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FOSTERING COMPUTER COMPETENCE IN THE SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT

A cohducive enviropnent p1ays“a major role in encouraging teachers to
update technological skills. Recent research indicates that school districts
can p;omote copputer competence by providing internal sources of equipment,
expertise and networking support. ‘

A éﬁmpa}ison.of "average" teachers with computer liter§cy "seekers"
indicates tﬁ%t certain interests, atiitudes and sources of encouragement
characterize those who seek to become compuger literate: The basis for the
comparison was a survey designed by the National Education Association to
assess teachers' knowledge and opinions about computer:related topics i
(Norman, 1983). “Average" teachers were the 1700 randomly selected teachers
who particjpated in the original NEA survey in the sprihg of 1982; computer
literacy "seekers" were the 61 teachers who completed the survey in a
computer 1iteracy graduate course during the summer o% fall of 1983 :
(Killian, 1984). Because many of the conditions associated with voluntary
'technologicaI growth can be controlled or provided in the schools, consi-

deration of the differences in their responses provides some insight for

staff developers.

Knowledge and Skills

How do "average" teachers differ from computer literacy "seekers” in
terms of their computer knowledge and ski?1§? A reasonable expectation might
be that those who have some prior training or experience with computers would
be more’]ik%iy to sian up for a computer literacy course. This was not the
case for subjects in this study. c“Awgrage" téachers and "s~ekers” were quite

similar in reporting a lack of a computer background. .
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Seventy-nine percent of the NEA reSpoannts'classified themselves as
“not trained" about computeré. while 84% of workshop pérticipants initialiy -
’put themselves in this category. Both groups rated themseives Tow in <
knowledge about all computer subjects, and "seekers" were even lower than
. "average” respondents on several self-estimates. Whether their perception
of ignorance is accurate or npt, it seems that feeling "i1literate" is often
linked to self—imprpvement efforts. Helping teachers to ana?ygg thecsxtené
of'their knowledge aSout computers wou1& seem to be a good place to séart

staff development planning.

QCompufer Interests

How do the two grbups compare in their computer interests? Predictably,
computer "seekers" reporged a significantly higher interest in manyisubjects
and uses for the computer than their "average” counterparts did, Some back-
ground informat}on provides insight>about their fespcnses: though most of
the "seekers” reported no computer trainfng, the majority of them came from
'school districts which had reqeﬁt!y'inc?uded some computer orientation in
an inservice p}ogram. As a résu)t, these teachers had at least an acquaintance
with specialized terms and were xthus able to identify as interests such areas
as word processing, data management, and simu]atjons. ‘It'seems plausible that
teachers need to know a Tittle about computers before they can identify what
they want, and that brief;ﬁpraﬁgica1 school or district-wide orientatfons to

computers put teachers in a better position to articulate their needs and

interests. - .
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Beliefs . nd Attitudes

How do the two groups differ in their beliefs and attitudes'about computers?
When asked to rate the likelihood of certain events océurring by the year 1990,
"seekers" were more positive aﬁyut their perception’of how camputers would
influence schools and teaching in general, and their own careers. This latter
group\;as more likef} to project ccmputers as "common" or*“basic"‘in geaching |
and teacher education and even linked com;uters to innovative teaching; they
were less likely to project that teachers;wi11‘be "replaced” or "obsolescent”
as a result of computers. To what extent thesé positive attitudes were the
products o% iﬁdividua1 dispositions or the result of the way that the intro-
duction of computers had been handled in their respective séhoo] districts
remains ﬁnanswered. It wou1d seem safe to assume that computer beliefs and
attitudes are substantiél1y"affected by the school district environment, and
neasonagae to use ;chool district resources to promote positive attitudes
toward computers whenever possible. Keeping classrcom teachers actively
involved in,planniné and making decisions about computer policies, acquisitions,
and allocations may go a lung-way in alleviating fears -about . - 5 being lost

to computers and in promoting voluntary perticipation in computer projects.

