Hello, good afternoon,
My name is Roeland Smeets, I’ve been a librarian for 11 years at Barlaeus Gymnasium. A gymnasium has little to do with boxing. It’s a grammar school that offers pre-university education for students from 12 years on. 
Our school is in the centre of Amsterdam, near the Leidseplein. Paradiso is across the street.

Next to being a librarian, I have been head of the ict workgroup/taskforce since 7 years. We prefer to call it a taskforce because we set ourselves tasks every year.
In this taskforce teachers, management and system operators are represented.
About 5 years ago it was clear that our building was to be completely renovated.

Our manager gave us complete freedom for our ICT plan. Our manager himself was convinced that all classrooms should have a pc and beamer.

We were convinced that the computer spaces should be part of the media centre (mediatheek) so they could be used both for the primary process (teacher + class)

and the independently working student.
We set about making an inventory of what the teachers wanted. One of the teachers Jan de Ruyter had a special wish. He said: we, as a school, should teach students about and with ICT, the way it really is and not with- and about the products of one big company. And what’s more Linux and Open Source products are more stable than those products we’ve been using till now on..

We listened and thought he had a point. My first task then was to check if the software (applications) that we needed, would perform on Linux.

That was easy because most of the software we needed was becoming web-based around that time. Floppy disks with their installation problems, were beginning to outdate themselves. 
Our remedial teaching programme was the only programme that was completely Windows-based. We thought we also needed a Windows-based composition programme, but if we had looked around better we would have found an Open Source option. 
A new task was to convince the teachers that we would, for the pupil’s network, switch towards Linux/ Open Source. The meetings of the taskforce took place during a period of over a year and we invited teachers and pupils to temporarily participate in the ict-taskforce.
The hardest problem was the fact that our system operator had no knowledge in Linux. We solved it by finding a small company that supports us for our pupil’s network: Translucent.

Almost three years ago in september 2004 we made the switch and started to use the new building. And what we’d heard proved itself to be true: the student’s network performed very well from day one… So for the moment I won’t go further into that but I’ll switch to real subject of my speech….

What are the possibilities of Linux/ Open Source for a school ?
We should first make an inventory which basic digital programs a school needs:

1: an operating system (Linux) for the kernel + Linux terminal Server Project 
The fundament of the student’s network has proved to be very strong from day one.

The biggest problem here is the fact that most system operators are not familiar with Linux. There’s only a long-term solution for this problem: future system operators should also make a choice for Linux!

2: basic educational applications: Open Office, when we introduced Open Office almost three years ago we had prepared ourselves well and we thought we needed to prepare the students, but the students thought we had a different lay-out for Word and started working with it. When students send their homework to school, often done on Windows machines, the Windows applications like Word are converted automatically within Open office, so that was another non-existing problem.

Firefox, the webbrowser, Thunderbird/Evolution for  Email, Gnome for desktop surrounding,   The Gimp, an image tool, all perform very well, I’ll talk about the electronic learning environment, Moodle in a second.

Moodle is’nt hard to install  and doesn’t cost much: a couple of hundred Euro’s per year for the hosting. And yet many schools are choosing commercial ELO’s that cost up to 12.000 E per year! By this example you can see that the sight of the decision makers is blurred (by dust, I’ll explain later). 

It does require though quite an effort from a school to start and keep using Moodle because the programme is so vast that users may feel lost. So there must be someone at hand to answer those questions. Practising with colleagues from your own or a comparable school is something that can help. I propose horizontal solutions. Because the vertical ones prove to be expensive and it’s not sure whether they’ll besuccesful.
We’ve seen now what a school needs and what Linux/ Open Source can offer.
And I’d like to talk a little bit more about Moodle and why it’s so important for education. With Moodle schools and teachers can differentiate towards their students in time. And with a media centre schools and teachers can differentiate in space.

This sounds vague, but it’s all too real. I’ll show you by giving examples that occur in our media centre every day;

A simple example of differentiating in time: a teacher can place a task in Moodle and tell his class that it should be finished in a week. After a week the students have sent their work to the teacher and the teacher will give each of the students a personal reaction and a mark.

A teacher can also place some special  tailor-made information for an individual student in Moodle..
In theory a teacher, absent due to illness,  can place a task in Moodle and tell his class to perform it in the media centre. That way the class doesn’t lose that hour.

