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Computers for Learning: Executive Summary

Background

Rapidly increasing advances in computer technology have shrunk the useful life cycle of a new computer, and continuous replacement of computers is now standard practice in most workplaces.  

Economically disadvantaged families are not prepared for a workplace where computer skills are an increasingly common requirement. Economically disadvantaged individuals have limited access to computers to develop needed skills or conduct job searches. 

In particular, children in economically disadvantaged families would benefit by having computers at home to better prepare them for the future. Schools can incorporate these home computers into the children’s educational development.

Workforce board and job training programs can work with local businesses to develop and expand training programs to incorporate specific skill requirements for individual businesses.

Additionally, the State of Texas envisions that the use of technology can enable citizen access to government services and information regardless of location, language, or physical disability. 
Computers for Learning Project

Through cooperation among Austin businesses, community organizations, and schools, the Computers for Learning project has developed a system to collect, distribute, and maintain computers to help economically disadvantaged families bridge the digital divide. 

In January 2001, the Computers for Learning project implemented a multi-phase plan to create a project model that can be replicated in cities throughout Texas. The model strategy includes assistance to cities in bringing together community resources, and will utilize state resources to coordinate among cities and supplement special needs.

The Computers for Learning project selected community partners to implement a “demonstration of concept” in two Austin schools. The demonstration was very successful with no cost to the Austin Independent School District. The Austin Chamber of Commerce is now assisting the project in attracting additional Austin community partners and expanding the donations needed to move the project to the next phases. The Austin Independent School District has nominated the Computers for Learning project for a Partners in Education award and is working with the project to expand to other schools in the next school year.

The success of the demonstration is also being used to lay groundwork with other state agencies to prepare for expanding the project to other cities. Additionally, requirements for federal agencies to donate computers to education fit the Computers for Learning model, and the Social Security Administration is the first partner at the federal level.

Computers for Learning: Description of the project

The project model:

Facilitator/ Coordinator

A “Computer Bank”: Analogous to a food bank, the Computers for Learning project operates as a nonprofit organization that develops community partnerships for donations of reconditioned computers to economically disadvantaged families and qualified social service providers.

Partnerships with the Computers for Learning project  

Computer Hardware Partner: Donates computers to the Computers for Learning project. Ideally, reconditions computers before donation.

Computer Software and Internet Service Provider Partner: Provides educational and training software. Provides Internet service to designated households. Purchases telephone lines for homes without phone service.

“Help Desk” and Maintenance Partner: Provides telephone support as a consultant or technology mentor to new user households. Coordinates replacement of malfunctioning hardware.

Public Schools: Incorporates use of computers in student educational development. Specifies educational software and minimum hardware configurations. Identifies students eligible to receive computers.

Workforce Board and Job Training Programs: Work with local businesses to create customized training programs. Identify economically disadvantaged participants in job search or job-related training programs to receive computers.

Nonprofit Social Service Agencies: Identification of qualified social service agencies with programs serving economically disadvantaged families. Specifies training and educational software and minimum hardware configurations.

Recipients of Computers 

· Public school students in economically disadvantaged families

· Economically disadvantaged participants in job training programs

· Nonprofit social service agencies serving economically disadvantaged families
Computers for Learning: Progress in Phases

Phase 1: 
Limited implementation in selected Austin Independent School District schools
· Demonstration of concept of a computer bank for the community

· Demonstration of effective use of multiple partners to minimize costs 

· Modification of curriculum and teaching strategies

Phase 1 Implementation Strategy: Demonstration of concept

Since a basic tenet of the project is that community partners donate resources to be managed by the project, the first step in the implementation strategy is to present to the community a successful “demonstration of concept”. Businesses and organizations who are potential partners can see how resources are being managed and interact with existing partners.

In preparation for receiving donated equipment and related services, the Computers for Learning project incorporated as a nonprofit organization (i.e., as a 501(c)3). Creating this non-profit organization also lays groundwork for later phases. 

