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Boldly committed to student success
Dr. Wanda Creel is the Superintendent
of the Barrow County School System
(BCSS) in Barrow County, GA, a suburb
of Metro-Atlanta. BCSS is the 24th largest
school system in Georgia and is comprised of 13,000 students across sixteen
schools and a nine member Board of
Education.
BCSS recently implemented high
definition videoconferencing in their
schools – creating virtual classrooms
for their students.The project implementation began with an infrastructure
problem, but the school system was able
to devise a solution that also impacted
learning in the classroom.
SEEN spoke with Dr. Creel about the
genesis of the project, their challenges
and some of the outcomes.
SEEN: Can you give an overview
of how the videoconferencing project came about? How was the decision made?
Dr. Creel: “Actually, we were facing a series of decisions that were
made over a couple of years. Barrow County is fortunate because
the backbone fiber for the states
dedicated research and education
network (Peachnet) runs through
the center of our county along
the Innovation Crescent.The
initial decision was to run a fiber
link from that backbone to our
district servers. For financing we
pitched the concept of connecting Barrow to Peachnet to the
Georgia Board of Regents so we
could begin operating as a K-12
research district and explore the
benefits of unprecedented band-
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width on 21st century learning.The
Barrow County School System became
the first K-12 system to operate as a
research district.
“PeachNet financed the construction
at cost and also included direct high
speed access to Internet2. Our Board of
Education recognized the importance
of integrating technology to engage
students and therefore approved the
expenditure.
“Over the past three years our system has embarked upon converting to
a Charter System. It was a true continuous improvement process.Through
a variety of committees, research
groups, and town hall meetings, the
Barrow County School System identified a governance structure, areas of

“It is evident that our
community supports and
understands the
importance of the
inclusion of technology
and creating a 21st
century learning
environment.”
— Dr. Wanda Creel,
Superintendent of the Barrow
County School System
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teaching and learning focus, and an enhanced accountability system.The continuous improvement process involved
education personnel, parents, students,
business and community representation.
It is evident that our community supports and understands the importance of
the inclusion of technology and creating
a 21st century learning environment.”
SEEN: Can you share some examples
of how you’ve used videoconferencing in
classrooms to enhance the learning experience for students?

Dr. Creel: “Each of our elementary,
middle and high schools now use
these resources almost every day to
enrich instruction. In order to increase
the utilization of videoconferencing,
the expectation for the 2011-2012
school year was for each teacher to
identify a minimum of two video
conference opportunities that were
aligned with the curriculum to enhance teaching and learning in their
classroom. We have direct connections
with professors at the Georgia Institute
of Technology for several of our middle
and high school classes. Recently, we
hosted a visit for the President and faculty members of the Georgia Institute
of Technology, Legislators, and other
community leaders to see first-hand
connectivity in the classroom. While
learning about immigration, many of
our elementary classes were able to
speak directly with a guide and experience an Ellis Island tour. We have one
class that created a “class buddy” in
Canada, and they regularly communicate with each other about projects
they are working in their classrooms.
Some Literature classes have made
connections with authors. Some of
the most rewarding experiences
have been the very personal connections we have made to servicemen
and women serving overseas.These
started with our JROTC classes speaking to pilots in Iraq and now include
birthday and holiday connections on
a regular basis. One of the most inspiring sessions was the wonderful Global
Concert Series offered by the Philadelphia Philharmonic Orchestra over
Internet2.”
SEEN: What are some of the lessons
learned through the implementation?
Dr. Creel: “Video conferences have
the greatest impact on student learning when they are directly aligned
with the classroom curriculum and
are not treated as “random field trips.”
Videoconferencing allows us to create a “team teaching” atmosphere by
having the classroom teacher and the
college professor or guest expert teach
together. Additionally, video conferencing affords us the opportunity to take
academic fieldtrips that are directly
aligned with the curriculum and allows students a level of access that
www.seenmagazine.us

