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Rapidly evolving collaborative 
learning systems have seen 
teachers gaining new skills 
alongside their students, 
writes Fran Molloy.

cloud: 
changing outlooks

in learning

The 

In the past couple of years, cloud 
computing has moved from buzzword 
to reality. Educators and students have 

a vast range of resources available on the 
internet in real-time, and for very low cost.

“The cloud” has become a synonym for 
the internet, and technical nitpicking aside, 
most of us think of “the cloud” as “stuff you 
can do through a web browser”. Usually, 
a cloud service stores data and runs 
applications from a remote server that can 
be accessed via the internet. 

With storage, security, maintenance and 
software upgrades all handled centrally, 
spreading the cost over a large number of 
users, the cloud has become cheaper and 
generally far more reliable than running in-
school IT services.

The three biggest names in technology 
today (Apple, Microsoft and Google) have 
scrambled over each other to offer cloud 
products. The cloud is now mainstream, 
and within most schools in Australia, 
teachers are dabbling – even if there’s no 
school-wide  program.

Stepping into the cloud
Internet-based education was going on 

for a long time before cloud computing 
arrived, of course, but it has adapted to the 
new technology.

Sarah Crossing is the NSW director 
for YourTutor, an after-hours homework 
coaching service that runs across Australia, 
and which began in 2003.

“It’s like a traditional school homework 

centre, without the driving,” she explains. 
“We started out in Fairfield public library 
[in Sydney’s south-west], with a row of 
computers and a number of teachers there 
to help answer homework questions and 
explain concepts.”

Now, teachers work remotely and log 
on through the web-based service, with 
all tutoring delivered via the cloud. In 2012, 
the company provided 150,000 individual 
coaching sessions to students in 450 
organisations in every state of Australia.

The service is provided through a school 
subscription or, in some cases, through 
sponsorship – for example, the University 
of South Australia and La Trobe and Deakin 
universities sponsor the program in local 
schools.

“We have seen a real shift in attitude 
with schools now,” Crossing says. “People 
understand the concept of teaching online.”

Most lessons are delivered through chat 
or an interactive whiteboard. “We used 
to include voice interaction but students 
opted not to use it – they prefer typing back 
and forth.”

Trevor Read is the principal of Darwin 
High School, a Northern Territory public 
senior school. It has 1200 students in years 
10 to 12. Each one is supplied a laptop 
through the school and technology use is 
built into the curriculum for most subjects.

“Cloud programs are used in all of our 
classrooms,” Read says. 

While part of the appeal for the tightly 
budgeted public school is the wide variety 

and low cost of cloud programs available, 
Read says that high-tech subjects such as 
CAD graphics and design are extremely 
popular with students.

The most exciting aspect, he says, 
has been the way teachers at the school 
“springboard” each other, helping solve 
technology challenges and sharing useful 
websites and tools in the cloud.

“We have a ‘technology sandpit’ that 
meets once a fortnight, and these are 
teachers who are interested in upskilling; 
they pick up new IT information from each 
other, then they go back into their faculties 
and teach their colleagues.”

One of the sandpit members is Penny 
McIntyre, a professional learning leader 
who teaches home economics and 
who has embedded technology in her 
curriculum for years. 

In her previous roles in special education 
and with School of the Air, technology was 
critical, she says – and is no less important 
in home economics.

“We use the cloud to search for recipes, 
construct spreadsheets to automate food 
orders and do costings, use a program to 
do nutritional analyses,” she says. “I worked 
hard to get computers into my kitchen – I 
can’t believe people still do this by hand!”

Before shared internet spaces were ever 
called the cloud, McIntyre had students 
using WikiSpaces, which has been around 
since 2005.

“The most useful part of the cloud is the 
ability for students to collaborate,” she says. 
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“All of my students set up a Gmail account 
and install Chrome on their computers, so 
it’s easier to use Google Drive and Google 
Presentations.”

She says that students are particularly 
inspired by working on group projects. 
“They can watch each other’s work going 
in; they could all work on the project at 
once and watch it grow really quickly, live. 
It doesn’t matter if someone is away, no-
one can leave work at home; a lot of the 
frustrations of group projects just go away.”

She says that senior students are able 
to leave school with an e-portfolio of work 
that they can access any time and show 
prospective employers.