Phase 1 Implementation

At poverty levels, few students have the experience of having a computer at home. In Austin, their exposure to computer technology is most likely limited to allocated time in a school lab, a public library, or in one of the few community centers with computer technology available. Students who qualify for the free/reduced price school lunch program live in families who are faced with housing and utility costs continually increasing as Austin’s economy and population expand. For these families, computers, software, and internet access are unaffordable luxuries.

Teachers and education administrators see technology providing powerful tools to the educational process. Users of technology gather information, visualize relationships, conceptualize abstract ideas, model complex systems, and interact with a diverse group of people and resources. Where teachers can be assured every student in class has a computer at home, the education process can be expanded

The first phase began in Austin in January 2001 by distributing reconditioned computers to 75 students in two schools in the Austin Independent School district. Austin community resources were utilized in the following way:

· The computers were donated by Dell Computer Corporation and Southwestern Bell.

· Educational software was donated by vendors who have contracts with AISD.

· The computers were reconditioned by Austin Crockett high school students who were trainees in a technical program sponsored by the Intel Corporation.

· Transportation and storage for computers was provided by the Texas Department of Human Services.

· Training programs for the 75 students and their parents were created by the Austin Independent School District in conjunction with non-profit organizations with experience in technical training.

Computers for Learning: Current Partners

Austin Independent 
School District

Crockett High School/STRUT

Intel

Southwestern Bell

Austin Community College

Knowledge Adventure

Learning Services

Hispanic-Connect

Social Security Administration
AMD
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4Utechnologies
Dell

Apple

CEACO

Samsung

Selection of schools and students for Phase 1:


The first criterion for a student to be selected is to qualify for the free/reduced price school lunch program. Schools were selected where all students qualified for the free/reduced price school lunch program. Two schools were selected based on their strategy for incorporating computers into their curriculums. Both schools selected technology-savvy teachers who had developed plans to change their curriculums based on the plan to put computers in all the students’ homes. The teachers agreed to assist in the evaluation of the project.

Eligibility Criteria for Free/Reduced Price School Lunch Program

Student is eligible if any of these criteria are met:
1. 
Family Income 
Example for family of four:

· Free lunch program – family income not greater than $1,848 per month ($22,176 annual)

· Reduced lunch program – family income not greater than $2,629 per month ($31,548 annual)

2.
Family receives food stamps

3.
Family receives Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF)

The second criterion is for each student and their parents to attend a three-hour training program to prepare the family for receiving a computer in the home. The training program covered:

· Class work to be completed on the computer, including an explanation by the teacher

· Software and user instructions

· Hardware and technical support for the computer and instructions for the family to access

The project evaluation is currently in progress. Teachers are reporting students are more prompt in completing homework, more willing to complete multiple drafts of material, require less assistance with classroom computers (which frees up teacher time to cover curriculum content), and find creative ways to utilize their home computers to complete assignments. Family interviews indicate family members are using the computers to develop computer skills, particularly parents who had never attempted to use a computer before.

Phase 2: 
Expand identity of non-profit organization as community resource
· Nonprofit organization has been created

· Creation and coordination of long-term plan for community support and involvement

· Identify computer bank as community resource for businesses to migrate inventory

· Develop system for reconditioning and distribution of computers

The Computers for Learning project is a member of the Austin Technology Coalition, which is a consortium of approximately 40 nonprofit organizations in Austin. The Austin Technology Coalition has assisted the project with training resources and coordination with Austin businesses. 

The Austin Chamber of Commerce and the Austin Independent School District are coordinating media publicity for the project within the Austin community. Several of the businesses that are partners with the project are assisting with coordination with other business for donations and related services for the project.

Phase 3: 
Expansion into support for job training programs and nonprofit social service organizations
· Donation of computers for qualified nonprofit social service organizations

· Donation of computers for participants in job training programs 

Develop technical and training programs in support of reconditioning computers

The Computers for Learning project has coordinated donations of reconditioned computers to three non-profit organizations. The computers were used to build or expand technical training rooms and to provide individual computers for specialized training.

