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Independent schools always have an interesting relationship to money and the appearance of wealth.  On the one hand, they exist because enough families and supporters are willing pay high tuition and provide large donations.  But on the other, donors and families desire diversity and want to feel that they are making a difference that is more significant than funding a pretty building, paying to water a quad, or supporting their own child’s education.  Thus, independent schools seek to build an economically diverse student body, supported with scholarship money, and work hard to create a culture of equity despite inevitable disparity in wealth among families in the community.

One of the key ways that we attack the challenge of creating a “culture of equity” at the Pacific Ridge school is to minimize obvious differences in conspicuous consumption between students by requiring a uniform.  As students walk from class to class, sit around seminar tables, eat lunch, and hang out in the school’s public spaces, this strategy does indeed work well.  Their homogenized look (polo shirts in a range of simple colors, and khaki or navy blue shorts, pants, or skirts) removes all the obvious clues about financial status that fashion often provides. Although I have some private concerns about the way in which clothing can be an important part of personal self-expression, I cannot argue with the fact that the uniform effectively addresses the issue of the visible economic disparities.

However, as the use of personal computing has opened up exciting new avenues in the field of education, an important new “accessory” has become available in the arena of conspicuous consumption that is in many ways more visible and powerful than a $300 pair of jeans.  Over the last three years, I have expanded the use of technology in my classroom considerably, and since the school provides carts full of laptops that I can “check out” for my classroom I am now preparing activities that require computers at least once a week.  When I first started doing these activities, the carts were a novelty and students leapt at the chance to use the school’s computers; now, the majority of students have their own laptops and strongly prefer them over the school’s older and clunkier models.  

By now, about a third of students do not have laptops that they bring to school, and the reasons for this are not always economic -- plenty of parents with the financial resources to provide beautiful new machines simply choose not to.  Some don’t trust their children to bring expensive devices to school, some feel that it spoils children or hurts their development, and some just have no interest in technology.  After all, there is no pressing “need” for students to have one, since the school happily provides portable laptop carts for teacher use and makes public terminals available in common areas.  There is a strong argument to be made that those measures have satisfied the any equity issues around technology.  But my own experience suggests otherwise.

The obvious equity challenge with laptop use is the visibility of the wealth that a personal laptop provides.  When I start a classroom activity with the instructions to “take out a laptop,” the immediate flurry of activity is a blinding array of billboards that advertise economic status and hook students into the cutting-edge of “cool” (and the attendant desire and jealousy) that technology companies have worked so hard to cultivate.  About a third of the students do not have a laptop, and this is made instantly visible by the fact that they have to stand up and get one of the school-provided ones out of the cart that I brought in.   Another third of the students have laptops that are obviously hand-me-downs: chipped, taped, slow-moving, and as often as not missing key programs.  As they take these battered machines out of their bags, there is almost always some play of defensive humor (“can you believe this thing,” etc.) to forestall peer teasing or express discomfort at the painfully obvious disparities.  The final third takes out laptops that are as sleek and beautiful as the spaceships in science-fiction movies; these run at lightening speeds and allow effortless multi-tasking.  These students have checked their email, looked up the latest viral YouTube video, and have their Google App assignment up and ready to go before the students with old laptops have gotten their machines to turn on and before the students using borrowed laptops have sat back down after waiting for me to take the padlock off the cart.  The price tag of cool couldn’t be more visible.

In many ways, though, the invisible disparities are even worse.  The students whose families truly cannot afford laptops are also far behind the curve in digital literacy.  I watch them struggle with simple procedures (refreshing a page in a browser, finding a saved document, checking their email), a process which is clearly frustrating for them and also closes down avenues and possibilities.  They lose work and miss important communications.  They get a deer-in-the-headlights look as others cheer when a fun classroom activity or game that using computers is proposed.  In every way, the ways in which they are different from other students because of their economic backgrounds is constantly in danger of being exposed, and they walk through the school day with the stress of this weighing on them continuously.  

This fall, I have become increasingly aware of this problem, and I feel ever more at a loss to solve it.  When I begin a high-tech activity, my eyes immediately dart to the students I know will struggle.  I hover around them, providing guidance.  More often then not, when they truly fall behind the class I dive in and with a few keystrokes solve their problem for them, making the whole situation worse by highlighting their weaknesses and failing to teach them how to work comfortably with the technology.  After these classes, I vow to spend time outside of class training them on missing skills, but when we sit down one-on-one without the pressure of the classroom they do after all know what all the buttons do; they are just painfully slow and panic easily because they don’t have the naturalness born of constant access and a willingness to make mistakes.  All my efforts (in class and out) are better, of course, than ignoring these students or expressing anger or annoyance at their inability to keep up, but what I am able to do feels like it falls far short of what they really need.

So this fall, several colleagues and I began working this fall on building a proposal for how to alleviate this disparity.  The conversation began as an open-ended examination of various ways to introduce a 1:1 laptop program (where each student has access to a computer at all times) into the school.  We quickly agreed that one of the key reasons to improve our current set-up was to increase equity, but had very different visions of what 1:1 might look like in practice.  Three possibilities emerged from these discussions:

1. Expand the “cart-and-public-terminals” solution so that there are school-provided laptops in nearly every classroom, like a “class set” of textbooks.

2. Mandate laptops for all students: parents choose what to provide (fancy, bare-bones, hand-me-down), but they have to provide something.

3. Issue a laptop to each incoming student for their own personal use whose price would come out of a tuition increase, and mandate that they use the school-issued model at school and at home.

The first is the least expensive in terms of financial burden on parents, and the last is the most complex for the school to adopt since it requires both an increase in tuition and the expense of added infrastructure for support, maintenance, and training.  

We began the discussions about these 1:1 options at an auspicious time: I had just began the “Equity, Diversity & Design Principles Class” and was primed to see the ramifications of our proposal in a new light.  Originally, I came into the discussion feeling that any way we could increase student access to laptops had to have equity benefits, and we should simply find the easiest and cheapest way to achieve this goal.  But as I read about and discussed equity issues the class, I started to pay more attention to what we as a school are “telling” our students with these choices.  

I have come to believe that the decision we make will be most influential in in the message it sends to our students about how we see them.  If we simply increase “access” by making special arrangements that are noticeably poorer in quality (common-use school-provided models) to create “equal” opportunities, we are only spotlighting the fact that some students lack what others have in abundance.  If we mandate parent-purchased models, then we are only demanding that parents engage in consumption that will inevitably be conspicuous.  As I look around my classroom and see a girl who falls behind on a task because she can’t figure out how to open a browser sitting next to a girl who wows her classmates by effortlessly producing full slick-looking iMovie videos for each classroom presentation, I cannot help but feel that we have to take the hard road on this decision and issue laptops to each and every student.  In doing so, we will send a two-fold message: 1) that we care about each students’ ability to develop essential 21st-century digital literacy, and 2) that technology is not an accessory but a door knowledge and learning.

This proposal will not be a popular one: it is expensive, difficult, and will make plenty of our families (especially those who have already purchased top-of-the-line models) unhappy.  But if our goal is to create a culture of equity and a school community where academic excellence and preparation for a purposeful life (both key aspects of our mission statement) are paramount, then a full school-issued 1:1 program is worth fighting for.

