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Background

EBI Vasco da Gama is a primary and lower secondary school located near the Expo area in Lisbon. The school has about 700 students, 86 teachers and 4 pedagogical support staff members. 

Visions

There is a national policy in Portugal supporting the use of ICT in school. However, at the local level there is no educational vision or policy, neither in the local community nor in this school, which enhances the use of ICT.

The main goal in the school is to develop students’ critical view. It is important to talk to students about why and how to do different work. The use of ICT supports this opinion as the students learn to use the same material in different fashions and for different assignments. The material from the Internet has, to some extent, to be evaluated by the students.

Conditions

The school is equipped with 47 computers available for students. 45 of them are multimedia computers and 24 have access to e-mail and WWW. Less than 10 % of the students bring a laptop to school. Other available equipments are a laser and a colour printer, CD-Rom drive, devices for mentally and/or physically disabled students, devices for digital image or video processing, a scanner, etc. Both an Intranet and an Internet connection exist.
The computers are placed in a computer room, in classrooms and in other locations in the school. There is also a resource centre equipped with some computers. Students in the 5th grade use the computers for regular ICT-classes. Younger students sometimes use computers in their classrooms. Older students have to use computers at the resource centre. Both in pre-primary and primary rooms there are computers to be used by the teachers.

Almost all students have computers at home. Students without computers at home either visit students with computers or they can go to the school and use computers until 5 p.m. when the school closes. 

There is a lot of software available in e.g. mathematics, physics, chemistry, biology, earth science, language/mother tongue, foreign language, creative arts, history, geography, computer education/informatics and soft ware for multidisciplinary projects and activities. Available types of general software are word processing, desktop publishing, spreadsheets, database, graphics, tutorial programs, simulations, educational games, recreational games etc. E-mail and WWW were introduced in 1999. The school has its own homepage with general information about the school and announcements about events.

However, there are some problems related to technical issues reported e.g. insufficient peripherals, outdated or lack of network or LAN, not enough copies of software for instructional purposes adaptable for use in subjects and lack of information about software or its quality prior to purchasing. The Internet connection is slow.

There is no official ICT-support system in the school. One teacher has a special responsibility and gets some reduction in his number of lessons. There is also a contract with a private firm that is responsible for technical support. Teachers think that there is not enough technical assistance for operating and maintaining computers and insufficient help for solving technical problems with ICT. But an increasing number of teachers do use and want to use ICT in their teaching.

Earlier the executive has tried to introduce in-service training in the school, but it didn’t work. Now the training is organized in a Training Centre. “Only training centres can give credited instruction.” Transfer of knowledge between teachers also takes place via informal contacts and via the school working group or committee for ICT in education. Use of ICT is also on the agenda at staff meetings. The majority of the teachers have had 35-50 hours of ICT related in-service training in the Training Centre. Teachers have learnt the basics and almost everyone uses e-mail and WWW. Primary teachers use ICT more often since the equipment is already in the classroom. Younger teachers use ICT more often than older teachers. All class administrators must use computers as an administrative tool. But insufficient teacher ICT competence and lack of financial resources are still looked upon as problems.

The introduction and use of ICT has good backing from the leadership and the parents. Parents also pay for extra ICT-equipment to the school. The school rents their ICT-resources to the community at large.

Activities

Every school has a certain freedom to create a local curriculum in addition to the national curriculum and this school introduced ICT before it was introduced in the national curriculum. Some years ago a small group of teachers who were interested in ICT proposed to the principal to create an innovative program for introducing ICT. ICT was not introduced in all subjects. They started with the ICT-project in the 5th grade. Today most teachers in the school, 76 % of 86 teachers, use ICT to some extent. 

The students use ICT in the ICT-classes, in the 5th and 9th grades and in project work to look for information and to make presentations.

For the young students search to find information on the net is more guided. The main motivations to use ICT in schoolwork are to enhance communicative competences, research skills, comprehension and expression competencies. There is not enough material to use ICT effectively in all subjects. ICT is most widely used in subjects where they work project oriented like in biology, chemistry and physics. Most assignments for students when they use ICT are done at home. It is claimed that the role of the teacher and learning styles do not change by the use of ICT in instruction and learning.

