Chester Area School

SDADE Site Visit Evaluation Summary 

There’s a bit of a buzz at Chester, Superintendent Mark Greguson explains, “an evaluation team is arriving this afternoon to check out our technology program.”  Where evaluation normally registers dread in the neuro-system of an educator, Chester folks welcome the visitors and the appraisal they’ll make.  Supt. Greguson continues, “we’ve been wondering when the state was going to check up on the big investment that they’re making in South Dakota Schools.  We’ve been busy and we’re committed to technology, we’re ready for the review.”

About Chester

Chester Area School is home to 353 K-12 students from the southeastern Lake County communities of Chester, Franklin and Wentworth.
  The area encompasses 140 square miles and five bus routes cover about 300 miles a day.
  The entire student body is located under a single roof.   The high school was built in 1969 with an elementary wing added in 1990 and an additional four rooms built in the year 2000. Interestingly, there is little sign that the school is a patchwork of annexes and add-ons.  The continuity of the exterior is noteworthy, and the building blends well in its country backdrop.  The cornfields that abut the school compliment the architecture.  The roaming interior of the single level building is well kept and school personnel are especially proud of their music, drama, and athletic facilities.

With a teaching staff of 25 (certified instructional staff) at the elementary, middle and secondary levels, the school is well equipped to offer a fairly customized and individualistic education to its students.  About forty other staff is employed at the school in administrative, custodial, and support roles.  The statistical profile of district assessment data accumulated by the state shows that Chester students perform somewhat above the state average at the 2nd and 4th grades on the Stanford Achievement test series and that 8th and 11th graders perform slightly below average on the same assessments.
  Other bare bones facts about the school include:



Table 1. Student and Teaching Staff Data

	Student/Teacher Ratio
	15.1:1

	Average Student Attendance Rate
	96.5%

	Average Teacher Experience
	10.7 years

	Students Bused
	240 (68%)

	Free/reduced lunch eligibility 
	93 (26.2%)

	Open Enrolled Students
	37 (10.4%)

	Special needs Students
	41 (11.7)

	Student Dropout Rate
	2.1%

	ACT Composite (68% completion rate)
	20.4


Chester and the surrounding area draw strongly on an agricultural base.  Besides the family farms that encompass the area, there is little additional economic foundation.  Most other folks commute to nearby Madison or a little farther to Sioux Falls for employment in both the professions and the trades.  Chester schools are an affiliate of the Prairie Lakes Educational Cooperative joining eleven surrounding school districts in that consortium.  Chester also operates an after school program through a federally funded 21st Century Learning grant.  

Technology Infrastructure

Chester schools have been both systematic and systemic about their approach to the application of technology.  The vision for technology over the next five years, as drafted by a technology planning committee of teachers, students, and administrators involves its dense infusion of technology for a rich learning experience.
  Sustaining that vision is the expectation that technology will be recurrently used as a productivity and learning tool by both instructional and support staff.  The school technology plan is notable by its ambitious vision of technology integration, but it lacks detail on how those outcomes will be met.  Additionally, the approach to evaluating the technology program lacks key process and product information that shows how data will be used towards formative technology use improvement.

Like many other small schools in South Dakota, Chester has an impressive two to one student per computer ratio.  Computer labs are located in each of the three segments of the school building: a lab of 30 computers in the elementary wing, 27 units in the middle school area, and 24 units in the high school lab.  Smaller clusters of computers are located in other instructional areas of the building including the high school biology room (12) the English room (5) and the government/civics room (5), and the libraries; high school (12), elementary (5).  These computers are hard wired and run on a Windows operating system.  Peripherals are abundant for this size of school and include four networked black ink jet printers, two networked color printers, nine scanners, ten digital cameras, two digital video cameras, and two analog video cameras.

Currently, the technology coordinator is conceiving of a plan to integrate wireless computing capacity into the school.  This plan starts with the distribution of a few wireless units (PDA, laptop) to select faculty during the 2002-03 school year.  When a match is made between most appropriate wireless tool and teachers’ needs, wireless devices will be distributed to instructional staff for professional productivity for the 2003-04 school year.  There are no plans to transition student computing resources to wireless.

