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Vickery: Well, do you remember hauling your school books around?  Well, today, some students lug laptop computers from class to class.  In tonight’s North Carolina Rising report, Elizabeth Wilder shows us how teachers are relying more on technology, and what this means for tomorrow’s workforce. 

Wilder: If the cotton fields surrounding Hunt High School in Wilson are a reminder of the community’s agricultural roots, the computers the 1,400 students carry are a glimpse of the future.  

Pittman: It lets me do research, you can go outside the classroom.

Wilder: Hunt High is one of eight North Carolina high schools where students click on class work.  

Taylor: I go to start in my computer; I click on the common drive.  It’s a lot easier to keep up with a lot of things that the teachers give us. 

Wilder: Thanks to a grant from the Golden LEAF Foundation, along with private/public partnerships, the school loans each student a computer. 

Gerlach: Well, the Golden LEAF was created to help transform our tobacco-dependent and cotton-dependent economies into the modern age, to compete globally.  There’s no doubt that student are going to have to be faster with computers, have a good sense of comfort with them, in order to compete with counterparts, both in the United States, and abroad.  

Wilder: Adding computers to the education equation equals a lot of enthusiasm among students. 

Davis:  I think it’s just been a chance for them to be able to get on some equal playing ground, but to see things they’ve never seen before, with technology and internet access that we have here.  I think it’s been a wonderful, wonderful thing.  

Student: My information is more accurate. 

Wilder: Cameron’s school-issued computer was the first in the family home.

Williams: It’s a lot of homes that doesn’t have a computer, never the less a laptop, and having that laptop has really helped making him a better person, having good grades, getting better grades, and just been able to do things my generation couldn’t do. 

Davis: Let’s go, folks.  Come on.  Let’s go.  Let’s go.  

Wilder: Along with policing the halls, the principal and others keep a careful watch on the internet sites students’ access.

Davis: Myspace, Facebook, a lot of the music sites that I probably couldn’t name because I’m, you know, ancient right now, compared to these teenagers now days.  But those are the bigger ones, the ones that they typically try to get to, and converse with their peers on, and certainly those are the places that—YouTube—because it requires so much bandwidth, and so we certainly can’t allow those kind of things.  

Wilder: The one-to-one laptop program is intended as a tool to unlock student’s potential, and teach future job skills.  

Byerly: Getting them exposed to as much as can be, technically, is going to help us.  Certainly, I know there are parents that can’t afford to get the kids online at home, they can’t afford that—you know, they’re barely making ends meet, but at least having access to that computer. 

Gerlach: Computers are not just for the handful of elite kids who do really is.  I mean, it is for every single child.  If they want to be a farmer, farm as their forbearers did, or if they want to work in a factory, or they want to work in health care, or any other field that’s going to make a difference; I mean, computers are going to be part of that, in some way, shape or form.  

Wilder: The program is in its second year of the three-year grant.  School leaders are optimistic that the seed money to buy the technology is money well spent. 

Price: We have already seen some improvements in student attendance, some improvements in faculty attendance, some improvements in student behavior, a reduction in the number of drop-outs last year, compared to the previous year, was tremendous.  So we already have some indicators that this is having an impact. 

Wilder: One of the area’s largest employers, Bridgestone/Firestone, is studying the impact, too. 

Byerly: All the businesses, not just Bridgestone, but all the businesses in this area rely heavily upon high schools, because that’s our workforce.  We’re planning on being in business another 50 years, at least, and so we’re looking right now in the grade schools, you know, for those kids that are going to be coming up, and hopefully working in the facility, not just in staff positions, but our production positions, our maintenance positions, we need outstanding technical people and we’re having to go too often outside the community to employ. 

Groh: When you get to this screen—listen up, this is what’s going to confuse you if you’re not listening. 

Wilder: But first, teachers want students to learn how to get the most current and relevant information, and learn how to be savvy consumers. 

Groh: You need to be very careful to go to websites that aren’t skewing too far one way, simply for some personal reason of the person who runs the website.  So those are the things that you need to keep in check.  I have to monitor each site before I can send my students to them, unless I want them to go to those differing opinions, compare and contrast, and such things like that. 

Lewis: The big picture is obviously preparing our students for the 21st century, and that’s our goal.  

Wilder: They are students with the power to connect beyond the cotton fields of their rural community, with the opportunity to one day contribute to the local economy.  

Vickery: For more on the stories we’ve been featuring in our North Carolina Rising series, visit our website, at www.unctv.org/ncrising.

