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Introduction

A Bold Vision, Traditional at its Core

As I travel the state, visiting great schools across Nebraska, I see classrooms !lled with promis-
ing young learners. Nebraska’s current and future students may be attending brick-and-mortar 
schools in their communities, but the skills they need to learn while there stretch outward into 
a global and increasingly digital economy. e needs of our students are growing and chang-
ing.

Our teachers see the changes in their students, and education leaders and policymakers must 
ensure that their needs are being met, too. We cannot expect teachers to prepare tomorrow’s 
workforce without the resources and #exibility to adapt to the realities of a new way of shap-
ing schools. 

Nebraska’s communities are replete with unique local resources, but in many cases, we do not 
collaborate to harness a community’s strengths to meet the needs of its citizens. Education 

leaders are poised to be at the forefront of multifaceted efforts that reinvigorate local cultures and economies.  

Nebraska’s education community recognizes the essential value of technology integration. However, even though our state values local 
control of education, we see value in collaboration, and therefore, the time has come for Nebraska to embrace a comprehensive, state-
wide vision for technology’s role in education’s future. We recognize the strength that has made Nebraska’s local communities what 
they are, and we want to sustain that strength as we move into the future. 

As state policy makers, school leaders, community leaders, teachers and parents look to shape the schools of Nebraska’s future, they 
must never lose sight of real goal of education -- preparing each child in the state for future of learning, earning and living. Parents 
expect the best for their children, and as Nebraska moves forward, harnessing technology will allow community schools to do just that.

e time has come for a bold vision matched with the resources to see it through. Nebraska’s future is at stake.

Dr. Roger D. Breed

Nebraska Commissioner of Education



Who is the Future Student of Nebraska?
Nebraska’s future student is a child empowered to direct her own learning, a child who realizes that school is a place where he can 
collaborate and learn to solve problems with his peers.

Shifting up instead of shifting down

Even as children become self-directed learners, harnessing technology to solve on-demand problems and answer questions, school 
environments provide facilitated zones for collaboration. Nebraska’s community schools should strive to establish environments where 
young people explore both the world around them and parts of the world that are very distant -- places that were once out of reach for 
most. As schools adapt to these changes, it is also time to ask our students what they want to get out of school. Young people are savvy 
consumers, and as both formal and informal virtual learning opportunities increase, students will demand more from their schools. 
Compulsory attendance laws are not their primary motivator, and “because you have to” is not an acceptable answer to “why are we 
learning this?” According to Project Tomorrow, sixty-nine percent of students “measure school success by achievement of their personal 
learning goals” (Project Tomorrow, 2012). 

A high school student uses digital meters to 

check on the aquarium conditions for fish in a 

biology classroom.

Middle school students are working in a com-

puter lab. How could this environment be more 

conducive to collaboration?

A Marrs Middle School student is able to use a 

laptop to share his work with his parents, who 

are learning English. 

What are the means to the end?

Recent trends in state and federal education policy tout the goal of having every child leave school 
college- and career-ready. Regardless of the path each individual student takes, the world outside 
of school will be technology-saturated. In addition to being college- and career-ready, being life-
ready is also critical. In 2001, the famous Bloom’s Taxonomy was revised to re#ect changes in 
learning modes and necessary skills. Called Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy, Lorin Anderson and 
David Krathwohl’s chart has since been expanded to include more digitally in#uenced skills. In 
examining this chart in the context of technology integration, it is critical to remember that tech-
nology is the tool that moves students up the ladder of competencies -- it is not the solution in 
and of itself. However, technology expands access to resources, and is a crucial piece of making K-

12 education relevant to today’s students. As communities evaluate the learning needs and goals 
they establish for their student population, it is also necessary to examine whether curricular deci-

sions are being made based on instructional time or on competency in a given subject area. If a student can demonstrate mastery in a 
subject in three months instead of six, should they be allowed to move on to more advanced material, and if so, how can technology be 
used to foster such individually driven learning?    

