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Located at the south end of Puget Sound, Tacoma’s 53 school sites are the training grounds for 32,000 students from diverse backgrounds. Technology has been integrated seamlessly in model classrooms throughout Tacoma, and is so easy a fourth-grader can log on to the network, access remote folders, manage multiple submissions from fellow students, and assemble a science project on the fly. In a simulation of the world they will likely encounter once they graduate and enter the job market, students act as project managers and production teams on media projects that further core educational goals and build invaluable technology skills. Tools like Apple’s new desktop video software Final Cut Pro are empowering Tacoma high school juniors and seniors to create public service announcements, documentaries, and digital video class assignments. 

Perhaps because of its diversity (Tacoma has been recognized three times as an “All-America City”), Tacoma School District was the first district in the United States to boast a federally backed magnet school. McCarver Elementary School was a total Macintosh implementation, with “fully networked buildings and labs, wired classrooms, e-mail for students, sharing of files and applications, plus print services — back when Apple IIe computers were the first ones encountered in most other classrooms,” says Greg Whiteman, director of instructional technology for the district. 

Networks so simple, even fourth-graders can use them
Tacoma has benefited from its early Macintosh immersion. There are more than 500 Power Macintosh G3 systems installed in classrooms across the district. What is especially noteworthy to administrators, says Whiteman, is that the Tacoma model schools have trained their classroom teachers to manage their own servers. “We were out shopping for a server that teachers could use to maintain their class records and provide students with access to applications. We chose Mac OS X Server. The fact that teachers can manage a server is a great testimonial to the ease of use of Apple products.” 

Electronic lockers: Convenient storage for networked computing
Based on Apple Classrooms of Tomorrow research, the TCOT (Tacoma Classrooms of Tomorrow) program has generated an intriguing concept that Whiteman labels “electronic lockers.” Why call them lockers? Whiteman answers, “The students all have real lockers. Our feeling was that providing an electronic locker via Mac OS X Server would bridge the technical gap, because they already know what a locker is. Now they’ve got one on their computer.” 

Six systems running Mac OS X Server were placed in Tacoma classrooms. “We use Apple NetBoot, part of Mac OS X Server, to manage our system. Each student can log on, and the system will recognize his or her preferences,” reports Fred Richardson, facilitator for instructional technology. Students are allocated personal storage space on the servers. They can save their work into individual folders, access group folders to which they have privileges, and log on to the system from anywhere in their building. “It’s the same level of service we’ve come to expect from our systems as adults,” Whiteman points out. 

Online storage means mobile access
Essentially, the students can roam through the school and still have access to their work. Apple’s easy-to-use file sharing technology makes it a snap for them to contribute to projects, add to research efforts, and display work for others from any computer in the system. Beginning a trial phase with fifth-graders, “the electronic locker has proved to be a big hit,” Whiteman reports. As schools get their full networks completed, he anticipates that the model will be implemented in selected sites throughout the system. 

An impressive example of the breakthroughs provided by Mac OS X Server is a science fair project that Tacoma fifth-grade students created using Microsoft PowerPoint slides. Independent teams of students summarized their work, contributing each piece of research over the network into group project folders. Their teachers assigned different roles to play. For example, a secretary tracked students’ progress, and project managers assembled group efforts. Whiteman reports: “Electronic lockers made it happen. Without Mac OS X Server, it would have been a tracking nightmare.” Teachers were in charge of managing the server throughout the process, and students used the network to complete their final project. Teacher Myron Yap observed, “It was easy to consolidate work from different computers using Mac OS X Server. It created a cooperative learning dynamic among the students.”  

Digital literacy basics: Reading, writing, and Desktop Movies
Tacoma’s fully networked infrastructure provides students with a great vehicle for furthering their multimedia skills. “Our goal is to place a high-end multimedia computer in every classroom,” says Whiteman. 

Tacoma is getting there. This fall, the district installed a pilot television studio adjoining a high school classroom with eight FireWire-equipped Power Macintosh G3 computers. Students edit digital video footage transferred from a Sony digital camcorder to their computers. They then use the drag-and-drop features of Apple’s Final Cut Pro software to edit video clips, audio tracks, transitions, and titles. Grouped in production teams, junior and senior students produced a 20-minute documentary on the Humane Society. For another project on the effects of smoking, students taped an interview with a mother who had smoked for many years, asking questions such as “How did smoking affect your overall health?” 

Another video documentary recorded events at a health fair sponsored by local health care providers. Students have recorded 30-second public service announcements and created their own spoofs of commercials. In a short time, the students produced fully edited digital video projects to turn in for in-class assignments or to take home on VHS tape. The speed with which Tacoma’s high school students have embraced Apple’s desktop digital video tools is a testament to the power and ease of use of Final Cut Pro. Whiteman says, “We can’t wait to install TV studios at other high schools in our district.” 

Desktop Movies and the REALLY big picture
Whiteman believes so strongly in the power of video communication that he plans to equip each classroom with a workstation capable of producing Desktop Movies. Toward that end, technology funds from the district curriculum initiative are being used to purchase Power Mac G4 and iMac DV computers for classrooms across the district. Whiteman says, “Visual communication — especially with video — is the most compelling way for students to share their stories.” 

With Apple’s powerful computers on the desktop and easy-to-use software tools like iMovie becoming more accessible, Whiteman looks forward to the day when Tacoma students begin broadcasting their work to local television channels. 

Start making your own movies today! 

