
NYC IS339 transforms learning, doubling Math  
performance, increasing attendance, building student 
engagement, and freeing budget with Google Apps 

The Institution

Intermediate School 339 is a New York City Department  
of Education public middle school located in the  
Claremont section of the Bronx. As one of New York City’s  
Empowerment Schools, the school believes the important 
decisions about how to educate students should be made 
by the people who work closely with them – the staff 
and teachers who best know their needs. And, as in any 
school, these students have real needs. Located in an 
under-resourced community, where 85% of kids qualify 
for a free or reduced-cost lunch program and 28% are English 
language learners, IS339 faced the challenges of engaging kids in meaningful 
learning, and of helping parents – many of whom had been educated in other 
countries – understand their kids’ school priorities.

Other challenges were equally measurable. In 2007, only 22% of the kids could 
complete grade-level math, and around 25% had IEPs. But the team closest to 
the kids – Principal Jason Levy and his staff of 110 – still held a bright vision for 
the school. In order to give their 840 students the skills that they needed most, 
Levy and his team set on a course to make IS339 a true “school of communication 
technology” and immerse the entire student body in a program that prepare them 
for life in a Web 2.0 world – and help them gain momentum in the classroom, too. 

Challenge

Like many public schools, New York City’s Intermediate School 339 took what they 
could get when it came to technology. A hodgepodge of computers and “vintage” 
software sat in offices and classrooms around the school, each offering varying 
degrees of functionality – or lack thereof. Communication, according to Principal 
Jason Levy, was random, incomplete, and ineffective. “Smoke signals might have 
worked better,” he recalls. “People used phones, whiteboards, and other time- 
inefficient methods in an attempt to stay current. Memos wouldn’t get read for days 
because they lingered in mail boxes. Whiteboards would get erased, and messages 
became obsolete before we even saw them. We needed a way to stay more current 
and transparent as educators and with students.” 

Beyond solving the broken communications, though, Levy longed for more. He 
wanted to bring technology to 339 to engage kids, excite them about school, and help 
them realize that their work was important – and get them really communicating 
with each other. “We were called the ‘School of Communication Technology,’” he 
recalls, “but we weren’t living up to the name. We were falling behind the times.” 

Then, in winter 2006, good news arrived. Through a capital grant administered  
by the NYCDOE’s iTeachiLearn program, Levy was given the opportunity to begin 
phasing in laptops and other technologies across IS339 over a three-year period, 
and his vision for the school suddenly felt like reality. Around that time, he heard 
about Gmail and gave it a try for his personal email. He also noticed a colleague 
at the Department of Education using Google Docs. He took one look and started 
thinking about his school. “I’d started learning about Wikis and things like that,”  
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he recalls. “I’d considered starting a Wiki to improve our team communications,  
but once I saw Google Docs, my thoughts shifted. I said, ‘This is just like any other 
doc, but you can have multiple users, without starting a Wiki. This is the way to 
collaborate.’ It didn’t take long for me to see the way.”

Solution

Soon after that, Levy brought Google Apps in-house and recommended the public 
version of Gmail to a few people on his team. Before long, they, too, saw the  
potential, and – working with colleagues from the Department of Education – started 
drafting a plan to integrate Gmail and Google Apps into standard practice when 
school resumed in September 2007. As school began, every staff member started 
the “new year” with their own Gmail account. Many started exploring additional 
features, like the Google Docs and Spreadsheets included with Gmail as part of 
Google Apps. 

Levy recalls that the adoption of Google Apps seemed like a natural, “step-by-step” 
process. “At first, some teachers were cautious, as is often the case with new 
technology,” he explains. “But once we started sending staff emails and recording 
minutes in Google Docs, it became imperative – and rewarding – for teachers to learn.”

Since success with technology was a priority, Levy made sure to provide his staff with  
support and coaching – but did not need to conduct “heavy duty” training to bring 
them up to speed. “We integrated coaching on how to work with Google Apps into 
our professional development. We all helped each other, with the more tech-savvy 
staff guiding others on the team. Morale actually went up because teachers felt 
empowered by what they were learning to do. Everyone was in it together, and we 
gained momentum. We even had some 50 teachers come in on a Saturday for a 
‘tech bootcamp’ diving in to the details of using tech at school. We did pay them – 
but still, this was a Saturday. It was clear that the team was motivated and wanted 
to make this work.” 

“We always envisioned getting the kids using tech,” adds Levy’s colleague, Christina 
Jenkins, Department of Education Tech Coach for IS339. “Training teachers how to 
use these tools, and to use them well – we knew that it would be a challenge. We’d 
have to get staff buy-in. Once they began to feel comfortable with making mistakes, 
taking risks, asking for help, and showing up for professional development and 



admitting that they didn’t know how to create, say, a presentation, then it would 
become less of a struggle. But we needed to gain their confidence first.”

Google Apps’ easy, intuitive interface delivered that first glimmer of confidence, 
and the groundswell began. Within two months, the school’s 100-member staff was 
starting to manage their email on a daily basis, and – encouraged by users who  
saw the potential for better communication – getting the hang of Google Apps’  
additional features. Google Apps’ built-in instant messaging also caught on during 
this time, helping staff quickly share updates or get answers to speed decisions 
and efficiency. “This ‘first wave’ was about getting people comfortable,” Levy says. 
“Everyone saw the benefits of sharing notes, lesson plans, meeting minutes, and 
updates on kids more easily than ever before. We became unified as a team even 
before we moved the functionality into our classrooms.”

But classrooms were the next frontier. “By early 2008, the entire staff was ‘in.’ We 
all saw a better way to teach by using Google Apps.” Teachers started by getting 
kids to do essays and projects in Google docs, checking in online, rather than on 
paper, to provide input and suggestions.

