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Integrating technology into K-12 classrooms is a challenge schools are facing across the country. A Wisconsin school district combined creativity, solid educational principles, and Microsoft® software to develop a highly successful—and popular—computer-based learning environment.





The more computers find their way into K-12 classrooms, the more educators and administrators are challenged to find relevant ways of integrating technology into the curriculum. At the same time, teachers are often frustrated by their lack of computer knowledge, afraid computers will replace them in the classroom, and reluctant to learn the technology due to the time commitment it requires.


Robert Wagner, technology applications instructor and Shattuck Middle School teacher for the Neenah Joint School District in Neenah, Wisconsin, saw problems like those developing in his own district. “Many school districts, including ours, began to invest in technology with no forethought to training teachers in the use and integration of computers in the classroom,” he says. 


According to Wagner, a haphazard technology environment evolved with several varieties of Apple computers, inconsistent software among different schools, inadequate computing resources for the student population, and a lack of technology instruction for teachers. As a result of this environment, many academic subjects were taught without the benefit of integrated technology whatsoever. 


“We believed that if there were computers in the classrooms, they should be used as an integral part of the educating process, not merely as devices to turn on when there was extra time in the day,” says Wagner. As a member of the district technology committee and with the district’s support, Wagner began work on an effective way to send technology to school.





Developing a Computer-friendly Curriculum


First Wagner developed a series of objectives based on his analysis of the situation in the school district. Two objectives quickly rose to the top of the list: provide successful integration ideas for all classrooms to model and integrate; and introduce the technology to teachers in a friendly environment.


Wagner soon realized these goals were quite closely related. “The idea of relevancy kept coming to me,” he explains. “I felt that the more relevant computers were to a student’s world, the more effective they would be. A relevant curriculum to which teachers could easily relate would make the technology less intimidating to them, too.”


Working with this premise, Wagner came up with the idea of structuring the school district’s computer curriculum to mirror familiar, real-world activities. He also decided to emphasize in the curriculum the function of computers as ways to help people achieve goals. “Since much of the hesitation to use computers came from a lack of familiarity or even fear of them, I decided to make it clear in the curriculum that computers are means to ends,” he says. “I also wanted to make them as unintimidating as possible by making it clear that people are in charge of them, not the other way around.”


The first program Wagner launched in the school district was termed the Label Company Technology Project. “The Label Company was established to produce a computer-based product, create marketing and advertising strategies, and sell the product to consumers,” says Wagner. The project, which is designed for fourth, fifth, and sixth grade classroom curriculums, uses Microsoft Works for the Macintosh® and Labels, Labels, Labels, a program for Apple IIGS computers.


The success of the Label Company project has led Wagner to develop desktop publishing, sports literature, and telecommunications projects. These projects use Microsoft Works, Microsoft Word, Microsoft Creative Writer, Microsoft PowerPoint®, Microsoft Encarta®, and Broderbund Software® Print Shop Deluxe





How the Projects Work


The Label Company provides real-life situations in the classroom. It has a four step approach to achieving its educational goals. It:


• Allows for hands-on learning.


• Uses the inquiry and discovery methods of learning.


• Is project-based and curriculum-integrated.


• Uses technology for implementation and evaluation.


The company is a complete classroom-based corporation—students campaign for positions as company officers and stock is sold for $1 per share. Proceeds from the sale of stock are used for operating capital. The curriculum includes studying the New York Stock Exchange, accessing market information using the telecommunications module of Microsoft Works, manipulating data with the Works spreadsheet module, and investing play money in stocks.


But the Label Company is much more than hypothetical. Students produce a real product—return address labels—and sell them to parents and others in the community. Microsoft Works is used to produce sheet labels, and Labels, Labels, Labels is used to print roll labels. “The students learn how to create a product, use various strategies to market and promote the produce, and invest the profits in the community,” says Wagner. The money raised is given to charity.


