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As her teacher conducts the day’s lesson, a student sits in rapt attention, brand new tablet in hand. Hearing a question
she knows the answer to, the student’s hand darts up, eliciting the teacher’s go-ahead. When the hour runs out, it’s on
to the next class.
Only, she won’t be walking down the high school hall, not with three more days in
the hospital still to go. Luckily, that’s what the Telepresence Robot is for.
Introduced to the district in 2017, the robots—basically an iPad on a Segway, which
can move from classroom to classroom under the remote control of the user, using
livestream video to enable interaction—have been a game-changer for Fulton
County Schools (FCS), says Chief Information O cer Serena Sacks.
“If you’re homesick, if you’re in the hospital, if you’re out of school for any reason,
you can still feel like you’re part of the class,” says Sacks, whose resume, prior to FCS,
included IT stints for IBM, Walt Disney and Wyndham. “When used the right ways,
technology is inclusive. It brings us together.”
According to Sacks, these mobile helpers are merely one piece of FCS’ broader push toward student-focused learning—
zeroing in on the needs of each individual student.
All 96,000 of them.

A better bottom line
The rst step, initiated shortly after Sacks’ arrival in 2014, involved the rollout of 67,000 mobile devices over three years
and across FCS’ 97 schools, resulting in a 1:1 ratio for grades 6-12 and classroom sets for K-5. In addition, the district
installed 10,000 new wireless access points, many layers of security, digital content, online assessment, VOIP phones, a
data warehouse and student-focused analytical dashboards.

With a solid foundation in place, Sacks and her team turned their attention to more granular upgrades. Take the MENU
district’s digital marketplace. Working with dozens of vendors throughout the educational technology sphere, FCS built
an indexed marketplace for content, curriculum, reports, furniture, supplies and educational consulting.

“Because we’ve approved every tool in the marketplace, it’s easier to support technology in the schools,” Sacks explains.
A single sign-on (SSO) tool called LaunchPad (provided by ClassLink) enables easy access to rostered content for each
teacher and student. Safari Montage—owing to its standards-indexed, multi-modal content—is also heavily used.
“One teacher cannot individualize a lesson plan for 30 kids every day; technology has allowed for that individualization,”
Sacks says. “By emphasizing student-focused learning, we’re trying to be as comprehensive and multilayered as
possible.”

Fulton speed ahead
Four years on, the results speak for themselves. From 2013 to 2018, FCS’ graduation rate increased by 11 points to just
under 87 percent, the highest of any large metro-Atlanta school system. Of the district’s 101 schools, 96 displayed
improvement, with nine of 19 high schools reporting double-digit increases.
The district’s test scores are likewise on the rise. In that same ve-year stretch, FCS’ average SAT score climbed to 1051,
exceeding the national average of 1044. Meanwhile, ACT results reached their highest level ever at 23.8.

IT support e orts have likewise seen marked improvement, resulting in a 95 percent success rate for all support MENU
tickets
—218,000 of them— led during the 2017-18 school year.

Such strides haven’t gone unnoticed. In 2015, Sacks was recognized as the Woman of the Year by the Technology
Association of Georgia. In 2017, she was named CIO of the Year in the nonpro t category by the Georgia CIO Leadership
Association.

Putting the IT in T.E.A.M.
Never one to rest on her laurels, Sacks is laser-focused on the future.
“Now it’s about reinforcing these strategies and making it simpler for both teachers and students to leverage
technology,” she says. “That’s how you create the kind of culture change necessary for long-term success.”
Thanks to a heavy dose of organizational change management, back-o ce
processes—existing and forthcoming alike—are being documented by district
subject experts through the ATLAS project, which Sacks says allows FCS to foster
an increasingly collaborative mindset.
“It’s about having a shared understanding of current processes, pain points, and a
future vision,” Sacks says. “The result will be best practices, open communication,
and e cient process that are focused on exceeding internal customer
expectations.”
We can’t forget the robots, of course. Slated for an even wider rollout this year,
these Segway-like powered platforms epitomize FCS’ e orts to level the technology
playing eld, allowing every student—whether home with a cold or undergoing
chemotherapy in the hospital—to stay engaged and involved.
For Sacks, the technology has a personal pull: While dealing with her own health issues last year, Sacks used the robots
to work from home and even attend cabinet and school board meetings.
Sometimes, even the most ardent IT believers can use a hallelujah moment.
“Once the board members saw how e ective it was, they decided to use it themselves,” Sacks says. “We’re moving away
from the factory model of education, leveraging technology to help each student reach their potential and thrive at jobs
we may not even know of today. Our current students are the entrepreneurs, leaders and caretakers for the next 75
years. Educational technology is my passion because it helps each student nd their gifts, talents and dreams.”
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Testimonials
Alliant is very pleased with our experience working with the TrueLine Publishing team. We were not on
of the whitepaper that was produced, but with the level of attention from the team we partnered wit
oriented and I appreciated their follow up. They even o ered to refresh the article and invited Alliant t
design features. It is without reservation that I highly recommend other businesses partnering with
forward to an opportunity to work with them again in the future.
— Katie Patterson, Director of Marketing, Alliant Technologies
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About Us
Toggle is a quarterly business-to-business trade journal highlighting the vital role that technology plays in
a variety of companies and organizations — making a strong case for the centrality of technology
professionals in the day-to-day operations of their institutions. Our journal compiles a collection of
stories from the perspectives of technology executives of health care facilities, nancial institutions,
schools and universities, and other organizations across the country. These stories help cultivate
stronger business relationships by building brand-speci c narratives, allowing top executives to share
what sets their companies apart.
READ MORE
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