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The Tech 
TransformaTion

NYC leading the digital revolution in schools

nycschools nycschools

Walcott Says Thank You, inSide

Students competing in robotics 
competitions. Schools devoted 
to software engineering. Parents 
using laptops to enroll their kids in 
kindergarten.  

New York City’s hundred-year-old public 
school system has not only entered the 
digital age—it’s standing at the forefront.  

The leaders of the digital revolution 
include Jeffrey Stephens-Prince, a 
technology teacher and robotics coach 
at M.S. 113 in Brooklyn, who came to 
teaching after 27 years in the corporate 
world. “One day, I taught a whole class 
on animation,” he says. “When they 
began to get curious about it, I knew 
I’d tapped into something that would 
motivate them.” He says he uses “all 
kinds of technologies” to introduce 
students to advanced topics in science, 
technology, engineering and math (also 
known as STEM).

One recent study found that STEM-
related jobs are expected to grow 17 
percent by 2018, far faster than the 
projection for overall employment, and 
second only to healthcare1. 

The city has wasted no time working to 
meet the demand: this year alone, the city 
expanded STEM courses to an additional 

2,500 students. It’s also aiming to recruit 
and train 120 computer science and 
coding teachers over the next three years.

Another cutting-edge initiative, the 
Innovation Zone (iZone), offers new 
models of learning, especially making 
use of digital resources. Started with 81 
schools in 2010, the iZone has grown to 
nearly 300 schools. One school, J.H.S. 
88 in Brooklyn, uses ‘blended-learning’ 
that combines traditional classroom 
instruction with online teaching to 
customize learning for each student.

And kids aren’t the only ones benefiting 
from the digital upgrade. Beginning in 
January, families will have the option to 

submit kindergarten applications online. 
“Kindergarten Connect” replaces an 
old system which required families to 
trek to multiple schools in person and 
deal with excessive paperwork. The new 
digital option lets families spend more 
time researching schools and less time 
completing multiple applications. 

Having one ‘computer class’ at school 
used to be considered forward thinking. 
But today, with educators taking 
advantage of newer tools like blogs, social 
gaming, and even robots, the way kids 
learn is changing at the speed of light.
1Carnevale, Anthony P., nicole Smith, and Michelle 
Melton. 2011. STeM. Washington, dC: Georgetown 
University Center on education and the Workforce. 
http://cew.georgetown.edu/stem/.

Technology classes, 
like the one pictured 
here at the American 
Sign Language & 
English Secondary 
School, are becoming 
more widespread in 
NYC schools. 
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Your term as chancellor will end 
on December 31st. Looking back, 
what will you miss most?

The people. I’ll miss interacting with 
hard-working, dedicated educators, 
students, and the thousands of 
families who make up this city’s school 
community. My favorite moments 
have been walking into classrooms and 
witnessing students absorbing—and 
enjoying—what they’ve been learning. 

What have you been most proud 
of in your time as chancellor?

Getting our students ready for the 
challenges of adulthood and the real 
world. My goal has been to emphasize 
the importance of preparing our 
children for college and successful 
careers. We introduced the Common 
Core standards, the most dramatic 

change to classroom instruction in a 
generation, and we opened dozens of 
career and technical education schools 
that became national models, among 
many other things. 

These policies are working. Ten years 
ago, people had written off many of 
our schools as dangerous, dysfunctional 

straight Talk from 
the chancellor
Schools Chancellor Dennis M. Walcott 
responds to parents’ questions

dropout factories, and the idea of 
focusing our attention on something 
as ambitious as college readiness was 
out of the question. Now the dropout 
rate has been halved, crime in schools 
is at a record low, and we’re considered 
a national model for an urban school 
system. College and career readiness is 
now a permanent part of the discussion 
in all of our schools. 

What has been most satisfying 
about your job?

The greatest satisfaction has been to 
see students excited about learning and 
planning for their future success. I’ve 
witnessed so many inspiring moments 
in our classrooms across the city. 
There’s a new level of energy in  
our schools.

What has been most 
challenging?

Change means uncertainty for many 
people, and the transition to higher 
standards hasn’t been easy. But I believe 
that when it comes to students you 
can’t be short-sighted.

