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In about 1965, when I was in primary school in Tamworth, I read an article in the Sunday paper about how computers and robots would replace teachers by the end of the century.

“Great,” I thought. “No more teachers.” My joy at this delightful prospect quickly evaporated when I realised that by then I would be long out of school and a grown man with children of my own.

We have made it to the new millennium without robot teachers, but there is no doubt that computers have revolutionised education in the 20 years since PCs began to become commonplace. But there is also little doubt that the revolution has barely begun.

Computers have been in schools since before the first microcomputers came out in the late 1970s. Bill Gates got his start stealing time on his upmarket school’s PDP-8 minicomputer, a device about as powerful as today’s calculator. Governments and educators the world over have embraced the idea of computers, and the number of PCs per student is everywhere regarded as a measure of success.

But the success of computers in education has been patchy at best. Schools have often bought on price, ending up with inappropriate machines or dead-end architectures. Far too many schools and educational systems have introduced computers without much understanding of how they work and how they will be used. I have seen many idle computer labs in schools, relegated to the outer by inadequate software and poor management.

Fortunately, things are changing. We have now have a new generation of teachers who are computer-literate. Those who are not simply do not belong in the profession. Computers have also dropped in price top where they are affordable to all families and schools in the Western world except those of the most modest means or intemperate habits. Educational software, much of which has been absolutely dreadful, has become much more sophisticated, and the techniques for disseminating it have vastly improved.

As has often been the case in the last few years, it has been the Internet that has unlocked the potential of the technology. More than most other fields of human activity, education benefits from communication and networking – indeed, you could argue that is what it is all about.

Last week I visited Melbourne’s Glen Waverley Secondary College, one of the largest high schools in Victoria and a world leader in the use of computers in education. It is one of six Victorian Department of Education and Training’s “navigator schools” and one of 50 schools chosen by Encyclopaedia Britannica as “leader schools” worldwide. Principal Darrell Fraser has been the driving force behind much of the innovation.

“Technology has had a dramatic impact on eduction,” says Fraser. “It has certainly transformed the way we operate.” The college has 450 networked PCs for its 1800 students and 130 teaching staff, and Fraser says that ownership of PCs among student’s families is approaching 100 per cent.

“It is not that this is an affluent area, but rather that parents who send their children to this school see the benefits of computers. The key is to make the school educational environment and the home environment work with each other.”

To that end, Glen Waverley Secondary College, and many other schools, have established an Intranet for use within the school and outside of it. This allows students to log on from home to continue their schoolwork out of hours, and allow parents and students to check things like curriculums, timetables and sporting and social activities.

Most of Australia’s advanced school Intranets have been established in conjunction with Melbourne company Impaq, founded in 1997 as to establish “virtual private networks” (VPNs) for schools and other educational organisations. The term VPN was in some vogue in the communications industry ten years or so ago, and has been resurrected by Impaq to describe the local and wide area networks it is helping schools build.

Impaq is fast becoming one of the great success stories of the Australian computer industry. The key, says CEO Robert Smyth, is cooperating with educators. Impaq has worked closely with Glen Waverley Secondary College on the theory and practice of delivering educational software to schools and students.

The educational philosophy and subsequent business model that have emerged are unique in the world. Impaq helps the school set up and run the Intranet for a monthly fee of around $1600, then acts as the Internet Service Provider (ISP) for staff and students to access the school’s Intranet and the wider Internet.

The cost to the user for doing this is less than $30 a month, which is comparable to the cost of using a regular ISP such as Ozemail or Telstra. The user pays no more, the school gets a first rate networking infrastructure for a reasonable cost, and Impaq makes its money from acting as a value-added ISP.

The idea has been taken a major step further. Impaq chose Glen Waverley Secondary College as the venue for an announcement last month that it has signed a deal with Encyclopaedia Britannica to provide content to schools that use Impaq’s VPN technology. EB is about to launch a major new initiative called Britannica School, part of its long term strategy to expand beyond encyclopaedia publishing to be a general purpose Internet based content provider.

Impaq has similar content deals with Macmillan, TutorNet and Electric Library, and is searching for many more suitable content providers. Such approved content providers then act as filters to the large amount of unstructured material, much of it of extremely doubtful content, that proliferates on the Internet.

Impaq has taken its business model beyond Victoria into New South Wales and Queensland, and now has over 70 Australian schools using its technology. It recently took a roadshow with teachers from many of its Australian schools to Singapore and Malyasia, where it sees major export markets. With millions of dollars in venture capital behind it, Impaq is now casting its net much wider, to Europe and North America.

Needless to say, big things are planned. The world has indeed changed since my primary school vision of robot teachers and robot students.
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