COMPUTERS AT BLAIR

Questions, answers, and a few comments from the classroom and dorm perspective…compiled by Selden Bacon, Dean of Academics.

Do students need to have their own computers at Blair?


No, they don’t—though virtually all students do have their own computers in their rooms, and the increasing march of wireless access across the campus will make laptop/wireless use all the more popular.  


 But, the campus is in fact fully networked, there are computers in the dorm common rooms, various labs,  and library, and students’ accounts (including their email, all their work, and the library) can be accessed from any available computer.  

What experiences has the school had with students having their own computers?

Students use computers at Blair for many educational tasks, but computers enjoy their huge popularity among adolescents for purposes that are largely non-educational:  communication with friends and entertainment.  Virtually all students use computers to accomplish numerous specific assignments and to manage data, but dorm staff will tell you that the vast majority of dorm computer use (over 99% in a study we did) is for email, instant messaging, audio entertainment, DVD watching (at all hours), internet surfing, and gaming.  

Do you have any general experience that might help me in deciding whether or not to send a computer to school?

Yes.  Generally, students who have their own computers and bring them to Blair will try to duplicate the computer experience and use that they are accustomed to at home.  If your child uses the computer entirely for Facebook, Myspace, Youtube, Skype, blogging, games, web surfing, messaging friends, email, music transfers, watching DVD’s, etc., then that is what he or she will try to continue to do in the dorm.  Students who want to spend what seems to you to be an inordinate amount of time alone on the computer at home will try to continue that pattern at the school.  We will not be able to monitor or alter use effectively, short of asking you to remove the computer.  Thus, if you are presently concerned about the amount and kind of time your child spends with his or her computer at home, do not send it to Blair. 
On the other hand, if your experience has been that you have a student who has balanced the various work and play uses of the computer, then the chances are that he or she will maintain that balance in the dorm.

What does the school do if it feels a student is using the computer too much?


This is something that concerns us, and we have instances of it each year.  We also have no perfect or immediate solutions.  Excessive computer use can have unhelpful effects educationally and socially.  Not only is too little time spent on schoolwork, but too much time may be spent alone, away from the company of others; in addition, a student who is absorbed in the computer will often get too little sleep.  The broad availability of DVD drives and streaming video has created further concern as students may spend inordinate amounts of time watching movies.


The school’s first step is to speak with the student and show him/her exactly what we are seeing.  If the problem persists, dorm staff may decide to take the student’s keyboard for a number of days.  In the end, we may ask that you take the computer home.  Be assured:  if we are concerned, we will share the concern with you along the way.  If you are concerned, do not send the computer.  If you become concerned, talk to your child’s housemaster or advisor and get his or her insight.

Does the school have general controls over computers in the dorms?


We are approaching the task of herding cats on this issue.  The school shuts off the hard-wired access to the Internet, the network, and dorm-room phones (though you may leave messages) after 11:00 PM (11:20 PM for seniors) and until 5 AM.  However, students who violate “lights out” and have their own computers may continue to create problems for themselves (and their room mates) by playing games they have installed on their hard drives, attempting to watch DVD’s they have brought, or by using the computer to access previously downloaded audio files.  In addition, students are increasingly able to pick up unregulated wireless signals from off-campus; other students may have cell phone options that will allow them to connect their computer to the internet through the cell phone itself.

Is there more information regarding computers at Blair?


Yes.  If you have not already received materials regarding the network and computer choices and specifications—ironic, perhaps after reading this—they will be coming to you in one of our numerous packets over the summer. 
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