Wagner recently implemented two new elements of the curriculum. Students learn desktop publishing as they use Microsoft Word and Microsoft Creative Writer to create marketing brochures and flyers for their labels and to publish a class newspaper. Older students also use the software to produce alphabet books which they illustrate and give to kindergarten students. The Sports Literature Thematics Unit provides students with whole language and literature-based activities that use technology. Students use Microsoft Encarta to research a selected sports personality, then use Microsoft Works and Print Shop Deluxe to integrate their research into sports cards. 


Wagner also uses a “Big & Little Buddies” peer teaching program as part of the curriculum. Older students train younger children in basic computer use, word processing skills, and drill and practice software.





Teachers, Students Praise Program


According to Wagner, the Label Company project and its spin-offs have more than exceeded their goals. “The Company motivates children to learn, helps them develop the necessary skills to be successful citizens in the future, and increases their community awareness,” he says. “For teachers, it provides a means of technology integration, reduces the fear of technology, and motivates them to use a non-traditional approach to teaching.”  Wagner believes the most important benefits of the program are its motivational aspects and the wide range of ability levels it covers. “It allows students to be part of an organization, yet it provides freedom of creativity, choice, and educational growth,” he notes.


The project has also increased students’ academic and technology skill levels, enhanced their self esteem, and made them better independent learners. It has allowed the students and their parents to become involved in the economic structure of their community. Educational and business partnerships were established through field trips and classroom visits by community leaders.


Importantly, the Label Company project provides activities for all levels of learners. Gifted and talented students are continuously challenged beyond their capabilities. “These students often become leaders in the classroom, coordinators of events, and classroom tutors,” says Wagner. Students with learning disabilities benefit greatly, too. According to Wagner, they are more involved in classroom activities and decisions through the use of technology, and are becoming more effective and productive learners.


In 1993, The Label Company was recognized as the Outstanding Elementary Economic Program of the Year by the Wisconsin Economic Council. It is also a 1994 Microsoft nominee for the Smithsonian Computerworld Award. Each school year, students are asked to speak at the University of Wisconsin/Osh Kosh Koehn Institute Classroom Computing Conference, and at staff development programs about the Label Company’s role in their education and how technology has changed the way they learn.





Going Beyond Elementary School


Wagner is adapting the Label Company project for middle school and high school curriculums. He is also planning a more complete desktop publishing unit. 


Wagner says he believes the benefits of the project could reach into the future. “The commitment of the students to meet the challenges of the project and their involvement within the community have had a positive impact on both teachers and citizens,” he says. “It has provided enrichment and learning activities for students to look at their educational future and available job opportunities. If it will encourage students to continue with their education, then it will have an impact on society and the community.”








For More Information


For more information about Microsoft products, call the Microsoft Sales Information Center at (800) 426-9400. In Canada, call the Microsoft Canada Customer Support Centre at (800) 563-9048. If you require text telephone services (TT/TDD), call (800) 892-5234 in the United States or (905) 568-9641 in Canada. Outside the 50 United States and Canada, please contact your local Microsoft subsidiary.


For more information about the Label Company Technology Project, contact Robert Wagner at (414) 751-6850.





“We believed that if there were computers in the classrooms, they should be used as an integral part of the educating process, not merely as devices to turn on when there was extra time in the day.”





Robert Wagner, Technology Applications Instructor, Shattuck Middle School, Neenah Joint School District





“The students learn how to create a product, use various strategies to market and promote the produce, and invest the profits in the community.”





“It allows students to be part of an organization, yet it provides freedom of creativity, choice, and educational growth.”





Robert Wagner, Technology Applications Instructor, Shattuck Middle School, Neenah Joint School District











Solution Overview


Organization


Shattuck Middle School


Neenah Joint School District, Neenah, Wisconsin


Solution


Computer-based classroom company 


Architecture


Integrated and special-purpose software running on classroom- and lab-based Macintosh computers   


Products Used


Microsoft Creative Writer


Microsoft Encarta


Microsoft PowerPoint 


Microsoft Word


Microsoft Works


Big Red Software Labels, Labels, Labels 


Broderbund Software Print Shop Deluxe 


Benefit


Provides motivation to learn, helps children develop citizenship skills, and increases their community awareness; provides a means of technology integration for teachers, reduces their fear of technology, and motivates them to use a non-traditional approach to teaching
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