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The $200,000 Question: The Hardware That Two CIOs Would Buy for an Elementary School

If you have $200,000 for computer hardware, what exactly would you purchase and what is the best access you can buy for this amount of money? That is the question we put to two expert CIOs by asking how they would spend $200,000 to buy computer technology for a K-8, 800-student school. Do you focus on desktops or laptops? What about handheld computers? Many schools face this decision at a time when budgets are tighter, yet accountability is greater. The types of hardware configurations you purchase will determine how much access your students have each day to computer technology, as well as how efficiently and creatively your teachers can deliver instruction.  We asked Chip Kimball, the CIO of the Lake Washington School District in Washington State, and Steve Finch, the CIO of the Oklahoma City Public School System in Oklahoma, to say how they would outfit a K-8, 800-student school with a $200,000 hardware budget.  The two expert CIOs both chose mobile computer carts with laptop computers as their prime purchase, but differed on the number of systems and exactly what they would do with the entire $200,000 amount. Check out what they would choose to purchase and why:

<HREF – Link to the interview of Chip Kimball>

<HREF – Link to the interview of Steve Finch>

CHIP KIMBALL

Chip Kimball is the assistant superintendent and CIO in the Lake Washington School District, Redmond, Wash., which has 24,000 students and a $170-million annual budget. Prior to assuming this position in 1996, Kimball was a Center Fellow with the California Center for School Restructuring, California Department of Education, for two years. He provided leadership, program development, policy, and implementation strategies for 144 schools in 101 districts. He has served on the board of the International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE).

STN: What is your overall objective in choosing hardware devices for a school?

Chip Kimball: I think there are two avenues that we go down when we are selecting hardware for a school.  The first is the instructional objective – selecting the most appropriate hardware for the intended educational outcome. The second avenue is to ensure the hardware you select is supportable over the long-term, that it adheres to the standards your school district has established. We go through a process in both of these areas. On the second piece, that means asking particular questions to make sure that it meets the standards, such as can we replace it? Does it have longevity? On the instructional side, will it meet the curriculum objectives that are in place?

There are two legs to this piece….We think that the most effective approach is choosing the hardware with which you will have full integration into the curriculum. The focus is on the curriculum, not on the technology.

STN: You have a fantasy $200,000 to start from scratch and spend on hardware devices for a K-8, 800-student school. What would you purchase specifically?

Kimball: Well, $200,000 isn’t a lot of money. I think that the first question is what kind of infrastructure is in place. Is there a network in place? I am assuming that there is. If there is, then one of the first things is to create the most flexibility that you can have with a given set of computers. To do this, I would go with a group of laptops in a computer lab where you have the ability to move them around the school from room to room. A 30-station (mobile) lab will cost you $70,000 or so, so this will take about 40 percent of your budget off the top.

Secondly, and actually I would do this first, is make sure that every teacher has a laptop. So if you have an 800-student elementary school, which is pretty big for an elementary school, you are probably going to have, say, about 30 classrooms. To just get 30 teacher computers, you are going to spend about $40,000.

So it’s the teachers’ computers, number one. The portable lab is number two. Number three would be placing computers in clusters or core areas so that teachers could send students to these cluster areas. The ideal would be to have them in every room, but if you have spent about $110,000 or $115,000 on the other two (priorities), you are not going to have the resources to do this in every classroom. I would do clusters of computers at possibly grade levels, or in instructional technology areas, and I would make sure that you have the appropriate peripherals to go with that, meaning printers, projectors, and everything you need to complete it.

STN: What would be the ideal access for students in a K-8, 800-student school?

Kimball: I think that from grades 4-8, the ideal situation is one-to-one computing. But I don’t believe that it’s realistic or supportable trying to have a one-to-one ratio. While you can initially support a one-to-one ratio, you can’t support it over the long term because you can’t replace or repair it at the ratio to keep it at that level. Within the next decade, you will be able to do one-to-one as you have small, digitized, portable devices. You will spend $200 on a device instead of $1,000, and then I think a one-to-one ratio will be supportable.

In the lower grades, you are not going to need one-to-one computer-to-student ratio because in those grades, the emphasis is on skills development. So you are looking at a four-to-one or three-to-one ratio where you have a portable lab for every three or four classrooms. In this case, it is less important for students to be able to use it on a daily basis as much as for skills development.

