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      Preface

      
         
         
         
      

      
      Information technology can really scare the pants off of some people. It is complicated,
         nuanced, specialized, speaks its own language, and is truly invasive. It has crept
         into almost every aspect of our daily lives. It has changed the way we work. The way
         we learn. The things we buy. The way we buy. And it has become a driving force in the way the world is changing, connecting,
         and expanding.
      

      
      While we have come a long way from thinking of everyone who understands IT as some
         kind of technowizard that dwells in a dark basement and makes strange things happen
         by waving his or her hands over a keyboard, to most people IT is still a complete
         mystery. A black box. I am astonished, almost daily, how little people truly understand
         about the technology we all use so frivolously. With this book I am hoping to demystify
         some of that world. To unbox IT.
      

      
      Information technology is such a huge topic that to truly delve into every nook and
         cranny that exists within that world could take an entire volume of books. So think
         of this as an overview of a truly rich and dense topic of study. IT 101, as it were.
         I will attempt to give a basic understanding of the various disciplines that exist
         within the IT world, some of the thought processes behind the methodologies IT professionals
         follow, and touch on some of the realities of living in a truly technological wonderland.
      

      
      We will look at computer hardware, software, networks, and much more. And while you
         certainly won’t be ready to take on a vicious malware attack or design a fully virtualized
         disaster recovery site when you finish this book, you will have a greater understanding
         of what your friendly neighborhood IT tech goes through on a regular basis. (And also
         know what the blazes a “fully virtualized disaster recovery site” is!)
      

      
      I feel this understanding is imperative for any nontechnology person—but especially
         for anyone in the education field. Technology advances at breakneck speeds, and understanding
         that world is a key to understanding the next generation. The current generation (my
         childrens’ peer group) was born into a world with a computer in every classroom; they
         don’t remember a time when we didn’t all have access to the entire worldwide knowledge
         base in our pockets.
      

      
      The base level of knowledge they possess is the equivalent of a decent entry-level
         help desk technician these days. I’ve been working in the information technology world
         for over fifteen years, and I have seen all kinds of crazy things. I started as one
         of those help desk technicians and have worked my way up to my current position as
         the head of IT for a national program management firm. I’ve designed networks from
         scratch, migrated entire companies from one backend server platform to an entirely
         new system (hardware and operating system), managed
million-dollar IT budgets, and pulled many an all-nighter to ensure that a system
         update didn’t disrupt the workday.
      

      
      I have spent my career in the for-profit industry, but I have had the good fortune
         for the last five years to work for a company that is heavily involved in advancing
         the education world. We work with all levels, from K–12 to higher education. We work
         with individual charter schools, as well as entire school districts. I’ve also been
         married to a teacher for eighteen years, and we have two school-age children. I’ve
         seen the evolution of technology in the classroom, watched my children work a mouse
         and touchscreen without any practice or confusion, and, like all of us, I have lived
         through the evolution of technology in our lives.
      

      
      My parents had to walk to the local library and sort through encyclopedias, old newspapers,
         and (if they were lucky) microfiche records of events. My children have access to
         the entire collected knowledge of the planet through a wire in our house. That is,
         for many of us, an unbelievable change in the way we view the world. And yeah, some
         days that weirds me out too.
      

      
      Ultimately, my goal is to give you the tools to better understand this fully integrated
         aspect of our lives. Computers and technology have reached a level of invisibility
         in our lives that is equal to indoor plumbing and electricity. We don’t think about
         the mechanics of how they work, but when any of those systems breaks it is a massive disruption in our lives. All of us understand the basics of how a fuse box works
         or how to plunge a toilet, and with this book you will learn those equivalents in
         the IT world.
      

      
      So What?

      
      So what is the point, really? My boss is very fond of that simple two-word question.
         And it really does rip right into the heart of everything, doesn’t it? Why is all
         of this important? Why should we spend the next hundred pages or so together? And
         what can you hope to get out of this?
      

      
      Well, if I haven’t made it clear yet, technology is an omnipresent thing. We simply
         can’t escape from it without completely cutting ourselves off from the world. And
         the people who have dedicated their lives to learning about IT, fixing IT, bettering
         IT, and presenting IT to everyone else are an eclectic, eccentric, sometimes frustrating,
         always fascinating breed of individuals. IT may be everywhere, but not everyone understands
         it or appreciates it. And more than a few people are downright terrified of it.
      

