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Students have knowledge, access, and curiosity about technology that exceeds that of 
many of our teachers. Teachers are being told to get on the technology bandwagon or 
be left behind in their teaching. Teacher-librarians are whispering to each other that our 
libraries are not libraries anymore but they are now “Learning Commons.” But what does 
this all mean in real terms for our schools? 

I have been involved with a group of young people who have not only transformed 
their school, teachers, and library, but also themselves. They remind us that technol-

ogy provides us with tools to help with 
our instruction, but it does not take the 
place of building solid and positive rela-
tionships among the key stakeholders in 
the educational process—the student and 
their teachers.

a boost to our learning 
Commons

Bev Facey is a secondary school in Sher-
wood Park, Alberta. One of the visions for 
our school is to increase the use of tech-
nology by teachers in their classrooms. So, 
in September 2009, 32 Smart Boards were 
placed into classrooms and in the library.

As the teacher-librarian, one of my roles 
is to support teachers in use of their Smart 
Board. At our fi rst staff meeting there was 
a Smart Board PD session and then mini-
sessions held in September and October. I 
knew some teachers were developing the 
skills they needed, but others were missing 
out. Then one of the Biology teachers men-
tioned a student who “helped get my Smart 
Board galleria working.” Two days later a 
math teacher told me, that he had to meet 
the same young man.

I met this young man, Josh, who was 
gushing over with enthusiasm about Smart 
Boards, and more important, about his abil-
ity to help the teachers learn more about 
them. The conversation made me wonder 
if there were other students who would be 
willing to assist the teachers in our school. 
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The School 
Tech Squad:
A Learning Commons 
Technology Boost

“Students have knowledge, 

access, and curiosity about 

technology that exceeds that 

of many of our teachers.”

Twenty-first Century Learning…. 
Learning Commons…. 
Transformation…. Metacognition…. 

These are words, ideas, and plans 
all associated with the placement of 
technology within schools. 



Figure 1: If you put the teacher’s comments into a Wordle®, the emphasis of the 
teacher’s observations come front and center.

 

Josh was enthusiastic about this possibility, 
and that became the seed that started the 
youth tech committee.  

We put out a call for students who 
wanted to participate in the youth tech 
committee. Shayna, Kerry, Andy, Brent, 
and Dax all came to see me in the library 
to get more information. We had our fi rst 
meeting in November. I noticed that when 
the students “played” around with the 
Smart Board to fi gure out how to solve 
some problems, it become just that: play. 
They had fun, used their creativity and 
most of all, they did not get intimidated 
by the task at hand. How could we extend 
this play to teachers who dreaded the idea 
of the Smart Board? The group started to 
meet regularly on Monday mornings to 
solve this challenge.

elbow-to-elbow learning 
as a solution

Creating a tech committee was a good fi rst 
step, but I thought something else was 
missing—elbow-to-elbow learning. I started 
to connect individual students with teach-
ers in one-on-one sessions. This is where 
the shift happened; teachers who were us-
ing the Smart Boards as screens were now 
excited—no, I should say ecstatic—about 
the Smart Boards.

After school hours, I would walk past 
classrooms where teachers and young te-
chies were working together, only to hear 
laughter and observe a willingness to solve 
problems together. So began our school 
transformation from teacher-focused learn-
ing to a shared community of learning.
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Four of the teachers we asked willingly 
agreed to share their thoughts about the 
youth tech committee for the article:

Shauna H:
Having taught the committee mem-

bers last semester, I feel extremely 
lucky. From day one of having new 
technology in my classroom, I knew 
I could count on any one of them to 
answer and solve tech problems for 
me. They are excellent students aca-
demically and are enthusiastic and 
knowledgeable. The fact that they are 
so willing to help out the staff and 
other students refl ects their amazing 
character.

Josh was especially helpful. He loves 
to problem-solve with technology. I 
would ask him for help on things he did 
not initially know the answer to, but he 
would search until he found me a solu-
tion.

The student tech committee is a 
necessary and valuable resource at our 
school.

Shirley L:
These students bring an incredible 

wealth of knowledge to our staff. They 
are wonderful to work with; they dedi-
cate their time to helping others and are 
great ambassadors of our school. Tech 
kids rule!

Shirley T:
With respect to the techies...the ex-

perience gave me a lot to think about...
not so much in terms of the Smart 
Boards (although the information and 
skills provided were wonderful), but 
rather with respect to me being the 
teacher and how I interact with my 
own students. These young folks were 
knowledgeable, respectful, interesting, 
and provided positive feedback.  These 
are attributes that I, as a teacher, would 
always like to possess. The techies were 
a refreshing reminder about how valu-
able good teaching and interpersonal 
skills are. My thanks to you and the 
entire crew!



Figure 2: In placing the students’ comments into a Wordle®, their perspectives 
emerge.

 

 

 

 

 

Denise C:
I feel that the YTC is important for a 

number of reasons. The staff is able to 
receive help and individual tutorials on 
specific problems, tailor-made to their 
concerns. Our learning is enhanced when 
the students share what other teachers 
have tried. The students, interested and 
more comfortable with technology than 
many of the staff members, have the time 
and interest to investigate a problem or 
concern and often offer unique solutions. 
They are also quick to reassure a dino-
saur, such as myself, that the program 
cannot do what I want it to do and that it 
is a flaw with the program, not me!

The overwhelming appreciation from 
the faculty is readily apparent.

building on our suCCess

This system was working beautifully, but 
were there others in the school we could 
connect with? Our group faced this chal-
lenge in two unique ways. First the stu-
dents presented a mini session at a staff 
meeting to introduce the idea of taking a 
full afternoon for professional develop-
ment of the entire staff. 

