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CASE STUDY:  Student Competitions Bring New Instructor and Student Opportunities 
  
UNITED STATES 
Academy Instructor Discovers CyberPatriot  
 
Lisa Oyler teaches at the Summit Technology 
Academy (STA), located on the Missouri 
Innovation Campus in Lee’s Summit. STA teaches 
over 600 students annually, from over 30 local 
high schools, across 17 regional school districts.  
 
STA is a program for high school juniors and 
seniors who have an aptitude for technology and 
engineering. STA describes itself as a career-
focused academy for students who are “driven, 
focused, and passionate about discovering 
their future career field.” 
 
Back in 2001, when Lisa was first starting to teach, 
she started out with a computer applications 
course. The second year, the only course available 
for her to teach was a networking class. Because 
she knew nothing about networking, a retiring 
math teacher gave her a box of networking 
manuals, and she purchased a few books on 
networking. “I found it a fascinating learning 
experience, but how was I supposed to turn that 
raw material into a curriculum?” So she acquired 
a CD with 43 chapters of teaching content, and 
narrowed that down to a course.  
 
A curriculum and a competition change 
everything 
While Lisa was teaching her first networking class 
of 20 students, STA’s principal received an email 
from nearby Metropolitan Community College, 
asking if they wanted to begin offering Cisco 
courses. 
 
1. Would you like to become a Cisco Networking 
Academy campus? The college was doing 
outreach to recruit nearby schools, and the timing 
couldn’t have been better. “Cisco had the 
curriculum prepared and available online,” says 
Lisa. “It was an outstanding curriculum—better 
than I could have imagined. That cemented my 
loyalty to NetAcad.” 

CANADA 
CyberTitan Coach Discovers Academy Courses 
  
When Tim King was in the IT field in 2003, 
cybersecurity was barely a topic of interest. 
Companies didn’t use the Internet to carry corporate 
traffic; they deployed private, highly-secure, wide 
area networks. It would be many years before 
cybersecurity became one of the hottest topics in 
computers and networks.  
 
Tim’s wife, a high school teacher, convinced her 
husband that he had a gift for teaching. You might 
expect he would teach computer science, but he 
wasn’t inspired by the curriculum in Ontario back 
then. Instead, he became an English teacher at Centre 
Wellington District High Schools (DHS) in Ontario.  
 
About 3 years ago, Tim attended a meeting of the 
Information and Communications Technology Council 
(ICTC). One of the topics was how to get more 
students engaged in the field of cybersecurity, 
because there was (and continues to be) a giant skills 
gap between the number of available jobs and 
appropriately-trained job applicants. But this talk was 
targeted at colleges, not high schools. Tim 
immediately saw the need to inspire and engage 
students as early as possible.  
 
At the same time, Ontario’s Ministry of Education 
announced major curriculum changes designed to 
make technology learning accessible to a broader 
range of students. Tim wanted his high school 
students to be among the first to benefit from having 
successful careers in this underserved field. 
 
At Tim’s high school, most of the students followed 
fairly predictable learning paths: either on to college 
and a degree, or right out to a trade job. “My students 
thought they needed a doctorate in computer science 
to have a meaningful career in software and 
networks,” says Tim. “It’s not true, but the education 
system for high schools had not previously offered 
many bridges to in-demand careers like cybersecurity. 
High school is like a Petri dish, and our job should be 
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An added benefit for her students would be dual 
enrollment: all of the students in her networking 
class could apply credits from the NetAcad course 
to their community college transcript, saving both 
time and tuition costs. NetAcad also offered 
student discount vouchers to take industry 
certification exams. And Lisa decided to study for 
her own CCNA certification.  
 
She went to her administration and asked them to 
add IT Essentials 1 and 2 and the CCNA four-
course series from NetAcad. “They 
wholeheartedly embraced the idea of expanding 
the program,” says Lisa. “Their support meant all 
the difference to the progress we’ve made.” Just 
one example: when Lisa and others needed 
instructor training from Cisco during the school 
year, the administration hired substitute teachers 
to cover their regular classes, so they could 
complete their training. And today, much of that 
training can be completed online. 
 
As enrollments in NetAcad courses grew, they 
were offered to younger students. The IT 
Essentials course was offered in person and 
online to grades 9 and 10, and the CCNA series 
was offered to juniors as well as seniors. Lisa also 
proposed offering seniors the new Cybersecurity 
curriculum, including CCNA Security and CCNA 
CyberOperations courses.  
 
Surveys conducted by the district show that an 
estimated 95% of students who have taken 
NetAcad courses have gone on to successful 
careers in IT. College-bound students can enroll in 
the Missouri Innovation Campus, where a degree 
program actually starts their junior year in high 
school. Some seniors start taking more courses at 
the nearby college before graduation. Some 
already have an associates degree when they 
graduate from high school.  
 
