Marion 

Setting

 “Country pride” aptly describes this small farming community (population 853) in the heart of South Dakota’s breadbasket.  Those same words were carefully written on the blackboard of the room where the Dakota Digital Network system is housed, along with the 30 wireless laptop computers sought so eagerly by the school’s 293 students.  To the casual visitor passing through the small community’s business area, marked by several boarded up storefronts and a single restaurant open only to evening patrons, the expression “country pride” is paradoxical.  Marion is about 40 miles away from a larger community in any direction.  A single railroad track of the Burlington Northern cuts a diagonal across the quiet, rolling countryside and skirts the edge of town, flanked by a Mennonite church with its new foundation in a field at the outskirts of the town and a small grain elevator that outlines the skyline less than a mile on the other side.  

The community’s looming, three-story, weathered brick school building, with its small, dirt elementary playground, is old but sturdy.  Once inside, however, a visitor is impressed with the clean, large hallways decorated by student art and neatly ornamented lockers, and the marble stair steps, imprinted by generations of footsteps, that unite the first floor elementary, the second floor junior high, and the top floor high school.  A recent addition to the building connects the older, well-used classrooms with a modern, brightly lit, and spacious learning environment.  It is obvious the community is invested in the school.

More signs of the community’s pride in their school are the abundance of educational technology available for the students and their teachers.  Marion is “incredibly proactive,” and boasts a “technology-savvy staff,” states the young, enthusiastic principal who taught in that system for eight years before assuming an administrative role.  The ratio of students to computers (180) is 1.2 to 1, with three or four computers in every classroom and three computer labs.  While the older structure was wired for computers in the late 1990s, the school has invested in several access points placed strategically throughout the entire school to manage its wireless system of 30 laptop computers purchased in 2001.  This allows any classroom to become a computer lab, including the elementary school rooms and the schools’ agriculture building. 

Marion’s three permanent computer labs include a mini-lab with 10 Internet-connected computers, plus two in an adjoining space.  It also has an overhead projector and television.  The original lab used only Macintosh computers, however, the school is phasing out Macs, those too expensive to repair.  “We can’t support two platforms,” explained the principal.  This lab has 21 Internet connected computers, one printer and one overhead project.  The third lab houses one of two hubs (the second is in the new addition of the multi-level building), with 30 Internet connected computers, one black ink laser printer, a desk jet color printer, and two drawing pads.

An ICQ internal messaging system allows communication between administration and teachers without interrupting classes.  The school boasts two portable Smart Boards; two portable Destination systems that connect to the Internet and are used primarily for presentations and demonstrations; a T182 and a T183 calculator; a music maker system; and a digital camera.  The library, which was updated to an electronic card catalogue four years ago, has six computers, a printer, a scanner, a copy machine, and a desk jet printer.  Every classroom has a telephone and a television.

The Dakota Digital Network system 

The DDN is situated in a small but adequate distance education room off the library.  A large table provides a conference-like environment, with seating for at least 20 individuals.  Students from elementary to high school access the room nearly every period to check out one of the 30 wireless laptop computers.  While the wireless system is stored there, it is portable and could be moved to a classroom if needed.  Marion received the DDN system in November 1999.  While experiencing limited use in the school, its potential for education is recognized.  The lower grades used the DDN for the “Read Across America” program, and the wrestling coach joins other coaches on the DDN for scheduling tournaments.  With Marion’s obvious enthusiasm for technology, the low utilization of the DDN is an enigma.  The principal explains that early attempts to use the DDN as a way to introduce faculty members to those of other schools were not successful.  “Both times the technology failed,” he said.  For the 2001-2002 school year, plans were made for Marion to offer a Spanish class to two other small schools without such a foreign language program.  Marion made a strong effort to coordinate the class time, rearranging their class schedules to fit with those of the other two participants.  At the last minute, both potential partners backed out.  The challenge of introducing students to the benefits of the DDN use is proceeding more cautiously.  “We need to get a couple of the right people” taking courses on the DDN.  “The early experience must be successful. Distance education is not for everybody,” he said. 


