
With more than 30 years experience in education, 

before being appointed as Santa Sophia Catholic 

College’s Foundation Principal, Mark De Vries had held 

virtually every leadership role to be found in a typical 

school, from faculty coordinator, to director of teaching 

and learning, to assistant principal. 

Yet there’s nothing typical about Santa Sophia Catholic 

College. For a start, this is a P2P school, meaning it 

can cater for students from pre-school to post-school, 

even offering students TAFE and university subjects 
out of normal school hours. 

Importantly, it’s a future-focused learning environment, 

where more than 2000 students will eventually 

learn in purpose-built spaces designed to support 

contemporary learning that fosters students’ 21st 

century skills.

 
 
 
 
 
 
Relevant, 21st century education 
Leading a school of this size, breadth and calibre, Mark 

and his team are committed to offering students not 
just an engaging, meaningful education, but also one 
that truly prepares them for their lives beyond school.  

“Today’s students will need more than just ‘reading, 
writing and arithmetic’ to see them through life in a 

dynamic, fast-paced society,” says Mark. “Careers are 

no longer linear and employers – under increasing 

pressure through automation and globalisation – want 

staff who are creative, innovative, collaborative and 
digitally literate.”

De Vries’ observations are borne out in research1 

conducted by the Foundation for Young Australians 
(FYA), which identifies ‘transferable’, or ‘enterprise’ skills 
as invaluable for today’s young people. According to 
FYA, such skills include critical thinking, presentation 
skills, communication skills and digital literacy.

“For teachers and school leaders, our challenge is 

to look to the future and develop not only schools, 

but also models of curriculum delivery, that equip 

students with the skills they need for the workplaces of 

tomorrow,” says Mark.

Central to achieving this goal is providing a teaching 

and learning environment that reflects contemporary 
society – and that means digital. 

Transitioning to digital learning: 
lessons from the top

When the NSW Catholic Education Office (CEO) committed to establishing Santa Sophia Catholic 
College in 2018 – a brand new school in Sydney’s north western Hills District – they knew they 
needed a visionary, future-focused educational leader at its helm. Enter Mark De Vries.

Mark De Vries, digital learning proponent and Foundation Principal, Santa Sophia 

Catholic College, Sydney.



The future is digital

“For me, there’s no question that schools today need 

to embrace digital learning 100 per cent,” says Mark. 

“I am rigorously committed to integrating technology 

into teaching and learning and have a track record of 

introducing and supporting digital initiatives in the 

schools I’ve worked at in the past.”

Mark’s previous school leadership experiences (at St 

Mark’s College and Marian College) have given him 
invaluable expertise not only around the benefits of 
digital learning for students, but in how to successfully 

transition from print to digital and bring school 

stakeholders and communities along for the ride.

Making the digital transition
Sell the ‘why’

“The first step is to engage and inspire those around 
you with your vision for digital learning and why you’re 

making the transition,” says Mark.

He recognises that this can be challenging depending 

on your school environment, but says, “when you draw 

on what the research2 tells us about the benefits of 
embracing digital learning, it’s hard not to get excited 

about bringing the possibilities of technology into the 

classroom.” 

Although more schools than ever are embracing ‘Bring 
Your Own Device’ (BYOD) policies or implementing 
laptop or tablet programs, Mark says it’s still common 

for some stakeholders to express concerns about 

digital learning. 

“These could include that having screens in class might 
be a distraction and that digital learning technology is 

too costly.” 

“Yet digital learning actually improves classroom 

engagement because of its potential to provide students 

with individual, real time feedback on their learning,” says 

Mark. “Meanwhile, many of the costs of digital learning 

are offset by the savings accrued through not having to 
purchase printed texts or pay for photocopies.”

The ‘anytime, anywhere’ nature of digital learning is 
something that excites Mark, and he loves the analytics 

available within some of today’s leading digital learning 

platforms.

“Being able to collect and analyse data about our students 
and how they learn is incredibly powerful,” he says.

“For me, there’s no question that 
schools today need to embrace 
digital learning 100 per cent.”

Artist’s impression of the new Santa Sophia Catholic College, Sydney.



Follow a clear implementation process

Mark says the key to successfully transitioning from 

print to digital learning is to follow a clear process of 

implementation. His four-step approach includes:

Give teachers blocks of time to work  
and plan collaboratively 

“Because digital learning involves much more than  
just using a pdf instead of a photocopy, curriculum 
delivery and teaching programs need to be modified 
when digital learning is introduced. Teachers need 
adequate blocks of time to collaboratively plan for  

and implement these changes,” says Mark.

Invest in teacher training 

“A good school is a school with good teachers. 
Teachers must be provided with quality professional 
development opportunities to embrace digital  

learning and to build their capacity and confidence 
using digital resources and teaching methods.”

 Aim for specialisation 

“In my experience, teachers are most effective when 
working together in subject area groups as opposed  
to across multiple disciplines,” says Mark.

“Teachers who specialise in the same area are 
likely to have similar blocks of time available to plan 

collaboratively and will also share common subject 
area knowledge that can help underpin strong  

digital pedagogy.” 

 Create future-proof, sustainable change 

For schools looking to transition from print-based to 

digital learning, Mark also advocates ‘future-proofing’, 
or planning for sustainable change and implementing  

a deliberate process of change management.

“As with all change, there is the temptation to revert  
to what we know, or what we’ve always done, instead  

of embracing the new. To transition successfully to 
digital learning, there is a change process that schools 

need to manage so that the change becomes the  

norm – in other words, it’s sustainable for teachers,  

for students and for school leaders. 

“Digital learning is not something to do ‘just 
sometimes’, and nor is it about having some teachers 

using digital resources while others don’t. It has to  

be school-wide and supported by a deliberate  

change management plan.”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Measuring success

Like any transition or change, schools will want to track 

their progress and benchmark against agreed goals.

“This might include implementing formal processes for 
seeking student and teacher feedback or conducting 

internal reviews,” says Mark.

Ultimately, I believe digital learning is the foundation 
of contemporary education. Provide an engaging, 
digital learning environment and you’re on your way 
to giving students the skills they will need for future 
success. That’s something I think every school should 
be aiming for.” 

1 https://www.fya.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/The-New-Basics_Update_Web.pdf 
2 https://ed.stanford.edu/news/technology-can-close-achievement-gaps-and-improve-learning-outcomes and http://www.afr.com/news/special-reports/teaching-the-digital-natives-20150814-giz77q
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Jacaranda extends sincere thanks to Mark  
De Vries for his involvement in this article.  
Mark has transitioned a number of schools  
to digital learning by adopting the Jacaranda 
Digital Bundle for Years 7-10, a package of 10+ 
digital resources, teacher training and support. 

To learn more about how Jacaranda can help  
your school make the leap to digital learning,  
visit www.jacaranda.com.au/bundle.  


