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Background of South Dakota Distance Education Efforts

The history of distance education in South Dakota began in the early 1900s (1914-1915), with correspondence courses offered by universities to students spread across this large, rural and sparsely populated state.  South Dakota universities faced challenges similar to other states in filling the needs of a growing number of learners.  However, more recent history of distance education (1994-2001) defines South Dakota as an innovative and systematic builder and user of distance technologies. 

In 1994 a satellite network, the Rural Development Telecommunications Network (RDTN) was established. Eighteen two-way audio/video studios were located at universities and technical institutes, and 80 downlink sites at K-12 schools were connected to RDTN.  The RDTN was used by government, education and health organizations for information exchange and training.

Also in 1994 two video consortiums received funds to connect schools and train teachers in the use of equipment and strategies for teaching at a distance. The North Central Area Interconnect (NCAI) connected eight schools in the northeast part of South Dakota at a cost of $1.3m. A Rural Electric Administration Grant provided a portion of the funding with member school districts making up starting costs.  The Sanborn Interactive Video Network (SIVN) connected six K-12 schools, a private university and a technical institute. A Rural Utilities Services (RUS) grant funded a portion of the start up.  

Four years later, a RUS grant joined 11 member schools into the Southeast Interactive Long Distance Learning (SILDL), and in 1999 the East Central Interconnect (ECI) was funded by a RUS grant. Two other consortia of K-12 schools began planning for connectivity.

As part of the governor’s plan to create a world-class technology infrastructure, the state of South Dakota expanded connections to a higher level with two special infrastructure-building projects. At a cost of $11m dollars, The Wiring the Schools (WTS) project in 1995 completed three computer drops for every four students in every classroom.  Workers pulled Cat V and fiber optic wiring through the public and some of the private school classrooms, public libraries and public and private university classrooms and dormitories. Use of the state-of-the-art telecommunications network was encouraged by the state-funded annual training of teachers, technology administrators, technology coordinators and support staff. 

Funded by the state, a 20-day summer academy was developed to establish a growing cadre of high trained educators who would actively change teaching and learning through the integration of technology into the curriculum.

A second project, Connecting the Schools (CTS), established a high-speed statewide telecommunications network. CTS built upon the efforts of WIS in establishing a statewide electronic network among most K-12  school districts. The Digital Dakota Network (DDN) provided K-12 schools’ attendance centers among most of the 176 public school districts and some of the state’s private school districts with free Internet, video conferencing and e-mail. A T1 access and a high-end two-way audio/video system were established is almost every public high school and freestanding middle school and in some private and special (School for the Deaf and School for the Visually Handicapped) schools.

The South Dakota legislature created the Office of Educational Technology in 1999. The Office of Educational Technologies’ role was to assist local school districts in using educational technology for researching, analyzing, procuring and distributing programs and methods using educational technology.  In addition to technical assistance, the department provided quality long-term professional development.  The first DTL Academy, offered in 2000, built on the TTL Academies. Training focused on operating videoconference equipment and adapting curriculum for distance delivery, with follow up opportunities for participants throughout the school year.  The academies provided teachers with skills needed to be effective in teaching distance learners. The participants developed instructional strategies that were intended to effectively utilize the DDN, and began to establish learning communities within the participating school districts. In addition, the DTL academies provided orientation and training utilizing a train-the-trainer model for operating videoconferencing equipment. 

To showcase the robust Internet connections and video conferencing capabilities provided by the DDN in South Dakota, and to learn from experts internationally about the future of distance education in the state, Gov. Wm. J. Janklow’s Capital City Conclave on Distance Education brought together a dozen experts on distance education and instructional technology. Labeled the Dakota Dozen, this group informed the governor, his staff and 40 invited leaders to discuss the potential of distance education for a state like South Dakota.

Seeing the need for technically skilled people to maintain the DDN network in South 

Dakota, the State Department of Labor created 32 Cisco labs to teach networking coursework to junior and senior high students.

Table 1 briefly recaps the major projects described above:

	Project
	Grant
	Beginning/

Ending Date
	Total Funding Amount

	Rural Development Telecommunications Network (RDTN)
	
	1994
	

	North Central Area Interconnect (NCAI)
	Rural Electric Administration Grant (RUS)
	1994
	$1/3m

	Sanborn Interactive Video Network (SIVN)
	Rural Electric Administration Grant (RUS)
	1994
	

	Southeast Interactive Long Distance Learning (SILDL)
	Rural Electric Administration Grant (RUS)
	1998
	

	East Central Interconnect (ECI)
	Rural Electric Administration Grant (RUS)
	1999
	

	Wiring the Schools (WTS)
	
	1995
	$11m

	Connecting the Schools (CTS)
	
	
	

	SD Office of Technology (DTL) Academies
	
	
	

	Governor’s Capital City Conclave on Distance Education
	
	
	

	Cisco labs
	
	
	


Simultaneous with the work of the Governor’s office and the Department of Education and Cultural Affairs, the state of South Dakota has experienced the funding of several Technology Challenge and Technology Literacy Grants by the Federal Department of Education and the National Science Foundation.  These initiatives in which several school districts have (and are presently) engaged have resulted in (a) enhancing the level of awareness among teachers and administrators of the need to engage technology in the pursuit of improved educational opportunities for students; (b) building skills among K-12 teachers in the use of technology as an integrated tool for classroom use, and (c) heightening awareness among building and district administrators to the need for sufficient technical support of teachers in their increasing use of technology.  In addition, these grants resulted in the professional capacity building of several intermediate education agency and K-12 school district personnel in the arenas of (a) administering and participating in purposeful education change efforts, and (b) working within school district communities to develop improved opportunities for students.
Table 2 briefly describes each of these federal grants.

	Grant
	Beginning / Ending Date
	Total Funding Amount
	Number of School Districts Participating
	

	TECRAM
	1995 / 2000
	
	
	

	TECWEB(2)
	1997 / 2002
	$4.5m
	6(2)
	

	LOFTI
	1999 / 2004
	
	66(3)
	

	ILC(3)
	1999 / 2004
	$9.7m
	33(3)
	

	BLAHST(1)
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


(1) A National Science Foundation funded grant.
(2) Includes a Native American Tribal Agency, North Dakota and Nebraska educational agencies.
(3) Involves post-secondary pre-service teacher training institutions and distance education consortia with K-12 school districts.
The STAR school grant emerges from this plethora of technology-based foundational activity in which the political and educational leadership in South Dakota has intensively engaged in for at least half a decade.
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