There are several barriers to the successful use of the DDN at Marion.  The initial experience with the DDN for communication between teachers in two other school districts points to the challenge of learning to use new technology and overcoming some of the inconsistencies in the system.  The difficulty of setting up compatible scheduling for course sharing identifies a state-wide problem because local control allows schools to choose traditional or block scheduling, start times, dinner bells, and school activities.  While the principal believes that the future will bring more collaboration and cooperation between school districts, “the state is miles away from accepting uniform schedules,” he said.  He sees a need to establish a consortium of schools with block scheduling.  Doing so would improve school collaboration in distance education.


A third barrier to DDN use at Marion also makes a strong statement about the culture of the community and the strength of the school.  Opportunities for students to enroll in DDN classes were promoted in the fall of 2001; however, students appeared not to be interested. “Our students place a value in having the teacher in the room,” said the principal. “We have more touchy-feely kids.  They like human contact,” explained a high school math and Spanish teacher when questioned about the lack of DDN student use.” “Their parents are gone a lot, and we’re there.”  This teacher, who had planned to teach the first Spanish course on the DDN in the fall of 2001, is considered an innovator and opinion leader by her colleagues throughout the school system.  They seek her advice and assistance in using technology.  Another high school science instructor, who is otherwise an exemplary user of technology at home, in his investment club, and in city government, and attempts to integrate technology into every unit he teaches, stated that in the future, the DDN would become “obsolete.”  He explained: “Students need to have a teacher in the classroom.  The DDN will work for budget-crunched schools.  It is a supplement that would work in a crunch, but I don’t see it being really big in the future.  Kids see it as impersonal.”  The math and Spanish teacher added: “Student attention span is 10 minutes.  The DDN means you have to be in one place for the camera to be focused on.  It might be good for virtual field trips.  It is more of a supplement than a replacement for the classroom.”


The principal, whose vision for his school includes wireless desktop computers as well as more wireless portable computers, sees the potential for professional development opportunities for his staff using the DDN.  He has not given up hope that some students, encouraged by the guidance counselor, will “look more seriously” at the potential for distance education at Marion next fall.  Just as he has allowed technology use to be driven by the students, he understands the psychology of allowing students to move the school towards the use of the DDN when they believe distance education will fulfill their needs.

Uses for technology


The technology coordinator, who defines integration of technology as “moving what we normally do to the computer,” has had little time to concentrate on diffusing distance education innovations among the faculty.  Too busy to teach a computer class in the 2001-2002 school year, she completed the wiring of the last of the 180 computers just before Christmas, 2001.  Teachers are thankful for the full-time presence of their technology coordinator, whose beeper is a vital accessory to her daily wardrobe.  More collaboration and more integration of technology in the curriculum this year is present this year, she explained.  Setting up frequent in-service training for educational technology, she uses the skills, knowledge and enthusiasm of teachers such as the math and Spanish teacher. “She is willing to share and giving of information.  She is a giver,” said the technology coordinator.  Teachers are teaching differently because they use technology well.  A favorite technology is the Smart Board.  The State of South Dakota gave most school districts a Smart Board near the same time as the DDN was completed.  Marion teachers were impressed with the potential uses of the Smart Board, as demonstrated at a national educational convention, and purchased a second system.  The Spanish instructor involves her students with interactive CDs to conjugate verbs.  A sixth grade teacher, who teaches all subjects, uses the Smart Board in every content area.  Movies can be shown on the large white space, and a demonstration of how the earth spins has actively involved excited students.

The sixth grade teacher also encourages students to use Inspiration software to create web concepts for the animal kingdom.  Other software is used for spreadsheets for accounting and studying probability, testing and testing preparation, landscape design and house building, auto mechanics, class presentations, and art.  The school newspaper uses PageMaker and a digital camera for their photographs.  The yearbook staff also uses PageMaker for a more professional appearance and scans in hard-copy photographs.  In the past, several students in a computer class have been responsible for the school web site.  In 2001-2002 only one student manages the page.  Students find the Internet exciting and useful for writing research papers.  They experience blocks on many of the site, that prohibits them from getting the information they need, they say.  Furthermore, students would like to be using e-mail communication during the school day. 


“I use (technology) to conduct business,” said the principal, who encourages teachers to use technology by modeling through his own Power Point presentations at faculty meetings.  He requires grade reporting to be done twice a quarter or more frequently, and he communicates with his staff by e-mail.  He explained that one new instructor at the school was not very excited about using technology, but rather than the principal requiring him to use Power Point in his classes, the students begged for the opportunity to do their own presentations with Power Point.  Now that teacher fights for lab times, said the principal.  

