top benefits that teachers in one‐to‐one
classrooms ascribe to the use of mobile devices within instruction.
Table 2: Benefits of mobile devices – views of teachers in one‐to‐one classrooms
Benefits
Teachers in 1:1 Classrooms
Increases student engagement in school and learning
74%
Provides access to online textbooks
68%
Provides a way for instruction to be personalized for each student
57%
Provides a way for students to review class materials as often as needed
56%
Facilitates greater student ownership of the learning process
55%
Helps to extend learning beyond the school day
54%
Supports development of students’ critical thinking and problem solving skills
46%
Supports development of students teamwork skills
42%
Supports development of students’ communications skills
36%
© Project Tomorrow 2014
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Interestingly, 50 percent of the teachers also saw the inclusion of mobile devices in the classroom as a catalyst for
teachers to improve their own technology skills. This may seem counterintuitive to many districts who believe that
teachers need technology training prior to the adoption of a one‐to‐one model in the classroom. Speak Up national
data findings have repeatedly documented a linkage between teachers’ development of a personal value proposition
with digital tools and their subsequent greater interest in using those tools in the classroom. Based upon the views
of the teachers who are on the front lines of mobile learning within their classroom, it may make sense for teachers
to learn how to use these devices within instruction alongside their students, rather than in a formalized learning
environment that is beyond the classroom context.
“Students need to know how to use technology as a 21st century skill. They need to know how to appropriately
participate in social media, and teachers must be able to set the clear expectations for a successful implementation.
The tools that hold the greatest promise for teachers would be knowing how to utilize student‐owned devices as
part of the instructional plan as well as knowing how to allow students to explore and learn more on their own by
using their device. Teachers must first be able to participate, so they know what the students will be expected to
use.”
Assistant Principal, Huron Valley Schools (MI)
Using digital content within the classroom. School site principals say that the inclusion of digital content including
tools such as animations, real time data, videos and e‐textbooks in the classroom can help teachers develop their
technology skill muscles as well. Moreover, that the use of these highly relevant resources can help students develop
workplace ready skills. To that point, science teachers are leading the pack in terms of their use of digital content in
their classrooms. Their use of digital content in several key categories exceeds that of their non‐science teaching
colleagues as depicted in Chart 2. While it is understandable that they might use more animations or virtual labs
within their science curriculum, the gap in the usage in other categories however may speak more to science
teachers’ comfort with using these digital tools.
Chart 2: Teachers’ use of digital content in the classroom
48%

Videos that I find online
22%

Animations
Virtual labs

42%
18%

32%
27%

Online textbooks
Videos that I create

52%

9%

Real time data

63%

32%

11%
14%
All teachers Gr 6‐12

Science teachers
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The science teachers’ use of more digital content than their peers is also reflected in their assessment of the value of
these tools on students’ skills. Close to a majority of science teachers (47 percent) said that the use of technology in
their classroom was helping their students develop critical thinking and problem solving skills, whereas only 40
percent of their middle school and high school teaching peers had the same evaluation.
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While science teachers may be leading the pack in the use of some types of digital content, elementary teachers are
at the forefront of incorporating game‐based environments within their instruction. One‐third of elementary
teachers (32 percent) now report using games in their classroom. The elementary teachers who have implemented a
game‐based program in their classrooms identify the following key benefits for using games within instruction:
Increases student engagement in learning (79 percent)
 Provides way for teachers to address different learning styles in the classroom (72 percent)
 Provides a way for teachers to differentiate instruction (55 percent)
 Allows students to practice skills (52 percent) and reinforces understanding of concepts (53 percent)
 Helps students develop critical thinking and problem solving skills (32 percent)
Interestingly, students in grades 3‐5 also endorse the idea of games as a tool for developing important skills that they
will need later in their schooling career. Over one‐third of these students (39 percent) said that the primary benefit
of playing games with educational content is that the games help them become better thinkers and problem solvers.
Impact of technology use on student success. Traditionally, measures on the impact of technology use have focused
on the relationship between the engaging elements of the digital tools and students’ potentially increased interest in
class content. While student interest and engagement remain valid indicators of achievement, policy and education
leaders are increasingly looking for new types of outcomes that indicate that a student has the college and career
ready skills they need to be successful. To that goal, understanding the perspective of teachers in very specific
digitally‐rich learning environments can provide new insights into not only the impact of technology use on student
success, but how to think differently about evaluating impact. Table 3 illustrates how teachers in three environments
– online classes, classes that use digital content regularly and one‐to‐one mobile classrooms – assess the impact of
technology on students’ workplace skills.
Table 3: How has use of technology in your classroom enhanced student skills and success?
Teaching in an
Teaching using Teaching in a 1:1
Perceived benefits of technology use for students
online class
digital content
mobile class
Developing creativity
Developing problem solving and critical thinking skills
Taking ownership of their learning
Learning to work collaboratively
Understanding how to apply academic concepts to
real world problems
Increased motivation to learn
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50%
57%
57%
30%

44%
44%
35%
34%

49%
45%
37%
37%

58%

37%

42%

50%

60%

55%

While the linkage between the use of digital tools and students’ development of critical thinking and problem solving
skills is highly articulated within these three sets of learning environments, teachers in general are increasingly
making that connection as well. Whereas just four years ago in 2009, only 27 percent of teachers saw a connection
between students’ use of technology and critical thinking skill development, in 2013, 38 percent of teachers now see
the linkage between digital tools and critical thinking. This speaks to not only the increased national, state and local
emphasis on college and career readiness skills, but also the emerging sophistication of teachers’ use of digital tools
to support instruction in the classroom, usage that goes beyond simply engaging students in a sporadic use of
technology as a fun activity.
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Professional development needs. Some may say that the increased usage of technology within the classroom may
also be an indicator of the arrival of a new generation of teachers in the classroom who have lived a more digitally
infused life than their older colleagues. However, as we have learned, being able to text or tweet does not
necessarily correlate to knowing how to effectively use digital tools within instruction. Seven out of ten teachers
with less than 3 years of teaching experience (71 percent) say that their pre‐service education in their teacher
preparation program adequately prepared them to use digital tools in the classroom. While this may seem to be an
encouraging sign for the future, unfortunately, 23 percent of that same class of new teachers with less than 3 years
of experience said that their teaching program did not prepare them well for using technologies in the classroom. In
general the rookie teachers shared a similar list of professional development needs with their colleagues who had
more years of experience. New to the field teachers, however, are more interested than their older colleagues in
how to incorporate games into instruction and potential new ways to use social media tools with students and to
facilitate enhanced communications with parents. Table 4 identifies the skill‐based professional development needs
of teachers by years of experience.
Table 4: What is on your wish list for professional development in technology use?
Professional Development
Wish List

1st year of
teaching

1‐3 years of
experience

4‐10 years of
experience

11‐15 years of
experience

16+ years of
experience

How to differentiate
instruction using technology

51%

48%

44%

44%

46%

Identifying digital content

39%

33%

33%

34%

35%

Identifying mobile apps

39%

37%

36%

36%

35%

Using games

37%

29%

26%

24%

26%

32%

31%

31%

30%

31%

27%

24%

23%

23%

22%

22%

20%

19%

20%

19%

22%

18%

15%

13%

12%

19%

15%

13%

10%

8%

Using tablets
Implementing a blended
classroom
Creating videos
Using social media with
parents
Using social media with
students
©Project Tomorrow 2014