The Computers for Learning project is currently working with the Capital Area Workforce Development Board to create a pilot program whereby participants in job training programs are given home computers to supplement training and job search.

Phase 4: 
Expansion into all AISD schools
· Eligibility based on free/reduced cost school lunch criteria and participation in AISD technical programs

· Potential need for 39,000 computers

After experiencing the increased involvement by parents and improved work habits of students, the Austin Independent School District is assisting the Computers for Learning project to expand to all other schools. One initial step is creating computer reconditioning programs at all high school campuses. Expanding the reconditioning program, Students Recycling Used Technology (STRUT), is also one of the goals of Intel, who is the sponsor for the program. The statewide manager for the STRUT program, Intel, and the Computers for Learning project are working with the Austin Independent School District on plans to expand the STRUT program next year.

The Computers for Learning project is working on changes to the training for the families and the computer distribution process to give the Austin Independent School District greater flexibility in selecting schools and classrooms where students will be given computers for home use.

Phase 5: 
Expansion to other cities

· Develop partnerships with other state agencies

· Coordinate project plans and documentation with other Texas cities

· Potential need for 1.9 million computers

The concept for the Computers for Learning project has been discussed with other state agencies and the Governor’s office. The state’s resources will bring great support to expansion of the project to other cities. Since most of the state’s high tech businesses are located in metropolitan areas, there will be opportunity to assist smaller cities and communities in creating their Computers for Learning projects. 

Computers for Learning:

Significance to the Improvement of Operation of Government

The vision for the management of information resources in Texas state government is:

All Texans will have direct and easy access to information regarding state programs and services. They will be able to address their needs and deliver their opinions directly to elected officials and members of boards and commissions—anytime and anywhere. Government services and information will be available online, via seamless interactions with information systems. Technology will be managed effectively and efficiently to perform business functions and deliver appropriate services to citizens. 

The Computers for Learning project supports this vision by providing computers to residents who would otherwise not be able to purchase them and increase computer skills for those who might not otherwise have been able to develop them. 

Computers for Learning: Projected Benefits

For School Districts: Computers in Homes of Economically Disadvantaged Students  

· Increase the level of computer knowledge among economically disadvantaged students 

· Basic word processing and editing skills

· Spreadsheets and other data management software

· E-mail 

· Internet navigation and research

· Experience with technical support and management of a personal computer

· Increase opportunities for teachers to change the way they teach 

· Teachers have classes where all students have computers at home

· Homework assignments are completed on computers

· Students practice skills (problem-solving, correct English usage, critical thinking) developed by the curriculum

For job training programs: Computers for home use by economically disadvantaged participants

· Workforce board and job training programs work with local businesses to develop business-specific training programs

· Reinforce job training exercises, and develop new business-specific skills 

· Job search activities (e.g., correspondence, resumes, access to employment web sites, email with potential employers)

For qualified nonprofit social service organizations: Computers for training programs and classrooms

· Expansion or upgrade of training rooms

· Computers for technology-related projects to maximize the use of grant funds

· By providing support to students who receive donated computers, expand opportunities for  “on-the-job” training for students in technology programs (e.g., help desk, technical troubleshooting, asset management)

Computers for Learning: Projected Payback

The Computers for Learning project assists Texas state government in achieving the following objectives:

Widespread Access to Government Services – The use of technology can enable citizen access to government services and information regardless of location, language, or physical disability. 

A Single Face of Government – Citizens should be able to interact with government directly through the use of technology. The elimination of location, language, and intra-governmental barriers will increase successful citizen interaction with the state. 

Increased Public/Private Sector Cooperation – Establishing strong, trusted partnerships between the two sectors will help the state to manage technology in the most efficient and cost-effective manner possible. 