The dilemma you have when you are looking at the goal of a one-to-one computer ratio, and there have been studies of this: It changes the way a teacher has to teach…In those cases when a teacher really changes the way he or she teaches, the impact has been powerful. But when the teacher has just adapted his or her traditional way of teaching to using the computers, it turns out to be little more than a note-taking exercise. The ideal can’t be talked about without looking at pedagogy and the way that people teach. Just putting a machine in a classroom isn’t going to change and have an impact on teaching and learning.

E-mail: CKimball@lkwash.wednet.edu
Lake Washington School District Web Site: http://www.lkwash.wednet.edu/
STEVE FINCH

Steve Finch has more than 33 years of experience in educational technology, having served 21 years in the U.S. Army as a Signal Corp Officer responsible for the design, installation, and operation of many large, highly sensitive communications and computer systems. Today, he is CIO of the Oklahoma City Public School System, where he oversees a $52-million bond-funded technology plan and a $49-million E-Rate application for the 40,000-student district. He has more than 10 years of background as a CIO of large school districts and has consulted with major corporations on technology.  He was a member of the Apple Education Advisory Council for five years and an evaluator for the U.S. Department of Education Technology Challenge Grant. 
STN: What is your overall objective in choosing hardware devices for a school?

Steve Finch: The total cost of the operation is the main objective.  How serviceable is the equipment going to be and what is the cost of the employment, maintenance, and management of that system? You aim for knowing exactly what is the total cost of operation. In order for the employment of technology to be cost-efficient, you need to purchase hardware that can perform multiple functions and be in multiple locations. 

My recommended platform is the purchase of laptops – small, portable processing computers – and you aim for the flexibility that allows you to move the computers anywhere and at any time, based on the school’s curriculum requirements. If we can keep the computers being used seven bells (periods) a day, we can keep the total cost of operation down. Therefore, it makes it less costly compared with a computer that only gets used two periods a day – and it’s the portable computer environment that delivers it. Right now, you achieve this with a system that is mounted on a wheeled cart, with wireless computers that can be used in any classroom.

STN: You have a fantasy $200,000 to start from scratch and spend on hardware devices for a K-8, 800-student school. What would you purchase specifically?

Finch:  I believe that the way to get the best dollar value for $200,000 is to have four carts of 30 laptop computers on a cart, with two wireless access points. This would allow you to deliver maximum access. If you have one classroom of 30 students, or two classrooms of 15 students, you can do a lot of different things. It allows you to have computer labs, group instruction, or different configurations. You can get one of these systems for $50,000, with a display monitor for the teacher to use. 

If you put four of these systems, you can service four classrooms simultaneously. Take an 800-student building – say if it was a middle-school environment in which you are looking at five rounds of 8 classes, with a total of 40 classrooms to be served. That means you can serve 10 to 20 percent of the students at any time with that configuration of (mobile) systems. If you do that for eight hours a day, you can easily serve all of your students. There are all kinds of configurations that could be obtained. You get one computer to every four students, and it’s very usable. It’s curriculum-driven. It lets the curriculum drive the use of technology, as opposed to having the technology drive the curriculum delivery. And the latter is incorrect and not the way it should go.     

STN: What would be the ideal access for students in a K-8, 800-student school?

Finch:  Again, this goes back to curriculum. My belief is that the curriculum should drive the numbers and types of computers that you employ. If I put in a total portable computer environment, based on your curriculum, you can have the computer in the classroom to meet your curricular requirements. For example, you can do small-group projects with four to five students, and if technology is part of that, students might be using Power Point to display their findings, or constructing spreadsheets for synthesis of data, then you only need one computer to support the project team. If you are using computers to do student assessment, then you need one computer for every student. You might have an individual research project in which every student needs to get on the Internet to do research, and that requires a one-to-one computer environment. So there are many possibilities, but it all comes back to the curriculum. It depends on how you construct your curriculum, what your objectives are for the curriculum, and how the computers support those curricular objectives. 

In a K-8 environment, we also should be providing some type of business education courses for the older students, and for those you would need a computer for every student. But in this latter instance, for which you have business education or testing needs, you can have a fixed lab with computers, where every student is at a computer. 

My feeling is if you start by considering one computer for every four students, you take into account the numbers of computers and examine your curriculum. You don’t want the technology to restrict the curriculum, but what you do is look creatively at the curriculum and at how technology will support it. You look at scheduling the school’s computers in a classroom like you do every other activity.

I don’t know where there is a mature model yet of the curriculum driving technology….I believe there is some observation and learning of the portable computer environment that we must do in order to determine if this model works, and whether it is less costly and more productive than the model of having three to four computers in a classroom.  
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