“Mobile devices and other digital tools will both increase engagement but also better prepare our students for
adult life. Our district is using a variety of professional development opportunities to support teachers in the
implementation of these devices.”
Assistant Principal, Solana Beach School District (CA)
In terms of the preferred modalities for professional development, teachers across the entire spectrum of experience
prefer face‐to‐face conferences (60 percent), school and district based training (48 percent) and peer‐to‐peer school
based study groups (29 percent). First year teachers (35 percent) however were particularly interested in in‐school
mentoring programs that match them with a more experienced peer as a form of ongoing, just‐in‐time professional
development. As schools and districts develop new digital learning playbooks to support the development of
students’ college and career ready skills, understanding the need of all of their teachers, both rookie and experienced,
for professional development in the use of digital tools is a significant component of capacity building for the future.
This direction is further substantiated by 58 percent of district office administrators who say that enhancing teacher
effectiveness through professional development and school based professional learning communities will have the
greatest impact on student achievement.
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Play #3: Building school and district capacity to support college and career ready skill development using digital
tools
“The use of modern technology in the classroom will enable students to engage in more challenging tasks that will
benefit them in their future careers. As educators, that is our overall goal. We are educating students for a future
we are not certain of and need to prepare them to use whatever tools they have available to get the job done.”
Instructional Technology Specialist, South San Antonio Independent School District (TX)
As a reflection of national discussions, district administrators (49 percent) are also increasingly interested in how to
effectively integrate 21st century skills into the curriculum as a means for improving student outcomes. A similar
number of administrators see leveraging digital learning initiatives such as mobile learning, online learning and the
use of digital content as effectual ways to achieve these same goals. A review of what school based and district
administrators see as the benefits and challenges associated with these specific approaches provides new insights
into the linkages between technology and student achievement, especially in regards to college and career readiness
skill development.
Mobile learning. Within the realm of mobile learning, school and district administrators identified the use of tablets
(41 percent), one‐to‐one programs (28 percent), mobile apps for the devices (22 percent) and bring your own device
(BYOD) to school programs (22 percent) as having a significant impact on transforming teaching and learning in their
classrooms today. As articulated by their teachers, school principals see many of the same benefits to the use of
mobile devices within instruction including:








Increases engagement in learning (86 percent)
Provides a way to personalize learning for each student (67 percent)
Provides a way to extend learning beyond the school day (62 percent)
Development of critical thinking and problems solving skills (51 percent)
Development of collaboration and teamwork skills (47 percent)
Development of stronger communications skills (37 percent)

Again as with teachers, principals’ views on the benefits of mobile devices have evolved over time as the principals
themselves have become mobile users accessing tablets, smartphones and digital readers in both their personal and
professional lives. For example, 53 percent of school principals have a school provided tablet to use and an
additional 35 percent also have a personal tablet for their out of school usage. This increased level of familiarity with
the devices coupled with an increase in students’ personal access to mobile devices is also impacting the discussions
around policies that allow or prohibit students to use their own mobiles at school. Another factor in this emerging
move to more BYOD type policies is a financial consideration. One‐third of technology administrators (32 percent)
noted that having students use their own mobile devices was an explicit school or district strategy to address ongoing
budget challenges. This increasing acceptance of having students use their personal devices at school is most evident
in a comparative of principals’ views on the topic from 2010 to 2013 displayed in Chart 3. Whereas in 2010, only
one‐fifth of school principals (22 percent) were likely to allow students to use their own mobile devices at school, by
2013, the percentage of principals comfortable with that policy jumped to 41 percent with an additional 10 percent
noting that they had already made the policy change.
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Chart 3: How likely is it that you will allow students to use their own mobile devices at school?
63%

41%

Likely
32%

22%

Unlikely
Unsure

17%

13%

10%

Already do

3%
Principals in 2010

Principals in 2013
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District level thinking on BYOD is changing as well. District leaders articulate various benefits to allowing students to
use their own smartphones, tablets and laptops in the classroom. From a district financial perspective, 68 percent of
administrators see this policy change as a way to save the expense associated with buying devices for student usage.
In addition, administrators believe that if students can use their own devices, they are more likely to take ownership
for the learning process (61 percent). It is also interesting to note that 56 percent of district administrators like the
idea of BYOD as a catalyst for changing teacher practice in the classroom. However as appealing those benefits are,
and the increased interest by students and parents in using mobile devices within instruction, serious challenges
must be addressed before this solution meets the needs of administrators and teachers. Those challenges include
how districts will address the twin issues of student safety and district liability when the technology is not district
owned and students may be able to use their devices to circumvent district filters and firewalls set up to protect
them. Additionally, even districts that have adopted a BYOD policy are still struggling with how to effectively and
efficiently provide devices for students who may not be able to afford them, and how to train teachers on best
practices for teaching in a classroom where conceptually every student has a different device with various levels of
functionality and content. The real value of these always on, highly convenient devices on student outcomes is highly
dependent upon how effectively those devices are integrated into classroom instruction. To get the deeper impact
of these devices on student learning, we need to think differently about how to help teachers change their practice
to leverage the unique capabilities of the tools. A similar situation exists in the potential of online, blended and
flipped classrooms to support students’ individualized needs.
Online learning. District administrators see the inclusion of online learning options for both students and teachers as
key agents for transformation within their schools. Four out of ten district leaders already acknowledge that various
blended learning models are stimulating new ways of thinking about teaching and learning within the classroom.
And high school principals, in particular, are seeing online classes as a way to provide a diverse set of students with
more meaningful learning experiences.
Over 41 percent of high school principals report that they now are offering online classes for students in math,
science, history and English/language arts. An additional one‐third of high schools are also making a wider variety of
world languages available to their students through online courses. Only 17 percent of high school principals said
that their school is not offering online classes for their students at this time.
Beyond the course content, high school principals see online learning as providing ways to engage all kinds of
students in learning and ways for these students either to ensure their graduation or to prepare for college level
coursework. Table 5 provides a synopsis of the various reasons why high school principals in particular are providing
more online learning alternatives for students, and the types of student needs they are addressing.
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Table 5: How online learning is supporting the needs of many types of students
Why online learning?
High School Principals
Provide academic remediation

66%

Keep students engaged in staying in school

63%

Provide options for students that need credit recovery

61%

Provide options for home‐bound students

53%

Provide options for at risk students

50%

Provides students with options for advanced coursework

49%

Provide options for gifted students

41%

Provides students with dual enrollment options with local colleges
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39%

