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5 Key Steps in using the iPad to Enhance Teaching and Learning 

in the Classroom 

 

by Raymond D. Snyder, MBA, Adjunct Professor, County College of Morris 

 

 
 
 

When the opportunity presented itself to do action research to study the effectiveness of 

technology in the classroom, I quickly developed a proposal. I currently use a variety of 

websites, YouTube videos and simulations in the classroom, but I am always the one directing 

the students to the sites and beginning the discussions.  My hope was that the students would 

be more empowered in the classroom with the use of the iPads to research material, which 

would develop into topical discussions and ultimately enhanced learning in the course.   The 

following discusses my plans and foibles as I introduced new technology for my Principles of 

Economics (Macroeconomics) course.  

  

The Experience 

My three main goals of the Perkins Grant Action Research was to enhance the learning 

of my students, increase my knowledge of the new technologies to develop new methods to 

teach the materials and provide my colleagues feedback of the experience.  While my data 

collection could have been better developed, I did uncover some keys to the use in technology 

in the classroom, for both myself as teacher to enhance the course materials and the students’ 

learning.  The following are key learning points I gained from using the iPad in my 

Macroeconomics course.   
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Learning Point 1: Understand the technology 

A) Take a course to learn the technology:  While I found the iPad easy to use there 

were some aspects that would have made for a better teaching and learning experience.  With a 

month to experiment prior to the start of the course (macroeconomics), I learned to use the iPad 

and researched several apps that the students would be able to use for their in class research.  

Those apps, in combination with several websites that I use during class with the PC, would 

make for an interesting and good learning experience for the students.  My classes consist of 

the use of news sites, YouTube videos, PowerPoint presentations, and economics websites 

some of which have simulations.  

When I announced at the beginning of class that the students would be taking part in a 

study where they would be using iPads in class, they seemed excited about the opportunity.  In 

this course, I had 24 students that I grouped into 8 teams of 3 each.  The number of groups 

proved fortuitous later in the course.  We would use the iPads a total of 6 times in class as 

groups.  The first day for the iPads, I scheduled time in the class so that the students would 

have an opportunity to get familiar with the iPad technology.  Some students had iPhones, 

others Mac computers and felt comfortable with the iPads but this was mostly a PC group – in 

hind-sight it would have been good to take a formal survey as to the technological prowess the 

students had at the beginning of the course.  My thought for the first iPad use in class was to 

guide the students through the workings of the iPad, show off some of the apps that would be 

used in class for research, and then let them spend some time getting used to the technology.  

So iPads in hand of the groups, we proceeded to access the Internet.  While my iPad was 

connecting fine – none of the others were.  I had been assured that we were a wireless campus, 

so I was perplexed as to why we were not connecting.  Finally, a student mentioned to me that 

the iPads needed to have the wireless turned on.  If I knew more about the product I could have 
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handled that in the beginning and resolved the Internet connection issue, which leads to the 

next tip . . . 

B) Know your facility/classroom limitations: Once we got the iPads set for wireless 

capabilities, we were all set right – wrong.  Only two of the group’s were able to get the 

Internet – the other six were in limbo searching for access.  I found that if I walked 4-steps to 

the left or right, I would lose my connectivity!  I was walking around the room with my iPad 

searching for connectivity like a dowser uses a forked stick to find water.  Day 1 with the iPads 

did not go well at all, as I was not as prepared as I should have been.  I later made some 

inquiries about large classrooms with complete wireless capabilities and found one that we 

would go to in the Learning Center/Library on the remaining 5 iPad days.  This is an important 

lesson also for the college IT department, that theory and the practical are at times not the 

same.  At least things could only improve, right? – wrong. 

c) Know the technology’s limitations:  Once in the Learning Center, we had no more 

connectivity issues.  The students quickly became familiar with the technology and we started 

to research the Congressional Budget Office and Federal Reserve data in our discussions of 

fiscal and monetary policies.  In one discussion of comparative advantage and trade, I went to 

the iPads to let the groups access a simulation at http://desertislandgame.com/.  It is a clever 

simulation that shows the advantages of specialization with another entity even if they have an 

absolute advantage with all goods.  In another example of not knowing the technology, I 

instructed the students to access the website, where they were not able to perform the 

simulation because it uses ‘Flash’ technology, which Apple abhors.  We did the simulation as a 

group through the PC, so all was not lost but having the ability to do so as groups would make 

for a better dynamic.  I was also prevented from trying another Flash based simulation about 

the US budget, called Budget Hero, http://www.heavygames.com/budgethero/gameframe.asp.  
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This simulation was used in another Macroeconomics class and the students really enjoyed the 

discussion and thought process as they made adjustments to the budget to meet their goals.   

