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Today the use of computers in education is commonplace, spurred on by advances in the technology which have made it not only cheaper and more accessible, but also easier to use. Despite this, the full potential of IT for enhancing the learning environ-ment has not yet been fully realised. The British Record Industry Trust (BRIT) Performing Arts and Technology School is one of the schools hoping to remedy that situation.


�The BRIT School was established in September 1991 to provide training in the performing arts and associated technologies, such as film and lighting, for students between the ages of 14 and 18. Its principal aim is to provide students with the National Curriculum, enhanced with the extra skills and expertise that can be carried into the real world of performing arts, whether in performance, support and technical services or business administration. It also prepares students for a range of further studies and careers in more traditional areas in the modular post �16 curriculum.


A unique venture in itself, the school is visionary in its approach to technology and has built a unique learning environment based around the PC and Microsoft software, including Microsoft�SYMBOL 226 \f "Symbol"� Excel, Word, Mail and Publisher. As a more recent innovation it has introduced the Microsoft multimedia applications set, including CinemaniaTM  PowerPoint�SYMBOL 226 \f "Symbol"� and Video for WindowsTM for use as both an information resource and a communi�cations medium. 


“The school has a vision to provide the same easy, accessible and powerful software to both students and staff without a differentiation between so called educational and real world use,” commented Tony Hill, Educational Systems Manager at the BRIT School.





I Hear, I Forget, I See, I Remember, I Do, I Understand


Although the majority of the BRIT School’s funding comes from the government, a significant amount is provided by the private sector, its principal sponsor being the British Record Industry. Consequently the BRIT School is well placed to offer the best and most appropriate technology available. Also, as a Microsoft Aca�demic Centre of Excellence, it is ensured pre-release access to the �most advanced products from the Microsoft range.


Relevance, however, remains the school’s guiding principle, to ensure that the facilities it offers and the solutions it develops are pertinent, not only to the needs of its students, but also to the world beyond academia. 


To reinforce this, the school’s learning strategy centres upon the practical application of skills, with a focus on case study assignments, tutorials, workshops and seminars. 


As well as fulfilling the minimum requirements of the National Curricu�lum, the school’s policy is to utilise the entire range of IT tools available to enhance the work that is done. In line with this approach, students are encouraged to use word-processing tools for all written work, including homework and any research projects. 


“We try to give students access to the best software tools currently available—that’s why we opted for Microsoft Excel and Word,” explained Hill.


One of the practical uses for these tools is to enable students to simulate business situations. A recent innova�tion, for example, has been the devel�opment of operational work areas comprising an open access IT area equipped with 30 workstations, a box office and a retail unit. Within this environment, students are able to 
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“In terms of products and service, Microsoft has given us the advantages we like . . . the strategy is good, the product range is good and Microsoft has given us maximum choice in terms of systems integration.”


�improvise real world business situ�ations using Microsoft tools.


A number of students have, for example, set up their own Record Retail Unit to sell both commercially available records and home produced material cut by the students themselves. The business plan for this was pro�duced using Microsoft Excel and �Word, resulting in a highly present-able document, which would be acceptable to any professional organisation. Students are also using Microsoft Access�SYMBOL 226 \f "Symbol"� for inventory management purposes.





Multimedia Comes of Age


Participation is an essential element within the school culture, in both performance and development. Not only does this focus the skills of individuals but it also engenders a sense of involvement throughout �the school.


With its emphasis on interaction, multimedia represents the ideal envi�ronment for this type of activity and is being adopted by a growing number of schools to enhance the learning environment.


With a view to stimulating as much student participation as possible, the school has been experimenting with a range of multimedia applications within Microsoft Windows, including Microsoft PowerPoint 3.0 and Micro�soft’s most recent multimedia release, Video for Windows.


For example, it has developed an information service using the school’s network of televisions, each of which defaults to the school’s own video channel running a continuous slide presentation in Microsoft PowerPoint. The presentation is based on informa�tion provided by the students them�selves who submit slides via the school’s Microsoft Mail 3.0 network. These slides are slotted into the sequence during the course of the day. 


The introduction of Video for �Windows makes use of Object Linking and Embedding to place video sequences into the PowerPoint presentation. The result is a unique information environ�ment, based on Microsoft products, which is both interactive and visually stimulating.


“On a basic level the video channel is a general information resource for students and staff,” explained Hill. “However, we want it to move beyond this level to become a fully interactive tool involving students on both sides �of the camera—essentially to put them in control.”