Implicit in the discussion about students’ college and career readiness is the need for high school graduation rates to
improve. Online learning is offering many schools and districts new ways to stem dropout prevention and also to
provide alternatives for students whom are unable to attend school or have not proven successful with traditional
school models. The challenge continues to be, however, that districts cannot find enough teachers interested in
teaching in an online environment. Despite the fact that 41 percent of teachers have taken an online course for their
own professional development, only 17 percent say that they are interested in teaching online. In this case,
familiarity with the digital tools and resources is not proven yet to be a driver to greater acceptance or interest.
Digital content. As with mobile devices and online classes, school and district administrators (44 percent) are equally
optimistic about the potential of digital content resources including animations, real time data, videos, games and
online textbooks to have a transformative impact on teaching and learning. Additionally, a majority of administrators
(54 percent) believe that the effective use of digital content within the classroom can increase students’ career
readiness by linking real world problems to academic content. Administrators face two inter‐related challenges
however in realizing these benefits; providing enough computers and devices for students to use at school (55
percent) and having enough bandwidth to support the multi‐media, data intensive resources (38 percent).
This issue of school bandwidth capacity is a timely topic of discussion. Technology administrators identify that if they
had sufficient bandwidth, the classroom student experience could be enhanced through the increased use of
streaming videos within instruction (74 percent), increased use of multi‐media resources in the classroom (68
percent), and better utilization of online curriculum (57 percent). Additionally, the technology leaders note that they
would be better able to provide online professional development for teachers and offer enhanced online
professional learning community options for all staff. However, the reality is that only 25 percent of all school and
district based technology administrators say that they have enough connectivity and bandwidth to meet their
student and teacher needs. Given the high potential articulated by both teachers and administrators about the
potential of digital resources to enhance the relevancy of curriculum materials, addressing the challenge of increased
bandwidth to schools is no longer just a technology issue. Rather school connectivity should be viewed as an
important component in our national efforts to prepare every student with the skills they need for college and career
success.
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Play #4: Building parental and community support for the use of digital tools to help students develop college and
career ready skills
“Building relationships between the public schools and the community to support student achievement is a critical
factor in preparing students for college and career. The school district must be proactive in communicating its goals
and values to the community in order to address the challenge of providing adequate resources to support
education.”
School Board Member
Our first ever survey of community members’ thoughts on their local schools and the future of education included
responses from a diverse set of education stakeholders. Respondents included business leaders, parents whose
children had already graduated from high school, school employees, board members and volunteers not in a teaching
or administrative position, homeowners and concerned citizens. Despite this variety of experiences with the local
schools, in some areas, the voice of the community in terms of the importance of digital tools was loud and clear. For
these stakeholders (86 percent), it is vitally important that every student have access to the Internet to support
schoolwork. Especially noteworthy is that amongst this group of concerned community members, 52 percent
labelled Internet access as extremely important for student success.
This support for the value of Internet connectivity extended beyond rhetoric, however. As discussed earlier, 80
percent of community members and 69 percent of parents identified learning how to use technology tools as a
critical college and career ready skill. Both groups seem willing to stand behind that belief with their pocket books as
well. Two‐thirds of community members and a similar percentage of parents of school‐aged children said that they
would be willing to pay $.50 more per month (or approximately $6 per year) on their phone bill if those extra funds
were used specifically to increase school access to the Internet for student learning purposes. While this concept
may stimulate some interesting new policy discussions, the deeper significance of this finding is that it solidly
reinforces the connection between student learning, the development of college and career ready skills and
technology access.
Parents have a parallel response to the idea of their child using a mobile device to support schoolwork in school.
Parents identified similar benefits as the teachers and administrators to the use of laptops, smartphones and tablets
in class. Amongst different types of parent groups, parents of children at Title 1 (as an indicator of home poverty)
schools were especially interested in how mobile devices could personalize the learning process for their child (50
percent), and extend the learning day beyond 3 pm (52 percent). Again sharing a common view on the value of
mobile devices to help students develop 21st century skills, parents representing all types of communities and ages of
their children, were universally interested in having their child in a class where that child could use their own mobile
device. Table 6 identifies the percentage of parents from different sub‐groups that would like their child in a mobile‐
device using classroom.
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Table 6: Desire to have their child in a class where using one’s own mobile device is allowed
Likely that I would want my child in
Parent by Community / Age of Child(ren)
that class
Parents from urban communities
64%
Parents from rural communities

64%

Parents from suburban communities

59%

Parents from Title 1 communities

63%

Parents of elementary students

58%

Parents of middle school students

63%

Parents of high school students
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65%

But, will parents be willing to purchase a mobile device for their child to use at school? According to parents from
each of the studied sub‐groups, two‐thirds would say “yes.” With increasingly more affordable data plans and special
incentives for device purchases in the market, parents are stepping up to support their child’s education and to
enhance family communications by equipping their child with mobile devices such as a smartphone, tablet and/or
laptop. As documented in our first report on the Speak Up 2013 national findings, 89 percent of high school students
and 73 percent of middle school students now report having personal access to a smartphone. In addition,
increasingly students even in grades 3‐5 (58 percent) are demonstrating that they could bring a tablet to school if it
was allowed. This explosion in student access to mobile devices is being driven largely by two concerns that parents
have about their child’s education: what tools can help my child become more organized with their schoolwork and
what tools will help my child be prepared for an uncertain future in terms of jobs and the economy. By putting
mobile devices in the backpacks and pockets of their children, parents are hoping to achieve both goals. As we see in
Chart 4 parents across all of the studied cohorts are interested in building the capacity of their local schools by
equipping their children with mobile devices.

Chart 4: How likely is it that you would purchase a mobile device for your child to use at school
for learning purposes?
High school parents

67%

Middle school parents

67%

Elementary school parents
Title 1 parents

62%
64%

Rural parents
Suburban parents
Urban parents

65%
64%
66%
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Parents and community members have different motivations for wanting their neighborhood schools to be the best
they can be and for the graduates of those schools to be well prepared for the jobs and careers of the future.
Community members in particular also have a keen understanding of the challenges faced by local schools including
adequate funding (76 percent), providing adequate technology (58 percent) and measuring achievement based upon
test scores (56 percent). As school and districts leaders work to build up their own capacities for using digital tools to
support students’ 21st century skill development, it appears that parents and community members are in sync with
their goals and willing to support these efforts wholeheartedly.
“Emerging technologies help teachers capture, tweak, and repeat instruction to meet individual needs, and help
students master 21st century skills critical for success in 21st century workplaces and communities.”
Parent of an elementary school student, Fairfax County Public Schools (VA)

Final Play: Designing schools that will leverage digital tools to help students develop college and career ready skills
Amongst all of the education stakeholder groups, a key component of a student’s portfolio of college and career
ready skills is their ability to use technology tools effectively. Though only 51 percent of high school students said
that they were explicitly learning how to use technology as a workplace skill within their classes, the overall report
card for how well schools are preparing students to use technology in a future job was very positive; at least from the
perspective of the adults. Two‐thirds of parents, teachers and community members agreed that technology use in
the classroom was preparing students to use these tools in college or a future job. School and district administrators
were even more enthusiastic in their endorsement of the quality of preparation. Eight out of ten administrators and
82 percent of technology leaders agreed that the way technology was used in their schools was helping prepare
students for future success.
But, how does that glowing report card translate into actual practice? In this year’s Speak Up report, we focused on
how specific technology tools and resources were supporting the development of students’ college and career ready
skills in the classroom. The views of teachers, administrators, parents and community members provided us with
rich input for a comprehensive discussion of how these tools could be used to help students develop critical thinking
and problem solving skills, strengthen teamwork and collaboration skills, and enhance communications skills. The
benefits of mobile devices, online learning, digital content and Internet connectivity were reviewed alongside the real
world challenges educators face using these tools within instruction. Therefore, it is now time to evaluate the
readiness of our schools to implement the digital tools that have been identified as key to workplace skill
development.
By asking the stakeholders to envision their ultimate 21st century school, we are able to capture their honest
appraisal of the value of these various digital tools in context with one another. Chart 5 provides a snapshot of what
high school teachers, principals, students and their parents identified as the most essential digital tools for the 21st
century school. The tools identified match those reviewed in this report. As illustrated in the chart, there is some
variance in terms of the valuation of these tools amongst the different stakeholder groups. Students, parents and
administrators placed a higher premium on the value of online classes than teachers did. Administrators saw digital
content as more valuable than others did. And students are significantly more interested in using their own mobile
device at school and the role of social media tools within learning than the adults.
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Chart 5: Identifying the essential digital tools for the 21st century school
Campuswide Internet access

