Report from NECC, 2006 by Chris Hayden

It is not easy to report on NECC (the National Educational Computing Conference) - the world’s largest and most informative conference on ICT in schools. 

Eschool News reported that “An estimated 17,000 educators, administrators, and company and nonprofit executives gathered July 5-7 in San Diego for the 2006 National Educational Computing Conference where attendees had their own opportunity to take part in any of 100 hands-on workshops, sit in on any of 300 concurrent sessions, visit with more than 500 exhibitors--and even preview the $100 laptop that has ed tech abuzz.

NECC 2006 began with a bang on July 4, with an opening reception and fireworks display over San Diego Harbor. It continued that way on July 5, too, with an inspiring keynote speech (and stunning visual images) from famed photographer Dewitt Jones.

Jones discussed what he considers the four keys to creating a meaningful existence--vision, passion, purpose, and creativity--and what he believes are the means to achieving them. Using photographs and stories gleaned from his travels to illustrate his points, he urged conference attendees to "transform the ordinary into the extraordinary."

This year was somewhat different for me as I was co-presenting a session with Allan Dunn from Oregon. Feedback from our session was enthusiastic and reaffirmed many of our ICT ideas and assumptions. It also allowed us to sense what challenges other teachers are facing with implementation of ICT in their schools. 

Other highlights? The Open Source revolution seems to have really matured and now provides a complete desktop solution. David Thornburg's session was a real watershed in this regard. We are at the point where we can see some real cost and IT management savings from thin client too and are looking to move this way at Grammar next year when we upgrade T10, Library and Administration computers.

In addition, the OLPC movement is picking up speed, with the aim of providing one laptop per child in developing nations. Along with the OLPC initiative is the trend to collaborative, online social spaces. The latter (Web 2.0) technologies will no doubt produce much discussion and schools like ours will have to assess the relevance, if any, on our ICTPD and, specifically, classroom and e-learning teaching. For example, podcasting has attracted interest from our Japanese Department. However, the idea of moving to a "My Space" or blogging space may be too extreme in a structured high school learning environment, although have good potential in the primary sector. There is probably more interest from us in the <http://www.elgg.org/>elgg-type learning platform, although (from our student feedback) high school students seem more reluctant to use a school-based open learning environment. We now have four classes making good use of the virtual classroom project pages and the Ultranet (planned for 2007) includes individualised class web spaces for teachers.

The Chief Technology Officer (CTO) Leadership Forum at NECC was a most informative session. In particular, I was impressed with Jim Hirsch, Associate Superintendent for Technology for Plano, Texas. His pragmatic approach was most refreshing and did give a balance to the usual ICT-hype. For example, Jim’s decision to not adopt widespread interactive whiteboard use in the Plano high school sector was based on the huge cost, and also on research which showed that adolescents are not comfortable using whiteboards in front of their peers. A nice compromise for this situation is to use a wireless Wacom tablet or remote keyboard. Jim also stated that “The challenges of bringing technology into the classroom almost always boil down to a few fundamental questions - will the product or process enhance the experience of the students? Is it able to integrate into current practice or does it involve a greater degree of change? What professional development for teachers is going to be needed? What is the ‘total’ cost of implementing the product or process? Is it worth the investment? Can it be extended to use by students at home? Are there logical partners? Can we document the results?”
Finally, while at NECC I had the opportunity to visit <http://www.hightechhigh.org/schools/HTH/>High Tech High School and talk with some of their staff, and also offer them a solution to a cross-platform printing problem they had!

Cameron Watt, Network Systems Administrator at Grammar, registered for the special Moodle workshop and reports that is a quite clunky environment for a student learning portal. He also attended the special Microsoft Learning Gateway meeting, which was of similar intent – an environment for student collaborative academic learning. Cameron commented that he really enjoyed being able to meet key representatives of (e.g.) Adobe and HP. He was able to discuss our need for better software site licensing and view the new HP laptop carts in use. Following NECC, he visited some school districts in the USA and checked out their network configurations. I asked him what the bottom line was and Cameron replied that “we are in good shape with the right equipment and a solid five-year plan. Our recent emphasis on ICTPD and laptops for staff are excellent developments in terms of forward planning.”

