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Introduction: EdTech Essentials 
Every Teacher Should Consider

When we think of “the essentials,” a few things come to mind, such as 
water, food, and shelter. Depending on whom you talk to, some might add 
Wi-Fi, a smartphone, or a favorite book to the list.  Bringing it down to 
the basics, the Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines essential as follows:

• Of the utmost importance
• Something necessary, indispensable, or unavoidable

In today’s environment, the ability to use technology effectively has 
become an essential. New technology has changed how we communicate, 
navigate the world, and create content—and we know more change is 
inevitable. 

In this book, we will examine the EdTech skills and strategies that 
are essential for all students if we want to prepare them to succeed in 
the digital world of today and tomorrow. Although many children have 
access to digital tools both inside and outside of school, the quality of 
those experiences can vary greatly. If we truly believe the role of educa-
tion in society is to prepare all children for success beyond the classroom, 
students must participate in meaningful, robust EdTech experiences. 
Because these kinds of experiences are necessary for every classroom, in 
this book I share stories, ideas, and action items customizable for kinder-
garten through 12th grade and relevant across all subject areas. 
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EdTech Essentials2

With so much going on in the EdTech space, focusing on the essen-
tials is key. I have narrowed the list to 10 indispensable skills and strat-
egies, highlighting the roles of teachers and students. If you are familiar 
with my book Tasks Before Apps: Designing Rigorous Learning in a Tech-
Rich Classroom (Burns, 2017b), you know I firmly believe that, with all 
things related to technology, learning must be front and center, and digi-
tal tools should be used with intention.

I am often asked to speak on how to “make the most” of educational 
technology. Whether in a keynote presentation or in a casual conversation, 
I often bring it back to the worms—vermicomposting, to be more specific.

As a teacher in New York City, I started my career in a classroom with 
chalk, a chalkboard, and an overhead projector. Then iPads came on the 
scene, and I was lucky enough to pilot a one-on-one initiative with my 
5th graders. So where do the worms come into play? In one corner of my 
classroom was a bright and shiny cart of new iPads, and in another was 
a bucket of worms—a compost bin, to be precise. There was no way we 
could ever drop a banana peel or an apple core into that iPad cart and 
expect anything good to come of it. But if we dropped these compostable 
items into our bin of worms, some serious change would take place. Both 
the cart and the bin had a purpose, and one wouldn’t replace the other.

Finding the balance between strategic use of technology (such as 
the iPads) and all-important hands-on experiences (such as those my 
students had with the compost bin) was a nonnegotiable. Effectively and 
efficiently achieving this balance and being intentional with technology 
use require us to identify essential EdTech strategies. You can incorpo-
rate these essentials into the learning experiences you design for stu-
dents over the course of the school year. I have identified the following 
skills and strategies as the essentials:

• Help students navigate online spaces effectively.
• Curate resources to support all students.
• Introduce opportunities for students to explore the world.
• Develop structures to give students the ability to collaborate.
• Give students time and space to create products of learning.
• Assess students to check for understanding and pivot instruction.
• Provide opportunities for students to share what they have learned.
• Connect student work to a relevant and authentic audience.
• Help students develop skills they can transfer across digital spaces.
• Plan for tech-rich learning experiences.
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Introduction 3

Although each of these could be a book topic in itself, I have chosen 
to cover each one in a chapter, focusing on its main components. My 
intent is to provide information and tips you can put into action imme-
diately as well as ideas to consider for your future planning. Each chapter 
includes an overview of the skill or strategy being discussed and why it 
is essential, connections to research, classroom examples for all grade 
levels, websites and mobile apps to help build your EdTech tool belt, and 
guiding questions to use for your individual planning and reflection or 
when planning new learning experiences with colleagues.

At the end of the book, you will find resources to help you design and 
implement essential learning experiences for students. Appendix A sum-
marizes some of the big ideas from each chapter to help you prioritize 
how to address the EdTech essentials in your own learning environment. 
Appendix B provides forms to help you set goals, assess your progress, 
and build your EdTech tool belt. These forms are also available for 
download at http://www.ascd.org/ASCD/pdf/books/burns2021-forms.
pdf. Appendix C is a roundup of popular EdTech tools—some free, some 
with a price tag; some from companies I have worked closely with, and 
others from companies that are new on the scene. 

Whether you have been teaching for a few years or a few decades, 
you know every school year is different. In the same way you customize 
learning experiences for each group of students you work with, you can 
take the ideas I share and make them your own. As an educator, you are 
the content expert, and you know your students (and colleagues) best. 
I am here to help make EdTech easier so you can integrate digital tools 
into your traditional, virtual, and hybrid classrooms with intention and 
take advantage of all EdTech has to offer.
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