In the future the school hopes to bring in film students to record work that is going on in the school, on a daily basis, using a digital camera, and to incorporate that material into the PowerPoint sequence, thus ensuring that students are kept involved and informed about what is happening around them.


“At the moment multimedia is a specialist niche area,” commented Hill, “but we believe that with the unique opportunities for learning enhancement that it offers, it needs to be out there in education.”


Both the Drama and Media Depart�ments are now benefiting from the introduction of another of the Microsoft multimedia offerings, Cinemania, a CD-ROM–based interactive movie guide incorporating reviews, biogra�phies, movie stills, dialogues and academy awards listings, as well as an extensive glossary of cinema terminol�ogy definitions. This package has been made available to students and is proving an invaluable source of information for research projects.
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“We try to give students access to the best software tools currently available—that’s why we opted for Microsoft Excel and Word.”





�“Cinemania is such a relevant re�source for the school as a database of the media,” commented Hill. “Stu-dents find it very useful and are making good use of the ability to cut and paste relevant material into their own work. This is real source mate�rial!”


Tony de Nobrega, an ‘A’ Level Film Studies student, found Cinemania to be an invaluable resource for a project on British cinema.


“Cinemania is simple to use, yet the information it provides is really comprehensive,” he commented. “It has, for example, given me access to detailed biographies of less well known directors, not just mainstream, as well as offering additional ideas through its convenient cross-referencing facility.”





Streamlining Administration Through Microsoft Windows


The use of Microsoft applications is not, however, confined to the curricu�lum. They are also employed for administrative purposes as the means towards greater efficiency. The current network consists of 85 PCs and 45 laptops running a combination of Microsoft Windows and MS-DOS�SYMBOL 226 \f "Symbol"�. The aim, however, is to standardise on Windows throughout. While there is at least one PC in every room, laptops are also available from the library on a loan basis.


“We aim to use the IT network as a core channel to maximise communica�tions and enhance quality,” explained Hill. “The aim is to get everybody into that mind set and we see Microsoft Windows and Mail 3.0 as the means of achieving this. Essentially, what we are after is computing that is easy and accessible. We want the kind of software integration that Microsoft Windows as an operating system offers, and the level of interoperability that Windows-based applications provide. We want a graphical user interface that is of high quality, is fast and is able to increase productivity. At the moment, as far as we are concerned, there is �no choice—Microsoft Windows is �the best.”


One of the developments which the Microsoft software set has made possible is the establishment of administrative workgroups, who work together through Microsoft Mail 3.0, transferring Microsoft Excel and Word documents directly over the network. 


As well as improving administrative efficiency, the presence of Mail 3.0 also facilitates communication between students and teachers.


“We aim to give students access to the same tools that teachers use. By implementing Mail 3.0 we have found that we can bring students and teachers together and in doing so improve communications throughout the school,” commented Hill. 


The school is aiming to build on this with the introduction of Microsoft Schedule+ to coordinate meeting bookings and to help in the allocation of other school resources.


It is also evaluating voice annota�tion in Mail 3.0 between a small group of PCs with sound facilities and is about to implement a student reports system in Microsoft Access.


Microsoft’s database management system will automatically produce printed report sheets incorporating all of the relevant criteria, to be filled in by teachers as appropriate.





A Partnership for the Future


The school is determined to continue its pioneering work in IT-based learning and is constantly looking for new solutions to enhance both the student and the working environment. ��PowerPoint, for example, is to be developed as a teaching tool for use by lecturers and will also be available to students on Business Studies courses as a tool for developing presentation skills.


Hill sees IT as a vital resource �for schools not just for develop-�ing computers skills but also as a spring�board to a range of creative possibili�ties.


“Education is the ideal environment for exploiting the full possibilities of the IT tools available,” he commented. “By providing these tools we aim to give students the confidence to explore a range of options, both creative and practical.”


He sees the partnership with Micro�soft continuing, based upon Microsoft’s ongoing commitment to the education market.


“In terms of products and service, Microsoft has given us the advantages we like,” Hill commented. “The strat�egy is good, the product range is good and Microsoft has given us the maximum choice in terms of systems integration. The future for us is to maintain our relationship with Micro�soft and keep the link into develop�ment. Microsoft is looking to do serious work in the education market and we aim to be in on that.”





�For More Information


For more information about Microsoft products, call Microsoft at:





Microsoft Limited


Microsoft Place, Winnersh


Wokingham, Berkshire RG11 5TP


Telephone: 0734 270 001


Facsimile: 0734 270 002


Microsoft Ireland


Bracken Road


Sandyford Industrial Estate


Dublin 18


Telephone: (01) 502113


Facsimile: (01) 568042
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