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Riga Teacher Training and Educational Academy
Information collected during the school visit

The visit took place on November 6, 2008. During the visit three interviews were held: with representatives of the Academy’s management (among them the head of the research department), with a focus group of teachers and with a focus group of students from the Academy. The teacher focus group contained four female teachers: a lecturer in Latvian, a professor in Education and Language Didactics, a lecturer in ICT and a lecturer in Music. Three female students aged between 2 and 23 participated in the student focus group. Two of the students were studying to become pre-school teachers and one was training to be a teacher in lower secondary education. In addition to the information collected during the interviews two questionnaires were completed, one by the management and one by the ICT coordinator. One questionnaire was about general issues and the other one on technical issues related to ICT at the Academy. Information about the Academy was also collected from its webpage and from a brochure in English.
Background
The Riga Teacher Training and Educational Academy is situated in a mainly residential area in Riga, the capital of Latvia. The Academy has in addition to the building in Riga also eight annexes in Aluksne, Bauska, Cesis, Tukums, Ventspils, Madona, Jekabpils and in Kuldiga.

The Academy provides teacher education for pre-school, primary and lower secondary teachers. An area of special interest of the Academy is music and dance education. It also offers courses for head teachers, master courses and doctorial programmes. In total 25 study programs are offered at bachelor, master and PhD levels.
The Academy has about 3500 students and about 250 employees including professors and lecturers.

 History of the ICT usage at the Academy
The Academy was founded in 1994 by the state as a result of a merger of two institutions: Riga Teachers’ Institute and Imanta Teachers’ Institute. The Academy does not receive any extra funding on top of the basic state funding, but is trying to obtain extra funding through various projects. 

The Academy started using e-mail and internet when it was created. Its use has gradually become more abundant. According to information on the website, the Academy has the target to educate teachers to prepare pupils for life and work in information society. The conceptual cornerstones of the Academy’s study process are intelligence, competence and proficiency. Each study program should enable the students to develop the necessary professional competencies. Application and use of modern IT is stated on the website to be part of the Academy’s philosophy.  
The Academy organizes and participates in a number of research projects. Among them projects on the development of pedagogical professionalism of future teachers, music pedagogy, music teachers’ education and the content of the study subject of music, the development of jazz pedagogy in Latvia, the basic system of internal quality assessment, use of pedagogic and management methods for the development of students’ study skills in general education and outdoor education. 
The Academy is also involved in development projects. Among them projects on career guidance, teachers in English, e-courses, using a digital board and working with parents. Once of the projects is about preparing material on how to apply digital boards and preparing didactical material for students in their Latvian classes in grade 1 to 6.
During the academic year computers are weekly or daily used at the Academy for the following administrative/management activities: keeping track of student’s learning progress; updating the library database; creating and updating class schedules; staff administration; financial administration and external communication.

ICT infrastructure
The Academy has 370 computers available for the students. More than half of the classrooms are covered by wireless LAN (WLAN). There are two computer rooms with Internet access in Riga and computer rooms in all the annexes.

The following peripherals are available at the Academy: laser printer, CD-Writer (CD-R, DVD), CD-ROM drive, smart board, video-projector, scanner and color printer. The following types of software are available for teaching and learning on at least one computer: word processing, desktop publishing; spreadsheet; database; graphics: presentation, no professional drawing; statistical/mathematical programs; programming languages, accounting, book keeping, financial software; excercise and practice programs; tutorial programs (for self learning); simulations (e.g. real world simulations); educational games for exams/tests/constructing/administrating tests; internet browser; e-mail software; Encyclopedia on CD-ROM; music composition; presentation software (e.g. PowerPoint); software for interactive questionnaires and E-content software supported by  Sharable Content Object Reference Model (SCORM).
There is an IT department that provides, among others technical support. There are six persons working at the department with the administration of the different IT systems and two persons who are consultants.
Generally, teachers, management and students at the Academy seemed to be satisfied with the present ICT resources available. Concerning the technical support the opinions were partly mixed. The interviewed teachers did not express any concerns about the technical support, while the ICT-coordinator believed that there is not enough technical assistance for operating and maintaining computers and insufficient help for solving technical problems with ICT. The ICT coordinator also stressed that the administrative support and initiative at the 
Academy was inadequate.
In-service training

Provision of training for all teachers in using ICT for educational purposes is a policy goal which has been almost accomplished. It is compulsory for the teachers at the Academy to take at least some basic computer courses and at least some courses on pedagogical use of computers. More than half of the teachers have taken such courses. The teachers report that all staff received courses on basic ICT skills in 1999. According to both teachers and management, courses are now only organized when new equipment is bought or when there is a special interest to learn more about a certain topic. Both in-house and external courses are available for teachers. The ICT-coordinator believes that the quality of available teacher training courses is insufficient. The teachers interviewed did not express any doubt about their ability to use ICT in education.
The transfer of knowledge on ICT in education takes place between teachers at the Academy via informal contacts/communication. The use of ICT/computers in education is a regular item on the agenda of staff meetings, but there is no other organized structure for the exchange of information. 

