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Information collected during the school visit

The visit took place on November 7, 2008. During the visit three interviews were held: with the school’s head teacher, with a focus group of teachers and with a focus group of school students. The teacher focus group contained six teachers, five female teachers and one male teacher. The teachers taught history and culture; ICT; Natural sciences; Biology; Physics and Geography. Six students participated in the student focus group, 3 female students and 3 male students. Three students were 17 years old, two 16 and one 19. 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 the school. Information about the school was also collected from its webpage.
Background
The school is an upper and lower secondary school located in a small town in a rural area in eastern Latvia and disposes of grades 7 to 12. The school is situated in a large building which was taken into use in 1992.

There are 24 classes and 611 students.  Out of the 611 students 273 are male students and 338 female students.
The school has in total 55 teachers, 3 male teachers and 52 female teachers. In addition to the teaching staff the school has about 30 other employees.

History of the ICT usage in the school
The school started to use e-mail and internet in 1995 – two years after the school inauguration. Enthusiastic teachers initiated the use of ICT in the school and managed to get funding from different sources to buy computers. In March 1995 the school’s computer center was created. The school received a number of used computers from the Latvian Culture Society "Bridge" in the USA. Later on in September the same year the school received high quality equipment from the Soros Foundation as the result of successfully participating in a Latvian projects’ competition. 

Participating in several projects, the school organized in November 2008, just before the ELFE visit, in cooperation with the University of Latvia the LatSTE Conference on ICT, which had gathered schools from all parts of Latvia. Among the national projects the Ogre school participates in a project on the use of multimedia in teaching natural sciences.  European projects the school participates in are eTwinning, Comenius and other projects organized by the European Union and the Scandinavian countries.
Computers are used on a weekly/daily basis for the following administrative/management activities: keeping track of students’ learning progress; creating and updating of class schedules, staff administration and communication with parents and others outside the school.

ICT infrastructure

The school's ICT resources include 61 computers available for the students, 7 for the administration and 12 for the teachers. 45 computers are in computer rooms, 28 in classrooms, 5 in other institutional rooms (science labs, library etc.) and 2 in other locations. In total the school has 80 computers. 45 computers are multimedia computers (equipped with CD-ROM and sound cards). 61 computers can have access to the internet at the same time.

The school has the following peripherals: laser printer, CD—ROM drives, devices for digital image or video processing, color printer, CD-Writer (CD-R, DVD), a smart board, a video projector and a scanner.
The following types of software are available for instructional purposes on at least one computer: work processing/desktop publishing; spreadsheets; database; graphics; statistical/mathematical programs; accounting, book keeping, financial software; tutorial programs (for self learning); simulations (e.g. real world simulations); educational games; recreational games/other games; for exams/tests/administrating test; internet browser; e-mail software; encyclopedia on CD-ROM; video/audio/authorware; presentation software (e.g. PowerPoint) and software for interactive questionnaire. Software is available for the following subject areas: mathematics; physics; chemistry; biology/life science; foreign languages; history; economics; geography; computer education/informatics and multidisciplinary projects or activities.
To provide technical support there is an ICT coordinator working 20 hours a week with this task. There are also two lab assistants financed by the city council. The teachers report that they usually first ask the ICT teachers when there is a need for support. Sometimes students give “first aid”. Technical staff is normally available for consultations. The head teacher thinks the present technical support is sufficient and the teachers seemed to be satisfied with it. However, the head teacher would like to be able to provide more support to the teachers. 

Head teacher and teachers are satisfied with the present ICT resources. The teachers believe that the classrooms for natural sciences are quite well equipped to make experiments. The students would like to have larger screens and that students could have access to portable computers, but they also note that the school is better equipped than most other Latvian schools.
In-service training

Concerning training facilities related to ICT the school regards it compulsory for teachers to take a least some basic computer courses and some courses on pedagogical use of computers. They should also regularly take courses to update their ICT-knowledge and skills. More than 50% of the teachers have done this. Staff development is given a high priority in the school’s budget. 

In 1995 basic skill training was provided to all teachers. More specific training has been done later on when resources have been available. Through different projects teachers have been offered the opportunity to  visit schools with good practices on ICT in education in Finland, France and Cyprus. Whenever the school received new equipment it tried to obtain training from the provider for the teachers.

