SkoleKom 
The Danish national platform for teachers’ communities

I am a teacher sitting at home preparing for a geography class next Wednesday. I have logged into SkoleKom. For my geography class, I have set up a conference for all the pupils in the class, but not for anyone else. I have found a web-site for the pupils to look at, before they come to the class. Therefore, I have sent an e-mail to the conference including a link.
I have also set up a sub-conference in which the pupils must hand in their papers. I open it to see if everybody has handed his or her assignments before the end of the weekend as agreed. Almost everyone has. I notice that Thomas has been reading John’s paper, but not before he handed in his own document.
Since Maria has not handed in her paper, I open my mailbox and write her an e-mail. I write that I would like her paper by Monday night.
Before logging off, I open a conference for geography teachers in order to follow the latest debate on the use of GIS, the satellite-based geography system consisting of satellite photos. We are ten teachers in Denmark who are particularly active in this debate, although it is an open conference and some new participants tend to join from time to time. I download a presentation made by a teacher from Copenhagen. Perhaps I can read it in my lunch break tomorrow.

A national educational platform

SkoleKom is a national FirstClass-based system for employees and students in all public educational establishments in Denmark. Primary-level schools are by far the largest group of schools connected to SkoleKom with more than 2000 participating schools.
SkoleKom has 500,000 registered users of which approximately 250,000 are active users. Traffic amounts to 60,000-120,000 daily logins, and since 1998 the system has seen a significant increase in the number of users.
Size and functionality
At national level, there are 2,000-3,000 open conferences divided into three different areas: 
a) for teachers – open for all users with teacher privileges

b) education – open for all users

c) communication with families
The latter, which offers the opportunity for communication between schools and parents, is currently being tested. The platform provides a large catalogue of all open conferences, where users can find and participate in the different conferences.

There are 60,000-70,000 closed conferences. Most of these fulfil intranet needs for the schools enabling teachers, management and students to share information and calendar functions. The rest are closed forums typically used by groups of teachers teaching the same subjects, conferences for teacher associations, conferences for courses in professional development and other collaboration activities.

Each conference has a debate forum, a library and portfolios, and sometimes sub-conferences. All participants in a conference can upload contributions and attach files to the debate forum. It is also possible to upload voice mails to SkoleKom.

A conference has a chairperson responsible for the management of the files, comments and contributions. The chairperson decides in what portfolios to place a contribution from a user and decides if the contribution should be replaced or removed later. Users can read all the files in the library and the portfolios. A user must be accepted by the chairperson for that person to join a closed conference.

Every user has a mailbox from which the user is able to e-mail contributions to a conference.

There is a chat-function that enables chatting in each conference and having communication with others that are connected to SkoleKom at the same time.

Furthermore, the educational establishments can set up calendars for the users and other employees and/or set up an “intra-web” where teachers, other employees and administration staff can share information.

The intra-web is a space where it is possible to publish notes, messages, timetables and other information exchanged within an educational establishment.

Consequently, SkoleKom is a very simple tool, which is very easy to use and has a limited number of services. There is, for instance, no black board function or functions enabling several users to write in the same document simultaneously.

Background
The system has been in operation since the 1980s and has been based on the system FirstClass since 1994. FirstClass is provided by the Canadian company Open Text. FirstClass enables users to connect to the system from anywhere in the world, but unlike web-based systems all communications between server and users are encrypted. 
All 250,000 users are connected to one server, which can handle 2,000 simultaneous users.

SkoleKom is operated by UNI-C
 that undertakes support, maintenance, sales, development, etc. The only other players are the schools and the Danish Ministry of Education.  The Ministry provides some of the funds because it wants to push the sector-net (Danish national broad-band solution for educational institutions) into schools. Schools pay an annual subscription fee to use SkoleKom.
The entire SkoleKom system is operated, supported and further developed by a total number of 12 employees, which makes it a relatively cheap system.

Since the 1990s the prime objective has been to create a common educational area for all public educational institutions, i.e. to make a nation-wide classroom.

The second objective for SkoleKom is to provide a co-operation platform for teachers.

A third objective is to modernise teaching by giving teachers the competencies they need to support learning by using information and communication technologies (ICT). In this connection, SkoleKom just represents the infrastructure.

� UNI-C is the Danish IT Centre for Education and Research. UNI-C is a semi-autonomous body under the Danish Ministry of Education.