Sources of Encouragement

What motivates. or encourages teachers to initiate programs of computer
literacy? When asked about the sources which had encouraged them to use
computers with students, "seekers” were more likely than "average" teachers
to designate students, teaching colleagues, principals, curriculum spec{aiists,
gupérintendents, and school baérd, as well as family and friends: Néteworthy 4

about this 1ist is that all but the last source exists within the school
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environment. Evidently, a wide range of people within tﬁg-schoo1s are spgrks

J

- for interest in computers andahavé potentia!lés resource support. The practical’

implication for staff developers is that educational leaders as well as

classroom teachers wiltl have to update their technological skills iFrcomputer

| literacy is to become “"contagious."

Guidelines for Staff Development

If we accept the evidence that teachers Qho seek ccmputer literacy are
cften those who come from supportive school environments, an obvious course
of action is to set about providing‘such an environment for all teachers.
Guidelipes that would help education;] leaders to provide a nurturing ;!imate

-8

include the following:

Start Inservice at the Top. Administrators and supervisors from the

sch031 board on down to the building level are more likely to promote effective

use

) ‘ :
table with computer subjects. Sources for their education range from regular

f computers if they are themselves knowledgeable, competent, and comfor-
reading of educational periodicals specializing in computers to college
courses and topic-focused workshops offered by professional organizations.

"Caveat Emptor" Applies to Selection of Inservice. Caution should

prevail in decisions about computer education for administrators and district-
wide orientations. Teachers asc:ibe most interest to inservice which can be
translated into more efficient or effective classroom practice. Many of the

current comp ter education programs available through vendors and continuing

“f

education programs focus on teaching skills in one programming language or on

prompting a specific  software program. Such courses do not approach the

‘desirable level of classroom applicability described in tﬁg criteria for

%
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selecting inservice available from the publications of numerous educational.

Y

associations [See suogasted reading].
\

Back Up Good fntentions With Concrete Support. Inservice programs are

only the beginning of long-range integration of computers into the curriculum.

More likely to make the difference in the iong haul is day-to-day finarcial
;

and resource support for teachers who seek‘to'updatg their computer ski}1s.
Such support must come in many forms, ircluding ample hardware and soft;are
availability, released fime of pay for computer respogsibi?itie;, access to
resoufce personnel; and compensation for coursework and EUrric@1um develop- .

-

ment. . > ¥

»

Help To Make Good Ideas .Contagious. The enthusiasm of those who ére
"discovering”" computers can easily spgll,over onto the rest of the faculty
if the opportunity exists. More than one convert has been made by the teacher
who insists on demonstrating how easy life can be with Grade Book or Bank
Street Writer; concerted efforts\to rapitalize on this proselytizing can pay
off. Networking ;f ideas, resources anddequipment among and within schools
' shou?d‘be given mpral and financial support. Equipment, software and related
’périodica1s should be as central and visible as ‘security considerations will
~allow. Teachers arg not“¥ike1y to experiment with prodrams that are keﬁi in
the principal’s office or'a%e available for five minutes at an insevv, e )
program. But when the faculty can learn at 7e1,ure:Qnd make their first

awkward mistakes without large-group attention, they are likely to overcome

‘the hurdles of new programs and integrate them ihto their teaching.
. ]
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Conclusion

For the past several years educators have scarcely bean warned that

o ;

ignorance of technology will nbt only relegate thai; students to mediocre Jjobs,
" but wi11'eventuai1y cost many of them their positions as well. T!e computer
_]1teracy movement has been intimidating fcr both teachers and staff

-

deye&opers.

N y

As educators have become more active consumers and critics of computer
software, however, they havg become more selective about the claims to which
they give credibility. Just as we have beg%n to realize that drill and
practice programs will not significantly change'théJroTe of the teacher,
educat1ona1 leaders need to recognize that the cha11enges of stdff develop-
ment for cemputer competence are not so very different from the challenges we
have faced in the. past. The same principles that have traditionally guided
effective change efforts will work with this evfort as well. It would seem
that hére.mds in lessons of the past, success will lie in cooperative, gradual,

practicai efforts within the school environment.
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