Early integration 

ough the long-term effects of screen time on young children have not yet been conclusively studied, it is evident by no more than 
casual observation in grocery stores that parents are relying on mobile devices to satiate the need for attention their children are de-
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(Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001)



manding. As longitudinal studies in this arena come to fruition, Nebraska’s education leaders should be mindful of keeping colleagues 
in early childhood education involved in strategic planning.  

inking beyond demographics

In the past decade, Nebraska’s student population has undergone many transformations. e kindergarten class of 2012 is less white, 
less affluent, more urban, and comes to school with more special needs than the graduating class of 2012. How can technology be 
harnessed to meet the needs of English Language Learners, of Special Education students, and of students living in geographically 
isolated rural areas? Regardless of the cultural or linguistic background of the student, the key to student buy-in remains connecting 
the learner with a teacher who they care about -- and who they know cares about them.  
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Who is Nebraska’s Future Teacher?
Teachers are education experts

Access to content resources is ubiquitous, and scholars of all ages have a plethora of primary and secondary source documents at their 
!ngertips in unprecedented ways. As the role of the classroom teacher evolves, then, it is that teacher’s expertise in education itself -- in 
their pedagogical training -- that becomes the difference between learning in a classroom environment that is guided by a teacher and 
learning on one’s own, in isolation from other learners. In other words, teachers must add value to learning, for being content experts 
is no longer their primary role. Teachers increasingly must see themselves as not only instructional leaders, but also as master learners. 
As our state’s teacher preparation programs educate a new generation of teachers, it is crucial that the programs also adapt to the needs 
of Nebraska’s future teachers. e 2010 Nebraska Effective Educator Summit resulted in a collection of materials called Vision 2020, 
and it is important that this vision of the future teacher is referenced as well. 

It’s more than seat time

As the process of learning shifts, teachers are !nding ways to adapt their instruction. Particularly in math classes, teachers are leverag-
ing technology to produce podcasts of the traditional lecture. Students in these so-called “#ipped classrooms” -- such as Otis Pierce’s 
classroom in Sutherland, NE -- are charged with watching the podcast in lieu of homework, and show up in class the next day pre-
pared to work through problems with the teacher in place to help answer questions. is method, popularized by virtual tutors such as 
the Khan Academy, is especially effective in differentiating instruction, as teachers can spend more time checking individual student 
progress. Furthermore, students can view lectures multiple times at their own speed, pausing and re-watching sections if needed, or 
moving ahead if they have mastered a concept. Beyond the podcast, teachers can use video conferencing technology to conduct virtual 
office hours in the evening so that one question does not prevent a student from understanding a series of concepts. 

A mathematics teacher at Lincoln North Star 

High School blends new and old technology -- 

harnessing what is effective in his classroom.

As students in an Omaha middle school lead 

the learning process, the teacher assumes the 

role of “guide on the side.”

This high school journalism teacher uses soft-

ware that synchronizes the class’s screens so 

that articles can be edited as a group.

No longer teaching in isolation

While teachers in Nebraska’s urban school districts may have opportunities to collaborate with colleagues across the hall, teachers in 
rural communities often feel like they are working in isolation. However, if teachers are connected to the Internet, professional devel-
opment can become an always-on, on-demand experience. In fact, young teachers leaving Nebraska’s teacher preparation institutions 
and entering the classroom will be accustomed to collaborating with peers across the globe, and it therefore becomes incumbent upon 
the state’s school districts and educational service units to adapt their professional development models with these changes in mind. 
According to Project Tomorrow, “a majority of teachers, school site administrators, and district level administrators report participating 
in an online class for their own professional development,” a 148 percent increase since 2007, in the case of teachers (Project Tomor-
row, 2012).
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Sharing human resources through distance learning

