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South Dakota has as a rule trailed the rest of the nation in prosperity, culture, and technology. This may be due to the fact that we are geographically very removed from the rest of nation and it is cost prohibitive to bring us up to speed with the rest of the nation.  That is until now.  


 In the field of education South Dakota is now considered to be a leader in technology.  Why?  Because South Dakota has wired every public school (over 375 school buildings) to the DDN with over 400 T and 3 OC-3 connections. 
   Considered to be one of the most comprehensive of its kind the technology project links together all public schools, state colleges, state libraries and state government.  Some private education institutions are also linked into the system but they had to provide their own funding.


According to Ray Christiansen, Secretary of the Department of Education much of the credit goes to Governor Janklows’ desire to “take away the distance problem” in South Dakota.  Governor Janklow began in 1996 by forming a panel consisting of fifteen people that represented thirteen entities.  Initial estimates put the price tag for the project at one hundred million dollars.  However, the final draft put the actual cost at approximately fifteen million dollars.  Most of the savings came from using prison inmates to do the labor instead of hiring individuals from the private sector.  Another savings was realized because of the number of computers that needed to be purchased, over 16,040 Gateway and Apple computers for about $500.00 each.
  


A project of this magnitude required a three-phase plan:

Phase 1 – Equipment seeding – the distribution of hardware/software.  
The state surveyed schools K-12 to see who was interested in participating in the program.  By May 1999 the results were compiled and the equipment was ordered, delivered and installations began by September 1999.  This phase also included training opportunities for educators.  The training ranges from one-day sessions to a month long in-service.

Phase 2 – Digital Dakota Network – the building of the network

      Infrastructure across the state.

The DDN provides data and video services to South Dakota schools and the state government.  School population determined which schools required larger trunks that would provide adequate speed to transfer and access data.  After the wiring was completed team of technicians traveled the state checking each schools technology infrastructure to insure systems were operating properly.  The first schools came online in October of 1999 with the remainder of the schools completed by March 2000.  

Phase 3 – Distance Learning – the creation of the video 

      conferencing infrastructure.

This phase represents one of the most unique parts of the whole project.  Students can take courses not offered by their local schools by using distance learning (DDN). This means students have live audio and visual communication with a teacher and other students from other schools.  As of June 2000 the Distance Learning phase was operational statewide.


Along with the pros there are some cons to the wiring project.  Teachers must allow more time to send and receive paper work to students at each site.  Students who take the first year of a subject in one school may not have an adequate understanding of the material to continue with a second year over the DDN.  There is no way to know if a student has a good understanding of basic subject matter until the DDN teacher has a chance to assess them.  Another problem is technical glitches.  A poor signal can interrupt the flow of the class because communication is halted or the whiteboard, a high-tech blackboard, transmits parts of the information or delays transmitting information.  Some of the problems may be curable with the help of a good tech support person other problems may have to be endured. 


The wiring of South Dakotas’ schools has and will continue to have an impact on education.  Three areas most affected are learning, teaching, and the local community.  Student learning is naturally going to take on a different perspective.  With the infusion of over 16,000 computers statewide South Dakota has a ratio of one computer for every 2.4 students.
  No other state in the nation provides that kind of access to computers for its students.  Four very remote rural schools are at a 10-to-1 ratio.  Rectifying the problem will require more phone lines to the schools.  


Students in South Dakota are now benefiting from having access to the worlds largest library.  Internet access allows students to explore on line encyclopedias that have up-to-date information on every topic.  They can contact authors, inventors, and composers that are still living and ask them questions about projects they are working on.  Two years ago music students at Mitchell Senior High searched on line for a percussionist Vic Firth.  They were performing a song written by him and they wanted to obtain information for program notes.  He responded with a hand written note about the history of the song and a week later a box arrived with posters and stickers.  The students were shocked that someone this famous would take the time to respond in such a personal manner.


With a declining population schools in South Dakota struggle to offer a full curriculum.  Every school now has the capability of offering hard to staff courses such as foreign language as well as advanced science and math courses over distance learning.  Televisions and cameras installed in the schools allow teachers and students to hold class in multiple sites.  Post secondary education has also benefited by offering DDN courses to graduate students all over the state.


Although the long-term benefits are yet to be determined it is conceivable that South Dakota students will be well prepared for jobs all over the world because of their background with computers.  The hands-on learning opportunities may give them an advantage that they have yet to realize.  


From a teaching perspective curriculum resources are just a click away and many of them are free.  Teachers can share curriculum information with teachers in state and out-of-state.  Chat boards also provide opportunities for sharing information useful for classroom instruction.  Learning activities within the classroom are also changing.  Teachers can let students research topics, construct web pages, develop e-portfolios, and explore related sites that may give students more insight to information covered in class.


Online testing is the most current impact on the teaching perspective.  Students are now required to be tested using an online standardized test.  The DACS Test will give teachers and students immediate feedback on a students’ current level of understanding of grade appropriate material.  As soon as a third grade student completes the test the click of a button will give the student a score and the teacher can see where the student ranks with other third grade students around the state.


The final perspective is that of the local community.  Given the history of education funding in the state of South Dakota it is highly unlikely that any district in the state would have been able to afford a project of this scope on their own.  The state made excellent use of labor resources, prison inmates, and purchased top of the line materials for the infrastructure, which should make for a long lasting useful system.  


Equity between large and small schools has always been a concern and this project provides equal access to resources for every school in the state.  Few programs have been able to provide equality to the same degree and in such a short time frame as this one.  For many small schools across the state their local school is the life-blood of the community and this program has rejuvenated communities all over the state.  They now have more access to the outside world and they can share what they have to offer with the outside world.


In the ideal future this project would impact students in a way that they are a step ahead of peers from other states in their ability to use technology.  It would impact teachers by making them more fluent in using technology in the classroom and thereby improving education in South Dakota.  Finally, it would make communities more appreciative of what schools have to offer and they will actively and financially support education.
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