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Background

Escola EB2,3. Dr. José dos Santos Bessa is a lower secondary school with 19 classes, almost 400 students in grades 5 – 9 and 62 teachers. The school is located in a rural area in the middle of Portugal. A majority of the population is agrarian. This school is the first one in the district starting curricular reforms, more flexible to local needs. In 1993 the school was involved in the Galileo program (EU) and by now in the Comenius-program, aimed to visit other countries. The school is not involved in exchange activities based on ICT-work. The Ministry of Education introduced this school year, 2004/2005, for the first time a subject called ICT for students of the 9th grade. 

Visions

The vision of the school on ICT is to improve students learning and to prepare them for future jobs and for life long learning. Since the school is situated in a rural area, ICT is expected to give students broader view of the world. There are also goals dealing with individualization of student learning experiences but also encouraging more cooperative learning, to develop student independence and responsibility for their own learning and too make learning more interesting.

Another goal related to technological equipment is to establish wireless connection between all the computers in the school and to introduce broadband with the financial help of the government. One of the innovative teachers wants to create web pockets for different subjects on their home page, run by the different departments as entry points for the students.

Conditions

The school is equipped with a total of 46 computers, of which 28 can be used by students. Other available equipments are a laser printer, a colour printer, CD-ROM drive, scanner etc. Software is available for most subjects as well as soft ware for word processing, desktop publishing, educational games and the Internet. Budgetary restrictions for example on printing influence schoolwork. There is a wish for more computers and better technical facilities. The students point at problems related to not available computers in school. Technical support is given by a class teacher, six hours a week, the library team and by the executive. The school has a contract with certain firms that give support when new equipment and programs are introduced. All students in the school are using computers, but just half of the teachers. 

There are two kinds of training options for the teachers: either in their own school or in a local training centre 5 km away from school. Both basic and more advanced courses are offered. Teachers also learn from colleagues attending courses and from students. Teacher training on ICT is not obligatory, but 50 % have taken part in basic courses. Anyhow, many teachers do not have the competence to make use of ICT in their lessons. 

The use of ICT in the school has strong support by both the principal and among the teachers. They think it is important that the school continues to be involved in projects to develop both the learning of students and the competencies of the teachers. “We must change with the times,” is a quotation from a teacher not using ICT in her teaching. Some teachers already use ICT in their normal lessons but not all the teachers in school have been enthusiastic. Several find it problematic not having enough computers and space to use ICT. They were also worried over whether students’ learning is effective when students go to the same websites, download the same information and produce very similar or identical material. The age of teachers is stressed as the main reason for differences in teacher attitudes towards the use of ICT. Older teachers (over 40) are less likely to use ICT in their teaching because of less interest and less knowledge of ICT tools. There were also complaints that a lack of local autonomy for schools and teachers makes it more difficult to use ICT in teaching..

Fifty percent of the students have computers at home, most of them just for playing games. Some of the students come from fairly disadvantaged social backgrounds, and as there is no public library in Carapinheira, the local community has developed ”a cyber room” with free access to the Internet for the students. The lack of computers in many homes means a widening learning gap between students. Some of them feel discriminated against. However, it is stated that there are no differences between boys and girls when it comes to interest and time used on ICT.

ICT activities in school are supported by the local community and the parents but not as much by the local government. The principal is a leader who tries to get more equipment and supports teacher training.

Activities

In the school year 2000/2001 as one of the few pioneer schools, the school adopted the New Flexible Management of the Curriculum. With this model and with the school autonomy it was possible to design a curriculum adapted to the needs of the students. It was considered necessary by teachers to face the teaching-learning process in a different way, introducing new and more adequate methodologies in order to promote the autonomy of the students. The introduction of ICT was one of the concerns, so the decision was taken to include in the curriculum of the 6th grade Introduction of Computing. The students learn basic computing skills.

The ICT work in the school was offered as an extra curricular activity already in 1998/99. This activity is very much centred on club activities in four different clubs: the meteorology club, a journalist club, a computer and an Internet club. The clubs are included in the timetable in the middle of the day by shortening the lunch break. However participation in these clubs is not obligatory for students.

The use of ICT is a part of national curriculum for 9th grade. They learn about technical and theoretical aspects of computers in their ICT-lessons. At this school regular ICT teaching also takes place in 6th grade where students have one hour computing per week.. There is a wish from teachers to bring ICT more into the curriculum. Once a week 4th grade students from eight connected primary schools come to this school to get access to the ICT equipment. 