And the teacher has differentiated in time and space. The media centre is very often used this way. A teacher will say: can I come the last 15 minutes of the next hour?

And he or she will show the students where the work is in Moodle and how to go about it.

Here you see the media centre, you can see that the different spaces can be closed off, if necessary. 
Students are using the computers more and more after their school hours in the afternoon. On the one hand it’s because there’s more and more for them to work within Moodle, on the other hand  working in the media centre gives them the possibility to work together.

The combination of a digital learning environment (Moodle) and a physical learning environment is gold for a school because time is used better.

Okay we’re still investigating the possibilities  of Linux/ Open Source and I think there’s also a PR problem because when I tell people from other schools that we’re using Linux/Open Source I get to hear things like; it can’t be professional, it just can’t work. I think this is due to a lack of clarity in its presentation. People tend to think: “it can’t be much if it’s free”.  Don’t forget that big ICT companies spend loads of money on advertisement.
So on a macro level articles should be written that explain people that it is free but it will cost money and quite an effort of your own indeed to start and keep using it. And the fact that it’s free doesn’t mean that it’s worthless.

And there is another important factor, that Jan de Ruijter already pointed at: Linux is indeed very stable. The sixty thin clients that are being used since three years in the media centre hardly ever breakdown. And that was quite different a couple of years ago. Then we had a Windows NT network and there were so many dysfunctional  computers that teachers no longer visited us with a class.

When trying to convince a school to start using Linux / Open Source, there are five “players in the field”. And I’d like to talk about the specifics of each group.

First we go to the management, which is always busy.  And the system operator, he’s busy too. Now in most schools there’s also someone called “ICT coordinator”.
It is my strong belief that till now on most decisions concerning ICT infrastructure are made by these three or two or one (management) parties.  And that’s too bad because it’s very likely that these parties don’t (want to ) know too much about Open Source since it seems safer to choose for Windows or a commercial ELO. We’ve seen how it can go wrong on a micro level. In a minute I’ll show you what is going wrong on a macro level.

How can you reach these three? One way is to lobby informally within the two parties that have some more spare time on hand: the teachers and the students. Remember that the decisive factor in our school was a teacher!

You now see an article that appeared on the 4th of june this year in Trouw, a Dutch quality paper. I’ll translate it in a concise form for you: 
Leading Dutch academics in the field of computer science , in both information and computer technology, recently point to the recurring waste of funds on automatisation projects that either fail as such or never even reach the stage of implementation. According to an American survey a mere 20 percent of all automatisation projects can be considered fruitful.

Dutch government and industry investments in automatisation amount to a staggering 18,5 billion euros.  So 6 billion euros go down the drain, 9 billion  is spent on projects that constantly require refunding or rethinking and a mere 3,5 billion  proves to be a successful venture.

Research into government spending on automatisation revealed that the ever changing demands on computer technology for the implementation of policy by government and politicians are often based on unrealistic expectations of information system capacity.

This is an example of total waste. The unrealistic expectations belonged to people in charge who didn’t know what to expect. They gambled with billions, our money. 
So I have another proposition: it takes all the people involved to make a good decision.

Before I start drawing conclusions I would like to draw something else: a parallel.
Just like it seems so logical to start using Linux Open Source it seems logical that schools teach their pupils to deal with the abundant amount of information that is so readily available. One would expect schools to teach about plagiarism and how to evaluate digital information. But they don’t! A modern day citizen should be information literate but, up to this day, schools don’t do anything structural about it. 
This is the same mechanism that stops schools from using Linux/ Open Source. A while ago I mentioned something about dust in the eye of the decision maker.

That stems from another proposition I want to make: there’s a digital revolution going on and the dust has not yet settled on the battlefield.
You can tell that because irrational or just plain stupid decisions are being taken on both a macro and micro level.

I  go back to the beginning: we are investigating what Linux Open Source can do for Education and we can conclude that both the Linux Operating system and the Open Source applications can function very well with a school.  We should:
· address, try to convince,  everyone involved (micro/macro)
· make use of local expertise (http://www.ossos.nl/)

· share expertise horizontally with comparable schools
I’d say we need a taskforce on a micro and macro level ! Consisting of experts, managers, teachers, system operators, programmers, and a librarian, of course! 
Roeland Smeets, Amsterdam, june 11 2007

