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Young Explorer Round II Report

Southern Minnesota Initiative Foundation (SMIF) used a grant application process to select 36 organizations in our 20 county region to receive a Young Explorer Computer System.  

Each organization was asked to submit a report to provide progress on the following items:

· Integration of technology

· Technology expanding program

· Parent and Caregiver engagement strategies

· Outcomes
· Event to promote Young Explorer
Below is a summary of the responses received from the recipients (we are still waiting for a few more reports):
· On average 850 children per week use the 36 Young Explorer Systems

· The typical age of children using the systems ranged from 3 to 7 years old

· Various ethnic groups were reported using the systems in the different settings including African American/Black; American Indian/Native American; Asian; Hispanic/Latino; White/Caucasian; Multiracial/mixed race

Integrate technology into curriculum:

The ECFE/ECSE programs, Head Start Centers, Child Care Centers and other programs reported using the Young Explorer during “Free Choice” time when students could explore at their own pace and reinforce earlier learnings and strengthen kindergarten readiness skills.  Students were directed to software that coordinated with the current goals of the classroom.  Students who needed extra support also utilized specific software to improve skills.  Teachers and staff felt the software enhanced weekly themes and ongoing learning activities (shapes, colors, sorting, numbers, etc.) and makes learning fun for the children.

Libraries that received a YE located the system among the picture books and toddler book collections.  Many used the system before and after story time along with other library programs.  Some libraries made available some of the reproducible sheets for families to work on or take home

How has technology expanded or improved your program?

Teachers have reported they feel the Young Explorer system has not only helped the children acquire readiness skills (increased knowledge of colors, shapes, letters and numbers), but also students have gained an increased sense of independence and responsibility.  They have learned the "rules" of how to use the computer and have gained skills in the area of working independently.  The teachers have also seen an increased level of "turn-taking" and sharing when students are using the Young Explorer System.  Here are comments made by organizations on how the YE has improved or expanded their program:

· For many children this is their first exposure to a computer.  The children are so eager to work on the young explorer and are excited when they realize all they've learned.

· Before the Young Explorer, our program didn't have access to a computer.  This shows our young learners that computers can be used constructively and it makes learning fun.  Kids don't even realize that they are learning about colors, shapes, letters and numbers.

· Students now have another avenue, or way, or learning their colors/shapes/counting/numbers and fun, creative approaches to all areas of developmental knowledge.

· It has expanded programs by giving children a chance to use technology, which prepares them for kindergarten and then later for our workforce.  It helps students who learn from hands on experience.  They are doing the exploring and learning by doing

· Children start out by not knowing how to even work a mouse.  As time passed, they figured out the technology and were able to enjoy the games.  The games then enhance their development in many of the areas that we want to see growth in them as preschoolers.
Strategies used to engage parents/caregivers with the YE system

· Available at ECFE classes during parent/child time
· The teacher talks to each new family about the Young Explorer-how it works and the benefits of using it as part of the preschool day.

· Used during IEP and review meetings where the child was able to demonstrate to their parents the activities on the computer.

· Encourage parents/guardians to volunteer during station time

· Used the system to help promote literacy and show the parents what literacy means at this young age and how easy it is to incorporate that into their lives.

· Requiring a parent component=must spend 45 minutes with their child in which they are welcome to explore the young explorer.

Outcomes

Below are examples of individual program outcomes:

	Outcomes
	Measurements

	We asked each program to measure the following outcome:

50% of the children will increase knowledge of letters, colors and shapes
	442 students were tracked and 339 children increased their knowledge of letters, colors and shapes.  This is 77% of students!



	Additional Outcomes:
	

	35% increase of students above the benchmark for literacy skills
	36.4% increase picture naming

19.8% increase in rhyming

	75% of the children will improve hand/eye coordination
	9 out of 10 students have improved hand/eye coordination.  This is demonstrated through better control of the mouse and while they are doing other activities

	increase in the number of children with parents/caregivers using computers together for educational purposes
	Before we had the system, we did not see parents and children using computers together for educational purposes.  Now it happens frequently

	50% of the ECSE children will increase their level of knowledge and their ability to use a computer
	Pre-testing was completed prior to placing the Young Explorer systems in the classrooms.  Only 10% of the children had any working knowledge of how to use a computer (to work a mouse, press the "enter" key, etc.).  After instruction and practice using the YE, 90% of the children had increased their skill level in their ability to use a computer

	Improved cognitive skill development
	90% of ECSE students showed increased knowledge of colors and shapes.  Of 4 and 5 year olds tested, 85% showed increased knowledge of colors, shapes, numbers and letters as well

	Improved language and literacy development
	Approximately 90% showed an improvement in their ability to listen to and follow the directions given on the Young Explorer system their "attention to task" at the computer had also improved.

