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Synopsis

This term was one of both significant breakthroughs and significant setbacks. On
the one hand, we finally had the equipment we were expecting in April with which
to network the lab... the keystone to our Peace Corps Partnership Project proposal,
which had been delayed because of the decline in the value of the cedi. After a
couple of trips to Accra to resolve issues with our supplier and collect more RJ-45
connectors, and a day of furious activity mounting the PVC trunking, the wiring is
finally complete, and only a few issues remain with the software configuration.



On the other hand, classes did not take place, as negotiations with the supplier took
centre stage. The lab was open on a limited basis with a reduced number of
machines, for email, typing practice and games.  odest efforts were made to
continue our student email exchanges with the tates. till, students seemed near
point of revolt, complaining of paying computer fees for classes they weren t getting.

Two of our new computers developed problems one a loose connection on the
motherboard not fully resolved that prevented the machine from booting at all, the
other a fault in the C O that caused the machine to hang on boot. One of our
new P s developed a fault unexpectedly, and had to go back to Accra for repair or
replacement. The power supply for one of our two ethernet hubs died at the end of
the quarter, requiring a major scramble if we are to get a replacement in time to

start classes for next term which begins January .

o no ions

hile we waited for our grant from the Peace Corps PA fund and with an eye to
the declining cedi, we went ahead from our own resources with the burglar-proofing
that the grant was paying for bars on all the windows plus an iron gate in front of
the door.  hat we had been assured would be a one-or-two-day project stretched
out for the entire month and there were problems with the workers poking
numerous holes in the mosquito netting over the windows. till, in combination
with the new wall between the school and the road, the burglar-proofing does
significantly improve our security situation.

¢ also finished painting the ceiling and moved all the tables and computers back
into place, the outline of the completed lab finally taking shape. ¢ successfully
solicited a grant from the district assembly to pay for six more voltage stabili ers.
ecause of decline in the value of the cedi, we were only able to purchase five. At
the end of the month, the Peace Corps volunteer PCV made a trip to Accra for
the tool needed to cut and terminate the ethernet cable, of which we now had a
, -foot spool.



o o 1

ith the help of a continuity tester from the cience Resource Centre at the school,
the preparation of the cables proved fairly straightforward, and within a few days all
of the new machines located on the four tables in the centre of the lab were
networked.

The second week of ovember, the PCV went to umasi with one of the new
machines, which was not booting at all since we had installed a PC card.  hile he
was there he purchased two of the new stabili ers and the trunking needed for the
network cable. Solomon, the lab assistant, remained behind to oversee student lab
access.

The trunking went up in an afternoon, and then the great challenge was to hang the
ethernet cable from the ceiling. Eight cables needed to cross from the hub on the centre
table to the one end of the room. Eight cables proved to be considerably heavier than
they looked, and help was needed from all to get the cablesin place and snap the
trunking cover back on. Matters were not helped by the workers who installed the
trunking, who managed to bend the sides of the trunking inward, making the cover all the
lessinclined to stay on. Thankfully only one cable (an uplink cable to the other hub)
needed to cross the celling in the other direction.

Solomon and a number of the students got to watch and to assist with the cutting,
terminating and testing of the ethernet cable, making it an unexpected educational
bonanza and, aside from the tricky work across the ceiling, agreat deal of fun. A few
and then afew more than afew RJ-45 connectors got spoiled in the process; one set of



the connectors had an unusual
two—part design that took
some experimentation to
work correctly. Also astime
went on the crimping tool got
worn, and the connections
were not always being made
SO securely.

At the end of the month, both
the PCV and Solomon went
to Accrafor a Peace Corps
in—service training on
computer literacy. The PCV
got to find out what other
volunteers are doing in the
field and did some valuable
personal networking;
Solomon got exposed to
state—of —the—art technology.

n o

olomon returned in time to open the lab for the last few days of term the PCV
arrived back on the final day of term.

The network wiring was completed, and attention turned to the software side of the
network setting up software RA  arrays for the user filestores their home
directories and the main software filestore. A RA  array is a way of combining
partitions from several hard drives together for greater flexibility and data
redundancy. One of the RA  arrays proved somewhat more complicated than
expected, requiring additional software from Accra.

The week before Christmas, the PCV returned to Accra to collect the grant from the
Peace Corps PA fund, the greater portion of which money had already been spent in
anticipation of itsarrival. While there he used downloaded the software needed for
completing the RAID arrays and 200 megabytes of additional software: an upgrade for
one of the word processors, agraphical HTML editor, and two programming
environments. the Java Development Kit from Sun Microsystems and the Poplog
system from the niversity of ussex, . ¢ also put up the initial web page for
the school at http  www.wess.edu.gh.




Unfortunately when the PCV returned from Accra, it wasto find that one of the ethernet
hubs had mysteriously died in his absence, apparently of afault in the power supply.
The two ethernet hubs and the uplink cable connecting them are the most critical pieces
of equipment in the lab; at least with the file servers, there is some level of redundancy.
The hub istheoretically still under warranty from the manufacturer, but that will mean
transporting the hub to the manufacturer, which meansit will take several months to get
it back again. The only available solution appears to be to purchase a new hub and
attempt to sell this one if and when it gets repaired.

As the month ended, olomon began the arduous task of creating the accounts
needed for all of the students and staff. At the start of term, each person will need
to receive a slip of paper with their name, email address accessible from anywhere
in the world and password.  uch work remains in order to be ready

O s O

ight weeks instruction for the orm Two students.

A computer club for the orm Three students who did not get classes this past
term.

tudent and staff input into expanding our web page, with pages for individual
staff and students who show sufficient interest.

A full nternet connection one or two evenings each week.  andwidth will
probably only allow for text-based web browsing. Automatic sending of each
email each night overnight as opposed to the current system of routing it
through the PCV s laptop.

A successful PTA meeting, with presentation of the need for an increased lab fee.
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on sions

After several months of faltering, the project is back on track. This next term
should see an explosion in the use of the lab, in the range of conceivable lesson
plans, and in the opportunities open to students in their spare time.  espite the
limitations that the s continue to give us it does not appear possible at this
point to get a modern windowing system to run on them, after any fashion , we
are in a different world from two terms ago, when everything was constrained
within the limits of O 5.. e can teach word processing even if it isn t

we can begin to teach basic concepts
of computer programming.

The loss of the ethernet hub at the end of the quarter does, however, raise an
important warning flag for sustainablity. quipment purchased in hana is not
always in the condition from the manufacturer that one might expect elsewhere
and getting in touch with the manufacturer when something does break is
difficult. Add in that all computer equipment is priced in dollars, and the
cedi is worth only a third as much against the dollar as it was just a year-and-a-
half ago.

Computer classes should resume not later than the second week of term. tudent
and parent concerns over the lab fees as modest as they are, compared to most
other schools with such fees should be considerably offset, but they won t simply
go away. Real work needs to be done still convincing them of the importance of
a financial investment into computer education. The students, if not always the
parents, see the advantage of the education itself.