Beyond the interconnectivity of a professional community of teachers, however, there is an urgent need to ensure that teachers -- par-
ticularly those teaching in small communities -- are not overburdened by the need to teach courses outside their area of expertise. For 
example, a young teacher in a small Nebraska community taught science. As the district’s only science teacher, she was responsible for 
not only Biology, which she loved to teach, but an additional !ve preps in other sciences as well. After a couple of years in the class-
room, she decided to leave the profession, burnt out on how much work she had to do to keep up with all the courses and missing the 
ability to teach better the subject about which she was most passionate. If one high school has an outstanding algebra teacher and 
another an outstanding geometry teacher, it would bene!t students in both districts if these teachers could teach in their area of exper-
tise only, with one course in their home district and the others offered via distance learning. (is is covered in greater detail in the 
State Leadership section.)
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What are Nebraska’s Community-Based Schools of the Future?
Everything is local, and local is everything

Nebraska has a long-standing and proud history of local control. Rooted in homesteaders founding one-room schools, communities 
across the state see their town’s schools as the heart of the community. As Crete Public Schools Superintendent Kyle McGowan stated 
in the 2010 documentary When We Stop Counting, “In small-town Nebraska, the school is the center of the community. Tonight’s 
football game will have 2,000 people in a town of 6,000 people.” However, as state budgets send fewer dollars to local districts -- and 
as diminishing rural populations shrink the number of young people enrolling in local schools -- it becomes increasingly challenging 
for schools to remain open. Inherent in this problem, though, is the notion that a brick-and-mortar building with multiple single-
function separate classrooms is what constitutes a school. In order for communities to preserve a crucial piece of their local identity, 
they must look at the human capital that can be leveraged within their schools. Furthermore, Nebraska’s schools must ensure that they 
are preparing their children to live in a global world -- one that extends far beyond their geographical attendance area.

What makes your community unique?

We have already established that teachers of the future are primarily education experts. Our communities, however, are full of experts 
in many other !elds -- from engineers to lawyers, from ranchers to artists, from bakers to nurses. As communities adapt to changes in 
technology and population shifts, they are !nding ways to bring local expertise into their school, just as many students are able to 
harness local resources in the applied learning of an externship. At Prescott Elementary School in Lincoln, a group of parents and 
neighbors worked together to transform a gravel playground into a grass !eld and dynamic outdoor classroom. e Prescott School 
Neighborhood Advisory Committee (SNAC) is “a volunteer group of parents and neighbors, and is a component of Prescott’s Com-
munity Learning Center. Our goal is to build a stronger sense of this community by creating environments and opportunities for our 
families, organizations, and businesses.” ough the creation of an outdoor classroom -- which serves as a hands-on biology lab -- may 
not seem to relate to a comprehensive technology plan, it is the strategic planning and leveraging of local resources that keeps this 
neighborhood school unique. Furthermore, the SNAC committee researched online environmental education grants and fundraising 
challenges, and has thereby secured funding to expand their rain garden. 

Prescott Park’s Outdoor Classroom, built by 

parents, students, and neighborhood volun-

teers.

Community volunteers build the rain garden at 

Prescott Elementary School.

Design decisions impact community use of 

space. Rendering of cafe-style space in pro-

posed Joplin High School.

Case Study: Joplin Schools, Joplin, Missouri

On Sunday, May 22nd at 5:41 PM, a powerful tornado swept through the community of Joplin, MO, leaving 4,200 students without 
schools. With over $100 million in damages to nine school buildings, a downed district communication system, and the loss of one 
staff member and 7 students, Superintendent C.J. Huff made a promise: school would start as scheduled on August 17th. In their 
plan, dubbed Operation Rising Eagle, district personnel worked tirelessly to address the emotional, physical, and technical aspects of 
recovery. As summer school got children out of the rubble and into a place to play, as school busses and what remained of buildings 
served as emergency vehicles and shelters, and as the technology director worked to get payroll processed off a generator, getting the 
schools to open on time became a rallying point for the community. 
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e district has interim schools for three years as they rebuild, and Assistant Superintendent Angie Besendorfer referred their ability to 
think creatively in a time of crisis as “the silver lining in the funnel cloud.” As they thought beyond their interim schools and to per-
manent buildings, Besendorfer noted that “FEMA would have just built what we already had,” adding that “Henry Ford said that if he 
would have asked the public what they wanted, they’d have asked for a better horse.” e district had gone through strategic planning 
sessions addressing how to teach for 21st century citizens in April, and they pulled out the plan to lead in the design of their new 
schools. 

