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Information collected during the school visit

The visit took place on November 5, 2008. During the visit three interviews were held: with the head teacher and the deputy head teacher of the school, with a focus group of teachers and with a focus group of students from the school. The teacher focus group contained five teachers: four female teachers and a male teacher. One teacher taught social sciences and Cultural History, the second teacher taught Latvian language and literature, the third Computer Science and Physics, the fourth Physics and the fifth English. Two male students and two female students participated in the student focus group. Two of the students were 16 years old and two 18 years old. In addition to the information collected during the interviews two questionnaires were completed, one by the head teacher and one by the ICT coordinator. One questionnaire was about general issues and the other one on technical issues related to ICT in this particular school. Information about the school was also collected from the school’s webpage.
Background
The school is situated in a small town with about 4000 inhabitants in a rural area in southern Latvia. The school has two buildings. One of the buildings is a newer building. The school has two sport halls, a library and two computer rooms. 

The students are in all grades from first to 12th. There are 33 classes and in total 627 students (265 boys and 362 girls). The students are mainly from the municipality of Auce, but there are also about 50 boarding places available for students who can not travel between the school and their home on a daily basis.
There are 53 teachers working at the school, five are male teachers and 48 female. Four of the female teachers work part-time.

ICT infrastructure 

The school has 69 computers. In 2007 it had only 33 computers. 13 computers are for administration only and 14 for teachers only. The computers which can be used by students are located in computer rooms (30), in classrooms (14), in other instructional rooms (5) and in other locations (1). 55 computers are in a local network and can have access to e-mail and WWW at the same time. There are 38 multimedia computers and there are 5 computers which can not be used.

The school has the following peripherals: laser printer, CD-ROM-drive, devices for digital image or video processing, color printer, CD-writer, Smart Boards, Video projector, Scanner and LCD-panel.

The following types of software are available for learning and teaching on at least one computer: word processing/desktop publishing, spreadsheet, database, graphics, statistical/mathematical programs, programming languages, tutorial programs for self learning, simulations, for exams/tests/constructing test/administrating tests, Internet browser, e-mail software, encyclopedia on CD-ROM, video/audio/author ware, presentation software (e.g PowerPoint), software for interactive questionnaire and e-content software supported by the Sharable Content Object Reference Model (SCORM). Software is available for the following subjects: Mathematics, Physics, Chemistry, Language/mother tongue, Foreign Languages, Creative Arts (music, visual arts), History, Economics, Computer Education/Informatics, multidisciplinary projects or activities, Cultural History.
The school seemed satisfied with its present ICT resources. In spite of an increased number of computers in recent years the head teacher considered that the number of computers is still insufficient and a major obstacle affecting the realization of the school’s computer related goals. This view is shared by the ICT coordinator, who also indicated that there are not enough software copies for instructional purposes and that some software is not specific enough and/or not adaptable for to be used in certain subjects.
The deputy head teacher is responsible for ICT and there are also two network assistants. The deputy head teacher has 15 hours a week for technical and network coordination. In total 40 hours are allocated to different individuals for coordination and support of computers. The present technical support was not regarded as a problem by the teachers, but the ICT coordinator indicated that there is not enough technical assistance for operating and maintaining computers. 
Teachers’ professional development

Provision of training for all teachers in using ICT for educational purposes is a policy goal of the school which has almost been accomplished. It is compulsory for teachers to take at least some basic computer courses and some course on pedagogical use of computers. Teachers in the district have been offered intensive courses in how to use ICT. This was funded by the European Social Fund. Half of the schools’ teachers had the opportunity to participate. A part of the course was organized by ICT teachers from the school and a part by staff from the ICT university. It is also possible for teachers to participate in ICT courses organized by the Latvian adult education centre. 
According to the ICT coordinator the transfer of knowledge in the school takes place through informal contacts/communication, ICT as a regular item on the agenda of staff meetings, school courses, computer coordination or technical assistance, via the schools website and via e-mail. Courses for teachers are available both in-house and as external courses.