ICT in the curriculum, plans and others
Development of a common vision on the use of computers within the Academy is a policy goal, but it is only partially accomplished. The Academy has no written policy or statement with regard to the use of computers for educational purposes.

The vision the management mentioned in the interview is that teachers at the Academy should discover how important ICT is in education and research. A pedagogical idea is to teach teacher students to use new technology and to realize that teachers will not be the only source for knowledge in the future. Teacher students need to learn how ICT can help to motivate pupils to participate actively in class. They also need to learn how to use research and presentation techniques. Visions mentioned by the teachers are that all students get a basic knowledge about ICT and that ICT could be applied more in specific programs such as the preparation of music teachers.
The following goals were very important in determining how computers are now used at the Academy: to prepare students for future jobs; to improve student achievement; to promote active learning strategies; to individualize student learning experiences; to develop student independence and responsibility for own learning; to give students routine and practical exercises; to make the learning process more interesting and to satisfy community expectations.

Policy goals which have been almost or fully accomplished are: teachers use computers in their instructional practice; students using computers as supportive learning aids (e.g. searching, analyzing, and presenting information); every teacher and every student has an individual e-mail address at/via school; students use e-mail; students access external databases via the Internet; assignment of non-teaching hours to teachers to support the use of computers in the school and attention to norms and values (e.g. language, violence, pornography) in using Internet.

The following aspects of teaching and learning are to a large extent present at the Academy and ICT has been used a lot in realizing these aspects: students developing abilities to undertake independent learning; students learning to search for information, process data, and present information; students being largely responsible for controlling their own learning progress; students involved in cooperative and/or project-based learning; students learn to assemble, organize and integrate information; students present work using several forms of presentation, e.g., text, visual, verbal, and electronic; students involved in collaborative activities where the outcomes are based upon interdependent work; students assigned projects that require several persons working together for an extended period of time; and students engage in intellectual discourse to exchange information and jointly solve problems.
In relation to the use of ICT for teaching and learning drills and tutorials to improve learning in particular subject areas and remedial programs providing individualized learning experiences are used.

At the Academy they teach the future teachers how to use ICT. The mostly focus on presentations, digital boards, communication tools and e-mails. The equipment develops extremely quickly which makes it necessary to decide what to use. The idea, as expressed by the management, is to change the role of teachers so that teachers are not the only source of information. Teacher students should be made more active and cooperate and get involved. Research competence and the ability to carry out self-assessments are important skills to develop. According to the interviewed teachers the key competence teachers require to use ICT for pedagogical purposes is to know how to teach “traditionally”. In addition to this, there is a need to learn how to use ICT for presentations, digital boards, communication tools, e-mails and video-conferences. Teaching at the Academy should contribute to critical thinking and be interactive and interesting according to the teachers and ICT can support this. Students should be more involved in self-assessment where they also learn to discuss about the criteria for evaluation.

Teachers’ practices 
More than three quarters of the teachers use e-mail and the World Wide Web (WWW) in their teaching in some way or the other. Teachers prepare presentations with the support of ICT and use them in their lectures and seminars. Such presentations are believed to make teaching more visual. 
Almost all teachers use ICT to prepare material. They prepare papers and publications and hope to develop more of an e-learning environment where students can communicate. For this purpose, they often use the program Visio and obtain material from the internet. Teachers instruct students to use cameras and to make films, who then create material, put it on Moodle and the website of the Academy. Teachers frequently use e-mail to communicate with their students and report that they often stay in contact with old students (now active teachers) via e-mail.
The students report that many teachers use ICT for presentations, but not all teachers do so. Some material is also prepared by the teachers and made available for the students on Moodle or on the website of the Academy.
The ICT teachers in the Academy cooperate with all other teachers about ICT and how it can be used in different subjects. Staff at the IT department could play a role as consultants to other teachers. The opinion is expressed by some teachers that there should be more coordination between the various initiatives and ideas.
Students and the use of ICT
More than three quarters of the students use e-mail and WWW. Very few students bring own laptops, actually less than 10 % of all students.

