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1
Embracing Technology Through 
Transformational Leadership

As you know, we live in an information society in which many of us use digi-
tal technologies, such as the Internet, mobile devices, and video, every day. We 
search for and obtain information for reasons such as shopping, holiday research, 
and personal interest, and we socialize with one another. Reigeluth and Karnopp 
(2013) argue that key characteristics of the Information Age are contributing 
to fundamental shifts in society. These characteristics include “customization, 
diversity, collaboration, team-based organizational structures, shared leadership, 
empowerment with accountability, initiative or self-direction, self-service, and 
holism or systems thinking” (p. 21). Given the time we spend using digital tech-
nologies in our personal lives, we as educators must address our students’ need to 
learn how to use — and benefit from — these tools — specifically, the computer 
and the Internet. Indeed, becoming digitally literate can be seen as a key life skill 
for success.

So, if we accept the premise that digital technologies have already changed the 
ways we live and interact with one another, it follows that we should embrace 
the use of technology in schools, while ensuring that students use it critically 
and strategically. The importance of this endeavor cannot be overstated. Michael 
Fullan (1993), educational leadership and change expert, argues, “Technology 
has dramatically affected virtually every sector in society that you can think of 
except education” (p. 72). In other words, technological change is driving society 
in innovative ways, but schools have been less inclined to explore the use of tech-
nology as a pedagogical tool.

Why Our Students Need to Learn with Technology

We are at a crossroads — a critical moment in which we can choose to help stu-
dents deal with the potential, promise, and challenges of digital technologies, or 
not. The invention of Gutenberg’s printing press in 1450 had a huge impact on 
the oral tradition, and the commercialization of television in the 1950s changed 
our relationship with media. So, too, the emergence of digital technologies pro-
foundly affects how we engage with information and how we express ourselves. 
We live in a participatory culture — a few short years ago, the Internet was 
primarily a source of information delivered to the user in one direction. Now 
anyone can contribute to the content found online. Access to the Internet and 
to mobile devices is becoming cheaper and easier, and every year, more of our 
students become anytime-anywhere users of digital tools of all kinds. We need to 
attend to this shift in our schools, and the time to take action is now.
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As educators, we need to establish learning environments that engage students 
in a variety of modalities for learning that are relevant to their experiences out-
side school. A 2009 report of the Canadian Council on Learning, Post-second-
ary Education in Canada: Meeting Our Needs?, observes, “Rapid technological 
change, global competitive pressures and new patterns of work are demanding a 
more sophisticated set of transferable skills, such as problem-solving, communi-
cation, decision-making, teamwork, leadership, entrepreneurship and adaptabil-
ity” (p. 58). If we do not engage our students in learning with technology, we risk 
not preparing them to meet the numerous challenges of the future.

What research says about technology integration

Beyond that, research is establishing that learning with technology brings bene-
fits. Anyone who has witnessed first-hand the power of technology to engage and 
motivate students knows that technology integration can have a positive impact 
on student learning. As educational researchers, we have been working with stu-
dents of all ages in schools, and we have found that students are more engaged 
and motivated when using new technologies, but also that they make gains in 
terms of developing the digital literacies skills they need to succeed academically 
(Burke, Hughes, Hardware, & Thompson, 2013; Hughes, Thompson, & Burke, 
2013).

Our research investigates how teachers and students use digital tools of all 
kinds to explore issues of self and community identities, and develop digital liter-
acies skills while doing so. We have found that students, when given opportuni-
ties to use digital tools to explore curriculum content, not only become proficient 
users of a variety of the tools, but also develop collaborative and communication 
skills while engaging in small-group problem solving and decision making. They 
are required to synthesize multiple streams of simultaneous modes and infor-
mation while reading and producing digital texts. They also learn to critique, 
analyze, and evaluate multimedia texts, such as websites, videos, photo essays, 
and graphic texts, including comic strips and graphic novels. The students learn 
about the responsibilities of digital citizenship that go hand in hand with using 
technology, but more important, they learn about the power of digital media 
to convey important messages related to social justice issues and how they can 
effect change by creating awareness and taking action within their communi-
ties. This inquiry-based approach integrates technology with discipline-specific 
content and interdisciplinary skills, such as critical thinking, research skills, and 
information literacy skills.

In their 2000 report for the Software & Information Industry Association, 
Sivin-Kachala and Bialo confirm this. They note that, when students use com-
puters for learning, they feel successful and motivated, and they show increased 
self-confidence and self-esteem; they also make academic gains. Further, the 
report indicates that students involved in small-group collaborative learning 
while using a computer achieved more than students using the computer alone 
or independently. This report was based on 311 research reviews and reports that 
focused on original research.

The International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE) and the Center 
for Applied Research in Educational Technology (CARET) conducted a review 
of research, as well. The authors (Cradler, McNabb, Freeman, and Burchett) of 
the 2002 report “How Does Technology Influence Student Learning?” identify 
the following benefits of technology integration:

“In the end, the students themselves 
demonstrate whether technology 
use is effectively embedded in their 
learning. Effective use of technology 
can improve student engagement. 
Student engagement increases 
when students are interested in 
the task at hand and have the tools 
they need to accomplish it. Engaged 
students focus on the task rather 
than the tool. The result is improved 
student achievement. That is the 
most important and final marker.”
— Principal Jill Foster

At the heart of our endeavor is this 
question: “How can we best use 
digital media to enhance student 
learning?”

To read the Executive Summary, 
go to http://www.siia.net/estore/ 
 REF-00-summary.pdf.
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according to standardized tests in the United States

rates

skills, information and communication skills

So, whether to help better prepare students to deal with a dauntingly digital 
world or to exploit the potential of digital technologies for learning, schools have 
a responsibility to address digital technologies and their role in education. Doing 
that begins with the principal.

The call for a digital principal

This book will not teach you everything you need to know about current tech-
nologies and how to use them — digital tools are emerging too rapidly for us to 
keep up with the latest trendy tool. In any event, that is not the kind of informa-
tion your students need from school. Instead, we offer an approach or orientation 
to technology not dependent on your experience with or knowledge of specific 
digital tools. With this approach, you will be well able to create and promote a cli-
mate of innovation, to support your teachers as they use digital tools to enhance 
teaching and learning, to stay abreast of current research related to technology 
in education, and to manage digital innovation in the school as new technologies 
emerge and have an impact on how students learn.

As an educational leader, you may be called on to encourage a culture of tech-
nological innovation in your school or to create an effective school technology 
plan. These require an attitude or approach more than any level of technological 
knowledge. As a digital principal, you can apply your existing leadership skills to 
the challenge of creating and supporting a learning environment rich in technol-
ogy. By digital principal, we mean an educational leader who is intent on maxi-
mizing student learning through the effective infusion of digital technologies. 
You do not need to know the intricate details of how the technology works; how-
ever, we do encourage you to position yourself as a learner alongside the teach-
ers, staff, and students in your school.

In this resource, we promote and encourage a transformational leadership style 
that, we believe, is critical to facilitating successful implementation of technology 
in schools. This approach emphasizes that all stakeholders must have input into 
decisions, including the development of a shared vision for technology initia-
tives. Involving all stakeholders — teachers, students, families, and administra-
tive staff — will help ensure the most accurate and authoritative understanding 
of how to meet students’ technology-related needs. The standards of the Interna-
tional Society for Technology in Education (ISTE), which we strongly support, 
set a standard of excellence and best practices in learning, teaching, and leading 
with technology in schools and point to the value of an educational administra-
tor having a transformational leadership style. The digital principal is a transfor-
mational school leader.

Check out http://www.edutopia.org/
technology-integration.
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