  

Learning Point 2: Know how you want to apply the technology 

What is the instructor’s goal for the students in the course?  What are the key points 

with which each student should leave the course?  These are what the professor should focus 

on for course success.  Using technology just so you can say you use technology is not how 

you want to go about using the technology.  The course material is the primary concern.  The 

iPad is a tool, much like a text book, that helps both the instructor and the student.  The former 

can use the technology to enhance the classroom information and learning points, the latter to 

enhance their learning.  The table at the end of the article indicates the apps that were used in 

the Macroeconomics course an my assessment of their usefulness in the course. I used the apps 

to reinforce the materials discussed in the lessons with real-life and current data, the students 

used it for their research in their group reports and an in-class simulation.                         

 

Learning Point 3: Keep an eye out for misuse 

 The use by students of technology in class is something that I encourage in my courses.  

If the students can search a particular topic or news story that enhances the classroom 

discussion, then the lesson is enhanced.  However, not all students choose to spend their time 

in class performing topical searches for the educational gain of others but prefer to text their 

friends or check up on them on Facebook.  It is imperative for the teacher to continuously 

monitor the use of the iPad as it is extremely easy for the students to get ‘distracted’ with the 

technology.       

 

Learning Point 4: Measure the enthusiasm 
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How do you measure enthusiasm?  How do you quantitatively measure an emotion?  

One student came into class proudly one day and told me he just bought an iPad – just a few 

days before the iPad 2 was launched!  After a brief discussion with him, we determined that he 

should return it and get on the list for the iPad 2.  It seems that the student certainly was 

enthused by the iPad and what it could do to assist his education.  So was only one of my 25 

students enthused? 

Attendance could be a way to look at enthusiasm.  In comparing the attendance of 

regular days to that of attendance on days the iPads were used, if attendance increased, then it 

is conceivable that the students were enthusiastic about using the technology in class.  On days 

that we used the iPad, the average attendance was 92.65% with the median being 94.12% 

because the first day of use had one of the lowest attendance ratings of the course.  The more 

we used the iPads the higher the attendance became, which seems to indicate that the more the 

iPads were used the more enthusiastic the students became.  It is also interesting to note that 

the mean attendance rating was 4.13% higher on the days that we used the iPads.   

While enthusiasm is important in setting a learning environment, student learning 

results are also important.  While there have been some changes in test questions and projects, 

the same material has been covered in five Macroeconomics courses, the grades for the iPad 

course showed a 2% increase over the other Macroeconomics courses I have taught.  Perhaps 

this result is anecdotal but it indicates that there is a potential for increased academic 

understanding with increased enthusiasm for the class.   

 

Learning Point 5: Bring Technology and the Course Together 

At last, I had a brain storm and combined the iPad research the students completed in 

the classes with an interesting exercise that combined with the course materials and current 

events.  The assignment for the last time we would be using the iPads would be that we were 
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going to be a mock Congress and discuss key aspects of fiscal and monetary policy being 

discussed in Washington D.C.  I made four groups responsible for aspects of fiscal policy; 1) 

increase spending, 2) decrease spending, 3) increase taxes (revenue), and 4) decrease taxes.  

The other four groups would focus on four aspects of monetary policy concerns; 1) 

unemployment rate is too high, 2) employment rate not a large concern, 3) inflation growth is 

too high, 4) inflation is not a concern.  The students seemed enthusiastic to discuss their view 

point and did a great job of providing initiatives they thought would be useful to get our 

economy growing faster.  Several came up after the class to say how much they enjoyed the 

class.  I would have liked to see more of a debate between the groups but time was short and it 

could have been something I could have developed in previous classes with the students – 

again hind-sight.   

Ultimately, with the mock Congress, I achieved my goal of combining effectively the 

use of iPad technology and the course materials.  Technology is but a tool that can be used by 

both professor and student to enhance the learning opportunities in the classroom.  It keeps the 

students engaged in the class and the impact on real-life events.  Using this technology in class 

also helps to prepare the student for their future careers as this technology becomes 

increasingly ensconced in the work world.   