The students learn how to use ICT, mostly how to prepare presentations, the use of digital boards and they use communication tools such as e-mails and video conferences. Those students who study Music learn how to use a program for music writing called Sibelius. Students report that they use ICT for preparing PowerPoints, to look for information and to type papers. They also visit the Moodle site to get information. Students keep in touch with some of their teachers and send them papers by e-mail.

Students carry out the following internet related activities: communicating via e-mail with teachers within and outside the school for learning purposes; communicating via e-mail with peers from other schools within and outside the country; using e-mail or bulletin boards for group projects/collaboration within the Academy and with other schools; using external databases to retrieve and extract information from different sites across the Internet; designing and maintaining websites; disseminating information via the Internet (e.g. publishing projects); discussing, debating issues and exploring ideas by video conferencing with others (e.g. schools or experts) outside the school and other activities.

According to the Academy’s objectives the students should acquire the following skills in relation to ICT: operating a computer (saving files, printing, keyboarding); writing 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, searching for, and using electronic forms of information and other skills.

Teachers report that sometimes students are ask to prepare papers or for example a video on computer. Computers are not used for exams according to the students, except in informatics. The students have to prepare websites etc. and all information about examinations and the results are communicated electronically.

The interviewed students did not report that they had experienced any major difficulties in using ICT. The students sometimes experience that they cannot get information about how some programs for sharing information and for communication should be used. The Academy’s management has noticed that the students are not afraid to use ICT.
The Academy has two computer rooms with internet access. They are open for all students, but they are also often used for lessons. All students have access to the restricted part of the Academy’s website through individual passwords.

According to management a large part of the students have access to ICT at home. The students report that they, due to the use of ICT, can learn more at home.
The majority of students are women. There are also students from ethnic minorities. No special measures have been taken to promote these groups’ use of ICT. It is not believed that there are any important differences between the various groups at the Academy in respect of ICT use. 
Factors that influence the use of ICT 

Problems mentioned that influence the use of ICT is lack of knowledge and time among the teachers at the Academy. Not all teachers know how ICT could be used in education. The students report that some teachers do not know how to use some of the programs for information exchange and communication. It is also a problem that when ICT is used equipment has to be booked in advance, which means that sometimes lessons have to be planned long time in advance. 
A problem for the teacher students is that many of the schools where they have periods of practical teacher work as part of their education and where they are supposed to use their ICT skills have a poor ICT infrastructure. This means that the opportunities to use practical ICT skills in real classrooms as part of the development of teaching skills is sometimes limited.
What difference does the use of ICT make?

ICT makes a difference and both positive and negative sides of it can be identified by management, teachers and students. 

According to the teachers ICT can have a positive impact as it helps the students to develop critical thinking and to evaluate critically the information they get. ICT makes teaching more interactive and interesting. They have noticed that students come better prepared to lessons. Students underline that ICT is a fast and cheap way to communicate. 
A negative aspect are the high costs related to the use of ICT. There are also problems related to copy rights and licenses for programs. The increased availability of information on the internet has made it easer for student to cut and paste when they are supposed to write papers. Teachers need to check this and it has increased their work load.

The students also stress that that they believe that they sometimes learn better without computers. They also argued that ICT cannot be used for everything in schools.
Conclusions
ICT has been used since 1994, when the Academy was founded. The use of ICT has been part of the activities from the very start of the Academy. The goals related to the use of ICT seem to be accepted by the teachers. The teachers are generally happy with the changes that have taken place. They appear to be prepared to continue to increase and develop the use of ICT at the Academy. At the same time it can be noted that the workload of the teachers at the Academy is considerable. They need time to work with ICT and funds to further develop their research.
ICT is present in many parts of the Academy’s activities, but not all teachers use it regularly. Students use ICT to a large extent to obtain information.
The use of ICT at the Academy has supported teacher collaboration as well as contacts between teachers and students. Management structures, decision making structures and organizational processes do not seem to have changed as a result of increased ICT use. Physical arrangements may have changed. The role of the library has become more important and students have more possibilities to work from home.
The teachers do not know whether learning has improved as a result of increased use of ICT, but they know that teacher students now come better prepared to class and they seem to be able to take more responsibility. They believe that the use of ICT makes education more interactive and interesting. It is noted that teacher students are not afraid to use ICT.
National policies have contributed to support the use of ICT. The Academy is funded by the state. There are contacts between the Academy and the policy department at the Ministry of Education. There are also contacts and exchanges with several universities and other institutions of higher education in Latvia as well as in other countries. 
It is considered important that future teachers learn how to use ICT. The challenge remains in Latvia however, that many of the schools where teacher students will accomplish periods of practical teaching and those where they will later work at, only have limited access to ICT.
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