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A CONNECTED 
CULTURE OF 
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L
ast year, my daughter’s fifth grade teacher (Brenda Mayorga, SMCISD), experimented with a 
Learning Management System (LMS) in her classroom. When I saw the interface, I was sold. It 
looked at first glance like Facebook, but with endless possibilities for sharing information in a 
secure online environment.

Assignments and notes from the teacher were all in one place, which helped my sometimes-scattered 
kiddo simplify her homework routine. She also spent more time messaging her classmates in the 
evenings, clarifying questions on homework, and discussing various projects and ideas. But were there 
broader benefits to be had? Could grade-level or campus-wide use of an LMS increase connections for 
students, teachers, and parents and improve teaching and learning?

Meet Dr. Will
Dr. Will Deyamport, III. is an 
instructional technologist at 
the high school in Hattiesburg, 
Mississippi, which USM, Brett 
Favre, and I all call home. Dr. 
Will has a resume packed with 
tech know-how and experience, 
including a research focus on 
Digital Leadership for his Ed.D., 
an online show about education, 
a long-standing blog, and a 
prominent Twitter presence as 
@IamDrWill. 

Mississippi doesn’t make big news 
for being innovative all the time, 
but Dr. Will is one of the educators 
changing that from the ground 
up. There is great resolve at the 
community level to provide the best 
possible education for students, 
despite inadequate state funding 
for education. 

The Change
Hattiesburg’s selection and 
district-wide deployment of an 
LMS platform was a wonderful 
excuse for me to speak with Dr. Will 
firsthand. He views technology as a 
tool for expanding student interest 
and options and his focus on 
connecting people, not just pushing 
new technology.

“When I talk to teachers about 
using technology, I ask them 
to reimagine the learning 
experiences of their students,” Dr. 
Will explained. He encourages a 
“culture of risk-taking,” as he calls 
it, where teachers step back and 
consider new possibilities for using 
devices to present ideas and engage 
students. The district-wide LMS 
platform is helping do that. 

A Team Approach to Change
From the outset, Dr. Will credited 
the leadership in his district with 
the success of this enormous 
undertaking, saying it was the vision 
of Superintendent James Bacchus 
and CIO Dane Conrad that made 
the district’s digital change possible. 
Principals Andrea Short, Jermaine 
Brown, and Dr. Robert 
Williams were then able 
to lead their campuses 
knowing they had the 
support needed to move 
forward.

HPSD wanted the most 
usable, flexible platform 
possible, one that would 
encourage users to 
connect, interact, and share 
with one another. Rather 
than choosing for them, 
Bacchus and Conrad chose 
to assemble a team that 
could evaluate several options and 
consider a wide variety of needs and 
perspectives. 

The tech team included teachers 
from each subject area, three 

instructional technologists, a 
librarian, and a principal. Google 
Classroom, Schoology, and Edmodo 
were among the platforms 
considered, all of which were tested 
and rated by the team members. 
Once the platform was selected, it 
was easier to get buy-in from the 
other teachers and staff because 
their interests and needs had been 
represented during the search.

Virtual Connections
“There are great education 
resources on Twitter, but it takes 
time to develop a strong a PLN,” 
said Dr. Will. With the Schoology 
platform, the connections 
are immediate. Groups were 
established for each grade level to 
facilitate sharing between teachers 
across the district.

In his group for ninth-grade 
teachers, Dr. Will’s teachers 
discuss strategies and tools that 
can support specific curricula. 
And by sending announcements 

about the efforts and 
successes of individual 
teachers, Dr. Will 
encourages interaction 
between group members 
and helps his teachers 
feel acknowledged and 
appreciated.

Dr. Will told me about 
Dr. Lakiesha Stokes, 
who works with the new 
teachers in the district. She 
knew that their classrooms 
were very different, 
and that by sharing 
information instead of 

working in isolation, the teachers 
and students would all benefit. 

Dr. Stokes created a group that 
now makes it easy to share content, 
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advice, ideas, lesson plans, and 
other documents they might need. 
This solution also enables teachers 
to collaborate in virtual groups and 
eliminate duplicative work.

Technologists in HPSD can 
also push specific content to 
individuals or groups and deliver 
communications to a target 
audience. They can also crowd-
source challenges and increase 
interactions inside the group.

Community Connections
Since implementing the new 
system, students and teachers are 
sharing information in a new way, 
as are district-level employees. They 
now communicate with teachers 
more often, exchanging ideas, 
asking questions, and offering input 
and support. This is all part of what 
Dr. Will refers to as “a connected 
culture of learning.”

Collaboration with colleagues like 
Kerri Farmer and Albert Galeas, 
both of whom lead 1:1 initiatives 
on other HPSD campuses, is 
essential to this “connected 
culture” and the implementation’s 
success. Technologists are able 
to easily share information and 
ideas, and they also can support 
one another better professionally 
and personally because of the 
knowledge and relationships they 
are building together.

Providing professional development 
for teachers is now easier, too. 
Technologists can push specific 
content to individuals or groups 
of teachers based on their specific 
needs. This personalized approach 
helps Dr. Will and his peers support 
teachers at all technology comfort 
and skill levels. 

Be the Change
I wanted to know how things are 
for Dr. Will on an average day, and 
he acknowledges that there is work 
to be done. But when your goal is 
to “Change the dynamic of how we 
work together,” it’s going to take 
time and practice to get everything 
running smoothly.  

“I want to be a coach, a champion 
for them, and to help them unleash 
their superpowers,” Dr. Will said. 
The commitment to building 
connections between people 
online and in life is changing the 
way everyone learns. It is a great 
example of what can happen when 
district leadership, community 
support, and committed educators 
work together to build the schools 
of the future.  

Note: HPSD has an 
enterprise version of 
Schoology. Not all features 
described above are 
available in the free version.

PHOTOS:

PREVIOUS PAGE: 
Dr. Will standing in 
front of Hattiesburg 
High School.

LEFT PAGE: 
Dr. Will with his tool 
of choice, an HP 
Chromebook. 

ABOVE, CLOCKWISE: 
Dr. Will  with Mr. 
Darnell Payton

Mr. Moore using 
his Chromebook to 
check on his students' 
progress.

Dr. Will with Ms. 
Angela Carter.
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