Students' use own mobiles

One‐to‐one programs

Digital content

Online classes

Social media tools
0%

10%

Parents of High School Students

20%

30%

High School Students

40%

50%

High School Principals

60%

70%

80%

High School Teachers
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As schools and districts move ahead with plans to leverage digital tools such as these to support students’ college
and career ready skills, it will be important for leaders to recognize that effective technology usage, even in a
visionary ultimate school as designed here, is highly dependent upon three essential factors. Those essential factors
are as follows: the context of the usage of the digital tools, the relevancy of those tools to the student, and how the
usage, both in and out of the classroom, is supported by the overall education community.
Our goal throughout this review of the Speak Up 2013 national findings was to provide new insights to help schools
and communities build their internal capacities so that every student in Anywhere USA who wants to go to college or
desires to follow a vocational path will be well prepared to do so. It is seemingly impossible for us to envision what
educational, career or job opportunities may be available for students in the future, even in the relatively near term
of the high school graduation class of 2020. However, we can foresee that possessing content knowledge in key
academic areas, being fluent in the workplace skills of critical thinking, problem solving, cultural awareness,
teamwork and communications amongst others, and understanding how to use various digital tools and resources to
support lifelong, life‐wide and life deep learning will be essential.
As we think about the bright‐eyed and wiggly seventh graders all across the country who will be coming back to
school in the fall, along with their younger and older siblings, let’s double down our efforts to ensure that all students
are well prepared to follow their dreams wherever they may lead them.
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About the Speak Up National Research Project and Speak Up 2013
Speak Up is a national initiative of Project Tomorrow®, the nation’s leading education nonprofit organization
dedicated to the empowerment of student voices in education. Each year, the Speak Up National Research Project
polls K‐12 students, parents and educators about the role of technology for learning in and out of school. This survey
represents the largest collection of authentic, unfiltered stakeholder voices on digital learning. Since fall 2003, over
3.4 million K‐12 students, parents, teachers, librarians, principals, technology leaders, district administrators and
members of the community have shared their views and ideas through Speak Up. K‐12 educators, higher education
faculty, business, and policy leaders report that they regularly use the Speak Up data to inform federal, state and
local education programs.
In fall 2013, Project Tomorrow surveyed 325,279 K‐12 students, 32,151 parents, 37,756 teachers, 2,230 librarians,
933 district administrators, 3,020 school administrators, 577 technology leaders and 1,346 members of the
community representing 9,005 public and private schools from 2,710 districts. Schools from urban (28 percent),
suburban (32 percent), and rural (40 percent) communities are represented. Just under one‐half of the schools (46%)
that participated in Speak Up 2013 are Title I eligible schools (an indicator of student population poverty). The Speak
Up 2013 surveys were available online for input between October 2nd and December 20th, 2013.
The Speak Up surveys included foundation questions about the use of technology for learning, 21st century skills and
schools of the future, as well as emerging technologies (online learning, mobile devices and digital content), the use
of technology within specific curricular areas, and STEM career exploration. In addition, educators shared the
challenges they encounter integrating technology into classroom instruction, and how budget challenges have
affected these decisions. The data is collected from a convenience sample; schools and districts self‐select to
participate and facilitate the survey‐taking process for their students, educators and parents. Any school or school
district in the United States is eligible to participate in Speak Up. In preparation for data analysis, the survey results
are matched with school level demographic information, such as Title I status, school locale (urban, rural and
suburban), and ethnicity selected from the Core of Common Data compiled by the National Center for Education
Statistics (http://nces.ed.gov/). Speak Up data is cross‐consulted with NCES statistics to ensure that data represent
nation‐wide school demographics. The data are analyzed using standard cross‐tab analysis.
For additional information on the Speak Up methodology, please contact the Project Tomorrow research team.
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Introduction
Anthropologists have long studied the role that mythology plays in the cultural fabric of a community. According to
these social scientists, various cultures use myths as a form of storytelling to provide an explanation for a changing or
confusing world, to validate existing beliefs, to fill in gaps of knowledge or understanding, and to establish a sense of
order amongst chaos. Myths often are also used to inspire awe and wonder amongst the community. While the
excitement of the myth story is contagious, the awe and wonder is not intended to stimulate scientific questioning or
inquiry, but rather to maintain a status quo of order or power. Such is the case for example with the traditional
Navajo myth about the creation of the constellations. As the story is told, the Sun and Moon were made from cutting
giant discs of quartz that were then hoisted into the sky to provide light to the Navajo people, both during the day
and at night. Not wanting to be wasteful, the creation deity used the remnants of the quartz cutting process to
create patterns of stars in the night sky that had an explicit function of explaining the community’s laws. While the
myth provided the Navajo people with an awe‐inspiring explanation for how the Sun, Moon, and stars were created,
it also sought to establish a cultural order within the community, as the medicine men were the only ones recognized
with the wisdom to interpret the constellation‐based laws.
In a similar way, the education community has used anecdotal stories over the years to understand or make sense of
the role of technology within the lives of today’s K‐12 students. These stories have developed into a comprehensive
mythology around student digital learning that closely mimics the role of myths within other cultures. The
unprecedented pace of the infiltration of technology tools and resources within our daily lives has created a need,
especially for adults, to create a new sense of order within education, and to fill in gaps of knowledge and
understanding around the use of technology with overly simplified explanatory narratives.
One of the most popular explanatory narratives as it relates to the use of technology by students has been the digital
native storyline. Following the tenets of mythology, the digital native storyline seeks to bring order to the ever‐
changing education universe by simply stating that all students are naturally tech‐savvy and know how to use digital
tools to support learning, and educators and parents will never be on par with student skill levels because of their
status as digital immigrants. Cofounding a key element of the digital native myth, however, the Speak Up National
Research findings have long documented that not all students view themselves amongst the techno‐elite in terms of
their own skills. In addition, the students’ self‐assessment of their technology skills, and the gender gap in this self‐
assessment, has bearing on their use of various digital tools for learning and aspirations for digital learning
environments as will be further discussed in this report.
In many ways, this digital native – digital immigrant myth however has allowed education leaders to provide a
simplified explanation as to why there continues to be a disconnect between students and adults on the importance
of digitally based learning, and to provide justification for the current status quo on technology use within learning.
This oversimplification of the environment also sets up multiple opportunities for education and business leaders to
use anecdotal stories to illicit awe and wonder about students’ technology use. In 2003, the first year of the Speak
Up surveys, education, business, and policy leaders marveled at how middle school students were providing in‐
classroom technology support to their teachers and starting home businesses to create websites for local companies.
Today, that astonishment is focused on student‐developed mobile applications (or mobile apps) that are selling in the
iTunes or Google Play stores. While stories such as this make for interesting copy, focusing on the awe and wonder
of selected student technology use stands in the way of understanding how technology can be used, both in school
and out of school, to improve student learning opportunities. The mythology of the digital native also blurs the
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picture for appreciation how to leverage digital tools and resources to personalize learning for every student as it
continues to promulgate a view that “one size fits all” for every digital native.
It is time to move beyond the mythology of students’ technology use with a new digital learning playbook, a new
constellation of stars as such, that recognizes and appreciates that there are differences amongst K‐12 students in
their use of and aspiration for using technology to support their learning. For the past eleven years, Project
Tomorrow’s® annual Speak Up National Research Project has provided schools and districts nationwide and
throughout the globe with new insights into how today’s students want to leverage digital tools for learning based
upon the authentic, unfiltered ideas of students themselves. With this year’s national report on the views of 325,279
K‐12 students representing over 9,000 schools and 2,700 districts nationwide, we focus on getting beyond the
anecdotally‐ driven stereotypes of student technology use to establish a more comprehensive understanding of the
myriad of different ways that students are currently personalizing learning using technology. Given the increasing
interest amongst education, business, policy, and parent leadership on the value of digital tools to personalize
learning and improve student outcomes, this year’s report provides new findings around these three central
questions to further both national and local discussions:



How are K‐12 students currently using digital tools and resources to support schoolwork activities?



How are K‐12 students currently using digital tools and resources to enable out of school time learning
activities?



What are K‐12 students’ aspirations for using digital tools and resources within new innovative learning
environments?