All teachers who participated in the interview had received at least some in-service training on how to use ICT in education, both technically and pedagogically. Several of them had used opportunities to participate in distance education in their subjects. More than 50 % of the teachers in the school have participated in ICT courses. Staff development with regard to ICT is at present not a priority in the school’s budget.
Teacher education institutions do not really prepare new teachers to use ICT according to some of the teachers. It is mentioned by one teacher that teachers need new skills to make students more attentive.
ICT in the curriculum, school plans, projects and others
The increased use of ICT in the school has been initiated by the government, the region, the municipality and by parents. The school started to use e-mail in 1996 and the interent in 1998. The use of ICT in education seems to have been growing gradually as a result of increased training among the teachers, availability of more computers at this school and an overall greater availability of software and internet content for schools.

Development of a common vision on the use of computers within the school is a policy goal which has almost been realized, but the school does not have a written policy or statement with regard to the use of computers for educational purposes for students. The following goals are according to the head teacher very important for determining how computers should be used in the school: to prepare students for future jobs, to encourage more cooperative and project-based learning and to satisfy parents’ and community expectations. 

Policy goals which have been almost or fully realized are: one or more computers available in every classroom, teachers use computers in their instructional practice, using software for students with learning problems, encouraging students learning on their own with the computer/encouraging independent learning with the support of computers, students using computers as supportive learning aids, every teacher and every student has got an individual e-mail address at/via the school, students use e-mail, students access external databases via the internet, cooperation with other schools in the area of ICT and attention is given to norms and values for using internet. 

Teaching and learning practices at the school which are widely support by ICT are: students involved in cooperative and/or project based learning, students learning by doing, students assigned projects that require several persons working together for an extended period of time and teachers assigning problems where students select types of evidence and appropriate reasoning for the solution.

In relation to using ICT for teaching and learning practices the following is practiced: using routine exercises and tutorials to improve learning in particular subject areas, use of remedial programs providing individualized learning experiences and cooperative learning projects with other schools using electronic networks.

The school is involved in a number of projects. A cooperation exists with several other Latvian schools through the Latvian School Technology Exposition (LatSTE). The school has participated in E-twinning projects and Nordic Baltic projects. The school has also been involved in environmental projects such as the “Greenest class” and projects related to the Latvian fund for Nature. Moreover, there are contacts with schools in Norway, Finland and Sweden. The European Social Fund has organized projects on adult learning in which the school has been involved. 
The school has access to the Latvian school portal where systems similar to LMS (Learning Management Systems) can be used. On this portal also material can be found concerning curriculum and courses, assessment/testing, capability to handle student pre/post testing, assignments and links to resources for students. In addition, content related to Mathematics, Physics, Chemistry, Biology/Life Science, Latvian, Foreign Languages, Economics, Computer Education/Informatics and multidisciplinary projects and activities can be found there.
The school has its own webpage presenting information about the school and specific information for parents and students and information concerning tests and sometimes assignments. Clickable resources for students, curriculum materials, announcements about events and a photo gallery also feature on the webpage.

The head teacher believes that improvement for the use of ICT in class is still necessary. There is a need to further develop the pedagogical use of ICT and to have projectors in all classrooms, but not necessarily smart boards. ICT can be used to visualize the teaching. Teachers talk about the need for smart boards, video and camera equipment and laptops for all students.
Teachers’ practices 
About half of the teachers use e-mail and/or the internet in their teaching in some way. According to the students, a third of the teachers know how to use ICT and this often depends on the age of the teacher.
ICT is used in Latvian language and literature, History, English, Russian, Physics, Biology, Chemistry, Economics, Geography, Informatics, Sports, Arts, Music and Mathematics. It is also used for some projects related to e-twinning. 

ICT is used to prepare presentations, exercises and laboratory work which are used during lessons and as homework. Many teachers use internet-based material and CDs and DVDs for teaching; they also e-mail schools in other countries. The teachers report about how, for example, ICT is used in Cultural History classes to show paintings. One of the teachers has developed different manuals on how computer programs can be used for teaching and learning. Some material is made available on the internet for the students. ICT is also used for testing. Some teachers tend, according to the students, to use computers too much and do not explain well when they use ICT prepared presentations. 
ICT is used for contacts with students, parents and other schools. The teachers share ideas and experiences through the participation in methodological committees. They also have e-mailing lists to exchange information. In some subjects team teaching exists, but teachers regard it as difficult because the curriculum does not support it.
Some teachers use smart boards, but not more than about 10 % of all teachers. The school received smart boards in September 2008 which are used in Mathematics, Physics, Chemistry, Biology/Life Science, Latvian, Foreign Languages, Economics, Computer Education/ Informatics and multidisciplinary projects and activities.

