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We would like to start our presentation by telling a story that happened with our colleague. He has an elderly mother-in-law, she is over 70, and she received a mobile phone for her birthday. That mobile was very “advanced”, as we say it now, with many different functions. And this woman said: “If you start telling me about all these different functions, that I can find weather forecast or somehow quickly dial telephone numbers that I need urgently, – if you tell me all that now, I will not use your telephone. I will use it only if it doesn’t differ much from the one I got used to”. As a result, our colleague had to abandon his technological enthusiasm and stop speaking about various possibilities of the mobile phone, but now she is using the phone and slowly, step by step, starts to master other possibilities besides simply dialing numbers. She even learned to switch to silent mode, which is a very important ability.

Another example – maybe, a more official one – deals with the discussion we had about the system for our project administration: “Informatization of the education system” (http://www.elsp.ru/). There were our colleagues, technology developers, who were describing how marvelous it is to communicate with teachers in the virtual environment via the Internet. And they received a simple question: do teachers need that? Especially if they are working in one school or neighbor schools…

These examples, and there are plenty of them, everyone can add some, also raise such simple questions: these technological possibilities which spring up and boggle our imagination – are they needed, are they required, do they meet real needs of those whom we want to help? 

That is why we would like to devote our presentation to discussing this main issue. We will do that taking our project as an example. For us the basic question has been the following: how dissemination of Information and Communication Technologies can really change the state of affairs in schools. We are confident that real changes appear when they are understood by those who work in the schools and when these people need all that.

Unfortunately, so far we largely understand informatization as computerization, providing access to the Internet, training teachers and creating education resources. Nobody will argue that. It is very important; but it is not accidental that yesterday, at the very beginning of our section, one of the reports referred to disappointing results of some studies on the results of informatization. The speaker was telling about one of OECD reports, where the authors tried to analyze the effect from investments in the information technologies. Not so long ago one of IT researchers in the United States told us that at present only 30% of teachers in American general education schools use information technologies during the lessons regularly, although the number of computers has almost reached the number of pupils there.

An amazing fact was discovered by Russian sociologists: notwithstanding the increased Internet access and growth of educational information resources in the Internet, the share of students using Internet for studying is lowering. These results should be alarming. From our point of view, these disappointing results are the consequence of the fact that there is a major tendency to invest in information technologies in education but not in using the results. And we are referring not only to the hardware. It has long been acknowledged that the hardware, or computers, is not enough. Even training the teachers is largely organized as an investment, because even the most large-scale retraining programs for teachers, as it can be seen from the experience of a number of regions, do not give breakthrough, a considerable growth in using Information Technologies. 

As the second reason to the current state of affairs we see the remaining “downward” approach: idea of benefactors helping schools, teachers, etc. The most striking example of failed informatization attempts was a recent program for equipping Russian schools with satellite dishes for receiving education information. 7 thousand schools were equipped with such receivers (some pupils have already dubbed them “pagers”) supposedly to send education content to schools. It turned out that first, there is no such content, and second, the content that was being sent in the form of methodological magazines was simply not needed. It is as if they poured a large tank of water, but the horse didn’t want to drink. A horse could be brought to the water but it couldn’t be forced to drink. At the same time it is a known fact that about half of the resources that are really used in the education process in Russian schools are created by the teachers themselves, but these resources are rarely maintained, and instead of them schools continue receiving disks which remain stored in nice manufacturer packaging. 

Another deep problem is that even a good initiative, such as teachers retraining, is often disconnected with the supply of computers or software. What can be set against the tendency, which is still dominating in implementation of the informatization programs? 

To our mind, just two principles can considerably change the situation and turn extensive scenario of informatization into an intensive one. First, any investment should be directly – we would like to stress that: not by some sophisticated means but DIRECTLY oriented at achieving new social and, primarily, educational results. The initiators should consider any activity by asking the simple question: how will that directly lead to the change of educational results? In this connection we could call in question some initiatives connected with automated assessment of the quality of education that one of the previous speakers referred to. They all seem very good but we as specialists in the sphere of education cannot answer this question. For example, how the initiative concerning automated assessment of the education quality among pupils of the ninth form will change the quality of their education? 

The second key principle – our initiatives should DIRECTLY meet the needs of our main users. Not invented needs, not our assumptions that this will be useful for them, but what they really want today, what they actually need. Of course, this principle includes support of someone’s own initiatives, which reflect actual needs. 

We believe that to a large extent these two principles have not been fundamental for project design of the majority of informatization initiatives either in Russian or international practice. This is proved by the analysis of over 70 projects by the World Bank conducted in the sphere of education and containing elements of IT introduction. It is now time to find ways to resolve this problem for the community that is involved in the process. The answers that we managed to find for our project of informatization of the education system are of preliminary character and cannot provide a universal answer. That is why it is interesting to open a wide discussion on this problem.

We would like to outline these two principles in detail. First: informatization should be aimed at achieving new educational results. We believe that our project is oriented at four main educational results (although we do not claim our list to be complete or hundred percent correct):

· development of ICT literacy in the broad sense;

· development of abilities, key competencies, such as interactive use of existing working tools, team working;

· transition from absorbing information to producing knowledge;

· creative application of knowledge in practice.

International studies of knowledge quality that have been conducted since 2000, show that deficit of such abilities appears to be the main problem now.