Instead of buying textbooks to replace all the ones that were lost, the district launched a one-to-one laptop initiative for every student. 
And rather than buying digital textbooks, teachers and students are !nding primary and secondary source documents from which to 
research and learn. Joplin’s teachers are experimenting with #ipped classrooms, blended learning, Skype-tutoring and more, as they 
strive to provide the best education possible for their community’s children.    

e demands of business & industry are evolving, too

Lincoln entrepreneur Christopher 
Kingsley, a 2000 graduate of Lin-
coln High School and 2005 
graduate of the University of 
Pennsylvania Wharton School of 
Business, returned to Nebraska to 
found his high-tech digital com-
pany, 42. He is not alone -- many 
young entrepreneurs see the bene-
!ts of low overhead, affordable 
cost-of-living for their employees, 
and well-prepared graduates as 
they look to invest on the “Sili-
cone Prairie.”

If high-tech businesses are being 
founded alongside existing indus-
try in agriculture and manufactur-
ing, Nebraska’s community based 
schools must be prepared to adapt 
their learning environments to embrace the state’s future economy. As Commissioner of Education Roger Breed stated in his 2012 
keynote at the state’s annual conference for school administrators, “we cannot shackle our children’s futures -- we must prepare them 
for the global economy.” 

Nebraska’s economy has remained fairly stable during the recent recession, and the state stands poised to be a national leader in job 
growth and economic development. Just as the industrial revolution shaped schools designed around bells and schedules, the techno-
logical revolution is poised to transform the schools we know now into ones with open blocks of time for action and design learning, 
with architectural decisions that allow spaces to adapt for community involvement and collaboration. 
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“42 was founded in Nebraska and will always stay here be-
cause of the quality of life and the incredible people this state 
produces.  We have been blessed to !nd the smartest, most 
creative, and technically gifted people of the highest level of 
integrity any company could hope to !nd anywhere.  Our 
company could not have existed 20 years ago, but working on 
cutting edge digital media can be done from anywhere, [so 
you] might as well enjoy where you live every day.  While we 
have employees from around the country, most of our staff is 
from the midwest or spent enough time here to have faith in 
people and expect a lot from each other.  Right down the 
street on UNL's campus are some of the most impressive 

college graduates in the country ([from the] Raikes School [and] Beadle Center) and our young 
community has a deep bench of talent across a wide range of industries.  In our !eld of advertising, 
digital media and software there are so many veterans to learn from and a wealth of young talented 
minds in this state and now more than ever before as people have more and more reasons to stay 
and do cool things here.” -Christopher Kingsley, CEO, 42



How does State Leadership Provide Support?
We have the networks

In difficult economic times, meeting the bare minimum often trumps bold initiatives. ere is promise, however, that if the education 
community in Nebraska speaks with a uni!ed voice on the importance of technology integration for our children’s future, it could 
impact the political will to fund its implementation. Now is the time for the leaders who have collaborated in the Nebraska Virtual 
Partnership --  the Nebraska Department of Education, UNL Independent Study High School, Educational Service Unit Coordinat-
ing Council and Nebraska Educational Telecommunications -- to invite members of partner organizations such as the Nebraska State 
Education Association, Nebraska Council of School Administrators, and Nebraska Association of School Boards to join together in 
lobbying for the resources necessary for schools to transition into a high-tech future.

Learning from what other states have done

As Nebraska’s leaders formulate plans for statewide initiatives, it is imperative that a checklist of best practices from other states is taken 
into consideration. In Maine, the Maine Learning Technology Initiative (MLTI), adopted in 2002, was initiated by the Governor and 
State Dept. Of Education. e initiative focused on equity, integration with Maine’s learning results, sustainability, avoiding obsoles-
cence, teacher preparation and professional development, and economic development. MLTI was and is optional for school districts. 
As of FY2012, 100% of middle schools and 55% of high schools are participating. Maine’s program also requires a local funding com-
ponent. Other states such as Idaho and Pennsylva-
nia also have comprehensive technology initiatives, 
and Nebraska can harness the expertise of Dr. Neil 
Topp and the University of Nebraska-Omaha to 
inform state policy decisions.  

