Schools IT 2000

In December 1997, the Department of Education and Science (DES) launched its policy framework document, Schools IT 2000 to promote the integration of ICT into the Irish curriculum. The National Centre for Technology in Education (NCTE) was established under the aegis of the DES to manage the implementation of the initiative, to develop ICT policy proposals and to provide policy advice to the Department of Education and Science.  Since then there has been a significant increase in the use of information technology in schools and the level of hardware and software present in Irish schools continues to increase.

Table 1

Number of Multimedia Computers in Irish Schools


Primary
Post primary

Number of Computers
24,830
26,477

Average per school, 2000
8.7
42.7

Average computer pupil ratio, 2000
18:1
13:1

Average per school, 1998
3.8
31.0

This increased awareness and usage of ICT has highlighted the lack of educational digital content appropriate to the Irish Education System. The situation for those teaching Irish and teaching through the medium of Irish is even more acute. This is a common problem faced by all minority languages.

Digital Content

The use of digital content in schools has increased significantly, particularly in the last two years. Many schools now publish their own websites on the Internet. Students are increasingly more familiar with electronic communication using email and the Internet. They are confident in their use of digital media like CD-ROM and DVD. They use digital cameras to add images to their projects created with word processors or other digital authoring packages. Digital content can be distributed and used in a variety of formats and for the purposes of this paper includes CD-ROM, DVD, Internet web sites along with possible future media like digital television.

Stakeholders

The provision of high quality educational digital content is not the responsibility of any one organisation.  Governments, educational institutions, publishers and broadcasters, channel owners/operators and technology/software companies all have a part to play. In order to provide high quality resources collaboration between these different organizations becomes essential. 
The development of the global information society is having a profound impact on the educational market and places new demands on the creation and delivery of educational materials and services. Digital communication networks in schools, homes and offices, offer a range of opportunities for learning and are fast changing the way in which education takes place.  This new digital environment is placing enormous demands on content publishers to provide appropriate content for distribution on these high-speed interactive networks.  The challenge for us here in Ireland is to ensure that we can stimulate growth in creation of high quality content for all schools particularly those operating through the medium of Irish.  This brief summary paper will outline the main issues identified by the Centre for Research in Information and Communication Technology in Education (CRITE).  The paper was commissioned by the NCTE to investigate how other countries work with the education community, software publishers, asset holders, and government agencies to develop digital content.  This paper outlines the issues identified and recommends a number of key actions for discussion during the Digiscoil Symposium.  The entire report can be downloaded from www.digiscoil.ie.  

Emerging Issues 

5.1 Growing Demand

There is a growing recognition of the need and demand from Irish teachers for software/digital content suitable to their curriculum.  While teachers have made use of software developed primarily for the English and US markets, much of it does not directly fit the Irish curriculum.  Much of this software was designed for the home market and falls into the category of edutainment.  The lack of appropriate curriculum software for the Irish curriculum has encouraged some teachers, with high IT skills, to develop their own resources using content free software.  Many teachers are still struggling to integrate software into their daily classroom practice and this is now a priority focus area for the NCTE.  The lack of suitable software/digital content is even more acute for teachers and students in Irish medium schools as currently there are few suitable products available for this market.

5.2 The Market

The market for educational software in Ireland is small and in turn the market for Irish language software/digital content is smaller still.  According to figures for 1998 from the Department of Education and Science there were 3,592 Primary schools with 470,000 pupils and 763 post-primary schools with 371,000 pupils.  Our research suggests that private companies working alone in such a market place will not be able to meet all the needs of the Irish Education System. 

They may be able to develop commercially successful products in some areas where they can tap into markets outside of the school but this may take away from their suitability as a teaching tool in the classroom. For example software targeted as revision material for the Leaving Certificate will sell well in the home market but will be less suitable in a classroom context.

In the area of Irish language software publishers may be able to produce commercially successful software for teaching/learning the language itself where the market is all schools in Ireland as well as Irish interest groups outside of Ireland.  However, they are unlikely to be able to produce curriculum software on a commercial basis for those in Irish medium schools.

There is a danger that the market could be divided strictly by language of instruction and then software developers would only develop high end software for the English speaking Irish Education market while ignoring those that teach and learn through the medium of Irish.

However, new Irish language software that attracts state funding is more likely to be developed on a bilingual basis in the future. 

