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Technology Committee


The Technology Committee is an important part of Taft Grade School District 90 in Lockport, Illinois.  The Committee was assembled by the administration after collecting data from a survey given to all of the teachers.  The administration then considered the interest and ability level of their staff when creating the individual committees. The Technology Committee meets four times through out the school year to put together the School Technology Plan.  The advantage of having both teachers and administrators on this committee is that both perspectives are taken into account.  What is important to the teachers from the classroom experience, and the administration from the management viewpoint both become clear.  Both groups are working together to advance the education of the student body. Having small committees that meet on a regular basis has been proven not only to help boost the communication between staff, but helps the individual employee grow in his/her position and throughout the educational ladder (Harbeke, 2011). The added integration between different levels and experience of staff serves to bond them closer which helps the overall school atmosphere (Harbeke, 2011). 


The School Technology Plan is an important part of the overall School Improvement Plan of Taft Grade School.  All Illinois schools are required to complete a School Improvement Plan either when the school report card shows they are in academic status or when the previous School Improvement Plan has expired.  Taft School desperately needs to update computers and many other technologies in order to prepare their students to advance academically.  Economically challenged, Taft Grade School has over 40 percent of its students in the free and reduced lunch program.  Many of the students do not have an in home computer or access to one and family members cannot provide adequate technological instruction. In fact, educating the students may serve to educate their parents in the long. After the School Technology plan was compiled, it became evident exactly how great the need for new technology is.  In a school of approximately 350 students, there are only 60 computers for full classroom use.  These computers are for student use only during the school day and are divided into two different computer labs containing approximately thirty computers per lab. The labs are often reserved by teachers for class use throughout the year, which leaves seventeen teachers competing for use of the two labs. Most of the computers and accompanying software filling these labs are thirteen years old originating in 2000. Out of seventeen classrooms in the school there are only five Epson projectors. The rest of the teachers are still using overhead projectors, or no projection system at all.   Mickey Revenaugh (2013) brings up several good points that Taft Grade School needs to keep in mind while working toward increasing their technology in the classroom: they must be smart with technology and leave room for risk; do not spend a large potion of the budget on one thing until you know it will work; and if professional development for new software is not provided for, the new equipment will be irrelevant.  Revenaugh (2013) suggests that 25 percent of a technology budget goes to professional development for training on the new equipment. Without this training, staff will not know how to properly operate the new technology making it hard to use successfully in the classroom. 
Technology Plan
The Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE) approved the School Technology Plan for Taft Grade School on May 17, 2013.  This three-year plan includes inventory of the current on-site electronics, network equipment, and the action plan to improve the current technology. The School Technology Plan is a significant part of the overall School Improvement Plan. 
The Taft Grade School Technology Plan has helped them analyze data to assess their current strengths and weaknesses.  With the movement to the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) assessments beginning in 2014, there are increasing expectations for students and their technology based knowledge. This knowledge is necessary, as part of the PARCC assessment will be completed on computers.  According to Bennett and Everhart (2003), Taft has taken the correct steps to acquire this technology. The committee started by discovering how they will go about securing this new technology and included that information in the three-year Technology Plan. The committee had the plan approved by the staff that will be using the technology; in this case that is the administrators, teachers, and support staff. They also gathered their data and reviewed the research.  The next, and most important, step will be integrating the technology into the curriculum (Bennett & Everhart, 2003).
The Taft Grade School Technology Plan includes expanding bandwidth, upgrading servers, switching to a Voice Over Internet Protocol (VOIP) system, running CAT6 cables and installing wireless hubs throughout the building (Skogsberg, 2013, pp. 27-28).  These advances will improve the current speed and compatibility of the school’s equipment.  Those updates, along with an established cycle to replace one third of the student computers, will give Taft students many more learning opportunities.  A study done in Turkey shows that when cooperating students set up educational blogs on the Internet, writing scores increased substantially (Kitchakarn, 2012).  By adding all of these technological advances, the goal is that there will be noticeable improvement in Taft’s writing scores. 
Evidence


Taft is currently working on devising different ways to find evidence that technology in the classroom will continue to move students to a higher level of learning.  Due to the lack of technology currently possessed, it is hard to compare test scores to technology usage.  Taft's scores have shown some improvement but that improvement could increase with additional technology. Another way to prove the positive influence technology has on student’s learning is to consider research done at other schools.  A thirteen-year study done by Apple Classrooms of Tomorrow showed that students moved from more competitive work patterns to more collaborative patterns (Marshall, 2002).  This research also showed that classrooms with ready to use technology not only increased significantly on standardized tests but also increased in a variety of other higher level thinking areas (Marshall, 2002).  This study was done in all grade levels, kindergarten through seniors in high school, and in all core subjects.  The results showed improvement in not only how quickly students learned to use these programs but it increased their logical thinking and problem solving skills as well (Marshall, 2002).  


The advanced utilization of technology in schools not only benefits the students in classroom-based activities but it also supports the development of life skills. Technology has been shown to increase student motivation both in and out of the classroom environment. When students are getting the instantaneous feedback from the computer, it makes them want to keep moving a head.  Students and teachers alike no longer have to wait days or weeks to see how well students are truly grasping a concept.  Also with the many ways technology can help to differentiate assignments, there has been a change in student’s self-esteem (SRI International, n.d.). This increase of self-esteem is not only due to a mastery of the technology but the realization of the relevance of technology in our ever-changing society. To make well-rounded students, it is shown time and again that an increase in access to technology can only benefit this cause.