Students and the use of ICT
Students in all grades, except the first grade, are expected to use ICT. More than three quarters of all students use e-mail and the internet. The use of ICT is more intensive in the final grades (11th  and 12th grade) where it is used in alls subjects.
Policy goals related to student activities where ICT is applied frequently are for example to use software for students’ learning difficulties, encouraging students to learn on their own with the computer, to use computers as supportive learning aids, to use e-mails and accessing external databases via internet.

A typical student at the school will at the end of the final grade have done the following internet related activities: communicated via e-mail with teachers within and outside the school for learning purposes, communicated via e-mail with peers form other schools within and outside the country, used external databases to retrieve and extract information from different sites across the internet, designed websites, disseminated information via the Internet and worked in collaborative projects using ICT.

A typical student will at the end of the final grade have used the following technical applications: simulations of natural or man made systems, dynamic modeling and graphical modeling of mathematical functions, software for simple data manipulations and statistical analysis, word processing, desk top publishing, hard- and software for real time data collection and data manipulation for science investigations, spreadsheet packages, software for supporting creative work (music /arts), interactive multimedia encyclopedia on CD ROM or DVD and software to learn programming skills.

At the end of the final grade students should be able to operate a computer (saving files, printing, keyboarding), write documents with a word processor (typing, editing, layout), making illustrations with graphical programs, calculating with spreadsheet programs (sheet creation, using formulas), communicating via e-mail with teachers and other students, sending and searching and using electronic forms of information. Students following the ICT program should also be able to write simple programs (in e.g. Logo, Pascal).

Students are responsible for controlling their own learning process and this is to some extent realized through the use of ICT. They can sometimes decide when to take tests, but this is only to some extent related to the use of ICT.
The students cooperate with other schools, in Latvia and in other countries, as a part of some of the projects the school is involved in. Some students help to construct and maintain the website of the school. 
Special measures have been set up to facilitate access of ICT for students of minority groups and encourage them to use ICT. There have been Roma students in the school, but the most important minority group is students of Russian origin. Generally they are well integrated in the school.

No special measures have been taken to promote girls using ICT. Gender equity is more and more emphasized in Latvia, but girls’ skills in using ICT is not regarded as a problem in the school. Sometimes girls are more skilled than boys in using ICT. It also depends on the subject where ICT is used.
All the interviewed students use ICT in their free time. Most of them seem to have access to computers at home. Teachers communicate with parents via e-mail. One teacher estimates that about 80% of the students are from homes where they have computers.
Factors that influence the use of ICT 

The municipality has been very supportive and emphasized the use of ICT. The school has also been used by the municipality as a centre for ICT where people could have access to computers. This has now come to an end as the municipality has enough computers available at other places that can be used for this. An important objective when decisions have been taken about the use of computers in the school has been to satisfy parents’ and community expectations.

Local, regional and national plans and policies have helped to provide training for the teachers and funds so that the school has been able to buy computers. At national level programs have been introduced to support the use of ICT in schools. A new Latvian curriculum will be introduced and the need to use ICT in education will be stressed.
It has has been a challenge to get enough computers and other equipment. In the 80’s informatics was taught at the school without computers. This has been solved in recent years through donations from the Soros foundation and from Norway and Germany. In addition to this, the school has also received support from the municipality and from the European Union. Nevertheless, the number of computers remains insufficient both according to the head teacher and the ICT coordinator. The school is actively searching funds to buy more computers and computer related equipment. The head teacher stresses the importance for the school management to understand the need of ICT in school. If that is not the case, funds will be used for other purposes. 

Another problem according to the head teacher is that teachers have a high workload and do not have enough time to prepare lessons with the support of ICT and to explore opportunities to use the internet.

What difference does the use of ICT make?