If software developers can develop products that are suitable for multiple markets (e.g. Ireland, UK and US etc.) there is a greater opportunity to recover their investment. Unfortunately to develop a culturally generic product of this nature one has to strip away aspects of cultural identity that may be seen as being desirable for Irish education system.  Yet this can and is being done by companies at present.  Software developers who decide to facilitate more than one language group should build in flexibility for localization at the design stage of development rather than wait until they have a finished product in one language.

5.3 High Cost of Software Development

The cost of developing educational multimedia has not changed significantly in the last five years. Inflationary effects have been balanced by the decrease in relative costs in software development tools and the hardware to run these tools on, along with the huge increase in the functionality of these tools.

The European commission report from the Task Force on Educational Multimedia estimated the average cost for the development of CD-ROM based software as being between 100,000 and 300,000 ECU per title. This was based on software making full use of interactive multimedia (video, animation, sound, text, graphics).

It is possible however to produce or localize software for less than this if less media are used. Video in particular is seen as being relatively expensive. It is possible to create good quality, focused educational software for under £25,000.

There are three main levels of software/digital content development.

· New content development

· Localise existing digital content for the Irish market

· Develop quality teacher support materials to accompany existing digital content.

Obviously the costs decrease substantially depending on which of these three options is selected.

5.4  Need for Government Intervention

All agencies, companies and individuals contacted as part of this research project agree that educational software development can be facilitated by government intervention and that minority language software development will not happen in a significant and sustainable way without it.

What level of intervention there should be and how it would operate however is a different matter. In the course of this research we found no country with a well-organized systematic policy in the area of minority language educational software/digital content development. 

5.5 School Budgets

To date Irish schools have focused more on hardware than software purchases to date. This is a common trend in a developing market.  Schools are now looking at the content demands of their staff and students prior to purchasing existing software.  In the last round of Schools IT2000 grants, schools received approximately £10 million pounds to purchase software but they could spend these funds on hardware if this was a need within their school.  

5.6 Internet Access In Schools

With the worldwide growth in Internet usage over the past five years the development of content for the Web, rather than for CD distribution, is seen to be a more effective delivery medium.  Schools IT 2000, in partnership with eircom (formerly Telecom Eireann), made a significant contribution in raising the level of Internet access for all schools by providing a free telephone line, ISP account and subsidised phone bills.  For the Internet to make a more significant impact on Irish education there needs to be a much higher level of access at a lower cost.  Phase two of Schools IT2000 plans to provide high-speed multiple Internet access to all schools.  The development of such a high-speed network will require appropriate digital content for the entire curriculum.  The provision of high quality digital content for those in Irish medium schools will be a major challenge once the physical network is put in place.

5.7 Teacher Training

Over 35,000 teachers have received ICT training under Schools IT 2000.  Much of this training focused on providing teachers with basic computer skills.  Recent surveys and research has shown that teachers are now seeking information and training on software/digital content suitable to the curriculum areas they teach.  This process has already begun in many regions where the full-time IT advisors organise information evenings and software focus groups to inform teachers of what is available.  However, more work needs to be done in this area and software developers can also play a role by developing auxiliary resources to showcase how teachers can use their software in the classroom.  Educational digital content should be included on all future in-service curriculum-training courses so teachers can see the value of such resources within a curriculum context.

5.8 Evaluation

We have also identified the need to provide high quality independent information on appropriate educational software products.  Teachers in particular are seeking information on what is available and how other teachers are using these products in their own classrooms.  The NCTE earlier this year worked with Teachers Evaluating Educational Multimedia (TEEM) to develop a software evaluation framework for use by teachers in evaluating educational software.  This framework was piloted with over 100 products and the final evaluations are due for publication on ScoilNet in the very near future.  This database of software evaluations will grow over the coming months to provide teachers, parents and students with information on how these products are used in Irish classrooms.

5.10 Content Database

A very wide variety of Irish institutions have resources that could be made available to the education system as a whole and to software developers in particular. The National Museum, the National Library and the National Art Gallery are obvious examples but there are a great number of small collections as yet not available to the public, as the institutions that own and preserve them do not have the resources to do so.  An online database of multimedia resources would be of considerable value to all partners in education. The Scottish development of SCRAN would serve as a suitable model. Resources from the database could be made available to schools and educational software developers in Ireland royalty free, or at reduced rate, provided their use was for educational purposes. 

If digital content publishers had access to such vast libraries of content it would allow them to use these assets, under license, in developing new products.  This should reduce reproduction costs while also providing high quality resources relevant to the Irish curriculum.