For students to reap the full benefits of technology in their schools, schools will need to keep working toward the future together.  The committee’s job does not stop when it has acquired the proper technology for their school but instead when they have mastered it.  However, it cannot be just the committee members that have mastery.  They need to pass their skills and knowledge along to the other staff and students at their building.  When everyone knows the proper way to use the available technology, there should be visible evidence of increased student achievement.

Budget
The Taft Grade School’s technology budget for the 2012-2013 term is not very sophisticated.  There are five line items with a total budget allotment of $38,338.  This amount is approximately two percent of the school’s total budget, which is the average amount that Illinois schools are putting toward technology.  However there has been no allowance specified for professional development in the area of technology.  It is stated that for every two dollars spent on hardware, two dollars should be spent on professional development (Czubaj, 2002).  This is something that Taft Grade School needs to take into consideration while forming their next budget, especially with the implementation of new hardware.   If they are not up to date with their professional development, any new technology will be ineffective. 

Currently at Taft Grade School over 52 percent of computers are more than six years old and the school will need to update their hardware soon. Their current budget will not support the hardware needs of their school.   With the rapid pace of technological change, the creation of an effective budget has become both more difficult and more important (Anderson, n.d.).  Taft has made several changes in its overall school budget in the last year to help cut back on costs which may be applied to technology, although the decrease in state funding will diminish the gain.  Since all of the money currently in the Taft Grade School technology budget comes from the total school allocations, the best plan would be to start researching technology grants, and applying for E-Rates. Data from a survey given to Taft Grade School administration and board members indicates unanimous agreement to pursue E-Rates and grants within the next two years.  Taft Grade School may also want to look into the possibility of leasing their technology.  This option will allow them to work equipment costs into the current budget and receive new technology every few years.   A three-year fixed rate leasing option could be a successful alternative for Taft Grade School to consider.  With this option, computers stay under their warrantee for the full lease term, aiding not only in replacement but repair costs as well.  
Technology Replacement 

Taft Grade School of Lockport, Illinois does not currently hold a separate technology replacement plan.  Presently, the only place to find the technology replacement information is within the school’s Technology Plan under the Action Plan- Technology Deployment Data section.  In this section under activity six it states, “Replace 1/3 of student computer stations in computer labs.” (Skogsberg, 2013, pp. 27).  This is stated three times throughout the plan, once every year. Therefore, at the end of three years, all student computers will be no more than three years old.  Student computers are the only computers currently on a replacement plan. Teacher computers have not yet been addressed but discussion of laptops has been approached. Bismark Public Schools have a different replacement plan than that of Taft.  They have chosen to replace their computers every four years. They refurbish the ones they can and pass them from teachers to students; the computers that cannot be refurbished are recycled (Kincaid, 2009).  Both of these schools are doing what works best for them.  There is no one direct way that a school should replace their computers.  There are many different factors that will play into this process.  A few of these factors are: funding, budget, computing power, distribution and installation (Ritschard & Spencer, n.d.) The Taft Grade School Technology Committee has taken all of these factors into consideration while creating their replacement plan.  It is obvious that Taft Grade School is in need of new computers.  After gathering the data from a survey given to the Taft Grade School administration and board members, it is very clear that the computers have not been replaced in over six years.  At the rate that technology is progressing this is putting the Taft students behind in their computer learning skills. Taft needs to work on a continuation of a replacement plan that includes all technologies, not just student computers, and looks further into the future than just three years. At the rate technology is growing, three years is too long.

Acceptable Use Policy
The current Acceptable Use Policy (AUP) at Taft Grade School has been in place since January 16, 2008 as reported by Dr. DJ Skogsberg, Taft’s Superintendent.  This policy states that: 

 All use of the district’s electronic networks must be: (1) in support of education and/or research, and be in the furtherance of the goals stated herein, or (2) for a legitimate school business purpose.  Use is a privilege, not a right.  Students and staff members have no expectation of privacy in any material that is stored, transmitted, or received via the District’s electronic networks or District computers. General rules for behavior and communications apply when using electronic networks.  The District’s Authorization for Electronic Network Access contains the appropriate uses, ethics, and protocol.  Electronic communications and downloaded material, including files deleted from a user’s account but not erased, may be monitored or read by school officials

(D. Skogsberg, personal communication, June 19, 2013).  Using the gathered data from a survey given to the Taft administration and board members, it was overwhelmingly evident that the Acceptable Use Policy needs to be updated. The fact that it has been over five years since its last revision is short sighted. Cell phone technology has complicated school life in ways that are not taken into consideration with the current policy.
Acceptable Usage Policies are becoming more and more important in this ever-changing technological world.  One of the main struggles schools are having is censoring what their students have access to on the Internet. Schools work very hard to block web sites that are not appropriate for students (Lawson & Comber, 2000). This is more complicated, for instance, in a K-8 setting when what may not be appropriate for a kindergartener may be assigned research for an eighth grader.  Schools will also run into web sites that are great educational tools such as YouTube which can contain material both of substance and inappropriate content (Mann, 2009). The administration then must determine what is more important - the educational values that can be gained or the inappropriate material that may be found.  Schools have had to start over censoring websites for this reason.  One way to solve this problem would be for teachers to gain access to these sites but keep them secure from students (Mann, 2009).  Many of today’s students know their way around technology so well that they can get around these blocked sites regardless. Therefore the Acceptable Usage Policy and its strict enforcement are necessary for every school to implement.
In conclusion, Taft Grade School has taken many steps in the right direction to increase their technology.  Everyone including the administration, teachers, and board members are all headed to a common goal to expand student knowledge. Within the next few years Taft’s technology will be at an appropriate level and student’s scores will be headed in the right direction. 
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