Communicating on their terms

e use of social media sites such as Facebook and 
Twitter has become ubiquitous in contemporary 
society. However, Nebraska’s state level organiza-
tions have not kept pace with leveraging this free 
means of communication. As students and parents 
look to social media to connect, communicate, and 
share ideas, it is incumbent on the agencies and 
organizations leading education in the state to 
develop and maintain a robust social media pres-
ence. Eric Sheninger, principal of New Milford High School in New Milford, New Jersey, has been widely recognized as an adminis-
trator who is a power user of social media tools. Speaking in Nebraska in July of 2012, Sheninger urged administrators to recognize 
that they are in charge of public relations for their schools -- so too are state organizations in command of PR for the state education 
community as a whole. “If you don’t control the message,” he said, “someone else will.”

So many choices, but which one is right for us?

School administrators, local school boards, technology directors, and business managers receive multitudes of offers from vendors 
guaranteeing them the next big perfect solution for all their technology needs. While the state is not poised to make technology deci-
sions for local communities, it can serve an essential function in providing “device literacy training” for schools. With needs assessment 
and consultation services, state-level and educational service unit specialists can assist districts in making technology purchases that 
work for the local environment in question. State purchasing power can be leveraged to provide a menu of options for local districts, 
making sure the technology can be used effectively and will not be left in a storage room for lack of infrastructure or support.
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e question: How are you using social media tools for your personal interests?
Results of Project Tomorrow’s 2011 Speak Up survey. 



Equity is more than providing funding

In some homes, Nebraska’s youth have access to a family computer. Some may have their own laptop or tablet. Others may have lob-
bied their parents for a Playstation, and many more have their own mobile phone. Yet some students will not have access to any of 
these devices beyond the school walls -- unless initiatives are in place to equalize economic disparities. While it is up to a local school 
board to decide what to purchase, state leaders can help districts develop policies for students to “bring your own technology” to 
school. Project Tomorrow’s 2012 report on personalized learning found that district administrators who themselves are users of mobile 
devices are twice as likely to consider so-called BYOT initiatives (Project Tomorrow, 2012). Furthermore, the state can de!ne mini-
mum requirements to ensure equity and 
access to information for all of Nebraska’s 
students.  

Repositories of free content, vetted by 
experts

Nebraska is replete with resources in history, 
social sciences, the arts, and more. While 
many of these resources have been available 
to teachers or students who have sought 
them out, the time has come for a statewide 
initiative bringing these resources together in 
an easily accessible way. In 2012, the Ne-
Books Project and Nebraska Educational 
Telecommunication’s online content reposi-
tory have made the !rst steps in this direc-
tion. 

e Nebraska Virtual Library, launched in 
August of 2012, is replete with digital resources continually updated by the Library of Congress, National Archives, and the Public 
Broadcasting Service. As Governor Dave Heineman said at the library’s launch, “is is a signi!cant step forward for the future of 
education in Nebraska...[it] will provide Nebraska teachers and students with enhanced digital resources to enrich teaching and learn-
ing.”

With state-level involvement, online content can be aligned with state standards in reading, writing, science, social studies, and math; 
this allows teachers to readily see that the materials they are using are helping their students stay on track with statewide learning goals. 
Furthermore, if students and teachers collaborate to develop content -- virtual !eld trips or photo galleries, for example -- students 
from far-reaching parts of the state can take ownership of sharing their local treasures with others. 

Conserving Valuable Resources & Leveraging Cost Efficiencies

In adopting digital resources, learners at all levels save money in other ways, too. e upfront cost of hardware can be equalized as 
paper materials and photocopies are diminished -- and a system-wide change can lead to increased efficiencies and cost savings.