Understanding that the traditional “one size fits all” digital learning plans usually fit none, the lenses for this year’s
data examination include student grade, gender, self‐assessment of technology skills, Title 1 designation (often used
as an indicator of the level of home poverty), and community type (urban, suburban, or rural) to both dispel
sustained myths and to inform innovative ways to provide greater equity within our learning environments.
Moreover, as a microcosm of how students’ are approaching living and learning from different perspectives within
today’s digital universe, we are also providing in this year’s report new findings around students’ interest in STEM
(science, technology, engineering, and math) careers and how students want to embrace both traditional and digital
paths for career exploration.
In addition to bringing order to a changing or confusing world, myths also can serve as cultural artifacts that allow us
to see an evolution of thinking over time. New phenomena often present opportunities to revisit long held
assumptions or beliefs. The Navajo story of the creation of the stars may have needed some revisiting whenever a
meteor streaked across the night sky. In a similar way, understanding how today’s students are using technology for
learning, both in school and out of school, and their aspirations for new digital learning experiences can be one of
those meteor opportunities for our nation’s education leaders. Let’s grab on to that meteor tail and leverage the
authentic views of our students to create new digital learning playbooks that will meet the needs of all of our diverse
learners.
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“I use technology to inspire myself. I watch TED talks, blog, and read fanfiction. Technology empowers us and gives
us the ability to nourish our imagination and fill us with inspiration. I use the successful ideas students from around
the nation tell me about and incorporate it into our own school. Technology has been a big part of my life, I bask in
the information it presents me with from simple how to videos to solving differentiated equations.”
(Girl, Grade 12, Perris, California)
Play #1: How are K‐12 students currently using digital tools and resources to support schoolwork activities?
Teacher‐facilitated Technology Use
When discussing student technology use to support schoolwork, the general assumption is that we are talking about
teacher‐sponsored, classroom‐structured activities. And indeed, students and teachers are increasingly using a wide
range of different digital tools to support the formalized instructional process. Within this arena of teacher‐enabled
technology use, students across all grades as noted in Table 1 report using digital or online textbooks, accessing
information posted by their teacher on school or class portals such as grades and homework, taking tests online, and
even watching videos created by their teachers especially for their class. Following a national trend, one‐quarter of
elementary students in grades 3‐5 and almost one‐third of students in grades 6‐12 say that they are using a mobile
device provided by their school to support schoolwork.
Table 1: Students’ Use of Teacher‐Facilitated Technology in the Classroom
Elementary School
Grades 3‐5

Middle School
Grades 6‐8

High School
Grades 9‐12

Access class information through online portal

31%

68%

75%

Take tests online

44%

47%

52%

Use online textbooks

14%

32%

37%

Use a mobile device provided by school

25%

30%

32%

14%

22%

22%

Digital Activity

Watch teacher created videos
© Project Tomorrow 2014

Since these types of learning activities intentionally require teacher sponsorship, school support, or district policy,
the student experience with these activities is not dependent upon their gender or self‐assessment of their
technology skill level. As with traditional learning tools such as print textbooks, there is a universality of the access
amongst students when the tools are teacher facilitated in the classroom. This data illustrates the acclimation of
teachers to using technology in their classroom than providing new insights into student usage. For example, only 32
percent of middle school students said that they were taking tests online in 2009. Teacher facilitation of online tests
in middle school classrooms has increased by 47 percent in four years, a strong statement about both the availability
of online tests within curriculum and teacher adoption of those tools for assessment purposes.
Student‐initiated Technology Use
Differences also emerge in how students are adapting various digital tools and resources to self‐support their
schoolwork activities beyond teacher sponsorship. In previous Speak Up reports
(http://www.tomorrow.org/speakup/speakup_reports.html) the data has demonstrated that students are not just
adopting new technologies to use within learning, but they are actively manipulating and modifying standard uses for
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the digital tools to meet individualized learning needs. We see in this year’s data that this is especially true for
students who assess their technology skills as advanced compared to their peers. Also noteworthy is that since many
of the digital tools that students are using to self‐initiate schoolwork assistance are socially based tools, girls are
outpacing boys in that usage as illustrated in Table 2.
Table 2: High School Student‐initiated Use of Technology to Support Schoolwork
Girls
Boys
Average or
Average or
Digital Activity
Advanced Tech
Advanced Tech
Beginner Tech
Beginner Tech
User
User
User
User
Text with classmates
75%
73%
66%
60%
Take photos of assignments using
mobile device
Find videos to help with
homework
Use Facebook to collaborate on
projects
Skype or iChat with classmates
© Project Tomorrow 2014

57%

49%

44%

35%

51%

41%

43%

32%

43%

35%

33%

24%

36%

28%

33%

21%

The data reveals new findings about variances in self‐initiated technology use by girls and boys. While mythology
may state that texting is pervasive for all students, the data demonstrates that while almost three‐quarters of high
school girls across all levels of tech‐savviness say they regularly use text messaging to communicate with classmates
about schoolwork, significantly fewer males are doing the same. Girls are generally also outpacing boys in their use
of Facebook and other social networking sites to collaborate on school or class projects, supporting the idea that the
presence of social media tools trumps technology skill level. Student’s self‐assessment of their technology skills also
has bearing on some of the types of digital activities they do to support schoolwork. Girls that consider themselves
advanced tech users are more likely to use their mobile devices to take photos of class assignments or find online
videos to get homework help than boys that also assess their skills as advanced or even other girls.
Mobile Devices for Schoolwork
In many ways, the new gateway to self‐initiated technology use for schoolwork is the mobile device. Increasingly,
students have access to tablets and laptops to use both at school and at home for learning purposes. In some cases,
parents are providing these devices to enable their children to have access to high quality digital content and be able
to extend the learning process beyond the school day. In this year’s Speak Up survey for parents of school‐aged
children, almost two‐thirds of parents (64 percent) said they would purchase a mobile device such as a tablet or
laptop for their child to use at school, if it was allowed. A similar percentage of parents (61 percent) said their
preference is for their child to be in a class where they could use their own mobile device. It is not surprising given
the increased access that K‐12 students have to personal mobile devices (Chart 1) that students across all grades
identify “not being able to use my own mobile device in school” as an obstacle to school technology use. Girls
appear to be especially frustrated by school policies that limit mobile device usage as well as social media tool access.
A majority of middle school girls identified that not being able to use their personal mobile device (55 percent) as a
major barrier to school technology use.
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Chart 1: K‐12 Students’ Personal Access to Mobile Devices
39%
Gr 9‐12

50%

48%
Gr 6‐8

Gr 3‐5
50%
18%
21%

61%
66%

89%

Digital Reader
73%

Tablet
Laptop

39%

Gr K‐2

66%

58%
62%

Smartphone

41%
41%
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Many Title 1 schools are making a significant effort to level the playing field for their students by providing mobile
devices for use at school and at home. Over a quarter of high school students in schoolwide Title 1 schools said that
they have a school provided tablet to use for schoolwork, compared to 13 percent of high school students in non‐
Title 1 schools. Similarly, 24 percent of students in grades 6‐8 and 22 percent of students in grades 3‐5 in Title 1
communities also are assigned a school tablet. Administrators from Title 1 schools appear to have a greater
appreciation for the potential benefits of out of school access. While 26 percent of elementary students in non‐Title
1 schools say they have a school provided tablet to use, only 3 percent of those students can take that tablet home to
extend their learning. Comparatively, of the 22 percent of elementary students with a school provided tablet in Title
1 schools, 10 percent are allowed to use that tablet at home.
By using school provided tablets within their learning activities, students in Title 1 schools are experiencing changes
in their expectations for academic mobile device use . When asked to identify the best device for various academic
tasks, the high school students were more likely to select a tablet than their peers in non‐Title 1 schools. Four out of
ten of these students said that their preferred mobile device to do Internet research, access an online book, watch a
video for schoolwork, and take notes for class would be a tablet, whereas less than one‐third of the non‐Title 1
students had that same preference. This differentiation supports both the investments that Title 1 schools are
making in mobile devices and the idea that students’ first hand experiences with using digital tools within a learning
context can drive greater usage.
Digital Writing and Reading for schoolwork
Two important new components of students’ self‐initiated technology use for schoolwork are digital writing and
reading. Again, it is important for education and policy leaders to get beyond their assumptions on students’ level of
writing and reading in order to appreciate a new role for digital tools to support skill development in these key areas.
Despite mythology to the contrary, today’s students are spending a significant amount of time doing digitally based
writing. As is often reported by English teachers, frequency of writing is a good first step to improved fluency of
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writing. High school students reported a mean average of 14 hours per week using technology for writing. High
school girls are especially outpacing their male peers in their amount of writing time (15 hours per week compared to
13). Amongst students who self‐assess their technology skills as advanced, statistical testing also indicates a
significant gender difference in their writing time with girls spending 17 hours in various writing exercise and boys
writing on average 15 hours a week. The types of digital writing these advanced technology users are doing regularly
for schoolwork is representative of the variety of ways that students today are interacting with digital media and
online social sites (Table 3). The data also demonstrates varying contexts for writing between girls and boys. For
example, boys are twice as likely as girls to be writing text within an online conversation on a gaming website.
Table 3: High School Students’ Digital Writing Activities (Advanced Technology Users)
Digital Writing Activities
Girls
Boys
Essays and school reports