2. Would you like to coach a team for the 
CyberPatriot competition? In 2009, an email  
arrived from the Missouri Department of 
Elementary and Secondary Education at the State 
of Missouri. The letter asked STA if they wanted 

to cultivate student confidence that every type of 
learner can have a serious career in technology. 
There’s a chasm between their traditional 
educational paths and the wealth of job 
opportunities out there, and I wanted to be part of 
closing that gap. Why couldn’t my students be the 
first through the door?” 
 
Don’t worry about what you don’t know yet 
Tim decided that the first step would be to 
participate in the Canadian student competition 
called CyberTitan. But he had no specific training in 
cybersecurity. He had been out of the IT field since 
2003. He admits that he was a bit intimidated, so he 
decided to seek out the school valedictorian and 3 
other top students to brainstorm with them. He 
wasn’t initially looking for expertise, but fearlessness 
and curiosity. These 4 students became his school’s 
first CyberTitan team. Sometimes Tim felt he was just 
along for the ride: “The students really took the lead. 
My main contribution was finding resources to 
support their efforts.” 
 
1. Victory and visibility. In 2018, the first Centre 
Wellington DHS CyberTitan team made it to the 
National finals and finished fifth. In 2019, Tim 
assembled the school’s first CyberTitan’s all girls 
team, which took the top position in Canada and 
finished ninth at Nationals. The publicity that came 
from these victories made the team members into 
local celebrities. Other students took notice. “Instead 
of having to recruit students for the following year, 
we had students approaching us. Also, the first 4 
students were so excited that they became mentors 
to the new teams.” And one of those started 
mentoring students in basic technology at an 
elementary school.  
 
2.  An unexpected learning tool. While Tim was 
exploring available resources for CyberTitan 
preparation, he discovered a free tool available from 
the Cisco Networking Academy called Packet Tracer 
simulation software. “We had no budget to buy 
equipment or set up a hands-on lab. Everything we 
did was theoretical. With Packet Tracer, we could 
create network topologies and imitate modern 
computer networks, including the simulation of 
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to create a team to participate in the CyberPatriot 
student competition. 
Lisa was teaching the cybersecurity classes for 
seniors, so the timing was perfect. She began 
actively looking for students to join the 
CyberPatriot team. “I wanted students who had 
excelled in their NetAcad courses. I was also 
looking for leadership qualities. I recruited a 
junior who ended up becoming the captain of the 
first cybersecurity team.”  
 
Lisa says this is crucial to success for other 
instructors thinking of starting a CyberPatriot 
team. She was able to lean on these passionate 
leaders to recruit and mentor throughout the 
competition. “You may have doubts about 
whether you can coach a team yourself, but the 
right students will be fearless about it. You may 
also find—as we did—that students who compete 
will come back and mentor new teams. The 
momentum just builds.” 
 
In only their second year of competing, the STA 
team made it to Nationals and placed fifth. “It 
was like a shot in the arm for the school,” says 
Lisa. “It helped attract other students, and in the 
third year, we had enough students to create a 
second team. That created a new dynamic—
competition between the two teams.” The 
competitive spirit worked: both teams made it to 
Nationals that year. 
 
The combined influence of NetAcad and 
CyberPatriot on student performance 
Lisa discovered that NetAcad courses and 
CyberPatriot teams have a catalyzing effect on 
each other. First, during the competition, she 
could see that her teams had an advantage 
because of their NetAcad training. “They had the 
fundamentals nailed down. All of the commands 
and protocols were in their heads. It was easier 
for them to learn about hardening the systems to 
protect them.” 
 
At the same time, the competition inspired 
students to work harder in their NetAcad courses. 
“The juniors in networking and the seniors in 
cybersecurity inspired each other. NetAcad 

security breaches, to help train students on how to 
discover, diagnose and resolve these.” 
Packet Tracker boosted the team’s competence and 
confidence around the competition. “Many schools 
have a good-sized budget for IT programs. We didn’t 
have that advantage. To get this powerful resource 
for free through Networking Academy helped level 
the playing field for our students’ success. Packet 
Tracer bridged a big gap in their capabilities,” says 
Tim.  
 
Also, Networking Academy has a free online course 
customized for all CyberTitan teams to prepare for 
the competition. “I had previously assumed Cisco 
and its education programs were a ‘walled garden’, 
only accessible to schools with big budgets. Now my 
eyes were opened to the fact that Cisco offers a 
wealth of resources—including advice and 
mentoring—at no charge.“  
 
Soon Tim discovered many other resources through 
Networking Academy that would enable him to 
reach more students, from freshman to seniors. 
 
Discovering Networking Academy core courses 
As Tim did more research into the broadly expanded 
Networking Academy course offerings, he 
discovered topics that he knew would interest 
freshmen and sophomores outside of the CyberTitan 
competition. “I wanted to start as early as possible. 
Educators agree that the earlier you can expose kids 
to technology, the less intimidated they’ll be.” 
 