Impact


While students have had little opportunity to use the DDN, they are aware it exists.  They know that the wrestling coach used it for seeding a tournament.  The graduating seniors knew they could have taken courses over the DDN.  Marion students are inquisitive.  While some of the students stated that the Smart Board was “amazing,” other students already take technology for granted.  Using computers “makes school work easier to do,” said a fifth grader.  “It really helps me to learn the material better,” stated a senior who appreciates the economics prep tests and quizzes for each section. “We learn more efficiently.  It is more hands on.  We visually see it. (In biology) we can see what an organism looks like.”  Other students mentioned they liked the learning games offered on the computer.  A senior who will enter a nursing program in the fall is required to have a laptop computer.  “You get used to (technology) so you don’t notice the contrast,” she said.  Students said they were aware that the Internet is both “positive and negative.  It’s easy to get sidetracked on the computer, not just on the Internet, but changing the (desktop) settings.”  Another said: “ People can put bad stuff on websites.  I know the school blocks it so kids can’t (access it). 


Marion teachers said that sometimes using technology takes more time because lessons takes time to prepare.  Planning is important because teachers do not always have access to technology, and often neither do their students when computers are needed.  However, they are proud that their school is “one of the few with a wireless lab.”  The community, also, has attended computer training at the school, although there has been no expressed interest in using the DDN for groups meetings or educational events.  “Technology has permitted us to shift resources around,” said the principal.  He found he could lease 30 computers for what 20 computers cost the district in the first lease. “And they are bigger, faster and better,” he said.  As for timesaving efficiency, “I just find more time to do more,” he said.

Critical factors

Marion’s teachers have two major concerns: continued funding for new and replacement technology, and the possibility of reduced funding for teacher training. “We have great technology.  Five years down the road, we will need to replace (the computers). Will the school board build in money for that?  If not, it’s a problem.  We have to build in money as we become more reliant on (technology),” stated one high school science teacher.  “In 10 years, we will be doing things we can’t imagine,” added one high school English teacher. “The cost is going to become quite an issue, especially in South Dakota.  We will have problems being able to afford to keep up.  The better the product, the more it will cost.”  Other instructors said that while Marion has great technology, they need more: more computers, especially the wireless laptops; more software, especially for physic where software is especially expensive.  Marion students agree.  While the ratio of computers to students to good, students would like to have more computers.  “It would help.  When the elementary uses checkouts (the wireless computers) and the labs are full, we have to bug a teacher for a spare computer,” said a Marion senior.  Fourth and fifth grade students complained that they only get access to the wireless laptops for a half hour one time a week  “It takes a long time to get a project done, because we only have a short time with them,” said the fourth grader.

The issue of reduced funds for training bothers other instructors.  As long as the school district had the money, their requests for reimbursement for conferences, conventions, TTL training, and workshops were granted.  Teachers often returned to share the information and training with their colleagues.  “The school has been progressive.  Anyone who has wanted (training) and asked for it, they got it,” said the principal.  He admitted that the training budget might be cut some as the school’s resources are reduced.  However, with students gaining more experience in technology (a recent K-6 survey found 75 percent of the students have a computer at home and a senior reported that most of the students in the high school had computer access for word processing at least, but not many had Internet access), students are teaching other students and teachers as well.  “I learn more about technology from students.  I try to help a student (with a technology question); otherwise, I ask the class if they know how to do it,” commented the secondary science teacher.  Students interviewed at Marion reported that they felt most of their teachers were comfortable with technology and more were becoming comfortable. 

Marion teachers have done an excellent job of integrating technology into the curriculum and finding new and innovative ways to teach their students using educational technology.  As more and more instructors, both at Marion and surrounding school districts, are trained to use the DDN, distance education will be more viable, too.  Schools will overcome scheduling problems when they see the benefits of using the DDN and find ways distance education can fulfill their needs.  If the principal’s analysis of the situation is correct, it will be the students who demand access to the DDN, for it is the student culture at Marion that drives technology. 

Who knows who scribbled “Country Pride” across the blackboard of the DDN room at Marion; perhaps a student, perhaps a teacher, perhaps an administrator.  The sentiment, however, is expressed by all in the halls and the classrooms of the Marion Public School.
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