75%

60%

Email

58%

49%

Creative writing, journaling and poetry

46%

31%

Captions for photos

40%

26%

Instant messaging or online chats

39%

30%

Text for social media sites

36%

26%

Blogging

31%

20%

Text for multi‐media presentations

31%

24%

Tweets

31%

22%

Gaming conversational text

14%

28%

14%

19%

HTML coding
© Project Tomorrow

Just as it is important to recognize and appreciate how today’s students are tapping into digital tools to support their
schoolwork writing, it is equally valuable to understand students’ preferences for digital reading. While the debate
over print vs. pixel continues to perplex policymakers, especially those involved with the new online assessments,
students are increasingly choosing digital text over printed text for both schoolwork and personal reading. One‐third
of middle school students say that for schoolwork reading their preference is to read digital materials rather than
printed materials, and 51 percent believe that online textbooks should be an essential component within future
schools.
How students are using digital tools to support schoolwork is valuable input for education leaders that are creating
new game plans for digital learning within their schools and districts. However, the story is only partially written if
our leaders do not also pay attention to how today’s students are using digital tools outside of school. For today’s
students, learning is a 24/7 enterprise with the traditional school day being only a small part of the overall time that
students spend learning, especially using technology.
“I play games that develop critical thinking skills and analysis of situations. I play strategy games that are involved,
complicated, and a real challenge. I learn about things that I am interested in by internet research and I have
learned much about what I want to do and what areas I am interested in. I like this learning style because it
teaches me about what I want to know and helps to make me more prepared for a job in a field that I am
interested in.
(Boy, Grade 9, Jacksonville, Florida)
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Play #2: How are K‐12 students currently using digital tools and resources to enable out of school time learning
activities?
Social Media
The almost daily emergence of new social media sites and applications in the marketplace is reflected in the changing
profile of middle and high school students’ use of social media tools outside of school. Students this year continue to
report less regular interaction with traditional social networking sites such as Facebook. Only 30 percent of middle
school students and 39 percent of high school students now say that they are maintaining a social networking site, a
decrease of approximately 40 percent since 2009. In its wake, social media apps such as Instagram, Snapchat, and
Vine are filling in the void with participation by 44 percent of students in grades 6‐12. Twitter is also becoming a
preferred digital medium for communications and information for many students including 28 percent of high school
students. Other popular social media tools include:



Text messaging (two‐thirds of students in grades 6‐12 text, an increase of 37 percent since 2008)



Video creation and posting (28 percent of middle school students)



Blogs (a quarter of students follow favorite blogs, 12 percent have their own blog)



Stream online TV shows (38 percent of middle and high school students)



Massively multi‐player online games (23 percent of middle school students play regularly)

Digital Games
Of the various social media tools, the role of digital games has strong implications for understanding the importance
of students’ out of school learning experiences. Foremost, the traditional gender gap between girls and boys in
digital game playing has largely evaporated when examining students’ use of tablets and smartphones for games.
Approximately 42 percent of girls in grades 3‐5 and 37 percent of girls in grades 6‐8 say that they are regularly playing
games on tablets; within the same age groupings, 38 percent of boys are using tablets for digital gaming. A similar
pattern exists with smartphone‐based game playing with slightly more than one‐quarter of boys and girls in grades 3‐
5 using this medium for their digital play and 45 percent of middle school girls and boys. However, participating in
massively multi‐player online games (MMOGs) is definitely an activity favored by boys, especially middle school boys
who self‐identify their technology skills as advanced. Amongst that group, 42 percent say they are regularly
participating in MMOGs. Even within the group of girls with advanced tech skills, only 26 percent are MMOG players.
A key component of the MMOG play is the social interaction with other players who share a similar passion for the
game topic or activities. And while girls are traditionally more interested in group or collaborative projects, a larger
percentage of tech‐advanced middle school boys (44 percent) than girls (37 percent) see these digital games as a way
to learn how to work in teams.
Girls and boys across all grade levels see digital games as having significant learning benefits if employed within a
school environment, including greater engagement in learning and making it easier to understand difficult concepts.
While approximately 25 percent of classroom teachers are integrating digital game activities into their instructional
plans, some students are already tapping into online games outside of school to support their self‐directed interests
in academic topics. Approximately one‐quarter of middle school students have played an online game outside of
school on their own, specifically to learn something. The percentage jumps to almost 50 percent amongst boys and
girls who consider their technology skills advanced (Chart 2). As discussed in previous Speak Up reports, and
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documented by these new findings, a new student profile is emerging. We call these students Free Agent Learners.
This student is characterized by their use of a wide array of digital tools and resources to self‐direct learning outside
of school around topics that are of high interest to them. While some mythology may point in the direction of boys
as more self‐directed in their technology use, the latest Speak Up data indicates very little variance between Free
Agent Learning girls and boys who self‐assess their technology skills as more advanced than their peers.
Chart 2: Middle School Students’ Use of Digital Tools for Self‐Directed Learning Outside of School
(Advanced Technology Users)
46%

Researched a website to learn more about a topic

56%

50%
49%

Played an online game to learn something
38%
40%

Watched a video to help with homework
22%

Used online writing tools

31%

21%
18%

Found an expert online to answer questions

13%
15%

Tweeted about an academic topic
Boys

Girls
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Digital Footprints
Defined as the norms of appropriate and responsible behavior with technology, digital citizenship is becoming a
highly valued skill for today’s students by both educators and parents. As digital learning is becoming more pervasive
in K‐12 classrooms with digital games, mobile devices, and online textbooks and curriculum, administrators are
increasingly noting student safety and online behavior as concerns associated with expanding technology use in
school. Within the larger arena of digital citizenship, what students are posting online about themselves (their digital
footprint) is particularly vexing for parents. Two‐thirds of parents of school aged children (66 percent) noted this as a
primary concern— for the first time, at the same level of concern as online predators.
As with many other findings in this report, students’ views on the digital footprints that they are leaving behind on
social media sites and through online interactions may surprise both educators and parents. While girls appear to be
acting more carefully than boys in terms of what information they are sharing about themselves, students overall
have very consistent views on their awareness of this issue, the actions they are taking, and the actualization of a
positive digital footprint. Table 4 provides a summary of the views of high school students disaggregated both by
gender and community type.
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Table 4: High School Students’ Views on their Digital Footprint
Gender
Community Type
Digital Footprint Actions
Girls
Boys
Urban
Suburban
Rural
I am careful about posting and texting information
52%
41%
46%
44%
48%
about myself or others
I have advised friends to not post certain things about
34%
25%
30%
28%
30%
me or others
I have stopped interacting with someone based upon
29%
20%
24%
23%
26%
their online profile
I use digital footprints to find people to connect with
12%
12%
13%
12%
12%
I think it is important to have a positive online profile
©Project Tomorrow 2014