Furthermore, as online content repositories such as the Nebraska Virtual Library are harnessed by local school districts, the savings 
resultant from operating on a more efficient economy of scale come into play. And as more educators develop and share online con-
tent, educational resources become more plentiful, diverse, and affordable.
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Building on Distance Learning Incentives, Learning from Past Projects, and Re-energizing Good Ideas

In the last decade, there have been a 
few consortia formed in regions 
throughout the state to provide dis-
tance education in rural schools. 
Without uni!ed state leadership, how-
ever, some of these projects have 
#oundered or failed to get off the 
ground. 

e University of Nebraska-Lincoln’s 
Independent Study High School, a 
fully online diploma-granting high 
school, serves students from across the 
state, nation, and globe, and since 
2011, Nebraska’s Virtual Education 
Partnership has been exploring ways 
the state can coordinate online and 
blended learning across the state. 

However, despite these challenges, Nebraska’s Distance Education 
Incentive program has showed marked gains in providing access to 
courses, particularly to students in sparse or very sparse schools. In many 
cases, even if the enrollment numbers are small, the ability to offer a course 
via distance learning is the only way a student has access to certain courses. 
And for high school students, many distance offerings result in dual credit in 
the post-secondary arena. Nebraska’s Distance Learning and E-Rate Coordi-
nator SuAnn Witt has collected data that highlights the impact of incentive awards in local districts, and the evidence is clear that 
funding increases access to technology and resources. 

Year Equipment Reimbursement 
*Est

   DEU Incentive Awards 
*Est

2007 40,000

2008 2,597,101 378,000

2009 1,163,493 1,107,000

2010 305,839 1,700,000

2011 246,016 1,695,000

2012 * 707,500 * 1,800,000

2013 * 920,051 * 2,000,000

e State Board of Education is currently reviewing a virtual education policy, and as it develops its policy statement -- a draft of 
which was formulated by state leaders in technology, teacher preparation, and accreditation, it is focusing on areas such as access, qual-
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“In 2008, ESU13 launched the Nebraska Educational Virtual Academy. ere were two 
goals in the original vision of NEVA. First, it would provide students in rural western 
Nebraska with opportunities to take elective classes in core classes. e idea was to level 
the playing !eld so students in western Nebraska had the same opportunity to take the 
same classes as their counterparts in eastern Nebraska. is leads to the second goal. In 
the original vision the four teachers in ESU13's Alternative Education department would 
be the "content experts" and would work with teachers in our content areas to get their 
classes online. e vision was to !nd the best teachers and get their best classes/lessons 
and create them in one central repository for other teachers to have access to... 

A team from [the] ESU visited each of the 21 districts in our service region. eir mission 
was basically to sell the idea of NEVA to each district and have them purchase a place in 
the consortium. In the end, the team successfully recruited 19 of the 21 districts. During 
their visits they also asked what classes they would like to see offered through NEVA. 
Districts indicated they wanted us to offer classes like, US and World History, Algebra, 
9th and 10th English Comp., Physical Science, and Biology. Since the schools were pay-
ing the bill we had to create what they wanted. So during the summer of 2008 the 4 
NEVA teachers set out to create the 7 original online classes.” -Beth Still, Social Studies 
teacher, Scottsbluff Public Schools

Elementary
Middle School

High School
Dual Credit

0 1250 2500 3750 5000

Students who attended one or more courses via distance, 2011-2012



ity content, and de!nitions of quality teaching (See Appendix A, Policy for Nebraska Virtual Education). It is crucial that state leader-
ship guides local and regional consortia, whether or not the state develops a uniform solution for online learning. Furthermore, state 
leaders should examine past and current projects to shape policy in this arena. At the core, virtual education in Nebraska should be run 
primarily through local school districts, because students, parents, and communities are very committed to the social and extracurricu-
lar opportunities that schools provide. 
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Appendix A: State Board of 
Education Proposed Draft 

Policy for Virtual Education
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