they might not ordinarily have on a typical field trip where budget, distance, and
time might be a barrier. We continue to
work with those that join us in the classroom to incorporate differentiation in
their instruction and to not just lecture.”
SEEN: How can other schools consider
implementing this type of program?
Dr. Creel: “We believe in modeling.
We began this project on a small scale
before building capacity.This is our first
year having the equipment operational in
each of our schools. At the beginning of
the year, we utilized the video conference
system to hold a system-wide informative faculty meeting to demonstrate the
capabilities and then asked teachers to
think of ways that they could use the
equipment to expand their classrooms.
Most of our teachers are now using the
video conference equipment to connect
with same grade level or content teachers across our system to collaborate
and share teaching strategies.This has
reduced travel for teachers and has saved
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time. Additionally, one teacher may plan
a video conference lesson that is aligned
to the curriculum and other same grade
level and/or content level classes join
the conference.Teachers are sharing the
planning responsibilities.
“The video conferencing equipment
has become very easy to operate but
there is one person in each building
that has been specifically trained. We
also have a fantastic technician that is
primarily dedicated to supporting these
endeavors.
“We have utilized ESPLOST (Education Special Purpose Local Option Sales
Tax) funds to pay for some infrastructure. Additionally, we have been the recipients of a local Harrison Foundation
grant and recently we were awarded a
Race to the Top Innovation Grant.”
SEEN: Did you face any hesitation from
teachers about using the new technology?
Dr. Creel: “We continue to share ideas
see DR. CREEL page 20
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Dr. Creel
continued from page 19

that are developed for video conferencing through ‘Good News’ letters that are
distributed to all staff and the community. We have recognized teachers for their
use at Board of Education meetings, on
our website, and in the local paper. We
are trying to emphasize this instructional tool as a means to encourage
increased student engagement. We had
a very exciting event titled ‘Collaboration Day’ scheduled for March 2, 2012. In
order to increase teacher participation
in long-term partnering with college
professors on an identified instructional
standard, we had eight simultaneous
video conference sessions occurring at
our Professional Development Center.
The teachers rotated around the room
to interview with professors and experts
that are video conferenced in from their
location in order to determine future
best fits for future classroom partnerships. Governor Nathan Deal and Board
of Regents Chancellor joined us for this

extraordinary event. We invite you to
visit our website at www.barrow.k12.
ga.us in the coming months to access
pictures, videos, and reflections from
this event.”

ing the benefits of videoconferencing.”

SEEN: Tell me about some of the outcomes.
Dr. Creel: “When we began the connection with The Georgia Institute of
SEEN: Tell me some success stories of
Technology four years ago, our students
which you are especially proud.
were able to be introduced to instruction in their nanotechnology lab.The
Dr. Creel: “The video conferencing
microscopes available in the lab are
infrastructure was the backbone of the
of the highest quality. We would never
plan submitted for the Race to the Top
be able to have this equipment in our
Innovation Grant. Barrow County was
classrooms but
one of the first
through the use of
five to receive
Contact us at
video conferencing,
the grant and
editing@seenmagazine.us
the students were
our school
to share success stories
able to see the misystem contincroscope results
from your school district!
ues to serve
on the monitor
as a model for
without leaving
others. Having
the high school classroom. One student
the designation of being a K through
became so interested she applied to the
12 research district allows our school
Georgia Institute of Technology and is
system to make a strong statement that
now a junior studying nanotechnology.
we are data driven and willing to help
She has said that had she not been exfacilitate the expansion of this project
posed to these opportunities through
by offering to be a resource to other
the video conferencing Direct 2 Disdistricts who are interested in explor-

covery partnership she would not have
thought it possible for her to pursue a
career in this field.
“We believe that video conferencing
will save time and travel for our teachers while serving as a tool to promote
collaboration, strong curriculum alignment especially with the Common Core
Standards, and encourage student engagement at high levels.
This is an example of working
smarter as educators.
“Our mission statement is
Boldly Committed to Student
Success. We feel that by incorporating video conferencing
we are able to open up a world
of possibilities for our students
in a 21st century learning environment. We also feel that it
allows us to create partnerships
with Colleges and Universities
that will provide professional
learning for our teachers and
exposure to instruction that will
best prepare our students to be
college and/or work ready.”
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SEEN: What, if any, are the future
plans to extend this program?
Dr. Creel: “We continue to look for
opportunities to make connections
that will enhance teaching and learning for our students and teachers. Student achievement in Barrow County

has increased tremendously over the last
few years but we still have much work
to do. We believe that video conferencing will increase student engagement
and make real world connections for our
students resulting in greater acquisition
of the standards. We feel that all areas
of study can use this to
make connections. We
currently have a foreign
language teacher that
would welcome establishing a partnership.
SEEN: Has the success
of this program sparked
any new ideas for similar projects?
Dr. Creel: “There are
several concepts that are
in currently exploring
either through additional grants or partnerships
with additional areas
of study at the Georgia
Institute of Technology
and other colleges and
universities.”
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