Statement of The EAST Initiative

Mr. Matt Dozier, President and CEO of EAST, Inc.

Ms. Michelle Neal, Junior, Mineral Springs High School

Mr. Andrew Mays, Sophomore, Saratoga High School
Ms. Lila Sivley, Senior Ashdown High School

Ms. Trisha Tart, Freshman, The University of Arkansas

Matt Dozier
Good morning and thank you for the opportunity to speak today. My name is Matt Dozier and I head an educational non-profit group that delivers training and support on an educational program that has been named a national model by the Federal Deptartments of Education and Labor. This program is called EAST and it was started here on Arkansas in 1996 and has since grown to schools across the country. In a nutshell EAST is an educational program that addresses 21st century educational needs by combining local service projects and high-end technology with a student-centered approach that allows our students to take responsibility for their own learning and their projects in a very real world fashion.

Last year we were approached by the Arkansas Science and Technology Authority about using EAST students to develop and deploy a project looking at Broadband access in rural Arkansas. With funding from ASTA and the Winthrop Rockefeller Foundation we recruited student teams from 10 schools in two of the southern regions of our state to participate in this project and I am pleased to have representatives from this regional working group here today. They are eager to explain the things that they have done and how they have made a difference in their communities.
Andrew Mays

Hello! My name is Andrew Mays of Mineral Springs High School, where I am currently a sophomore in my 6th semester of EAST which stands for Environmental and Spatial Technology.

This past year, as one of my EAST projects, I represented the Mineral Springs School District, in collaboration with students from 9 other schools in 6 different counties, to gather information about the usage of Broadband throughout the state of Arkansas.  In the beginning phase of the project, we decided to change the phrasing in order make the survey more comprehensible to the general public.  Broadband was such a new and foreign concept, that many households in our area were unfamiliar with the terminology originally used in the surveys.  After we finished rewriting the surveys, we distributed them to students and businesses in our designated areas, eventually gathering 2500 usable surveys from the counties of Howard, Little River, Ashley, Bradley, Drew and Lincoln.  The survey’s questions ranged from as simple as, “Do you own a computer?” to as difficult as, “Is DSL available in your area?” Upon receiving the returned information, we began diligently downloading the results into our own schools databases.  Then students from each of the counties met in Monticello and compiled their area’s information, along with ours, into one database.  While in Monticello, we were assisted by professors of both the University of Arkansas at Monticello and the University of Hope. With their help we created a map using ESRI mapping software. This map is currently on display before many today.  In working on this project, we the EAST students of South Arkansas have realized the need for the expansion of broadband availability to all of our state’s citizens, not only for educational purposes, but also for economic growth, and the advancement of our state into technology of the 21st century. I thank you for your time.

Michelle Neal
Hi, my name is Michelle Neal and I am a junior at Saratoga High School.  I started working on the Rural Broadband Project with the EAST Initiative Organization in the 2006 school year.  We went and handed out surveys to our local businesses and people in our community.  Basically we wanted to get a picture of who had broadband and who wanted it but couldn’t get it.  Broadband is important simple because of the fact of education.  Future college students could go online and take classes if they had access to the internet.  E-mail is also an important source of communication in today’s society.  Broadband would be beneficial to parents also because most parents don’t realize that you can go online and check their child’s grades, test scores, and progress of what their doing in school; and most parents don’t know this because they can not get internet in their area.  Our research shows that most people don’t even have a computer and we believe this could be because of the broadband issue.

Lila Sivley

Hey everyone!  I’m Lila Sivley.  I’m with the Ashdown High School EAST lab.  EAST is Environmental and Spatial Technology.  I’ve been a part of EAST since August 2006 and have been on the EAST Broadband Project since January 07.  It’s a huge priority to us and our class plans to see the finish of this project.  When I was asked to come here Ms.Glaze said that you were looking for personal testimony.

Every morning when I get ready I use hairspray!  Well how much does one use?  I would have to start getting ready two hours earlier if I wanted to get on the internet and check the weather since I have dial up.  Dial up internet is so incredibly slow and I would mimic the noise, but it’s extremely embarrassing.

Right now Arkansas is in a box, we have our limits.  It is time for Rural Arkansas to get out of that box.  Broadband is not a convenience, but a source of technology that will move us forward with the rest of the world.

I’m also a senior in high school and I take several classes that are concurrent with college.  It’s almost impossible to check online grades and rankings at home.  Even at school, where time is limited, the internet isn’t much faster.

Thank you for letting us come and speak to you today.

Trisha Tart
(Testimony unavailable at this time)

Matt Dozier
As you can see, there is a great deal of capacity in our local communities and within our youngest citizens to engage in real work that can address local needs. What we believe we have demonstrated through this project is that a “local engagement” strategy is the best way to not only educate people on larger issues, but also to allow them to be part of the solution rather than outsiders looking in, waiting for someone else to solve their problems. Students like these are typical of EAST students, and indeed all students. They are creative, intuitive, adaptable, and ready to serve in their communities. We all benefit when we don’t stand in their way, but rather stand behind them and provide them with the tools they need to take on challenges. 
Just as we brought electricity and telephone service to all of Arkansas in an effort to keep pace with the needs of the modern world, we can bring broadband access to every community to allow it to become a larger part of the wider world. This issue strikes at the core of communities of students like these. This is truly an area where, if we fail to act, we will leave a generation behind. The EAST Initiative is dedicated to helping our students find within themselves the abilities that will serve them and us well through their adult careers. They need your help as well. Thank you.