Adapting to the Common Core 
standards and improved teacher 
evaluations has often been a big lift 
for our parents, students and staff. 
But these are crucial changes that were 
designed to prepare our students for 
the 21st-century workforce. Diplomas 
are no longer a piece of paper in the 
new economy, but an essential ticket 
for success. 

What has been most important 
to you during your tenure?

Equality. The ability to offer families, 
regardless of who they are or where 
they live, high-quality options to 
be successful in today’s demanding, 
21st-century economy. We have an 
obligation to give every student the 
opportunity to achieve success.  

“college and career 

readiness is now a 

permanent part of  

the discussion in all  

of our schools”



   

“Serving as Schools Chancellor has 
been quite a ride - it won’t be easy to 
say goodbye,” says Chancellor Dennis 
Walcott, who will pass the torch to a 
new schools chief on December 31st.  
“But I didn’t expect any of this to  
be easy.”  

For almost three years, Chancellor 
Walcott has run the largest school 
system in the country—now with more 
than 1.1 million students, 136,000 
employees, and a $24 billion budget—
during a period of huge challenges and 
immense change. 

The changes centered around his goal 
of making college and career readiness 
the public schools’ primary mission. To 
that end, he opened over 150 schools, 
many of them geared toward getting 
kids on track for professions as varied 
as architecture to healthcare; oversaw 
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Just a ‘city Guy’
New York City Schools Chancellor Says ‘Thank You’ 
Before Stepping Down December 31st 

the adoption of the landmark new 
Common Core standards in classrooms 
and implemented a historic new system 
of developing and evaluating teachers.

“not a single day 

went by without 

having to tackle 

something of enormous 

consequence.”

The challenges included the worst 
storm in a generation—Hurricane 
Sandy—and a citywide school  
bus strike.

“Not a single day went by without 
having to tackle something of 
enormous consequence.”

Going forward, he says he’s looking 
forward to focusing on serving 
the community in some capacity 
and spending more time with his 
grandchildren. The Chancellor lives 
with his wife in the same Queens 
neighborhood where he grew up and 
went to public school. “I’m just a city 
guy,” he says.  

When reflecting on his time as schools 
chancellor, Walcott says he feels he’s 
left the city’s public school system 
with better options for families. He 
talks about “those in the thick of it” 
being responsible for some of the 
most striking changes: “Our students, 
teachers, parents, and staff have done a 
terrific job raising the bar, demanding 
and expecting success from themselves 
and one another. They’re the ones 
who have made my job an incredible 
experience.”



   

mon, dec. 23-
wed, jan. 1

Winter Recess 
(Schools closed)

THURs, jan. 2

Students return 
to school

mon, jan. 20

Dr. Martin Luther 
King, Jr. Day
(Schools closed)

nYc PUblic scHools 
decembeR-janUaRY calendaR:

nominate an excellent Teacher Today! 

The Big Apple Awards recognize excellent teachers 
in New York City who inspire students, model great 
teaching, and enrich their school community. Recipients 
of the Big Apple Awards will receive a classroom grant for 
their students and schools. They will continue to teach in 
the classroom while serving as citywide ambassadors for 
the 2014-15 school year.
 
To nominate a teacher visit nyc.gov and 
search for Big apple awards.

nominations must be submitted by 
friday, January 17, 2014

Starting January 1, 2014, the Department of Education’s 
GED Plus Sites, which help prepare students for a High 
School Equivalency Diploma, will be renamed “Pathways 
to Graduation.” These Pathways to Graduation sites will 
help prepare students for the new TASC® (Test Assessing 
Secondary Completion) exam, which will replace the 
GED® beginning in early 2014.

Additional information about Pathways to  
Graduation and the new TASC exam is available  
by calling (718) 557-2525.

Starting in January, every nYC family can apply for kindergarten 
online, without the headache of traveling to explore their options.

it’s another step in the modernization of the school system.  
Parents now have unprecedented access to information—and  
hundreds of great school options. 

it’s a whole new world out there, and we’re preparing our kids for it.

Beginning January 2014. search nYc.gov for Kindergarten or call 311.

70,000 Kindergarteners 
900 Options 
One Website.