Teacher and Student Use of Computer Technology 

In the summer of 2001, Chester was proud host of both a Technology for Teaching and Learning (TTL) Academy and a Distance Teaching and Learning (DTL) Academy.  By the conclusion of that summer 20 of Chester’s 25 teachers had now taken TTL, and 7 of the 25 had taken DTL.  Those numbers will grow after the summer of 2002 when several more teachers will have participated in what they feel will be the state’s last year of TTL’s, DTL’s, and Advanced TTL’s.

The omnipresence of technology at Chester coupled with teachers’ reasonable ability to use it has created some unique applications.  All instructional staff, with the exception a single high school teacher maintain their own web site.  These web sites have personal information attached as well as class schedules, lesson plans, and web links leading to resources for students and parents.  The teacher web sites are mostly used as information reserves.  However, some teachers manage them as an active part of their curriculum.  For instance, at least two high school teachers keep a daily homework “web page” that can be accessed by both students and parents.  And, Mike O’Connell, a sixth grade teacher posts all his grades online so that parents equipped with a password can check their child’s grades at home.  Mike adds that this feature improves parents’ interest in their child’s performance as well as the accountability the students feel to their parents.

Teachers make fairly broad use of the Microsoft Office Suite of technology tools as teachers cite a list of projects developed in PowerPoint, Excel, and Word.  Computing classes also use other multimedia software packages, while the high school English classes use Adobe PageMaker to create publication quality brochures, flyers, and other products.  At the elementary level creativity software such as Kidpix and Gizmos and Gadgets are used as well as edutainment software like Reader Rabbit and Treasure Math Storm.

Chester teachers’ conception of good technology integration holds up well against the models theorists prescribe.  When most of the teachers talk about integrating technology in the classroom, it involves students’ hands-on use of computers and devices to generate products they can actually use.  Not only do teachers feel technology has to have some practical application, they also feel a project/problem based learning approach to learning presents opportunities to use technology as part of the student assessment process.  Sara Keller, the high school English teacher, indicates she has incorporated an authentic based assessment system in her composition classes that evaluates students technology supported presentations, and their creation of other video and print products.    Sara has a fairly elaborate performance assessment rubric to remind students of the level of expectations she has for their work and to help keep the assessment process consistent.  Students, however, love the process Sara adds, “because they have the sense that this is how things would work in the real world.”

Because teachers have been fairly open about using technology in innovative ways, students themselves are active technology entrepreneurs.  Students talk in detail about the projects they’ve developed: web quests, web quiz games programmed in visual basic, and dozens of web pages created between nine students that we interviewed that ranged in purpose from a family farm web interface to commercial sites for ethanol production coops in the region.  Cody Hanson, a particularly technology skilled student headed for Northwestern University in Evanston, IL next fall started early in the year exploring the possibility of web casting ball games and other school events.  With the help of Kelly Schuerman, the technology coordinator, and the purchase of digital recording equipment, Cody shot the games and digitally encoded the live broadcast on the web so distant viewers had access to the action.  This spring (2002), plans are in the making for web casting high school graduation.  

The Digital Dakota Network System

Chester is equipped with the standard room-based interactive video package (DDN) that includes two monitors, codec, projector, rack, VCR, video mixer, speakers, speaker amps, document camera, cables, microphones, dual cameras, a Smart Board, and all the software that goes with it.  The DDN equipment is located in a small room fitting about eight people comfortably. Currently, the unit is used primarily for course delivery at the high school level.  One student is enrolled in a regional CISCO course originating in DeSmet.  And, five high school juniors are enrolled in an NSU advanced placement American history course.  

Significant use is also made of the DDN for “process” functions by faculty and administration.  The superintendent often uses the system to hook up with partner districts in the area at regularly scheduled coop meetings.  A good deal of the planning for last summers TTL meetings at Chester was also hosted on the DDN.  A few teachers in the school who were involved in piloting the Dakota Assessment of Content Standards (DACs)
 used the DDN to meet with folks from the state and other schools also working on the project.  Same thing with Chester’s involvement in the MAPLE
 initiative developed to organize professional development activities in school leadership for the state’s educators.  Chester’s participants in this initiative have used the DDN to make a good deal of their contacts.