The business link 
Despite most educators’ wariness 

about corporate involvement, Telstra has 
been very active in researching the way 
schools are using cloud technology. The 
company hosted a series of four education 
roundtables for representatives from 
education, government and business, 
and last year funded a research paper 
examining technology and best-practice 
teaching across Australia.

“The cloud is simply providing increased 
access to digital content in secure ways,” 
says Susi Steigler-Peters, Telstra’s national 
education manager.

Steigler-Peters was formerly the chief 
education officer at the NSW Department 
of Education and Training and worked 
with Professor Lindsay Wasson to deliver 
Telstra’s white paper, Quality Teaching  
for Personalised Learning, which reports  
on the use of computer and cloud 
technology in Australian schools in May 
and June 2012.

Steigler-Peters says that education 
practice in the field is outstripping anything 

that education departments have been 
able to offer.

“Things move so fast online, schools 
are going out and finding what they need 
themselves. We are seeing reform in action 
– and it’s quite delightful.”

One of the interesting findings was that 
effective learning through technology was 
not just the domain of well-funded schools.

“It’s not always about the technology,” 
she says; “it’s about choices that are made 
about how budgets within the school 
are prioritised, how resources are being 
managed; and it’s about learning design.”

Steigler-Peters says that some schools 
may not have one-to-one technology in 
the classroom, but learning is effective and 
collaborative.

“There’s a ‘me-too’ response that occurs 
when you have open pedagogy; we see 
a whole lot more team teaching and the 
emergence of on-the-spot tutorials, where 
a teacher might call over a colleague to get 
a quick rundown on how an application 
works, then use that straightaway. It’s 
just-in-time teaching: gone are the days of 
in-service [training], now we see teachers 
buddying up and mentoring and being 
supported through effective leadership.”

The role of the teacher has been turned 
upside down, she says.

“The teacher is no longer standing up 
at the front of the classroom as content-
deliverer. They are the architects of  
a learning ecosystem that exists in a fully 
globalised context and that focuses on the 
individual learner.”

This “learning ecosystem” is one that 
students have built themselves, she 
explains.

“We see far greater tendencies towards 
discovery-based learning.” 

She echoes the observations of Penny 

McIntyre of Darwin High, noting that cloud-
based programs let students collaborate 
more naturally and effectively.

“Teachers’ roles are now far more critical 
and personal. Instead of remotely delivering 
information, they are identifying goals and 
assisting learning.”

The walls come down
And in many schools, technology has 

literally knocked down barriers.
“We have seen schools – even traditional, 

perhaps more formal schools like Glenulga 
International School in Adelaide – knocking 
out walls and building these open-
plan learning spaces that are relaxed 
and embracing of social media,” says 
Steigler-Peters.

At St Columba’s High, Springwood, in 
the Blue Mountains west of Sydney, 
 a major building program has delivered 
new collaborative spaces.

Principal Delma Horan has embraced 
technology and the school is an Apple 
Partner school, using iPads, iPod Touches 
and laptops across most classrooms.

Assistant principal Phil Stewart says that 
cloud technology is integral to the students’ 
learning now.

“We use Edmodo, which is an online 
collaborative space a little like Facebook,” 
he says. “It allows students to talk to each 
other, ask questions, post work, submit 
assignments and get feedback.

“We also have a one-to-one iPad 
program, which is a parent-funded 
model. We phased out parent-purchased 
textbooks and parents lease the iPad  
over two years – it actually saves money. 
I think textbooks are an older, outmoded 
way of learning.”

Stewart says that the local community is 
“not swimming in money”, so the school IT 
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strategy had to be cost-effective. 
“The school provides a loan device for 

the duration of schooling for those who are 
doing it tough,” he says.

The tablets have been effective in 
classrooms, and some classes use an 
iPod Touch. “It’s a wi-fi-enabled mobile 
device – that’s the criterion – so it 
doesn’t need to be hugely expensive.”

Students have used these devices 
to make instructional videos 
on, for instance, how to 
use a bunsen burner, and 
embedded QR codes on 
the science equipment, 
which then link users to 
the video instruction. 

Stewart says that 
technology has 
revolutionised learning in 
his school.

“This changes the 
complete relationship 
between teacher and 
student. The teacher is no  
longer a pedagogical content 
expert; they must become a co-
learner with the kids.”n
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