James Brannan                             School experience
I spent three days at Central High School in Lancaster. Being a small school there was only one IT teacher (assisted by an IT technician/coordinator) and one IT room for all the lessons. The room was a decent size, maybe 30 computers, although once or twice pupils had to share PC’s. One student when asked to continue with the work from the previous session had nothing as her workmate, whose profile they had been using, was absent. The PC’s were all 700mhz which seemed fine for what they were used for. They did quite often freeze though I was told this was more down to network problems, lots of students were playing downloaded music saved on the server. The music was deleted but the PCs would still freeze, sometimes they free up after a minute, sometimes needed resetting.

Most of the work was done in the Microsoft office (2000?) suite: Access, Excel, Word, Publisher, PowerPoint. The Basic MS Paint was still used as the main graphics package.

Year seven were doing a PowerPoint presentation on themselves. Most got to grips with it fairly well and seemed to enjoy doing about their pets and friends, especially importing photos of them into the presentation. Most spent longer playing with the features of the package rather than trying to create a particularly polished presentation, although I guess the aim of the exercise was for the pupils to familiarise themselves with the package. 

Year eight did a test about the internet. More or less: What was the program they used to get on the internet? Name five search engines. Describe one search you have done at school on the internet. Give instructions for a year six pupil wanting to find information on Picasso on the internet. Most thought ‘Google’, rather than ‘Explorer’ was the program they used to get on the internet but other than that there were no real problems. 

Year ten (I think) did a test on setting up a mail merge letter. They were allowed to use the PCs to help. Most found this quite difficult, although I think it had been three weeks since they had been show how to do it. Still, I thought most would have been able to work out how to do it, especially once they opened the create mail merge dialogue box, with the 1, 2, 3 step instructions on setting one up. It became a bit of informal test when it became apparent that not many knew what they were doing so with the teacher we tried to guide those stuck in the right direction. Most didn’t seem to know it was a form letter they were trying to create, or where they might get a data source, or when they had these how to insert the merge field. In all, I think if the students would have had more understanding of what a mail merge is and how its structured that they would have been able to have a reasonable go at using the wizard, but this didn’t seem to be the case.  

Year eleven continued their coursework, using a variety off applications to solve different problems encounter by an imaginary business of their choosing. The odd student need help with spreadsheet formulas but other than that they just all got on with what they had to do. 

Another class (maybe year eight?) had to use a variety of publishing software to create documents for a business; a logo on paint, a poster on Publisher, a letterhead on Word etc. 

On the whole, the teacher seemed to be getting across to the classes what was needed (perhaps with the exception of the mail merges). Most lessons would start with an introduction, either to a new topic or re-capping what they would be continuing with. The rest of the class would usually be getting on with the work, perhaps with the odd break when the teacher would get the class around, perhaps to show how to insert sound into PowerPoint, for example. There was no real plenary, although lessons were only 45 minutes long. With getting the class in, settled down and logged on, and making sure they save their work at the end, the actual time for teaching would be nearer 35 minutes. Discipline seemed good, with only one class being problematic, a year 8 class on Friday. The teacher said the class following it was often a bad one too, but went in with a more ‘no nonsense’ attitude from the start of the lesson and the students all got on with their work well. The classes that behaved well were allowed to use the internet once they had finished their work. The badly behaved class instead had to write out the rules of conduct from their school manual.

I felt I engaged with the class as much as I could be expected to. After the introduction to the lesson, the teacher and I would walk around the class and see how people were getting on. Students would put there hands up for help and I would help them with what they needed, other than questions specific to the lesson such as am I allowed sound files off the internet or where are my scanned pictures saved. Being a small school I saw some of the classes more than once. I spent a while with a particular boy in one class who seemed to need constant attention. He was always shouting out or messing around but if I sat with him while he did his work he seemed happier. He seemed to put more effort into his work and would want to show it to me once he had done something, improving his work and distracting others less. I don’t feel I learnt a great deal in the way of subject knowledge, but it was a germane and beneficial exercise as far as teaching experience. 

