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The main focus of the Peace Corps Partnership Project, to network the school’s
computer lab on a modern, multiuser operating system, was on hold this quarter while
we waited on a grant from USAID (the US Agency for International Development).
In particular, we needed the network cards, cables and hubs that would be coming
with the grant.

The first month of the quarter was the final month of classes in the second term of the
academic year.  The second month was school vacation; the Peace Corps volunteer
was Stateside while his assistant kept the lab open on a limited basis.  The third
month was the first month of classes for the third term; the delivery from USAID
came at the very end of the month.
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The final weeks of term focused on email, using the Pegasus software we have been
using on the unnetworked 286s.  The hope is that Pegasus will make for an easy
transition to the Pine software on the networked system.  A total of 67 students
registered for email addresses, and a core group of half−a−dozen wrote regularly.

Of the 310 students registered for classes Term Two, 287 were entitled to sit the final
examinations, which consisted of both a group examination (focusing on keyboard
skills) and an individual practical examination (focusing on correct usage and
handling of the computer).  In all 120 students completed the course with passing
marks (37.3%).  The highest pass rate came with the science stream students, of
whom 15 out of 24 (62.5%) passed.

At the end of the month, the Peace Corps volunteer attended a conference in Accra of
GHACLAD, the Ghana Association for Computer Literacy and Distance Education,
and presented a paper on the project in Wenchi.  He made contact with a couple of
US−based educators interested in setting up email exchanges with his students and
got a better feel for the role of the Ghanaian expatriate community in supporting
computer literacy efforts.

Discussions continued with USAID about the timing of the equipment delivery,
including the critical networking materials.   There was an additional delay caused by
a need to do the bidding process over again to take account of transportation costs to
Wenchi.  Delivery was expected by the end of August or beginning of September.

A student practicing with the typing tutor program
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Plans for doing end−of−term reports for the Form One students on computer failed to
come off both because of inertia toward the familiar ways of doing things and the
Peace Corps volunteer’s impending personal leave to the States.

(It was intended to use the end−of−term reports as an excuse for encouraging or
requiring masters to familiarize themselves with the lab.  The masters have been far
more difficult to get into the lab than the students, generally citing reasons of hectic
schedules; but there appears to be a certain fear factor as well.)

Ceiling renovation work, begun in July and continued into September

Processing end−of−term marks for the computer classes was simplified as the exams
were entirely computer based, and the group exams were computer scored.  (The
previous term’s exams were partly paper based.)  The intention in future is to change
over to standard testing software and automate the process even further.

Solomon (the lab assistant and
systems−administrator−in−
training) kept the lab open over
the school holidays.
Unfortunately usage was very
light and mostly limited to
curious junior secondary school
students (who were on campus
taking their examinations for
entering senior secondary
school).  Many days there were
no students at all.  (There was
no outgoing email during this
period as the volunteer’s laptop
remains a necessary link until
the phone line extension is
installed.)

        The lab’s noticeboard, on which the term’s results were posted
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Upon the Peace Corps volunteer’s return at the start of September, we had a firm date
for delivery:  14 September.  Delivery would be made to USAID on 12 September;
USAID’s technicians would examine everything on the 13th; and the equipment
would then be picked up from USAID on the morning of the 14th.

Our original timetable gave us
one month for setting up and
debugging the network.  The goal
was to speed that up slightly and
be able to start classes (with the
Form Two students again, putting
off the Form One students until
the first term of 2001) by early
October, about halfway through
term.

Unfortunately there were
difficulties with the supplier, and
delivery was not made until 26
September.  Then there were
other issues that arose.

A student copying chemistry notes in the evening

The network cable as delivered was quite tangled and twisted, and clearly did not
meet industry specifications for maximum bend and stress.  Several weeks of
negotiations followed.

While we were waiting on the
new equipment, we went ahead
and finished painting the
ceiling, which had had only a
thin coat of oil paint.  In all we
used seven gallons of paint,
much of which dripped where
we would not otherwise have
wanted it.  But the lighting
situation was improved
enormously.

Meanwhile, email on the new
regime (using Pine) began,
using the computer purchased
with school funds in April.
Students exchanged letters with
a school in Buffalo, New York.

Some of the new computers from USAID
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The Technology Training Centre at WESS finished the quarter facing two serious
issues to sustainability:

} Only a narrow window remains for setting up the network, testing it,
developing a curriculum that works with it and leaving it in a coherent
state, before the current Peace Corps volunteer leaves next year.

} Inflation, accompanied by a rapid decline in the value of the cedi, has
resumed following a brief period of stabilization.  Because computers and
peripherals are all priced here in US dollars, that means that procurement
and maintenance costs have skyrocketed.  If the school was charging what
it should in terms of student fees, just to keep pace with inflation, it would
need to double the current fees of ¢8,000 per student per term.

For example, a computer that cost 4.6 million cedis a year ago cost 7.7 million cedis
in April.  The same computer today would cost over 10 million cedis.

Even if the students should be able to pay the increased fees (they have lots of other
fees already), such a move would still be politically impossible at this point.1

Unfortunately if the cedi continues its decline, the cost of procurement and
maintenance (and Internet access fees of up to $100 US per month, which are
currently still being waived) could well exceed the ability of the computer lab and the
school to pay.

At this point there are only questions, and no easy answers.  It is clear, however, that
the computer lab will need to expand its commercial operations significantly and
initiate an aggressively advertised program of community classes in order to survive.

A screensaver on one of the new computers

1 As it is, we calculate that only 2/3 of school fees are being paid.
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