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Logging on to wireless learning,

Across the country, schools are
receiving Apple’s message: Wireless
computing is the way to go. For
reasons of flexibility, mobility, and
cost, schools are equipping their
computer labs with AirPort-enabled
iBook computers.




In March 1999, following a demonstration from Lucent Technologies, Murphy began to prepare for the day when wireless solutions would become widely available. He installed a Lucent WaveLAN card in his PowerBook G3 that connected to a WavePOINT wireless hub. Within seconds he had a fast, reliable connection to the Internet. “When we were building the schools, we knew that a new Apple portable was coming, but we didn’t know it was wireless. Nonetheless, we thought if we could make a portable lab we could have the best of both worlds — a wireless and mobile combination.” When Apple announced its wireless initiative (in a partnership with Lucent), he knew wireless was going to work. 

As Murphy was soliciting estimates for his wireless retrofits, he approached Apple and a PC company, since rumor had it that both companies were moving into the wireless arena. According to Murphy, “Apple has always been the leader in innovation. So you’ve got to believe that Apple would be the first to deliver a wireless solution for education.” Despite the lack of cost information on the iBook at the time, Murphy chose Apple. “We wanted to go with the future of education.” 

Murphy is currently designing his next two elementary schools. Asked whether he will replicate the wireless model incorporated in his first school, he responds with conviction, “We really believe wireless is the way to go, and we’ll consider implementing it in all the schools.” 

Initially, Murphy estimated that Saddle Ranch would require 84 wired drops. In the end, he had to install only 20. With Apple shipping AirPort Cards at less than $100 each, compared with the cost of $100 per hard-wired drop, Murphy attests that he is saving money by going wireless and mobile — even though an iBook costs more than an iMac. “The costs for wireless cards and base stations are so low that the mobility, flexibility, and convenience of wireless will easily outweigh any difference in initial cost.”

Now that the iBook computers are AirPort enabled, Murphy predicts, “We’ll be taking away restrictions teachers face in the classroom. We can even get outside the schools. Learning won’t be bound by wires.”

Steve Jobs introduced Apple’s wireless portable computer at Macworld in July 1999, while Phil Schiller, vice president of worldwide product marketing, jumped from scaffolding onto the stage, his AirPort-equipped* iBook in hand. The point: It’s possible to surf the web even in midair. 

When Stephen Pummel, superintendent of Atchison School District in Atchison, Kansas, heard the announcement, he strode into technology director Donna Noll’s office to make a pact with her: “From this day on, I want every single person in our district to be mobile. And we’ll purchase nothing other than Apple products, OK?” Noll is in charge of technology purchasing and networking in this district of 1,704 students situated 50 miles from Kansas City. Both Noll and Pummel are now fervent Apple fans. Pummel appreciates not only the mobility of iBook, but also its price. As Noll says, “If Stephen won the lottery tomorrow, he’d buy an iBook for everyone in the district.” 

The Atchison School District has three schools (elementary, middle, and high school), with eight computer labs among them. “Next year we plan to fill the middle-school lab with iBook computers,” Noll reports. “The computers will be checked out at night so that they’ll be sure to do a full day’s work. Learning doesn’t stop when the bell rings.” Teachers will be able to check out up to 30 iBook computers at a time. Noll plans to install AirPort Base Stations to connect the seven grade-level classroom pods in the elementary school. Currently, a local area network is installed in each building, and a wide area network provides connectivity to every networked computer in the district. Noll says, “We have a great foundation, and we look forward to building on it with AirPort technology. We always wanted to go wireless, but couldn’t afford it before Apple’s new iBook computers. Apple has turned what the Atchison district has always dreamed of into an economical reality.” The district logged on to the Internet systemwide in August. Today everyone uses e-mail, and grades are submitted electronically. But perhaps most impressive of all is that just about everyone in the district — including secretaries, office staff, and head custodians — is using Macintosh. “There is no place in the district without computers,” says Noll.

· Wireless Internet access requires AirPort Card, AirPort Base Station, and Internet access (fees may apply). Some Internet Service Providers (ISPs) are not currently compatible with AirPort, including America Online. Typical indoor range is 150 feet from Airport Base Station; range may vary with site conditions. Connectivity performance may vary with number of users.

Noll should know, because she manages the network. “For me, the most important reason we chose Apple computers is ease of setup, use, and administration. When you manage 500 networked computers for the entire district single-handedly, that gets to be a pretty big deal.” All the servers in the Atchison district are running AppleShare IP, including three Macintosh Server G3 systems and a few older Apple servers. “Since I have to manage them, they’re all Apple,” Noll says. “They manage themselves, really. Once they’re set up, they just run.” 

For Noll, “The exciting thing about the Apple servers at our middle and high schools is that students can access password-protected folders that store their homework from any computer in their building.” Teachers direct collaborative projects on various topics, and the server allows students to move easily from classroom to classroom and access the appropriate files for each topic. “Teachers take the Apple technology and are clamoring for more,” she says. 


 

Noll has seen firsthand how the iMac labs installed in the middle school are improving students’ understanding and learning. Students in a dedicated iMac math lab use an Internet-based program called Moneyopolis to demonstrate math skills in the context of real-life money matters. Noll says, “Using Moneyopolis, students do problem solving that builds cooperation skills as well as math literacy skills.” 

In another striking example of innovative teaching techniques in Atchison, a teacher logged on to an Internet site for students reading about the Yellowstone National Park geyser Old Faithful. QuickTime movies on the web showed the geyser erupting, enhancing students’ appreciation of the story. As Noll says, “It really made their lesson come alive!” 

  


 


The Atchison district is now a dedicated Apple site, and was recently awarded the Apple Innovators Award for 1999. “Test scores have gone up,” Noll reports. “This is significant because we’re largely a working-class district; 51 percent of our students are participants in the federally funded lunch program.” Thanks in part to rising test scores, Atchison County is experiencing the second-largest population and enrollment increase in Kansas. Noll is quick to make the connection. “New, high-tech schools and facilities, along with a strong business community, are motivating more people to move into the county so their children can benefit from our advanced schools.” 
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Connect to the future of wireless. For more information, contact Gary Murphy. 
Education goes mobile. E-mail Donna Noll to find out how she manages her network. 