The transfer of knowledge on ICT in education takes place in the school via informal contacts/communications; via the school’s working group for ICT in education, via courses by external agencies or experts and via the computer coordinator. Teachers who have attended courses usually repeat the courses at school for other teachers. Sometimes groups come together and learn from each other. Teachers in some subjects are less accustomed to using technology in their teaching and need more support.
The ICT coordinator reports that teachers can sometimes feel uncomfortable because some students are more competent with ICT than they. The students reported that teachers sometimes find it difficult to use the boards. The interviewed teachers seemed to feel competent in using ICT in education. All the interviewed teachers work with ICT and have participated in training on ICT. They consider that what a teacher needs to know to use ICT in education is how technology can be used pedagogically. They also noted that new teachers who come to the school have knowledge about how to use ICT, but not always on how to use it in education. 
ICT in the curriculum, plans and others
The development of a common vision on the use of computers within the school is a policy goal which has been partially accomplished. ICT development is part of the school’s development plan. The school has a written policy with regard to the use of computers for educational purpose by students. It includes the following: use of computers in the current school year; use of computers in the forthcoming school years; plans for hardware replacement or upgrading; plans for staff development with regard to ICT training; specifications for computer-related tasks and persons in charge; plans for software acquisition; equity of access and internet policy.

Important goals when determining how computers are used in the school are to prepare students for future jobs; to improve student achievement; to individualize student learning experiences; to encourage more cooperative and project-based learning; to make the learning process more interesting and to satisfy parents’ and community expectations.

Policy goals which have been almost or fully accomplished are: one or more computers available in every classroom; encouraging students’ learning on their own with the computer/ encouraging independent learning with the aid of computers; every teacher and every student has an individual e-mail address via the school; students use e-mail and student access external databases via the internet.

The vision of the head teacher is that all teachers at school should have an interactive board and a camera and should be able to use it. The head teacher also finds self-directed learning important. For him, motivation is important for learning and visualization is crucial to help students understand because visualization influences teaching and learning processes.

The teachers have a vision about a changed role of the teacher where teachers help students to learn to work more on their own and more creatively. They would also like to see more material available on the internet. It would be of help to have a common server for all subjects and which all teachers have access to.

Teachers’ practices 
More than three quarters of the teachers use e-mail and the internet in their teaching in some way or the other according to the ICT-coordinator. The head teacher says that half of the teachers use ICT daily. 
The following aspects of teaching and learning are very much present at school and accomplished to a large extent through ICT: students learning to search for information, process data and present information; students learning by doing; combining parts of school subjects with one another (multidisciplinary approach); students present work using several forms of presentation, e.g. text, visual, verbal, and electronic; teachers assign problems where students select types of evidence and appropriate reasoning for the solution.

In relation to the use of ICT for teaching and learning the following is practiced: using routine exercises and tutorials to improve learning in particular subject areas; use of special programs for talented students and cooperative projects with other schools using electronic networks.

The teachers use ICT to prepare presentations, organize and facilitate laboratory work and experiments especially in natural sciences, prepare different materials for the students, to search for information, to guide the students to search for information, to contact parents and students, to contact other teachers and to contact other schools. ICT is often used for what teachers refer to as content teaching. It is used to visualize the teaching. Sensors are used for experiments in Physics. Students are encouraged to make presentations and to use ICT to produce pictures and films. 
Some teachers receive students’ homework via e-mail and some teachers provide their own e-content in Physics, Biology/Life Science and History. Teachers in Biology and Geography report that they have developed new material for their classes. As the information in text books quickly grows out of date teachers get access to more up to date material via internet sources or in some cases have material available on CDs.
Due to the ICT use, teachers tend to collaborate much more as some teachers need support from the ICT teachers and the lab assistants. This is why teachers form groups to work with new ideas.

In general, the role of teachers is changing toward a more intermediary role. Students are asked to take more responsibility for their learning. As information is more easily distributed to the students, they learn to work more independently and some students contact their teachers via e-mail. 
Students and the use of ICT
More than three quarters of the students use e-mail and internet in school. The students report that they often use computers in school and most often in natural science subjects. ICT teaching starts from the 6th grade and continue in grade 7. In grade 8 and 9 they do not have ICT as a subject, but use it for other purposes. In the 10th grade they continue to learn informatics. The teachers believe that students participate more actively in class.
The students do 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 school and with other schools; using external databases to retrieve and extract information from different sites across the internet and designing and maintaining websites. 

The students use computers for experiments and use ICT to search for information on the school subjects and to prepare their homework. Sometimes their teachers help them and tell them where they can find information. The students also use the website of the school to obtain information about the schedule, grades and other information. Students use ICT to prepare their homework and presentations and communicate with each other via e-mail and in many cases they also contact their teachers. They also collaborate with each other in different types of group work. Some collaboration takes place with students in other schools through different projects. 
tTo some extent the students are responsible for controlling their own learning progress and to work during lesson at their own pace. They do not determinate for themselves when to take tests and have some authority to decide which topic they want/need to study.
The students report that they use computers in schools after lessons to improve their ICT skills. A school computer center is available for the students not only during but also after the lessons.
The students do not report about any serious problems related to the use of ICT. Some programs may be more difficult to use and the teachers do not always now how these programs are operated.
The teachers do not see any difference between boys and girls in respect of the use of ICT and no special measures are taken in this field. There are many Russian students in the school, but no difference between them and the Latvian students have been observed. No special measures have been taken concerning this issue.