Occasions when teachers have used the DDN for instruction include an activity for third graders participating in the “ask a geologist” program.  Ask a Geologist placed EROS scientists on the DDN to answer student questions on various earth science topics.  The students formulated and asked their own questions, ran the DDN system controls, and were “thrilled to be in charge” as their teachers’ recall.  At another time, high school Spanish students bridged with Spanish students at nearby Coleman-Egan High School to practice conversational Spanish-speaking skills.  And another time, the sixth grade teacher did a fish identification activity with participants from a couple of other sixth grade classes in the region.  On each occasion the students were captivated by their communication with students in distant classes.  

As engaging as DDN hosted interaction was, however, one administrator reports the system is used at about “20% capacity, and mostly for the history course.”  That administrator continues,

Our teachers are not very comfortable using it [DDN] for enhancement activities.  A few have taken DTL, but even they don’t use it much.  And the uses that are made for it don’t happen to address key curriculum needs.”  

After thinking a bit about why their teachers don‘t use the DDN more often, one 10th grader responds, “teachers have this idea that it’s [DDN] this big bad evil machine and that they don’t want to go there, it wastes too much time.”  The teachers admit that they don’t feel comfortable with the technology yet.  Several teachers add that they would “love to do more with the DDN,” but, with having to get so much accomplished in a day, they look at it as “adding one more thing to do.”  The planning and coordination, and making sure things go right don’t appear to some teachers to be worth the benefits of using the technology.

When asked what specific problems they’ve encountered in attempting to use the DDN, teachers report frustration with some of the details that circumvent the use of the system for their classes.  For example, few teachers know what state activities and resources are available on the system.  Relocating the unit from its current location of limited capacity to a larger space to do something with their entire class is a burden for the teachers.  When there is a time a teacher might want to use the DDN, scheduling the activity around the Cisco and history courses must be considered.  There is also a growing weariness with the history course that puts Chester’s schedule at odds with NSU’s schedule.  Participants in the DDN delivered history course estimate that they miss at about 15 minutes out of every 50-minute class period and that a differing holiday schedule, and, term starting and ending dates cause them to miss several more classes.

The frustration of attempting to integrate the system into the student learning experience seems to have reached its peak when the school attempted to hook up to the system to view the WWII Veterans Memorial dedication last fall.  Several classes gathered to view the dedication, but with 72 other hook ups to the event the connection was exceptionally unstable and the picture was choppy.  Several successive events using the DDN have met with the same results, and the unreliability of the system has teachers reluctant to use it.  

Critical Factors


Chester Area Schools is a fiscally and instructionally progressive enterprise that sees technology as important and necessary in their rural community.  Besides being able to help the school overcome its inherent remoteness, folks in Chester see technology as a tool to develop leaders, provide national and global opportunities for students, and provide linkages and resources for the whole community.  School leaders actively seek opportunities to support school program by involvement in state and federal initiatives such as their aggressive pursuit of e-rate support.  Participation in programs like the Gates/MAPLE grant for data driven decision making also suggest the district is no stranger to innovation and are open to its challenges.

Administrators have fostered a culture of experimentation and technology application by encouraging innovation in technology use.  Last year, the district paid teachers to come in during the summer for a week to two weeks to collaborate with others to develop interdisciplinary curriculum.  This year, to encourage the use of the DDN in the classroom, administrators offered a ½ day free time to teachers who were venturesome enough to attempt to integrate the DDN into their curriculum.  Administrators were more than happy to cover a class for a teacher to use that time in developing new adaptations of the technology for their students.

These small incentives will continue to encourage the use of the DDN at Chester Area Schools.  But, they alone are not enough to make that use meaningful on a school wide level.  Facility and space pose significant limitations.  The lack of time, skill, and collaboration in using the DDN are all at the root of its lack of use.  Teachers are unsure where the use of an interactive technology like this fits into their curriculum.  Elementary level students have less access to the system than secondary students.  And, DDN use for course delivery appears to be headed at odds with learning enhancement opportunities for students in regularly scheduled classes.  There are many reasons why an innovation like the DDN should succeed in Chesters’ progressive environment, but without continued professional development on the system and more opportunities for collaboration, the DDN will struggle to find its niche here.
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� 2000-2001 Education in South Dakota: District & Statewide Profiles. Department of Education and Cultural Affairs
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