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In an era of tight budgets, we can
benefit by creating multiple effects
from any expenditure of funds —

making one thing count for two (or
more). Information technology
investment is no different. The pri-
mary purpose of an IT grant in a col-
lege or university is usually to support
hardware, software, or training. How-
ever, if designed and managed cor-
rectly, an IT grant can have effects that
go far beyond the immediate goal of
improving technology and can con-
tribute in a number of indirect ways to
the experience of faculty and students.
This article describes how one liberal
arts college implemented an IT grant
and then created ripple effects, ulti-
mately providing professional devel-
opment opportunities for faculty that
went beyond employing new technol-
ogy. The ingredients necessary for
such additional benefits occur in
nearly any higher education setting,
hence these suggestions may prove
useful to others in designing, propos-
ing, or implementing IT grants.

Background
Allegheny College is a small liberal

arts college in northwestern Pennsyl-
vania. Allegheny faces challenges sim-
ilar to those of many other liberal arts
colleges. It recognizes the great impor-
tance of technology in students’ lives
and how technological innovations
can enrich teaching and learning. Yet
large differences exist in how comfort-
able individual faculty members are
with technology and how willing they

are to engage in learning new tech-
niques. Some faculty, often in the nat-
ural sciences, have integrated technol-
ogy quite comprehensively into their
teaching, while others, often in the
humanities and social sciences, are
puzzled about how to do so.

Allegheny also prides itself on pro-
viding students with a well-rounded
liberal arts education, with significant
emphasis on the connections among
disciplines and on interdisciplinary
thinking and research. Many faculty
are in principle very interested in
establishing such connections. How-
ever, in practice, most have little time
to engage with each other in such
interdisciplinary work because of the
heavy demands of teaching, advising,
and research.

In 1997, three faculty members,
with the help and support of
Allegheny Educational Computing
Services, devised a project funded by
the Buhl Foundation that addressed
both technological literacy and inter-
disciplinary teaching. The project had
three phases.

First, the three faculty (two in the
English Department and one in Envi-
ronmental Science) would create and
conduct an interdisciplinary course that
would emphasize writing and techno-
logical literacy. This process would sup-
port interdisciplinary connections
among the faculty involved and would
help students improve communication
skills using the latest technologies.

Second, part of the funds, supple-
mented by those from an Allegheny
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alumnus, supported the construction
of a multimedia classroom. In this
room faculty could teach writing by
projecting student papers onto a
screen in front of the room and col-
laboratively editing and revising them
in class for all to see.

Third, the software obtained
through grant funds, most notably a
package allowing students to post
paper drafts in an electronic room and
have other students critique them
using on-line discussion, would be
made available to other faculty across
the college.

One unique feature of the grant
design was the inclusion of three fac-
ulty evaluators, one each from the
natural sciences, social sciences, and
humanities. Their purpose was to sit
in on classes, talk periodically with
faculty teaching Buhl-supported
courses, and ultimately report their
observations to the outside evaluator.
The outside evaluator would eventu-
ally create a final report. The grant
proposal authors believed that these
faculty would have a better sense than
an outside evaluator of how the grant-
funded activities fit into the overall
culture and climate of the college.
Therefore, they could provide unique
information for both formative and
summative evaluations of the grant.

Ripple Effects
The grant accomplished many of its

goals. Students became much more
competent in a variety of technolo-
gies, as did faculty. The interdisci-
plinary course was a success; students
used technology to do extensive peer
reviewing, both with students in their
own courses and with students in
other courses. New software and hard-
ware were added to the tools that fac-
ulty across the college could use for
their teaching.

Perhaps more striking than the
intended results of the grant were its
unintended ones — the ripple effects
that broadened the grant’s impact far
beyond its original goals. Foremost
among those unintended conse-
quences were the many ways in which
faculty began to talk with each other

about teaching. Because the grant
involved training in the new multime-
dia classroom and in the new software
package for online discussions and
peer reviewing, the grant organizers
set up training sessions for faculty.
However, they recognized that the use
of technology in teaching must be
driven by pedagogical needs rather
than by the technology available. As a
result, many of the discussions in
those training sessions, which the
grant organizers attended, focused not
so much on the new technologies as
on the use of technology — when it is
appropriate, when it is not, and what
kind of goals it might facilitate.