38%

27%

32%

31%

33%

The similarities in student views regardless of community type should be particularly interesting to parents and
educators who may overestimate the role of cultural influences on students’ technology use. It may also be
informative for adults who have bought into the myth of the shared experiences of all digital natives to know that 25
percent of all girls and boys, as well as urban, suburban, and rural students, say that they do not regularly post
information about themselves online. With the ongoing development of new social media and online sites, this topic
of student views and actions associated with their digital footprint is a new and emerging field of study. As students
continue to stretch the boundaries of learning beyond the classroom and into online spaces, it is important for both
education leaders and parents to recognize the importance of relevant and timely digital citizenship development in
their new digital learning playbooks for schools.
Out of School Internet Access
As noted in this year’s findings, students are creatively tapping into social media, games, and videos on their own to
extend the learning process beyond the end of the school day. And while we may unintentionally fall into the “awe
and wonder” entrapment of some of these findings, it is vitally important that we also recognize, as many of our
school and district leaders do each day, that not all of our K‐12 students have access to the Internet outside of
school. This fact is an especially poignant one for Project Tomorrow given our roots as NetDay, the nationwide
school wiring initiative of the 1990s. New private‐public initiatives are focusing on increasing both home and school
access to high speed, broadband Internet but in the meantime, our education leaders representing all types and sizes
of districts are facing serious equity challenges. Amongst district technology leaders, 46 percent identified digital
equity issues such as providing students with access to the Internet beyond the school day as one of the most
challenging issues they are facing today. Comparatively in 2010, only 19 percent of those technology leaders ranked
digital equity as a key challenge. As online classes and digital textbooks become mainstream tools within a teacher’s
instructional plan, it is increasingly imperative that we develop new strategies for providing students with out of
school time Internet access. Step one in building that part of the new digital learning playbook is to fully understand
the extent of the challenge and how today’s innovative students may be piloting a new solution for us to consider.
The following series of charts document the access that high school, middle school, and upper elementary students
have to the Internet, comparing students in Title 1 schools with non‐Title 1 schools. While the findings on the
differences in home access support other data and popular perceptions, the students’ reporting of their primary
access as through a mobile device may illuminate some new solution pathways.
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Chart 3: Students in Grades 3‐5 Internet Access

Chart 4: Students in Grades 6‐8 Internet Access
71%

59%

56% 57%

63%

45%
35%

29%
13%

10%

6%

Title 1 Schools
Non‐Title 1 Schools
The computer I use at home does not have
Internet access

Title 1 Schools
Non‐Title 1 Schools
The computer I use at home does not have Internet
access
The computer I use at home has broadband Internet
access
I access the Internet primarily thru a wifi or 3G/4G
mobile device

The computer I use at home has broadband
Internet access
I access the Internet primarily thru a wifi or 3G/4G
mobile device
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4%

© Project Tomorrow 2014
Chart 5: Students in Grades 9‐12 Internet Access
60%

72%

65%

9%

67%

5%

Title 1 Schools
Non‐Title 1 Schools
The computer I use at home does not have Internet
access
The computer I use at home has broadband Internet
access
I access the Internet primarily thru a wifi or 3G/4G
mobile device
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The availability of lower cost and more fully featured mobile devices with Internet access including smartphones and
tablets is changing the prospects for increasing student access outside of school. Additionally, as noted earlier, many
Title 1 schools administrators are providing their students with mobile devices such as tablets and specifically
allowing students to bring those tablets home for extended use beyond the school day. When we examine both the
hard wired type of home Internet access alongside wifi‐enabled devices and 3G/4G connectivity options, we see that
not only does the mobile device empower student access but it also enables students to have a personal device that
is not necessarily shared with siblings and parents when broadband access is limited to only one family desktop
computer.
Using mobile devices, today’s students are paving new territory in terms of when and how to use technology for
learning. These experiences are in many ways acting as catalysts for their aspirations for the development of new
innovative learning environments.
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“I'm always inspired to look up new things because of the world around me. If I see something on the news that
perks my interest, I'm immediately on my iPhone trying to learn as much as I can about it. If I see somebody doing
something that looks cool, I'll look it up so I can see it and learn how to do it.”
(Girl, Grade 10, Dayton, Ohio)
Play #3: What are K‐12 students’ aspirations for using digital tools and resources within new innovative learning
environments?
Improving School Technology Use
When asked how their school could make it easier for them to use technology to support learning, students’
responses closely match the way they are already using digital tools outside of school for learning. In general, K‐12
students want greater alignment between their out of school learning and their in school learning. This often
includes greater access to online sites, use of mobile devices and social media, and digital tools that help to facilitate
collaboration, communications, and self‐organization. Additionally, students would like to have extended access to
their teachers or online tutors to support their learning. This particular “ask” from students validates the importance
that today’s learners place on the role of the teacher within their educational lives; debunking another myth that
today’s students do not value a teacher relationship. Table 5 provides a comparative view on the aspirations of
middle school and high school students for how their school could make it easier for them to maximize technology
for schoolwork. In many cases, these technology use solutions involve local policy decisions that could be changed by
a school principal in response to student needs.
Table 5: Students’ Ideas for Improving Technology Use at School
Improved Technology Use Solutions
Students in Grades 6‐8
Students in Grades 9‐12
Allow greater access to websites I need for learning

63%

68%

Let me use my own mobile device

55%

51%

Let me recharge my mobile device at school

42%

43%

Provide schoolwide Internet access

46%

42%

Provide access to my social media tools
Provide me with tools/apps for organizing my
schoolwork
Provide access to an online tutor

35%

39%

39%

31%

26%

30%

28%

28%

35%

28%

33%

21%

Provide 24/7 access to my teachers
Provide me with tools/apps to facilitate collaboration
with classmates
Provide me with a mobile device to use at school (if I
cannot use my own)
© Project Tomorrow 2014
Envisioning the Ultimate School

While Table 5 documents students’ perspectives on how to improve the existing technology use at their school, the
Speak Up surveys also annually ask students to envision their ultimate school, to dream big about how digital tools
and resources could provide them with a transformative learning environment that highly values personalized
learning for every student. Students’ top ten list of the essential digital tools and resources for this visionary school
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captures all of the key technologies discussed in this report. Most importantly, all of the subgroups we studied
including different grade bands of students, girls and boys, students from urban, suburban, and rural schools,
students in Title 1 schools, and students who self‐ assessed their technology skills as advanced all share the same top
ten list. When it comes to articulating a digital learning future, today’s students share a unique bond with each other
based upon shared experiences both in school and out of school that has created a common vision for the future.
The views of their parents, teachers, and school principals obviously reflect their worldview on the potential of
various technologies to support learning. As with the students, the tools the adults have used in their personal or
professional lives may influence their perspective on the value of these technologies within the ultimate school. The
contrast between the top ten list of the students and how the adults ranked those same digital tools is demonstrated
in Chart 6.
Chart 6: Do We Have a Shared Vision of Digital Learning?
Schoolwide Internet access
Tablet for every student
Laptop for every student
Digital textbooks

School Principals
Teachers

Ability to use my own mobile device

Parents
Mobile apps

Students

Text messaging capabilities
Social media tools
Digital games
Online classes
0%

20%

40%

60%

80%
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Though the students’ vision for their ultimate school includes the same top ten elements for each subgroup that we
studied for this report, the level of interest varied to some degree within the student cohorts. For example, while
girls had higher levels of attraction to mobile learning tools (tablets, laptops, mobile apps) than boys, the boys’
interest in games outpaced the girls’ value proposition on that digital activity. Of the three community types (urban,
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suburban, and rural) students from rural communities also expressed stronger levels of interest in each of the top ten
tools than their peers in suburban or urban areas.
This comparative analysis of what technologies would be essential in an ultimate school for today’s learners also
underscores two key findings from this year’s Speak Up data. First, students’ aspirations for new learning
environments are not predicated on access to one tool or a singular set of resources. Providing students with a
laptop in itself does not constitute the ultimate school for today’s learners. Rather, students have a vision for that
ultimate school that encompasses having access to a wide variety of digital tools and resources and the ability to
leverage the features and functionalities of those technologies to communicate, connect and collaborate with peers,
teachers and experts both at school and at home. The ultimate school for today’s student is one where learning is:



socially‐based through their ability to access social media tools and online classes,



un‐tethered from traditional print and location based resources via schoolwide Internet access and mobile
technologies, and



digitally rich, to add context and relevancy to the learning process through the use of digital creation tools
and interactive online content.

