Kimball Consolidated School

Setting

The site evaluation team blew into Kimball along with the tumbleweeds on Interstate 90.  It was a blustery February day crossing the ranchlands of South Dakota, with very few trees to stop the wind and no snow cover to calm the dust storms.  Kimball is 40 miles or more from the Golden Arches in any direction, but a small, homey cafe in the old downtown area served as the gathering place for folks at noon.  The eatery, located on the main street where numerous storefronts were boarded up, served farm-sized meals of comfort foods.  The menu displayed advertisements for pheasant hunting and other activities to capture the attention of outdoor sportsmen.

A quick glance at the town’s weekly newspaper informed us that the school was the center of this community of 745 people.  The old brick school building had been prepared for the energy crunch many years before by boarding up the tall windows and substituting smaller windows.  The effect shut off visual access to the schoolrooms from the outside and darkened the classrooms inside.  A large and attractive playground at the back of the building invited children to play.  All doors to the building were locked except the front entry, which boasted an American flag made of tracings of elementary student hands.  
Technology

The Kimball Consolidated School building is multilevel, with the high school on the top floor, junior high on the second floor, and elementary in the south wing on ground level.  There are 310 students enrolled at Kimball.  While at one time the school had only one Macintosh lab, there are three computer labs now, one on each floor.  There are 20 computers in the high school computer lab.  They are arranged along the wall with half of them on both sides of a middle row.  About 10 students supervised by the computer teacher were currently using workstations the afternoon of our visit.  The middle school computer lab had 24 computers.  Seven students were working on the computers.  This lab includes one IMAC computer used for a multimedia class.  The elementary lab had 18 computers and two students were using Inspiration software.  

There are five networked laser printers, one in each lab, and a color laser in the office.  Of the two Destination computer systems, one is located in the lunchroom and is used to broadcast daily announcements created by students.  The other is mounted in the middle school lab and is used for demonstrating by the computer teacher. 

While there are four drops placed in each classroom, most rooms have but one computer.  One of the goals stated in the school’s technology plan is to develop mini-labs in the classrooms.  The special education room has four computers.  Four older Apples used for skill work are in the Title room.  The library also has six computers.  In all there is one computer for about every four students at Kimball.

The hub shares the technology coordinator’s small office on the top floor.  Four servers operate Kimball’s system, which includes their own email and web server.  The school has a T1 line and uses Microsoft networking software on the servers.  A Teacher Resource Station (a mobile cart equipped with a computer station with printer, scanner, and CD burner and a digital camera) is located in the elementary music room.  The cart can be moved to any classroom as needed.

The DDN

The elementary music room is also called the Smart Classroom when teachers are referring to the Dakota Digital Network system (DDN).  Because the elementary music room is multipurpose and is most often in use by K-6 music students, access to the DDN for educational uses is difficult.  The barriers to using the DDN, explained one teacher, are the “lack of getting to it, and maybe a lack of interest.”  The district is presently in the planning stages for a new building project.  Teachers said they are hopeful that when the new school building is built, there will be a room specifically for DDN use.

Kimball employs block scheduling, and students in grades 8-12 do not have much free time to be able to take a DDN class, explained one high school student.  Other student said teachers didn’t know how to use the DDN very well, and some said they felt it could be better used.  Some high school students said they knew of other schools that used the DDN for many classes.  “We don’t use it.  We were promised to use it for classes, but it didn’t happen,” stated another high school student.  A couple students said they thought the DDN had been used in the elementary grades.

A fifth/sixth grade teacher said she had used the DDN once for an interactive literature project; however, she did not find many interactive sites in her field.  Having access to information about DDN classes is not a problem.  Teachers said they get information about DDN classes from the technology coordinator at the school and off the DDN site.  Apparently lack of training and experience, combined with the inconvenience of scheduling the use of the DDN, keeps teachers from experimenting with the system.


One staff member attended a DTL in the summer of 2000 to learn how to use the DDN.  In 1999 Kimball hosted a V-Tel training session, where someone from another school district demonstrates the use of the DDN to instructors.  In 2001 four staff members attended the TIE conference.  Five staff members have attended Technology for Teaching and Learning (TTL) academies from 1997 to 2001.  The 2001-2002 calendar includes release time for all staff to attend the TIE conference.

Technology use

The school district bought a network license for Inspiration software, which seems to be used widely for a variety of classes.  Digital cameras and scanners are used for multimedia and presentations.  Advanced Internet activities are encouraged in grades six through eight.  Students in a multimedia class use the IMAC to make music videos, adding sounds and transitions to their projects.  High school students learn film editing, digital photography and photo editing, and desktop publishing.  They also create web pages and graphic animations.

PageMaker software is used for the yearbook.  Excel is often used to keep track of books students read and report on.  A Web-design class manages the Kimball school web page.  Students enrolled in the Cisco Systems program provide assistance to the technology coordinator, who said students have been quite helpful to him.  The technology coordinator has a computer degree from Huron University, and had worked as a network engineer at Daktronics for a few years before taking the position at Kimball.  

Instructors record grades on the computer, and classroom attendance was attempted by computer; however, there were too many glitches and attendance was taken by hand again, according to one teacher. 