Students in grade 6-9, between 51-75 %, use e-mail and www for instructional purposes. A typical student will have used word processing and interactive multimedia encyclopaedia on CD-ROM. ICT is mainly used to search for information, to organize and integrate information and to present work. ICT is used to some extent to develop independent learning, to provide weaker students additional instruction, to reduce differences between students, to involve students in cooperative and project based learning, to do a multidisciplinary approach and to evaluate information. However, according to the principal, ICT is not used to let students control their own learning, to let students work at their own pace, to determine when to take a test and to hand over responsibility to the students.

The following skills were stated as goals for ICT learning: operate a computer, word processing, calculation, communication via e-mail, sending, searching for and using information on the net.

Perceived advantages and disadvantages of the use of ICT

Student representatives claim that classes where ICT is used are not very different from other classes, but perhaps a little livelier. Their summarized experiences are positive because they think they learn more, better and more efficient and subjects become more interesting and fun. They like to use the Internet because they find more information in related areas to the ones they are studying. They use less time to do assignments, which leaves more time for discussion and they feel more autonomy in their learning when using ICT. 

Some problems related to their concentration are linked to ICT. Sometimes they wander off to other themes than the ones where they were supposed to work with. However, the students think these are minor problems, that it is important that ICT is used more and by more students because it is so important for later studies and professional work. They also think that children should start learning earlier than they themselves did. As the school is located in a rural area, ICT can be used to connect students living further apart. The students feel lucky to be in a school where use of ICT is available. 

Teachers using ICT point out that use of ICT allows for many new ways of teaching, for example: New options for visualising phenomena, students’ concentration and motivation can be enhanced, more self-centred learning processes, closer cooperation between students and interchange material by e-mail, etc. The world is opened up to people in a small rural community. Other teachers say that although the work with ICT has been innovative, the enthusiasm has decreased some lately as it has become institutionalised. However, they still find that their work, administration and evaluation have become more efficient. Finally, they state that a better flexibility has been developed by the use of ICT. 

The principal strongly emphasises advantages related to the use of ICT in education. Both students’ written and oral skills are developed and research skills are enhanced. The students’ learning abilities have been advanced, however most students still have not learned to distinguish between good and bad Internet sources. Investments in ICT have made maintenance of buildings and specific material for the different subjects suffer. 

Teachers and students

Innovative teachers think that both teachers and students feel more autonomous when using ICT in school. The teacher role in the classroom has changed a lot because of the use of ICT, teachers are more facilitators than before. They have found that when being a facilitator, the students will get more motivated and have a more positive attitude that means less drop outs. To some extent teachers and students are regarded as colleagues in learning. However, the teachers insist that it is important that the pupils still understand and respect the role of the teachers, and the distance that must be kept.

Other teachers have a different opinion about autonomy. One says that the teacher role has always been that of a facilitator for student learning, and that the use of ICT has not changed this. However, it is important to balance between being a conveyor of cognitive knowledge and a facilitator. It is also important to stress that students cannot only learn individually, especially the younger students. A large obligatory curriculum also makes it difficult to let the students have very much freedom or autonomy. In Portuguese curricula there are certain competencies and skills defined centrally by government that the students should reach in each cycle. There is therefore a need to balance between necessary knowledge and the developments of students’ skills. This teacher thinks that students can acquire most competencies with or without the use of ICT. 

Sometimes students develop abilities to undertake independent learning. But generally they do not take all responsibility to control their own learning progress, to work at their own pace, or to determine when to take a test. And usually they are not encouraged to engage in reflection about the consequences of the research strategies they use.

Another change talking about by the teachers are the influence of ICT on collaboration. ICT teachers are supposed to cooperate more to share instruments, resources, communicate by e-mail, etc. Students are just to some extent involved in collaborative activities where the outcomes are based upon interdependent learning. Some of them prefer working in groups, exchanging information, even though they split the responsibility for work.

Sustainability

There is an enthusiasm among the staff but not every teacher is enthusiastic. The innovative teachers formulate ideas about the future use of ICT in school, including their own efforts. They would like the school community to work better together under one vision. They perceive differences between dreams and reality in working with ICT and difficulties to change the school culture. They conclude that without changes, the school will produce ICT illiterate students.

The following changes were suggested by the ICT enthusiastic teachers in order to ensure further developments and sustainability of ICT based learning and teaching:

· more school autonomy over the curriculum to adapt to local needs 

· replace woodwork under arts with more ICT-related work

· more money from the government for installation and maintenance

· more in-service training 

· more computers 

· more pedagogical programs 

· less budgetary restrictions

· partnership with other schools.  