The Computing Services staff,
involved in the project from the
beginning, were as well versed in these
philosophical issues as the faculty, and
they engaged in the discussions too.
Thus faculty members from many
departments had the opportunity,
within a technology training session,
to talk with colleagues from other dis-
ciplines about what they hoped to
accomplish in their teaching. Faculty
talked to people they wouldn’t talk to
ordinarily. Junior faculty became bet-
ter acquainted with their senior col-
leagues, providing an opportunity for
mentoring and for sharing experi-
ences. The instructional technologists
gained a greater understanding of the
faculty’s teaching and learning goals,
which enhanced their ability to pro-
vide support to faculty. All of these
activities broadened not only the
direct impact of the grant, but the
excitement and interest of the faculty
in general.

Similarly, as part of the project’s
evaluation, the original organizers

gathered the participating faculty
together (ultimately 28 faculty from
14 different disciplines) to discuss
how well the technology had been
incorporated into their teaching.
That, too, became a forum for inter-
disciplinary discussion about the goals
of liberal arts teaching and the ways in
which to accomplish those goals. The
ongoing contact with the internal
evaluators also offered an opportunity
for interaction, so much so that the
internal evaluators actually adopted
some of the ideas from the grant in
their own teaching.

These interactions are exactly the
kind of interdisciplinary discussions
that faculty at Allegheny hope to have
but often do not. They needed the
time and a forum, a reason to come
together — the grant provided them.
As a result of these discussions, faculty
created connections with each other
that enhanced their ability to teach
effectively.

Suggestions
How might others create such ripple

effects from IT grants in other settings?
First, the design of the grant might
include a focus on an area that bridges
gaps naturally existing in the faculty.
For example, Allegheny’s grant was
designed to use technology to enhance
the quality of the teaching of writing.
Students write in all disciplines. There-
fore, our grant provided a forum in
which natural scientists could talk
with scholars in the humanities about
how to teach writing — an opportu-
nity rarely available before. These fac-
ulty then became resources for each
other as they began to implement
changes in how they taught writing in
their various disciplines.

Many other potential grant themes
(such as the use of online class discus-
sions, course Web pages, or electronic
resources) could provide a way to
establish such connections. If a grant
introduces any kind of new technol-
ogy, the training sessions can be
designed so that they include ways of
getting faculty to talk to each other
about the issues they find compelling.

Similarly, a grant might be designed
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to take advantage of the natural spec-
trum of interest in technology issues
across the campus. Typically, a few
faculty embrace technological innova-
tion readily. Some are interested but
might feel overwhelmed at the invest-
ment of time involved, and others will
be resistant or even hostile to any use
of new technologies. Ordinarily, these
disparities might be seen as a liability,
but if the grant authors assume they
exist and build them into the grant,
they can actually become an asset.
The faculty who adopt technology
early might serve as a pilot group and
then become resources for the other
groups as the technology gradually
becomes available to all faculty. Again,
forums created for interchange among
faculty ultimately enhance their expe-
rience as well as that of the students.

Each of these techniques plants
seeds for cooperation early in the
grant process. They also help diffuse
ideas through the faculty, so the
grant’s effects have a better chance of
lasting instead of disappearing after

the grant period ends. Bringing new
people into the process of innovation
also can help avoid some of the
burnout that the early adopters of
technology often experience and
increase the chances of the innova-
tions becoming part of the institu-
tion’s fabric.

Finally, since any IT grant will
include evaluation, building a forma-
tive element (discussions held during
the grant period to permit changes in
how the activities are conducted) into
the grant can also provide ways to
engage more of the campus commu-

nity in the project. Such practices can
help broaden thinking about the grant
beyond those directly involved.

Conclusions
Following these suggestions should

help broaden the effects of IT grants
and potentially increase their appeal to
funding agencies and college adminis-
trations. Obviously, the general princi-
ples of using technology in education
— for example, that innovations must
be driven by pedagogical needs rather
than by the availability of technology
— remain important. Burnout among
faculty who spearhead such initiatives
is always a risk. However, the more
that IT grants become part of the insti-
tution’s everyday working life, the
more widespread their impacts are
likely to be. Everyone, especially stu-
dents, will benefit. e
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