Most students have computers at home - according to the head teacher about 98 % of all the students in the school have access to computers at home.
Factors that influence the use of ICT 

The school formerlly received extra funding for ICT related activities from the state and the region, but did not receive any extra funding in 2008. It received funding from the Soros foundation until 2000 and is part of a European Union project to develop classrooms for teaching natural sciences. The school is one of 15 Latvian schools which have received funds for developing classrooms for natural sciences. The support from the state is not strong enough for further necessary development, according to the head teacher. 
Although the municipality is very supportive, it cannot provide much funding. Moreover, as according to the legislation parents should not be asked to contribute to the costs of education, but it is possible to approach companies, the school asked and received support from private companies.
The head teacher has been one of the initiators of the use of ICT and has supported this development from the start. She has found ways of financing the purchase of new equipment and ways to organize training for the teachers.
What difference does the use of ICT make?

A small survey was made in this and another school. The result showed that it could not be proved that the students actually did learn more due to the use of ICT. Teachers do notice, however, that students are more motivated, work more independently and are more creative. They also communicate more with each other and learn from each other. Teachers also talk about how ICT can support project work. They believe that the use of ICT is saving time and that it makes it easier to find information.

According to the head teacher self-directed learning is one of the biggest benefits of ICT. Students are positive about using ICT and it has become easier to communicate with parents. ICT improves the efficiency of the school administration and of school management. Computers are considered valuable tools to improve the quality of a student’s education and to teach more effectively because ICT accommodate students’ varied needs, preferences and learning strategies by providing new tools for knowledge manipulation, expression and creativity. Using computers in class leads to more productivity of the students. The use of e-mail for example increases the motivation of students and e-mails are used to facilitate information dissemination in school.
Both the head teacher and the teachers emphasize that the use of ICT makes it easier to visualize the topics you teach about and that this increases motivation and facilitates learning.

The students believe that ICT makes it easier to understand and easier and quicker to find information. It makes it easier to plan and helps the students to understand real life better. The use of ICT prepares them better for university and for the future in general. They feel more motivated when they use ICT.

According to the teachers the increased habits among students to cut and paste instead of writing themselves is a challenge as regards the use of ICT. Some of the students hinted difficulties related to sight problems when you read too often from a screen. Both teachers and students mentioned that there could be a risk that some students forget how to write by hand.
There have been no changes in time tables, but the computer room is used outside school hours by students to work on homework and other types of activities such as producing a number of journals made by students and for students.
Computers are used in this school to correct tests. The teachers believe that this makes the correction of tests more objective. The students share this opinion, but argue that the use of computers for corrections of test could be more or less useful in different subjects. Marks are made available for the students and parents in the eClass on the schools webpage.
Conclusions
ICT is a part of the everyday life of the Ogre school. It is used by a majority of the teachers and students, but it is not used by all teachers and not in all lessons. Teachers collaborate more since the increase in the use of ICT. The interaction between teacher and students has also partly changed. Parents have more opportunities to obtain information about their children’s´ education and the school through the schools website. The administrative work of the school has become more efficient thanks to the use of ICT, but management structure, decision making structure and organizational processes do not seem to have changed. The physical arrangements have not been changed much; the computer rooms of the schools are however well used and not only for lessons.

The head teacher sees a number of improvements that can be achieved with an increased use of ICT in education. The teachers basically share the same view. Also the students share this view and refer to that knowledge about how to use ICT will be useful for further education and generally for the future.
The teachers say that they would find it difficult to work without ICT. The benefits of the use of ICT in education seem to be generally considered as important for the school and for other schools. The Ogre school participates actively in a network with other schools. It participates actively in LatSTE and organized a large conference with 350 participants in 2008. It is one of about 20 schools in Latvia which can be considered to be frontrunners. These frontrunner schools exchange their experiences with each other.
There is generally a positive view on the use of ICT in education both from national and municipal level. New standards for education in primary and secondary education will be introduced. This will emphasize the use of ICT more. The school has received good support from the municipality, but no financial support. Important support to the school have been the secondhand computers received from the Latvian Culture Society "Bridge" in the USA. This helped the school to start its work with ICT. The support from the Soros foundation later on the same year was important for the school to continue the work. This might be a challenge for other schools when they plan to develop the use of ICT in education on their premises as they might lack financial resources and brought to the point by one student: “not all schools have what we have”.
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