      
      By the end of this book, I hope that you won’t be one of those people. Instead, you
         will be someone who either works with, teaches, manages, or employs IT professionals,
         and you will have a much better understanding of what it is they do and what type
         of people they are.
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      Introduction

      
         
         
         
      

      
      As stated earlier, information technology is a huge topic to cover in one sitting.
         Obviously, there are multiyear advanced degrees on the subject. So what can we hope
         to accomplish with just one book? How about advancing from little to no knowledge
         to a basic entry-level understanding? Every IT professional agrees that everyone should
         have a base-level understanding of the technology world.
      

      
      So many questions, frustrations, problems, and misunderstandings that IT professionals
         deal with on a daily basis could be solved by ensuring that everyone had this basic
         set of information. This is especially important in the ever-evolving world of education.
         Anyone who is school-age these days does not know what it is like to live in a world that does not hum with technology. And those who
         choose to work in the education field will be required to have a base-level technological
         understanding to properly interface with these kids.
      

      
      This book will start with an overview of the history of information technology. It
         is a topic that, surprising to many of you, stretches back (at the writing of this
         book) almost two hundred years. Like all good stories, there are heroes and villains,
         wins and losses, and a glimpse into a magical future. And then the journey continues
         into the wonderful world of “talking tech.” I’m sure you have noticed that the IT
         world speaks its own language. In fact, there are all kinds of subdialects within
         information technology.
      

      
      Mostly, the “talking tech” chapter will concern itself with understanding some core
         technology terminology (a crash course, as it were) that will help you to understand
         many of the topics covered in the rest of the book. Don’t worry; this won’t be as
         dry as a dictionary. But just as you need to understand the symbols of arithmetic
         to have any kind of discussion about math, so too will you need this overview to understand
         IT.
      

      
      After we have established our baseline we will dive into a discussion of IT as a function
         of the larger organization. Whatever the organization, be it a business, a school,
         a nonprofit, or a startup, they all have some set of requirements for what they want
         to get out of IT. What is often surprising is that those organizations aren’t very
         good at knowing what it is they want from IT. Mostly this appears to be because the
         people in charge don’t know enough about IT to know what they want. Many of them are
         operating from an old model that turns to technology for the absolute minimum set
         of business needs. It has long been a struggle within the IT world to try and change
         that. One of the problems, however, is that while organizations don’t always know
         how to talk to IT, it is equally true that IT doesn’t know how to talk to the organization.
      

      
      Most IT professionals have progressed through a career track that has kept them elbow
         deep in technology. Then, one day, they are handed a title that includes the words
         manager or supervisor in it and the non-IT managers are surprised that the IT person has trouble adjusting
         from tech talk to business talk. It is an important goal to make sure that everyone
         who works in IT gets exposure to the nontechnical side of the businesses they are
         working for. We will be looking at both sides of the equation, then, to make sure
         that you can see what it is that both groups (information technology and the organization)
         need from each other.
      

      
      How do you ensure that you are doing a good enough job at what you do? Do you track
         improvements? Are you reviewed annually? One of the things that most children dread
         in school is being graded. They never really understand the importance of tracking
         progress at the time. It is just what is expected. IT professionals, by comparison,
         love to be graded. Metrics are a key aspect of daily life in the IT world.
      

      
      There is nothing more satisfying than an uptime dashboard that shows all systems green.
         Or a help desk satisfaction survey that shows you are meeting all of your service
         level agreements and your customer feedback has you rated at 97 percent. So you better
         believe we will spend some time covering important IT metrics and learning what they
         mean. We will also cover the metrics that are most important to the organization and
         to you as a technology user. Interestingly these are not always the same thing.
      

      
      From there, we will venture into the wonderful world of hardware. Servers, laptops,
         desktops, tablets, smartphones; we will touch on all of those. There are so many aspects
         to the hardware we all use on a daily basis that no one really thinks about. Most
         people have heard the terms hard drive, processor, and memory, but do you understand them? (File cabinet, brain, and countertop by the way, but
         we will get into that later.) And the obvious place we will go from there is software.
      

      
      Do you know why we need operating systems? Who knows just how many software processes
         are running when you are just staring at your desktop with nothing open? And we will look at the evolution of the app as we have become an increasingly
         mobile world. After those (for most people) relatively comfortable topics, we wander
         into one of the truly hidden areas of IT. We’ll spend some time unpacking networking
         and understanding how information flows from one computer to another.
      

      
      And no, it isn’t magical fairies . . . it’s spiders, of course. World Wide Web, and
         all that. Honestly, though, this is an area that even IT professionals find confusing,
         and anyone who is not an IT professional and can actually talk to their network technician
         about what he or she does will greatly impress them.
      

      
      When you read the words IT professional, what is the first type of person that comes to mind? More than likely
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