
Saint Elisabeth Catholic School (grades PK–8)

Saint Elisabeth Catholic School serves students in grades PK–8 in Van Nuys, California. 
Of the 270 children who currently attend the school, approximately 63% come from 
families living just at or below the national poverty line.  The mission of Saint Elisabeth’s 
is to develop each student’s full potential, working in partnership with parents to prepare 
students to become productive citizens of the 21st century.

The Challenge

Like many small schools, staff and students at Saint Elisabeth’s faced challenges in 
achieving the technology-related aspects of their mission. An Internet connection 
was available, but just 9 of the 18 computers  in the computer lab worked and the 
other classroom computers were seriously outdated.  Teachers wanted to deepen their 
understanding of 21st century skills, but had little knowledge about new technologies. 
And, while students were adept at gaming and sending instant messages, their information 
and media literacy skills were lacking. As a result, limited progress was being made toward 
teaching or using digital age literacy skills. 

Principal Barbara Barreda knew that she and the staff could not maintain the status quo 
and hope to achieve this mission. In November of 2005, Barreda attended a workshop 
that helped her clarify the importance of the promise that Saint Elisabeth students would 
become productive citizens of the 21st century. She began sharing the message with staff, 
but it was a team professional development experience the following summer that made 
the difference.

Supporting Systemic Change

The International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE) Leading with the NETS 
Institutes are designed to offer a personalized, long-term approach to professional 
development for teams of educators. To maximize impact and sustain change, each 
team includes teachers, an administrator, and a technology coordinator. Using a hybrid 
model (three days of face-to-face meetings coupled with ongoing online mentoring from 
experienced practitioners), teams are able to:

Work collaboratively to develop each member’s leadership skills.

Identify research-based strategies for school-wide systemic change.

Develop and implement an Action Plan for meaningful technology infusion.

Evaluate the success of plan implementation and its impact on staff and students.
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This approach to ongoing professional development seemed to be a good fit for Saint 
Elisabeth’s, so Barreda decided to assemble a team and participate in an Institute launched 
in San Diego, in conjunction with the 2006 NECC Conference. 

Planning into Action

Barreda chose to recruit teachers of grades 6–8 to join the Institute team. In addition 
to technology coordinator Jan Booker, she was joined by Lucena Martin (social studies 
and religion), Mariano Mejia (language arts), and Catherine Forkush (language arts and 
math). The team’s initial objective was to identify how teaching and learning for the 
21st century differs from teaching and learning for the 20th century, and how to effect 
systemic change at the school.  The Institute provided a common foundation for the team 
using the National Educational Technology Standards (NETS), the Essential Conditions 
for implementing the NETS, and through encouragement and support provided by the 
ISTE mentor and other institute participants. 

During the first two days of the Institute, the team zeroed in on the Essential Conditions. 
This helped team members understand the importance of a shared vision and the need 
for the entire school community to explore the concepts of Web 2.0 to see how these 
emerging tools might be used to support the school’s mission. The team devoted the time 
between the Institute and the first staff meeting of the 2006-07 school year to learning 
more about Web 2.0 themselves and making plans for sharing this information with their 
colleagues. Barreda and Booker also used this time to beef up the available hardware and 
software. Thanks to donations, open source programs, and in-house labor for renovating 
the network, they brought the number of functional systems on campus up to 60.

During the opening staff meeting, the team shared the story of the Institute and what 
they had learned. They asked staff members to complete surveys to help them target 
schoolwide professional development needs in the area of technology-supported 
instruction and 21st century literacy skills. The survey results also led to the development 
of what the team refers to as their BHAG (Big, Hairy, Audacious Goal) for their Institute 
Action Plan. The team’s initial BHAG was to connect junior high teachers and students 
with Web 2.0 as an essential means of teaching and learning. Less than a year later, 
this goal is coming to fruition. Junior high teachers and students are now regularly 
incorporating use of Web-based resources they find and validate for accuracy. Students 
now work collaboratively in the majority of their writing assignments and projects using 
blogs, wikis, podcasts, digital video, and other Web 2.0 tools. Booker has set up a Moodle 
site for the school to facilitate online learning and information sharing.

The school’s culminating project for the Institute has brought worldwide attention.  
Using a WetPaint wiki (http://photoaday.wetpaint.com/) and a Flickr group  
(www.flickr.com/groups/photo-a-day4schools/), Barreda and her staff launched the 
Photo a Day for Schools project where schools from around the globe are posting and 
commenting on photos related to weekly themes.

2
www.iste.org/institute

St. Elisabeth
CASE STUDY



3

The Results

Impact on Teaching

Teachers have increased their own levels of technology proficiency.

Teachers are shifting to more frequent use of student-centered learning activities.

�Teachers are increasing the level of critical thinking required as they incorporate 
student directed research into classroom activities and projects.

�Teachers are finding that by working collaboratively with students they are actually 
lightening their own workloads. 

Impact on Students

�Students are becoming digitally literate as they learn how to search the Internet 
more effectively and validate the information they find.

�Students are more aware of Internet safety issues.

�Increased engagement in classroom activities.

�Students are increasing their awareness of (and connection with) the global  
online community.

�Students put more effort into publicly posted work. Students are increasing  
their levels of technology proficiency.

�Students appreciate learning alongside their teachers as they explore new tools  
and applications.

Impact on Systems of Technology Support and Leadership

�Developed leadership capacity among team teachers.

Staff now use blogs to communicate and for professional reflection.

The staff are turning ideas and a vision into action.

To find out how you too can participate in an ISTE Institute, visit www.iste.org/institute 
or email institute@iste.org.
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