Tim quickly realized though that some students 
couldn’t yet see themselves mastering modern 
computer networks, programming, etc. “There’s a 
lot of self-doubt and fear. But as many students 
work their way through a well-designed Networking 
Academy course, they gradually realize they can do 
it, that it’s fun, and that in fact, they already knew 
more than they thought.” 
 
He also found courses on business entrepreneurship, 
Linux, and the Internet of Things that he thought 
would appeal to a broader range of learners. For 
example, students in business classes who were 
intimidated by technology were really excited about 
the entrepreneurship course. Business teachers 
discussed integrating the course into their 
department.    
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students and CyperPatriot competitors were 
motivating each other to up their game. The 
synergy between courses and competition was 
amazing,” says Lisa. “The competition requires 
the students to do more research and figure more 
things out on their own, strengthening their 
critical thinking.” 
 
By the time STA attended CyberPatriot’s 8th 
annual competition, they were represented by 5 
teams of juniors and seniors. One of the teams 
took 1st place at Nationals, a victory that 
reverberated through all of the schools in the 
region.  
 
Just as notably, it was the same year that Lisa was 
assisting with starting 6 new middle school 
teams—and they earned 2nd place in the middle 
school division. “When we started, we were 
trying to figure out how to adapt college-level 
courses to high school. Now we’re coaching 
middle school teams. We promote the 
competition as a STEM initiative, and the 
competition has a kind of gaming energy that 
students are drawn to. It’s a great way to build 
the pipeline of students coming to high school 
already excited by technology.” 
 
From educational experiment to national model 
STA’s program has grown from a couple of 
computer courses to a catalog that includes 
aerospace engineering, digital electronics, 
computer-aided manufacturing, biomedical 
engineering, digital media, computer science, 
data analytics and, most recently, a healthcare 
program. Its programs have received national 
recognition. 
 
From the single course on computer repair and 
networking, STA’s NetAcad program has become 
one of its strongest credential programs. Lisa has 
played a key role in this success. And for the last 3 
years, all of the NetAcad courses have been full.  
 
“After 20 years, a big part of what motivates me is 
seeing my students learn exactly what they need 
to have successful careers in industry. NetAcad is 
still giving me a curriculum that’s relevant and 

 
These courses also began to draw interest among 
more female students. Tim calls this one of the 
best features of the Networking Academy 
program, the possibility to engage beyond the 
traditional tech student. He says discovering the 
accessibility and creativity of emerging technology 
is a “magical thing that can really change how girls 
think about themselves as having potential careers 
in technology.” 
 
Growth and advantages 
Tim estimates about 100 students from his high 
school are engaged with the CyberTitan 
competition and the Networking Academy 
courses. And he sees advantages for those 
students. “Networking Academy courses are 
beyond the traditional computer curriculum.  
Networking Academy supercharges your 
program.” 
 
Yet students weren’t the only ones with 
confidence issues. The more Tim attended 
conferences to help promote CyberTitan, the more 
he realized that other teachers had concerns 
about not being cybersecurity experts. “They 
worried about whether they could really coach a 
student team, and whether they would be 
investing their time wisely. I’m proof that you 
don’t need to be a cybersecurity, computer or 
network expert to coach a CyberTitan team. If 
you’re interested in competitions or curriculum 
expansion, Networking Academy provides the 
resources to support you. The advice I give to 
educators is to be very patient with themselves. 
Just keep moving forward, one step at a time.” 
This is also true for new instructors teaching 
Networking Academy core courses. 
 
Tim also points out that students who go on to 
college with more academy courses under their 
belts may be able to waive some college courses 
for having already mastered the content. That 
translates into savings of time and money. 
 
The instructor impact over time 
Tim got certified to teach Cisco Networking 
Academy courses, and became the first high 
school teacher accredited to teach CCNA CyberOps 
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fresh. Students are learning the same level of 
information they would in college and 
professional development programs. It’s fantastic 
preparation for college or the job market.” 
 
She also feels that her work with NetAcad and 
CyberPatriot has opened up her own professional 
horizons. “When I retire from teaching, I know I’ll 
be in high demand in industry because of my 
training and certifications. Or I may teach at the 
college level. Like my students, I’m excited about 
everything I’m learning and where it may take 
me.” 
 
Watch the video clip about STA here: 
https://youtu.be/-q2PufCISpI 
 
 
 
Visit www.NetAcad.com for more information 
 
 
 
 
 

in Canada. “I couldn’t have imagined this years ago, 
but that’s what happens when you open yourself up 
to new experiences and don’t let fear or 
predetermined paths direct your footsteps. Or 
those of your students.” 
 
He feels rejuvenated by his new IT skills. “The world 
is radically networked. It touches all of us. This 
unexpected journey has opened my eyes to the 
opportunities for my students and myself. I feel 
connected in a way that I haven’t for years. 
Whenever I can, I want to share that sense of 
exhilaration and possibilities with my colleagues.” 
 
Watch the video clip about Centre Wellington DHS: 
https://youtu.be/WRu3ThRRgr8 
 

 

https://youtu.be/-q2PufCISpI
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