Adding the recent third computer lab has improved the school’s use of technology, explained another teacher.  Instructors are able to bring classes into the computer lab.  However, his assessment of technology use is that “teachers are still tacking on the computer, not integrating it” (into the curriculum).

A Destination computer is housed in the lunchroom, where PowerPoint presentations of announcements are made.  Some students also check their e-mail there. 

Impact

Overall the Kimball school shows great enthusiasm for educational technology, although the DDN is seldom used.  Students in Cisco and the multimedia class are great technology users and seem to be excited about technology in education.  Home computer use plays a large part in students’ computer literacy.  In a year 2000 survey, 102 students said they had at least one computer in their home.  Of those 102, 96 also had a printer, 92 had a CD-ROM drive, and 84 had Internet Access.  Eighty-five students were able to send/receive e-mail and view Webpages at home.

While one may think technology use would make a teacher’s job less difficult, one of the 19 certified teachers said technology has not made his job easier “because I have to do more research to find beginning sites for kids.  I … find ones they shouldn’t go to.  It takes times to make the links.  But the content is better and time is better used.”  He said that his students are adept at Internet use, so they show him information they have found. 

“It isn’t easier,” added a high school science teacher, “but it broadens your horizons.”  He explained that the library has a limited number of books, so research on the Internet is important to provide resources for his students.  However, he said finding the sites was time-consuming.

Kimball teachers said they receive much training in technology use, with monthly sessions.  Three teachers took the training classes from the Dakota Interactive Academic Link (DIAL).  However, they need time to try new technology and time to use the technology they have.  Teachers said they would like to have at home some of the software the school has so they could practice using it.  “The willingness is there; time is not,” added one teacher.

Teachers generally agreed that integration of technology means “using technology to get ideas across to the students.”  “Integration should be like using the blackboard or a pencil—a tool to reach the end result,” said another.  The teacher becomes a facilitator in using the Internet.  Teachers show students the path, and they learn from the sites.  “Kids came up with things I’d never have thought of.  Kids teach each other.  They find something, and it’s good.  They spread it around and I reached what I was looking for even though I didn’t spell it out.”  A 7th through 10th grade English teacher said she didn’t rely on a textbook as much, but rather “goes out and finds other options and ways to have fun in the classroom.”  She added this advice: “Stay up on the latest in technology if you can.  Kids will know more than you anyway.”

Several teachers commented that in the future every student will have a computer laptop to carry from class to class, and whiteboards, Palm Pilots, and other new technology will be commonplace in the classroom.  However, they insisted that teachers would still be needed in the classroom.  As for the DDN, they suggested that schools with low population might need to use that technology, but they did not include Kimball in that prediction.  The fifth/sixth grade teacher suggested that teacher sharing may be necessary: for example, one teacher may spend one week in one school, another week in a different school, but teaching all student via the DDN. 

Teachers expressed concern about losing the human aspect of education in the public school system. “It is scary to have classes only on the DDN.  It is so distant.  You lose people skills.  Even now we e-mail people across the hall instead of walking over. People need to be able to communicate with each other one on one.”  A math teacher echoed that concern. “You need to sit down and talk to students, not just over a screen. So many people lack people skills.  Don’t confuse activity with achievement.”  Said another: “I’d love to see what a student can do on the DDN, but I hate to see it come to the DDN (only). 

Critical factors

Scheduling is vital for interactive, two-way video to happen.  South Dakota schools have a variety of schedules, and negotiating times to partner with another school is difficult if not nearly impossible.  Apparently teachers are aware that educational programs are available on the DDN, but until arrangements are made to provide a room dedicated to the use of the DDN, that technology might not become a popular means of delivering instruction.  Perhaps the construction of a new building will allow space for the DDN, and a room that is not used for multiple purposes, as is now the case.  However, even if a new school is built, a room is dedicated to distance education, and schools find ways to partner, Kimball teachers and administrators must still overcome the attitude that the DDN is just for a talking head instructor that is a stranger to students.  Good instruction via distance education, as evidenced in thousands of articles on best practices in distance education, provide ample proof that teaching and learning through two-way compressed video can be not only very human, but very interactive and engaging.  Furthermore, student horizons can be expanded outside of the classroom through many different strategies, such as providing an expert that presents to students at several schools at once, or taking a virtual field trip through the camera lens of an expert. The possibility that all instruction will be provided through the DDN is very remote. Rather, Kimball instructors need to see examples of how distance education can enhance learning in the classroom, with an instructor present for facilitation and assistance as well.  The teachers at Kimball care about their children’s education and realize the importance of using the technology the students have already grown very comfortable using.  What appears to be lacking at Kimball is space for the DDN, teacher training, and teacher and administrative leadership and encouragement in the use of distance education.  

Apparently the perceived need for distance education does not depend on the size of the community or the school system, its isolation from other communities or larger communities, or its available distance education resources.  For distance education to be successfully used in small communities like Kimball, students and teachers must feel and express a desire or need and teachers and administrators must model its use.  Another possibility is that parents will recognize, through informational meetings or increased publicity about distance education, that their children are missing out on educational opportunities they may so easily enjoy.