6. Recommendations

6.1 Policy On Software Development

Any policy to stimulate the development of minority language software/digital content should be part of a comprehensive policy to develop new digital content for all Irish schools.  To date the NCTE has worked with publishers to provide feedback on how their products are used in Irish schools.  In future this role should extent to commissioning software products currently not available to Irish teachers and students. 

6.2 One Bilingual Policy Rather Than Two Monolingual Policies

The aim of encouraging Irish language software development would be better served as part of a policy to develop bilingual educational software for the Irish market than by having a completely separate policy from software created in English for the Irish education market. 

For example, if a software developer is producing a piece of software/digital content for teaching science to Junior Certificate level, it would be much more cost-effective (and therefore more likely to happen) to encourage and facilitate him/her to develop an Irish language version at the same time, than to have another company develop a similar piece of Irish language software from the ground up. Both the Irish and English language versions could be made available on the same CD/website which would have the effect of simplifying distribution systems (one system instead of two) and also makes the Irish language version available to schools who would not otherwise buy it.

6.3 Competitions

Competitions have been used in Canada and Portugal to stimulate the development of educational software/digital content.  Where there is an identified gap in the market that commercial developers alone cannot fill, the NCTE would publish tenders for content/software. Developers could compete for the contract in the normal way. The NCTE could then guarantee to buy 300-500 copies of the software for distribution to Education Centres providing the software met the contracted specifications. Creating a guaranteed market in this way would remove some of the risk factor for developers and also enable NCTE to help set high standards of pedagogy in Irish educational software. All software developed in such a model would be bilingual with both versions distributed on the same CD/web site where possible.  The models currently in use in Canada and Portugal require closer scrutiny and analysis.

6.4 Grants

In order to stimulate the development of digital content for the Irish language a series of grants should be made available for specific projects.  The NCTE in co-operation with other interested agencies will need to develop a detailed specification for the product in question and advertise in national and international press.  Such grants could include the localisation of existing products or the development of entirely new products.  

6.5 Public Private Partnerships

Public private partnerships are not widespread in Irish education but they typically share some common characteristics: 

· They bring together public- and private sector partners. 

· Partners work together toward shared goals or objectives. 

· Each partner contributes time, money, expertise, and/or other resources. 

· Decision-making and management responsibilities are shared among the partners. 

It is recommended that at least one public private partnership is piloted to develop high quality digital content 

6.6 Central Purchasing 

Currently all Irish schools decide locally on what software they will purchase.  This model works well in that local schools can identify their needs and purchase accordingly.  The disadvantage of such a scheme is that schools loose out on the benefit of bulk purchasing agreements.  This system also makes life difficult for software publishers and resellers as they are dealing with individual schools.  In relation to digital content developed specifically for the Irish language the question of central purchasing for all interested schools should be pursued by the NCTE.  In this way companies would be guaranteed a ready market for their high quality products developed under agreement with the NCTE and other appropriate agencies. The issue of central purchasing will also apply to the provision of quality digital content on the Web.  Many large companies (e.g.. Riverdeep) do not deal with individual schools and deal only with large school systems or local education authorities.  

6.7 Web Content through the medium of Irish

Once all schools are provided with multiple high-speed Internet connections there will be a need to provide high quality interactive digital resources.  Currently many of the resources provided via ScoilNet are in the form of text files due to the nature of the school connections.  The provision of high quality digital content for through the medium of Irish will be a major priority of such an initiative.

6.8 The Establishment Of An Online Asset Database

An online asset database should be developed as a resource for students, teachers, and software developers. This would include image files, sound files, clip art and other digital resources for classroom use. Special consideration should be given to the development of a bilingual approach wherever possible. Partnership funding to be provided as a combination of cash, in-kind resources and, critically, copyright licences permitting use for educational purposes the assets of the participating museums, galleries and archives. Long term this could be self-financing by charging for access and for commercial developments using the assets of the database. 

The NCTE should examine more closely the model provided by SCRAN in Scotland and coordinate, in conjunction with the Library Council and other national institutions, the development of a similar resource in Ireland.

6.9 Expert Advisory Group 

Arising out of the Digiscoil Symposium the NCTE and Foras na Gaeilge should establish an expert group to advise the Department of Education and Science on the digital content needs of those teaching and working in Irish medium schools.  This group should meet regularly and monitor the progress of successfully funded projects.
