The 100% Reliable Network —and how to get one...

When | speak to groups of teachers or Heads, | can always guarantee a rueful laugh when | talk
about the possibility of a 100% reliable network —a network which never goes down. It seems to
implythatsucha t hi ng d o e s n'theirsehools. & yours.thesarae? | east i n

To understand why, we need to delve into the past. The earliest school networks were those in the
office, usually installed by the Local Authority and, with maybe three or four workstations maximum,
allowing access to financial info at County Hall, local management information, and office

applications. The ®“other” network, | ater dubbed

staff and/or a technician, designed on the hoof, born of enthusiasm and much trial and error, and
completed with lots of do-it-yourself, on a tiny budget... This trend towards DIY even went as far as
building and maintaining PCs in the school itself, or buying them from the cheapest source.

(There is an alternative scenario where the curriculum network was designed and delivered at high
cost by the biggest company in the field, and created in such a way as to be impenetrable to school
staff thus requiring a highly profitable maintenance contract to keep it running or make any
alterations to it... which is a story for another day!)

Let' s face it unt i | the advent of the web, and
really necessary to demonstrate how a network actually worked, and no one really had to rely on it,
so reliability didn’t matter. B-antl usad with greattskille s e f ac
by innovative teachers —the pressures on the home-grown network has lead to even more
“bodging” in ordemingt.therdsudtep t he system run
1 The wiring installed 10 years ago to no particular technical standard is picking up
interference from other sources as simple as mains electricity wiring or the staffroom
microwave oven.
9 The cheapo hardware is breaking down; spares are no longer available so we cannibalise
ot her machines andiaomensumadti eaghniocicanse’'s of “
technicians!”
T Even the five year ol d hardware won’t run t h

9 The ageing servers - called upon to do several different things at once - are running as hot as
the technicians —and they share the same room (probably a cross between Steptoe & Son
and the props room for Dr Who).

1T Keen staff (and Heads?) are told thaty they c:
compl ex technical souwrdingdreasdandnf Amd |ltehe n* |
whil e all the kit i s so unrel.iabl e, they’' || |

Andnoww e ' r ewe liawe to tlave a Learning Platform by 2008, every student must have their

own learning space, the curriculum network mustintegr at e wi th the MI S and “p

l earning” is the order of the day... On thi

S net



How to unravel the tangle?

1. Forget software and hardware. Know what you want to do in educational terms —teaching
and learning. This is your vision...

2. Determine what sort of service you want for your stakeholders: Wireless for Staff? Fast
speeds and big storage for Art and Media? Registration by lesson, staff and student logon
using fingerprint recognition? Parental access, teacher access etc? Easily maintained school
web site, integrated with the Learning Platform? Ultimately one to one student provision?
Services for your family of schools? You might want to take some advice as to what is
possible here... and/or visit some leading edge schools.

3. Know whereyouare—t h at
You’ | | get a -fedhracal undetstandirg of evrgere you are,aamd how that will
impact your move towards your vision. Unless you have staff qualified to Microsoft Certified
Systems Engineer standard —with wide experienceinschools—t hey won’'t be abl
you best advice.

4. Plan the journey from where you are to where you want to be, over a 2 to 5 year period
depending on your circumstances. And set forth...

And some don’'ts.

1. Don't forget the people! Training and conti
very core of these innov&obiyoces meWhanes wohe&” pi
wo n’ t (And what 3bout your technicians?)

2. Don’t buil d/ buy c¢ h &wailpcosty@ mucwneore i technicianttimena t el y
than good kit with a three year warranty.

3. Don’t hang -ithardwbr®justdodcatls e aysdu can’'t afford to
go. Investigate leasing to spread the cost in predictable increments every year.

4. Don’'t get trapped into buying huge amounts
annuity based licensing for your software;it * s pr edi ct abl e and may s

5. Don’'-ty ddwr sel f unl ess you can call on expert
cheaper to let the professionals do it quickly and without disruption to the school.

s where the SSAT/ I nnovit I CT H

6. Don’'t penny pinchder Harecwasrd wliesm' ' its bumrak

rather than less!

In a nutshell, invest in professional advice, invest in professional standard design and hardware,
managed through carefully conceived financial control, and your network will be invisible... it will
just work! And you carjust concentrate on teaching and learning...