What’s more, they encouraged students to help each other, adding private, secure, 
peer editing to the mix. Momentum quickly grew. As teachers and students grew 
comfortable with Google Apps, teachers started assigning quizzes using Forms, 
enabling self-checking on tests, and using various Google Apps tools to track  
conferences, progress, and more. As Levy sees it, “Before we knew it, we were 
becoming the school of communication technology we’d dreamed we’d be. And our 
new ‘Tech Tiger’ mascot fit perfectly.”

Soon, the use of Google Apps became a virtual movement. Levy’s team set up a 
school domain – cis339online.org – and established a few grade-wide initiatives, 
such as using Google Blogger for the eighth graders and leveraging email to make 
individual projects more efficient. “Real creativity and innovation took shape on a 
classroom-by-classroom basis,” Levy says. “By June, pretty much everyone –  
teachers, secretaries, counselors, and students – were using Gmail and some aspect 
of the Google Apps suite daily to streamline work. All of our teachers were using 
documents or spreadsheets for their own work, and most were using them in the 
classroom to enhance teaching and student involvement.”

Results

Today, nearly every teacher at IS339 uses Google Docs and Spreadsheets for 
curriculum	planning,	data	collection	and	analysis	(especially	with	Google	Forms),	
scores, teacher feedback – the list goes on. Google innovations have enhanced 
learning, too: students access email, docs, and Blogger through their secure 
individual accounts, and teachers access these accounts to provide feedback to 
students at all stages of their writing process and to encourage students to help edit 
each others’ work. Kids can keep up with homework and lessons, even when they’re 
home sick. The permission-based collaboration also lets the school match students 
to members of a “blog mentoring program” who check in on student projects and 
coach kids with feedback on topics and writing style. 
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We became unified as a team even before we moved the  
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paper, notebooks, and  
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ABOUT GOOGLE APPS EDUCATION 
EDITION

Google Apps Education Edition is a free 
suite of hosted communication and 
collaboration applications designed for 
schools and universities. Google Apps 
includes	Gmail	(webmail	services	with	
integrated	voice	and	video	chat),	Google	
Calendar	(shared	calendaring),	Google	
Docs	(online	document,	spreadsheet,	 
presentation, and form creation and  
sharing),	Google	Video	(free	10GB	of	
space to securely and privately share 
videos),	and	Google	Sites	(team	website	
creation with video, images, gadgets, 
and	document	integration),	as	well	as	
administrative tools, customer support, 
and access to APIs to integrate Google 
Apps with existing IT systems. 

The improved process has strengthened the school, but a bigger win comes from 
measurable results. Levy reports, “We’ve moved from 22% of kids being on grade 
level in math to 47%. Behavior has improved, attendance is higher, and suspension  
levels have fallen. Writing volume and quality are both on the rise, and we anticipate 
seeing improved ELA scores in 2009.”

Parent participation, too, has improved. In April 2008, 250 adults came to IS339’s 
first ever Parent ExpoMore – a huge increase over previous years’ participation in 
any academic event. “It seems that every member of our school community has felt 
the difference since we started using Google Apps,” says Levy.

But IS339 – not a school to rest on its laurels – is ramping up for a third wave. 
Teachers are focusing on how technology can support learning, even beyond the 
classroom. Instead of just creating worksheets on their computers, they’re thinking 
about how Google Apps can improve instruction. They’re providing feedback like 
editing and writing tips along the way as students write papers and essays. They’re 
getting students to do peer editing online, commenting on each others’ papers and 
making suggestions. And they’re even involving local volunteers in providing feedback 
to students’ work – a process that feels secure and appropriate, due to Google Apps 
trusted standards of online privacy and protection. 

Practical benefits, including new budgetary efficiencies, have also arrived at IS339. 
Google Apps Education Edition’s price tag – free – represents a huge benefit over 
other solutions. But there’s more. “We’ve saved money on paper, notebooks, and 
printing relative to “Learning 1.0’ tools,” he adds, “and we’ve cut professional 
development costs because we can share best practices with each other rather 
than having to rely on outside help. That lets us move more of our budget toward 
real academic and instructional investments.” Levy is delighted because his teams 
“have been able to build capacity through the transparency of the tools.” 

Levy sees the potential for ongoing integration of technology at IS339. In his view, 
“Google’s tools work side-by-side with all of our initiatives – teaching, learning, 
safety, scheduling, culture, professional development, record keeping, and more. 
We seem to find a Google solution for nearly everything we do at our school – not 
only in learning, but in new opportunities like creating behavioral incentives and 
reports. For example, if kids can earn points for doing the right thing, and we track 
the points on a collaborative document, it motivates other students. We even use 
those points to let kids buy things via a Google form from the school store, or to 
show if someone is moving toward a corrective action. Google brings transparency 
and honesty to everything we do. It’s great to have things out in the open and get 
everyone on the same page.”

“We’re always looking for simple, meaningful collaboration between adults and kids, 
here, and even beyond the school,” Levy says. “We want our kids to be ready for 
the future, and we’re building their skills with Google Apps. We feel some sort of 
alignment with the Google philosophy – like we’re all innovating together. When you 
feel like you’ve partnered with an organization and you’re using tools or products 
that are congruent or connected with what you’re doing, you know that you’ve gotten 
it right. It’s a good fit.”

But the greatest satisfaction, Levy concludes, comes from the kids themselves. 
“When I talk with students about their projects,” he adds, “and they say, ‘I’ll share 
you in, Mr. Levy,’ it really makes my day. It’s great to see how well they actually get 
it, and how excited they are to be here.”


