TechAssistant Initiative

By Christen Cummings, CRT at John B. Dey & Sheryl Nussbaum-Beach, CRT at W.T. Cooke 

In partnership with Suzanne Buhner, EMR at W.T. Cooke

Basic Overview/History:

During the summer of 1999 Christen Cummings, Computer Resource Teacher at John B. Dey, and Sheryl Nussbaum-Beach, Computer Resource Teacher at W.T.Cooke, met and developed the idea of using students as tech assistants at their economically diverse schools. The rationale was to use the exceptional student's enthusiasm for technology as a motivator in building self esteem, developing character, and gaining life skills to make him/her successful in the 21st century job market. In addition to the benefits experienced by the student, these tech assistants once trained, would provide helpers for the over burdened Computer Resource Teacher. (CRT)  

Each school followed basic guidelines to make each TechAssistant initiative similar enough to do a study, but yet allowed for the needs of each school's differing population. John B. Dey geared their program toward the "at risk" population, while W.T. Cooke paired students with special needs and students in general education to operate as a team of tech assistants. Suzanne Buhner, Special Education Teacher, collaborated with Sheryl Nussbaum-Beach to develop the W.T. Cooke program so as to encompass the varying needs of the exceptional student as a valued member of the TechAssistant team.

W.T.Cooke's Approach:

After planning the strategies to be used within the program, an orientation meeting was held. Interested students and parents were invited to attend.

Students were given a "job" application to complete and asked to attach a letter of interest. The applicants were then invited in for interviews. The intent was to make it similar to the job application process. All twenty-one applicants were accepted. Eight of those applicants were students with special needs, with exceptionalities such as Down's Syndrome, ADHD, emotional and learning disabilities represented. 

The newly selected 3rd - 5th grade tech assistants went through a series of training sessions held twice a week in the afternoons from 3pm to 4pm. During this time they were taught such skills as:

· Working with others

· Hardware/cleaning and maintenance

· Troubleshooting

· Logging on and off a network

· Identifying common printer problems

· Changing print cartridges

· Aligning and cleaning print drivers

· How to defrag and scan disk

· Filling in of logs and other documentation

The tech assistants were given a "techie" cap to identify them to faculty as a tech assistant, as well as making their own identification badge from a business card program. During one training session the students designed a "calling card" to be left by any machine serviced, letting the teacher know what was done to the computer and that their assigned tech assistant had been there.

Included in the folder given to each assistant were items such as:

· Map of the school, a calendar of future training dates, the tech teams rotation schedule, the TechAssist Progress Report Form, step by step instructions for any possible service request, and any other forms or logs they would need to complete their duties. 

· Teachers were given a packet explaining the program and copies of all documentation given to the tech assistant. Parents were also given letters of explanation and copies of pertinent documentation.

Prior to beginning their duties in the school, the tech assistants were observed and evaluated as to their ability to perform the expected tasks with a TechAssistant Skills Form. 

Program Components:

· Bimonthly TechAssistants will complete computer maintenance/service requests in pairs. The assistants were split into two teams…A & B. On their scheduled days the TechAssistant will report to the computer lab at 8:15 a.m. and pick up their team's clipboard with the day's assignments. They will work until 8:45 a.m. and then return the completed forms and clipboard to the lab. Then repeat the process from 2:40 p.m. -3:00 p.m. 

· TechAssistants are responsible for having teachers fill out the TechAssistant Classroom Progress Report each week. It is important that their technical responsibilities do not interfere with their academic progress. Each quarter an Outstanding TechAssistant will be chosen based on classroom and job performance.

· Ongoing training will be done once a week in conjunction with Computer Club meetings. Speakers, technology oriented field trips, and other technical opportunities will be provided during this time slot as well.

· Eventually the TechAssistants will be used to help train faculty, and other students in the skills they have mastered.

· A TechAssistant Boot Camp will be held the summer of 2000 to prepare the next years TechAssistants for their responsibilities.

· The coordinators of the program will work closely with TechAssistants, Teachers, and Parents to insure  smooth functioning of the program.

John B. Dey’s Approach:

After several meetings with the John B. Dey guidance counselor, fifteen at-risk students were asked to be a part of a new computer program.  Student selection for the initiative was based on those who stood to benefit most from this project.  These students exhibited social, emotional and/or academic needs.  Each student was given an application and information packet to be returned to the computer resource teacher.  All of the students who returned their application were accepted into the program.  

A weekly meeting from 2:30-3:30 p.m. is held in the computer lab.  During this time the students are given tech training.  The students are taught the following skills:

· Working with others

· Operating in the Windows 95 environment

· Basic Troubleshooting

· How to defrag and scan disk

· Run Norton Antivirus updates

· Vacuuming the keyboard, CPU, and monitor for dust

· Logging on/off a network

· Properly starting and shutting down the computers

· Check off completed tasks and write down problems on their tech log

The tech assistants created a "techie" T-shirt and identification badge to identify them to the faculty as an approved tech assistant.  Any time the tech assistant goes out into their classroom they have their tech uniform on and their equipment basket.  In this equipment basket is a check sheet for the computer maintenance needed, step-by-step instructions, a school map with their designated rooms highlighted, and the materials needed to complete these tasks.    Anytime work is completed the student leaves their business card and a summary sheet of work completed.  If any problem could not be fixed they will record it into their tech log and turn it into the computer resource teacher for further assistance.

As the students become more confident in their abilities more duties will be assigned. For future meeting topics, the students are asked for input on new skills and programs they are interested in learning. 

Program Components:

· TechAssistants will complete weekly computer maintenance/service

· TechAssistants are responsible for monthly progress reports filled out by their classroom teacher(s).  A student is put on probation after one bad progress report and is excused from the program if the next progress report is failing as well. 

· Tech training will be ongoing and done in conjunction with other computer-related activities.  Such activities include speakers, technology orientated field trips, and special projects with students from other schools. 

· TechAssistant Boot camp to be held in the summer of 2000.