Speaking about orientation of our project on requirements and activity of the main user groups, our recipients are teachers and pupils. We believe that informatization will alleviate routine work done by teachers, including current marks, conducting various demonstrations, training for some pupils lagging behind, account and control in the education process. Informatization can support teachers in overcoming methodological problems. And finally, informatization can support teachers’ initiatives. Besides, there are innovation projects, i.e. teachers are producing their own materials and so on. As for the pupils, informatization gives possibility of individualized learning and additional resources for independent learning; it can support initiatives raised by pupils. Such implementation of the principle of orientation at requirements can be supported in our programs and projects.

We have actually subdivided five categories of groups interested in introducing ICT in the education at present. 

First of all, it is general teacher. When we see nice pictures of what teachers do, we should bear in mind that we are speaking only about 0.5% teachers. The profession of teacher today is widespread; we think that it is the most common profession among people with higher education. That is why it is important to understand what we can do for these teachers. 

The second group is creative teachers, they are rare but their support is necessary for creating advantageous environment for new ideas and work of general teachers. 

The same division concerns pupils. There is a third category – average pupil which doesn’t want to study but has to finish school, that is why it is necessary to find something useful for them as well. We would like to pay particular attention to this seemingly strange objective: to find something that these pupils will want to use. The idea that simply introducing Information Technologies will make education more attractive is a rather false motivation, since interest is directed to content and not the tool. Nevertheless, such motivation can bear positive effect on the education process, that is why for general pupil or for those who are hardly interested in school studies the motivation aspect is crucial. For the fourth category, i.e. for advanced pupils, naturally there are more possibilities. 

And the last category – “school”. It comprises school administrators who represent its interests. We believe that they can be interested in informatization if we give them real and convenient (we would like to stress the word “convenient”) tools for organization of the education process. This table mainly represent the basis of our project’s design. 

We would like to stress here that among specific features of our project design (as it was conceived, since we are not sure that we implemented it to the full extent) there is direct orientation to educational results, and “demonstrative” or evident assistance to the participants of the informatization process. 

Now a few words about the project itself. So far it involves 7 regions of the Russian Federation, 6 thousand schools, 400 thousand teachers, it is planned to produce about a hundred thousand information sources of various kinds. And each geographic part of Russia has a pilot region. 

There are 3 components in the project:

1) Next generation tutorial materials;

2) Professional development of teachers in the sphere of using information technologies;

3) Creating a network of cross-school methodological centers. 

Later on we would try to explain how these components implement the principles or ideas that we mentioned above, how we come to new education results and new characteristics of the education process. 

First, the project includes direct monitoring of two important indicators, and everybody involved in the project knows about that – from teachers to the Minister of Education. It is known that the project will be assessed not according to the number of computers installed and not even to the number of teachers retrained but on the basis of two main indicators: 1) changes to the share of pupils with high level of information literacy; 2) percentage of schools that entered new level of Information Technologies application. We make considerable investment in the development of monitoring tools, and in the comprehensive and strict monitoring. 

Besides, the project provides for creating tutorial materials that directly bring new educational results. We are referring not to the support of traditional tutorial materials but to creation of new materials and a new system of assessing educational achievements in schools, including pupil’s portfolio. This will stimulate achieving new educational results as well. 

How does the project correspond to the needs of schools, teachers and pupils? There is nothing we had to invent, although there are some key words, for example, providing convenient resources for education. We’d like to stress the word “convenient”, and we’ll explain why: only two years ago a successful program on informatization was implemented in Kazakhstan with the help of Asian Development Bank – they provided schools with very interesting sets of tutorial materials; however, two issues were not very successful, which led to serious problems. First, these tutorials were of rather abstract character. For example, physics: it was related to school standards but with none of particular textbooks, thus it demanded a fairly comprehensive special methodological work from the teacher. Second, a disk could be used only in its integrity, i.e. each time one had to install it in the computer, follow the 15-minute installation program and only then use demonstrations. We are not speaking about the quality of disk contents; it is a separate issue. But the tool itself was highly inconvenient, that is why they remained largely unused in the majority of resource centers. These examples are not rare and not only in Kazakhstan.

Our second objective is satisfying the needs of schools, teachers and pupils, i.e. provide new instruments and train to use them. The third objective is to follow them using technologies. There is nothing more stupid and harmful than providing schools with some advanced software and then wonder why after a year only 1% of schools are using it. But it happens over and over again. As for us, we were pushed to distribute school administration software in 40 thousand schools right away. We categorically refused to do that immediately and will carry out our program throughout three years and monitor its implementation attentively.
And, finally, the question how the project will meet the requirements. This means really supporting initiatives of teachers, schools and pupils. It is crucial to find an institutional solution for this support, especially in Russia, where the majority of schools are rural and are located at considerable distance form all centers. That is why we together with the Ministry of Education decided to make considerable investments in the network of supporting structure, create cross-school methodological centers in each municipality in order to draw methodologists and resources maximally near to schools. All speculations that Internet can do all that directly from Moscow are to our mind unjustified illusions. Direct work with schools, technical support at site – only this can provide real efficient introduction of Information Technologies in education.

The project is being implemented by the National Training Foundation in Moscow, its first stage is planned until mid-2008.