One size does not fit all even within the ultimate school. Thus, today’s students also see their ultimate school as a
place where they can use these emerging digital tools in highly personalized, self‐directed learning activities to
address individualized academic interests and ways of learning.
The second key finding is that the adults in students’ academic lives (their parents, teachers, and school principals) do
not share a coherent vision of the ultimate school, and that their individual rankings of the various technologies in
most cases are not in alignment with the student rankings. Ability to use a personal mobile device at school, digital
games, and access to text messaging all rank significantly higher on the students’ top ten list than the lists of parents
and educators. These three tools in many ways represent the holy trinity of the student vision for digital learning –
using socially‐based digital tools to facilitate un‐tethered learning experiences that are rich in interactive digital
content. Conversely, school principals place a higher premium on the value of tablets and mobile apps within the
ultimate school than the students do themselves. This does not mean that students are less interested in tablets.
Rather the student vision of the ultimate school is not fixated on the need to identify one all‐encompassing mobile
device to use within instruction. Students see tablets, laptops, digital readers, and even their own smartphone all as
tools that have utility for certain academic tasks and should be included as available resources within the ultimate
school. As education leaders create new digital learning playbooks for their schools and districts, bridging the
disconnect between the students’ vision of new innovative learning environments with the divergent and often
conflicting views of parents and staff should be a fundamental first step.
Outside of school I am using technology to better prepare myself academically, by training myself to find answers
to my questions. This helps me self‐teach myself to better myself for my classes. I also look to read articles on the
internet about new and arising issues, so I can be socially aware, it is something that I view as extremely
important. I use my smartphone, along with my laptop computer to access my technological needs for me to
succeed in the future.
(Girl, Grade 10, McAllen, Texas)
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Final Play: Students, digital learning and their future career choices
In sports, field plays are first envisioned in the abstract, and then revised during the game or match to reflect the
reality of game situations and field conditions. In a similar way, the development of technology plans within schools
and districts is often first a conceptual exercise focused on how to most effectively utilize various tools and
resources. One way to instill context and relevancy into new digital learning playbooks is to examine the interplay
between students’ use of digital tools and their expectations and explorations around future careers, most notably in
STEM fields. Given this year’s report emphasis on the differences amongst digital learners in their activities as well as
aspirations, this examination is particularly informative for schools, districts and communities who are interested in
widening the pipeline for a more varied set of students to pursue STEM careers.
As noted with other findings in this report, students’ self‐assessment of their technology skills compared to their
peers is correlated to their interest in the use of various digital tools. Additionally, we noted in this report various
gender specific differences in how students wanted to use technology both in and out of school. The combination of
these two factors, student technology skill assessment and gender, results in a clear picture on the genesis of one of
the key issues facing our national economy, the lack of girls’ interest in STEM careers. As noted in Table 6, from
kindergarten through 12th grade, the gap between boys and girls in their self‐assessment of their technology skills
grown from 6 percentage points to 15. Thus, as girls advance through their traditional school environment, they are
more likely to re‐evaluate their technology skills as average, while boys’ opinion of their technology skills as advanced
remains constant.
Table 6: Students’ Self‐Assessment of their Technology Skills
K‐2
Gr 3‐5
Gr 6‐8
Skill level compared to peers
Girls / Boys
Girls / Boys
Girls / Boys

Girls / Boys

My skills are advanced

26% / 32%

20% / 30%

18% / 30%

17% / 32%

My skills are average

53% / 49%

65% / 57%

77% / 64%

79% / 63%

My skills are beginner level

22% / 19%

15% / 13%

6% / 6%

4% / 5%

Gr 9‐12
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As we would imagine, students’ self‐perception of their technology prowess may have implications for their interest
in STEM career fields. Based upon this year’s Speak Up results, a 10 percentage point differential exists between
boys and girls in their strong interest in pursuing a STEM career; 29 percent of high school boys say that they are very
interested in a job or career in a STEM field, but only 19 percent of girls share that same vision for themselves.
However, contrary to conventional wisdom or mythology, we continue to see a STEM interest gap even between girls
and boys who self‐assess their technology skills as advanced as depicted in Chart 7.
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Chart 7: Interest Level in a STEM Career by Advanced Technology‐Using High School Students

44%

Yes, very interested

29%

35%

Somewhat or maybe interested

38%

21%

Not interested

33%

Boys

Girls
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During the seven years that the Speak Up surveys have polled high school students on their interest in STEM fields,
the level of student interest has not increased significantly. Thus, despite the investments by both public and private
entities in developing students’ and most notably girls’ interest in STEM fields, the pipeline at the interest level has
not expanded. One possible explanation for this stagnation may be that the approaches that we are using to attract
students to explore career choices lack sensitivity to students’ general interest in more personalized and digital
explorations, and the differences between girls and boys. While many students continue to be interested in visiting
companies to learn about careers (58 percent), participating in school based career exploration programs (47
percent) and having teachers with a background in a STEM profession (43 percent), increasingly girls in particular are
interested in socially‐based and digital career exploration opportunities that can be highly individualized to their
interest levels. A new approach to engage girls in STEM fields may therefore include providing an online self‐
assessment of skills and interests (34 percent), working with mentors who can guide college choices (32 percent) and
access to websites and day in the life videos for self‐directed career exploration (28 percent). The development of
new digital learning playbooks therefore is not limited to just the use of technology for schoolwork, but increasingly
has applicability to how students want to explore and learn about careers.
Just as the myth of quartz fragments creating the night sky constellations lost its glimmer at some point for the
Navajo people, the mythology around students’ use of technology has now outlived its value in our K‐12 schools and
districts. It is time to think beyond simplistic, adult‐invented assumptions about how today’s learners want to use
digital tools within their learning lives, and instead use the authentic ideas and actual practices of students to inform
and inspire new visions for digital learning within K‐12 education. Let’s illuminate a fresh dawn of education by
listening to students and incorporating their personalized learning visions within our new digital learning playbooks.
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About the Speak Up National Research Project and Speak Up 2013
Speak Up is a national initiative of Project Tomorrow®, the nation’s leading education nonprofit organization
dedicated to the empowerment of student voices in education. Each year, the Speak Up National Research Project
polls K‐12 students, parents and educators about the role of technology for learning in and out of school. This survey
represents the largest collection of authentic, unfiltered stakeholder voices on digital learning. Since fall 2003, over
3.4 million K‐12 students, parents, teachers, librarians, principals, technology leaders, district administrators and
members of the community have shared their views and ideas through Speak Up. K‐12 educators, higher education
faculty, business, and policy leaders report that they regularly use the Speak Up data to inform federal, state and
local education programs.
In fall 2013, Project Tomorrow surveyed 325,279 K‐12 students, 32,151 parents, 37,756 teachers, 2,230 librarians,
933 district administrators, 3,020 school administrators, 577 technology leaders and 1,346 members of the
community representing 9,005 public and private schools from 2,710 districts. Schools from urban (28 percent),
suburban (32 percent), and rural (40 percent) communities are represented. Just under one‐half of the schools (46%)
that participated in Speak Up 2013 are Title I eligible schools (an indicator of student population poverty). The Speak
Up 2013 surveys were available online for input between October 2nd and December 20th 2013.
The Speak Up surveys included foundation questions about the use of technology for learning, 21st century skills and
schools of the future, as well as emerging technologies (online learning, mobile devices and digital content), the use
of technology within specific curricular areas, and STEM career exploration. In addition, educators shared the
challenges they encounter integrating technology into classroom instruction, and how budget challenges have
affected these decisions. The data is collected from a convenience sample; schools and districts self‐select to
participate and facilitate the survey‐taking process for their students, educators and parents. Any school or school
district in the United States is eligible to participate in Speak Up. In preparation for data analysis, the survey results
are matched with school level demographic information, such as Title I status, school locale (urban, rural and
suburban), and ethnicity selected from the Core of Common Data compiled by the National Center for Education
Statistics (http://nces.ed.gov/). Speak Up data is cross‐consulted with NCES statistics to ensure that data represent
nation‐wide school demographics. The data are analyzed using standard cross‐tab analysis.
For additional information on the Speak Up methodology, please contact the Project Tomorrow research team.
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