 

Making it Work 

With Inkling and other publishers developing interactive e-textbooks with video and 

graphics for the iPad, more educational apps being developed daily, and more high schools and 

4-year colleges requiring (building in the costs into the tuition) the use of the iPads in class, the 

need for professors to adjust their teaching techniques to incorporate more technology, in their 

courses, that their students are familiar with is imperative. 
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A challenge for the two-year colleges like County College of Morris is how do you 

require students to have an iPad in class?  One of the advantages of community colleges is the 

lower tuition costs for excellent educational opportunities.  It is difficult to build the cost of an 

iPad into the course.  Currently County College of Morris has a limited supply of iPads 

available to professors and students.  While the college could purchase more, and we now have 

a small quantity of iPad 2s, it would be nice if there was a rent to own plan.  This would allow 

the student to pay a small amount for an iPad per course with the knowledge that when they 

graduate with their degree they would own an iPad model.  As an example of pricing, with the 

current cost of an iPad 2 at $500 and assuming that a student would need 60 credits for a 

degree, the college could charge an extra $8.35 per credit for the use of an iPad at school.  In 

realty, the charge per credit would probably be higher to incorporate other costs but not 

significantly higher.  At graduation, the student would own the latest iPad model.  Those 

students that are just taking an occasional course would still benefit without the need of a $500 

investment on their part for an iPad.   

Another challenge for the two-year institution would be to have the instructors 

incorporate the use of the technology in as many if not all their courses.  It would not be fair to 

the students to have a rent to own program if only a few of their courses used iPads. 

 

Experience Summary 

While mistakes were made in the action research, the action research met the goals 

developed at the onset.   The students had an opportunity to work and learn with new state-of-

the-art technology, used in a way that showcased real-life economics data.  The students were 

enthusiastic with the iPad use and did better in the course than the average course grades.  The 

students gained from the research and in-class discussions about the United States and the 

global economy. 
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I too benefited as I too had an opportunity to use the latest technology.  I learned of new 

tools that will help me provide better information in my courses.  Having never participated in 

action research, I did learn a lot, would have done some things differently, but in general 

thought the experience was successful.    

I hope that you have gained from my miscues and insights on the use of iPads in my 

course.  It seems to be a good tool for use in the classroom and can benefit both the students 

and assist the professor.  Students want to be engaged in class.   The more we as instructors can 

get students involved in the learning process, through encouraging questions and discussions to 

using technology in class, the more effective our teaching and increased learning opportunities 

for our students. 
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Key Economics Apps Used in the Macroeconomics Course: 
App Explanation Usefulness 
Economy for iPad, v.1.0  
 
Cascade Software 
Corporation; 
http://CascadeSoft.net  
 

This app provided the most current economic 
statistics, graphs, and analysis for the following 
National Indicators: 
• Business 

o Durable good orders 
o Retail sales 
o Manufacturing PMI index 
o Industrial production 

• Employment 
o Civilian unemployment/employment 
o Median duration 
o Government employees 
o Initial claims 

• Federal Debt 
o Gross federal debt 
o Federal debt/surplus 
o Gross Federal Debt held by public 

• Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 
o GDP 
o GNP 
o Gross Domestic Purchases 
o Real GDP 
o Consumer spending (CS) 
o Real CS 
o Total personal income 
o Total disposable income 

• Housing 
o Housing starts 
o New single family houses sold 

• Inflation 
o Consumer Price Index (CPI) 
o CPI less food and energy 
o CPI housing 

• Interest Rates 
o 10 year Treasury 
o 1, 20, 30 year 
o Effective Federal Funds Rate 

• Monetary Aggregates 
o M1 and M2 money stock 

 

This app was an excellent addition 
to the course.  Everything we 
discussed during the course was 
right here in one easy to use app.  
I frequently referred to the data in 
class and the students used this 
app extensively.  

Econ Tracker This app provided economic news and press 
releases from the following: 
• CBO Recent publications 
• Bureau of Economic Analysis Economic 

Overview 
• Federal Reserve Board (FRB) 

Banking/Consumer Regulatory Policy 
• FRB Monetary Policy 
• FRB Speeches/Testimony 
 

I used this data more than the 
students in class but tremendous 
information at my finger tips 
allowed me to reinforce key 
concepts in class with the current 
U.S. economy. 
 

Time Magazine, The NY 
Times, The Economist 

App version of the publications.  Mostly used to discuss economic 
current events.  I am a proponent 
of connecting the course materials 
to news stories.  To really use 
these apps though a subscription 
is required. 
  

 