A typical student in this school has used external databases, has designed and maintained websites and has disseminated information via Internet and/or WWW. When leaving school the typical student will have used the following applications: simulations of natural or man made systems, software for simple data manipulation and statistical analysis, word processing/desktop publishing, hard- and software for real time data collection and data manipulation for science investigations, software supporting creative works, an interactive multimedia encyclopaedia on CD-ROM and software for learning programming skills.

Teachers think that new competencies have been developed by using ICT, but that these competencies have to be evaluated. In the information society there is a need for new competencies and these have to be evaluated. The teachers are not sure that students can internalise the new skills and competencies related to the use of ICT. The teaching staff often discussed the topic of how each student learns. The teachers think that use of ICT can facilitate to uncover the students’ individual learning styles. However, the teachers are also worried that ICT can have negative effects on both inside and outside the school. They would like to work more creatively and link theory and practice better.

Perceived advantages and disadvantages of the use of ICT

It is stated by the principal that students become more aware about how to learn when using ICT, because they must interact with the computer. ICT has also changed the relationship between students and teachers and made it more open and intimate. Students often teach teachers when working with ICT instruments. The idea of sharing knowledge and the capability of using new sources for learning are enhanced by using ICT.

Another positive impact is better communication and better access to information. Since there is a national policy supporting ICT in schools, teachers and students feel closer to the rest of Europe. A negative impact from using the net is that some children are more curious than others and they might stray to unwanted sites.

Teachers are more active, less formal and learn more by doing, when using ICT. School results have been improving and grades are better. The role of the students has also changed. ICT has enhanced students’ curiosity and motivation that in turn has forced the teachers to seek more knowledge. 

There are some drawbacks. Since most students have computers at home, students tend to neglect all other instruments to learn. Another comment is that both students and teachers are loosing a lot of time because of technical problems with the equipment in a new ICT room.

In general the students like using ICT but there are also students who think they spend too much time in front of the computer. The students think that ICT can help them to learn more easily, but not necessarily better. Anyhow, there is also some disagreement about this. The students think that the competences learnt by ICT will prepare them better for the future, both in further education and in future work.
Teachers and students

This school is more autonomous than other local schools, according to the principal and the teachers. However, it is claimed, teachers’ attitudes towards introducing new methods and new technology are more important than the autonomy that can be used to organise the school to support the use of ICT. 

The principal thinks that there are two kinds of teachers in the school: those who cooperate and want to use ICT, and those who do not cooperate and are negative to the use of ICT. Some teachers and the principal welcome the changes, but they stress that the teacher’s role as regulator and administrator is not diminished because of ICT. Some teachers have not been able to experience the advantages of using ICT in teaching and some of them think ICT only are machines to be used to play with. Some teachers also feel uncomfortable because students are more competent with ICT than they are. However, since there has always been a culture to help each other in the school, the number of teachers who are negative to the use of ICT is decreasing. 

The students think that there have been no changes in how they work in classes or in teacher evaluation after the introduction of ICT. They think evaluation of handwritten work should be changed since it is more difficult than using a computer to make written texts. The cooperation with other students is different when using ICT. The groups are often less stable during group work because of technical problems. Anyhow, the students think that students should start using ICT earlier.

One student feels that the computer has a tendency to prevent her from doing the work the way she likes. She thinks too much work and activities are done on computers and she also feels that the computers have solved and standardised too many tasks. Certainly, collecting information on the Internet is faster than using books but sometimes the students are distracted from the assignments when they are on the Internet.

In this school they have not detected any differences between how the younger boys and girls use the ICT equipment. In the 9th grade boys are more interested in technological aspects of ICT than girls. What worries the staff more is the danger of increased social differences and exclusion when ICT is widely used in the school. 

The principal thinks that students spend too much time alone in front of the PC, TV etc. To have one computer for each student would therefore not be positive. She thinks it is important that students learn to work together when using ICT.

Sustainability

The principal thinks that in spite of the fact that this school is quite advanced in their ICT-based teaching and learning compared to other Portuguese schools they are still just in the beginning of their development of ICT-based work. She claims that it is essential that students learn ICT. As principal she must have a view of the future and she must facilitate the students learning of ICT. She pushes the teachers individually to make them use ICT. Her school needs more teachers with formal qualifications in ICT. Now there is only one teacher with formal education in ICT at university level. A small group of teachers and the principal are regarded as front runners in this development.

The principal has some contacts with other principals concerning the use of ICT. However, it is difficult to start projects with other schools because the schools have so little authority over their own resources.