We met at school one Saturday morn-
ing to prepare for the staff PD session and 
I watched these students and realized not 
only had the school’s technology program 
transformed, but the students’ confidence 
had increased. At the end of the prepara-
tion session, I stopped and said, “Take a 
look at yourself and the other people in 
this room. Can you see how far we all have 
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Fairies and the quest for Never 
Land. Gail Carson Levine & David 
Christiana. Disney Press, 2010. 978-1-
42310-935-8. Grades 2-4. Gwendolyn, 
Wendy Darling’s descendant, is more 
interested in fairies than in Peter Pan, 
so when he takes her to Never Land, 
she goes to Fairy Haven and ends up 
helping the fairies fight an evil dragon. 

Princess for hire. Lindsey Leavitt. 
Disney Hyperion, 2010. $16.99. 978-1-
42312-192-3. Grades 5-7. When Desi 
gets hired to substitute for princesses, 
using an ancient Egyptian formula that 
transforms her into exact look-alikes, 
she’s thrilled. But the job has a few 
unexpected kinks….

The pharaoh’s secret. Marissa Moss. 
Amulet Books, 2009. $15.95. 978-0-
81098-378-6. Grades 4-7. Tali and Adom 
go to Egypt with their widowed dad 
and become entangled in a centuries-
old mystery surrounding Egypt’s only 
female pharaoh, Hatshepsut. Is it Tali’s 
destiny to discover the truth? 

The shifter [The healing wars, Bk. 
1]. Janice Hardy. Balzer and Bray, 2009. 
$16.99. 978-0-06174-704-5. Grades 4-7. 
Nya, a Taker, cannot heal as others 
do by shifting pain into enchanted 
metal; she can only shift it into others. 
This could be a formidable weapon, 
so hiding it may save her life. But will 
revealing it save her sister and the 
other endangered healers?

Where the mountain meets the 
moon. Grace Lin. Little, Brown, 2009. 
$16.99. 978-0-31611-427-1. Grades 4-6. 
When a poor hardworking Chinese girl 
decides her father’s stories about the 
Jade Dragon and the Old Man of the 
Moon are true, she sets out to find them 
and change her family’s fortune. 
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come in terms of our leadership within our 
school?” These students had the opportu-
nity to become a key part of their school. 
They had affected the 80 teachers they 
worked with and also enhanced the learn-
ing of their 1200 schoolmates. 

When I asked the members of the YTC 
about their experiences, the one word that 
consistently came up was empowerment. 
In fact, a student’s Mom came to see me 
during Parent Teacher interviews to ex-
press how her daughter felt empowered by 
her experiences. This is what education is, 
giving students the opportunities to grow 
into who they are and technology is a tool 
to help us do this.

I also asked YTC members to share their 
thoughts about their experiences:

Shayna:
Being on the tech committee at 

Facey has given me so many new skills 
and so much new knowledge that it is 
hard to describe. On a personal level, I 
have learned so much not only about 
the Smart Board and its software, but 
about several other software packages 
and how to properly use them. Through 
this new knowledge I have been able to 
improve my own projects and presen-
tations, something that I know I will 
be able to carry with me for the rest of 
my life. On a more public or school-
wide level, I have been able to use my 
previous skills along with new found 
knowledge to help many of the teachers 

learn to embrace technology for all it 
is worth. These interactions have taught 
them how to use Smart Boards and 
projectors to their advantage, to capti-
vate their classrooms, to make teaching 
more exciting and learning more fun; 
however they have also taught me how 
planning and careful consideration goes 
into preparing for a class. Through my 
experience on the committee I have 
been able to enter a new and ever ex-
panding world of technology and learn-
ing that has enabled me to help myself 
and others. 

Brent:
Technology can be black or white, 

but it also has a grey area, and that’s 
where the youth tech committee comes 
in. The tech committee empowers stu-
dents and helps teachers. The Smart 
Boards provide an interactive educa-
tion, keeping students more interested. 
The challenge for teachers is technology 
and they need someone to teach them—
who better to do it than their students?

Kerry:
YTC has been a fantastic endeavor 

and has really allowed me to utilize my 
skills as a leader and active citizen of 
our community. The growth I’ve experi-
enced in my teammates and school has 
been astounding. The impact that we 
have had on school has been a wonder-
ful experience for me.

Josh: 
The youth tech committee was 

founded in order to help teachers with 
their problems surrounding technology. 
However, in my experiences, I have 
realized that in helping our teachers 
utilize technology we have helped our 
fellow students with their education. 
Within this last year, we have achieved 
many goals and created a template and 
basis for students to follow in the com-
ing years. I am positive the impact this 
club has on our school and education 
system will be profound.

Dax: 
This club is not just for fun; it is a 

magnificent and educational learning 
experience as well.

finally

Our school is extremely fortunate because 
the youth techies have one more year of 
high school remaining. They are SO excited 
about having more members next year. We 
also want to have professional develop-
ment sessions with students and teachers. 
That should be so much fun! 

We cannot recommend enough that 
every school and teacher-librarian engage 
students in a technology squad. And, it is 
not necessary to be an expert in technol-
ogy to have such a group. Just adopt the 
idea, “I teach you…you teach me…and we 
all learn together.” It is all about collabora-
tive expertise.

Karen Ramsey has worked with young 
people since 1988 and became the teach-
er-librarian at Bev Facey two years ago. 
Along with creating a learning commons 
space for her school, she is the director of 
the football program and the teacher li-
aison for the Model United Nations club, 
Youth Tech Committee and Boys’ Rugby 
team. She believes that technology when 
used with a purpose can be transforma-
tive for both the students and the teachers. 
She can be contacted at Karen.Ramsey@
ei.educ.ab.ca.