Teachers, students and the head teacher did in general welcome the changes due to the use of ICT in education. No references are made to changes related to academic outcomes. It is mentioned that the students are more motivated when using ICT. Students refer to the need to learn to use computers because it is a part of “real life”. Students find it easy to produce own material and learn more easily on their own account and find material without further support.

The head teacher thinks that the sources students can use have changed. Students access information from webpages and teachers report that nowadays students learn more by themselves and sometime create new information. No major changes are mentioned in relation to the grouping of students, but the student report that they sometime work in pairs. Teachers also mentioned that they sometimes organize group work or use work stations.
The head teacher and teachers mentioned the more interdisciplinary approach about the school participating in several projects and students working on these projects. However, teachers also stressed that the curriculum sets some borders. ICT is used to support project work and group work when teachers guide the students in their information search. 

Some assessments are organized so that the students send papers to the teachers. ICT is obviously used by the teachers to construct and administer these assessments. Information about tests and even tests are put on the schools website.
ICT is often used to support “traditional” teaching. Teachers use PowerPoint, websites and other ICT resources to support their presentations. Presentations can be made more attractive and concepts and processes can be visualized. The students report that they find it very useful when they can see, for example, how graphs change. One student underlined that ICT cannot replace reality – it is more useful to see real flowers than flowers on the computer. No major changes are mentioned in relation to the locations used and the time table. However,the ICT labs are used for many different purposes.
No major changes are referred to in relation to teacher-student interaction. Students use e-mails for contacts with teachers and send teachers their work electronically. Students can also download material and work with it at home. Students sometimes need to help the teachers with how to use ICT in the classroom – sometimes students teach. Teachers and students also have informal contacts on the web through different networks. Email is regarded as an effective facility for disseminating information in the school both to students and parents. 
Students may use ICT for chatting at the same time as they are supposed to do other things. Copying and neglecting copyrights has increased and it is difficult to control. Teachers think that it makes the students more lazy and they are less able to compose their own texts. 
How the vision on teaching and learning is related to the use of ICT is not explicitly discussed by the head teacher and the teachers. The possibility for students to work more on their own and to search information is emphasized and ICT is an important means to achieve this. Another issue referred to are opportunities such as contacting schools, students and teachers both in Latvia and in other countries. Teaching can also become more interesting through the use of own produced videos.
Conclusions

ICT is a part of the school culture, but not a part that is present in all activities for all students and teachers. Most students use ICT in school, but not all. Most teachers use ICT, but there are several teachers who do not use it at all. The target to use ICT in education seems to be accepted by all teachers interviewed. These teachers also expressed the need to continue to change, but also to find a balance between the use of ICT and ways of teaching. The school had experienced a radical increase of the number of computers in recent years. This may have supported a general enthusiasm to use existing resources.
There is no indication that the teachers are not prepared to continue to develop the use of ICT. The head teacher believes there will be much more use of ICT in the future in schools. However the national policy has to support this target as well, for example with a more unified and clearer government policy. The lack of such a policy is an obstacle for the transferability of ICT in education to other schools. An important challenge is the insufficient access to computers in many schools. Promises have been made that all teacher should receive a computer, but this has not been accomplished. The Auce school managed to get additional funding from several sources. Other schools, however, may not find this easy to obtain.
It is not explicitly said in the interviews, but teachers seem to think that the way ICT is used in the school is of interest for other schools. The school’s ICT coordinator has been invited to share his experiences with a large group of Latvian teachers. The head teacher also saw it as important to find ways to exchange knowledge with other schools.
As a result of the increased use of ICT in the school teacher collaboration increased. Nevertheless, there are still restrictions in the curriculum that limit this collaboration. Teacher – student interaction has changed to some extent as some teachers have contact with their students via email. There are also examples in the school where teachers are in contact with their students via networks. Also parents increasingly tend to use e-mail to communicate with teachers. The school’s website provides information about the school and the activities of the school to parents and students. The municipality has been a major supporter of the schools’ development.

In the area of management structure, decision making structure and organizational processes the increased use of ICT does not seem to have lead to any changes. The same goes for the physical arrangements in the school, which are mainly based on classroom teaching.
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