	80% participation of students having success in accessing computer
	90% of students were found to be able to use the computer and navigate freely with limited adult prompting

	increase in their physical development
	Students have increased their ability to use fine motors, such as when they click on the mouse or when typing letters on the keyboard.  This has also increased their hand-eye coordination as they move the mouse to coordinate with the pointer on the screen

	Increase in cognitive development
	The students have learned to create patterns.  They have experimented with graphics.  And, they have used problem solving strategies in order to get their desired end results.

	25 % increase in library circulation
	Currently up to 28.25%

	75% of parents using the KidSmart Early Learning Program with ECFE students 


	41 parents in our ECFE program-30 parents used the KidSmart Learning Program

	25% increase in the number of times the library’s resources are accessed from outside the library:  


	While the little ones who use the YE aren’t utilizing the library’s online resources, their parents are becoming more computer literate and we have seen an increase in accesses on the online databases.  The YE is a nice conversation starter to tell people about what is available to them through the library’s website


Lessons Learned

· Great way to divide up time is to set a timer for the children to know when it is time for the next user
· The training and instruction manual helped out immensely

· Kids learn appropriate sharing when using the young explorer. Because there are two spots on the bench, they can each take turns and learn together

· Take the time to set up kids’ desktops and email.  They really do come back to check it.

Other comments:
· The Young Explorer Computer System provides for an excellent learning experience that enhances a curriculum emphasizing hands-on learning.

· A four year old has gone from recognizing only a few letters and numbers to recognizing the whole alphabet and numbers 1-10.  In a fun environment she picked up on things so quickly.

· The children enjoy their time on the computer and it has taught our children patience, cooperation, teamwork and most of all directions.

· We have been very pleased with the teaming of children and adults as they explore on the computer. The games have increased social opportunities and problem solving.

· We have found the Technology Area is a place where children can have fun while exploring the many exciting things that computers do while supporting development in social/emotional, physical, cognitive, and language development.  Children use technology to investigate questions, solve problems, and explore and manipulate objects on a screen.

Events

As part of their commitment to receiving a YE system, programs were asked to host a parent/guardian event related to the Young Explorer System at their site.  Mini-grants of $200 were available from SMIF to help with costs associated with this.  
Below are a few examples of events that took place:

· An ECFE program hosted a Holiday Open House where all of the ECFE rooms are open for parents and children to participate in learning activities.  The Young Explorer was very popular and parents, grandparents and caregivers were impressed by the software and creativity of programs.

· A library had a grand opening celebration with music, bookmark contests and scavenger hunts.  The Young Explorer was also highlighted and the trained staff person helped parents and their children learn about the programs and encouraged them to use it

· Parents Educating All Kids Monthly Activity Night:  During one event, an overview of the computer and software was presented.  With the use of a projector the parents were able to see the advantages of the software that made it a good choice for young children.  The teachers also stressed that for the computer to be most effective, computer time should be parent directed because children can gain more skills.  The evening ended with gym time which was a reminder to parents that it is always important to balance screen time with active time.

· <Enter> Your Imagination: An event that showcased the new Young Explorer computers while children celebrated Imaginary Trip week.  Students traveled to Mexico, Africa and Antarctica.

· Dads and Donuts: Chicka Chicka Boom Boom was the theme for this literacy based event.  Children and their dads were able to stamp letters into the tree, create a photo frame, find hidden treasures and of course explore Bailey's Funhouse.

· KidSmart Log IN: Five together time stations were set up featuring the characters found in the programs and activities.  The stations included fine motor manipulative, crafts, games and of course books.  The event was called KidSmart Log-In but the kids still talk about our awesome "Puter Party"


Southern Minnesota Initiative Foundation sincerely acknowledges the significant contribution by IBM and the KidSmart Early Learning Program.  Resources from IBM are instrumental in helping increase the capacity of rural communities to ensure young children thrive and are fully prepared for success in school and life.
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