
Sara Freeman, a technology and innovation teacher at 
Maple Elementary School, runs an incredibly successful 
district-wide program that spans three K-6 buildings, 
each with its own “Technology & Innovation Teacher,” 
serving over 1,300 students.

Freeman approaches technology in her classroom and in her building as 
a fundamental skill for students’ academic success. “We are preparing 
tomorrow's leaders and tomorrow's innovators, and these experiences with 
technology are what is going to prepare these kids for the challenges they 
face in the future,” she said. “It doesn't matter what field you're going into 
(doctor, lawyer, teacher), you're going to need technology to be successful. 
We need to look at technology as just another language skill, like you would 
learn reading or math. You’re not learning math to be a mathematician; you 
apply that into any role, and technology is no different.”
 
Bringing Real-World Problems to Life
Freeman currently teaches technology and innovation to her entire K-6 
building, seeing each class once or twice a week in addition to supporting 
grade-level teachers in their own classrooms. One of the key opportunities 
technology presents is the ability to bring abstract ideas to life. “We're really 
trying to incorporate real world problems for students,” Freeman shares. 
One project that illustrates this endeavor is teaching her first graders about 
pollution problems in our oceans. Freeman empowered her students to 
research the problem and challenged them to program a dash robot to simu-
late a successful beach cleanup. All the students had to collaborate and design 
a solution so that the robots would be able to pick up and move the trash from 
the “beach.” “The project took a super big heavy problem that’s hard to grasp 
and empowered them to feel like they were helping, like this is something that 
we can solve and tackle,” she said. Increased engagement and comprehension 
are two positive outcomes that Freeman sees when incorporating technology. 
Beyond that, she said it was a great way to introduce her first graders to 
programming. Not only did they tackle a real-world problem, but they learned 
the fundamentals of block-based programming and coding. 
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We are preparing tomorrow's leaders and tomorrow's innovators, and these 
experiences with technology are what is going to prepare these kids for the 
challenges they face in the future.

Breaking Down Borders with Technology
Freeman also aims to break down borders through technology and provide the opportunity for her students 
to experience places and people they wouldn’t normally encounter in their small Missouri town. “I just think it 
opens so many doors. It allows these kids to have the world at their fingertips,” she said. “Walls, countries, and 
borders don't exist anymore and that's super powerful in creating this global community and global collabora-
tors.” In collaboration with her school’s art teacher, students selected a country or region of interest and 
used Google Tour Creator to virtually explore that part of the world. From man-made monuments to natural 
landmarks, students were able to add 360-degree images and background sounds, and narrate their tour 
experience live. Once all the tours were created, 
students were able to listen and watch each 
other’s tours, accessing a cultural experience 
across the globe from their Chromebooks. “We 
are a small town, and we have a lot of kids that 
just aren't exposed to people that are different 
than them. So I think that it’s so important for 
these kids to know that there is a whole world 
outside of this small town,” Freeman said. The 
project also created an opportunity for 
students to provide each other feedback by 
leaving comments on each other’s tours. 

Advice for using Technology as a Classroom 
Asset
Freeman shares that it is important to under-
stand that everything won’t always go perfect-
ly with technology. “ We need to be okay with 
being flexible [in ways] that embrace that maybe it's not going to work out exactly like we thought, but that’s 
okay,” she said. The same problem-solving skills that Freeman expects of her students, she asks teachers to 
be comfortable with as well. It’s a mantra in her classroom: “We learn just as much from our failures as we do 
from when we succeed.” Over the past few years, Freeman has seen problem-solving skills and high levels of 
engagement as two of the key outcomes resulting from her technology program. Students are more willing to 
take risks and find solutions, and they are more likely to be deeply engaged with content with technology 
rather than without. “Sometimes teachers fear that using technology might take too much time out of their 
lesson, and this could just go so much faster with pen and paper,” Freeman said. “But once they see how 
engaging it is for the students, they're totally on board.”
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