
 

 

John Paul College’s Hands on Notebook Program 

 

Introduction 

John Paul College in the Brisbane suburb of Daisy Hill is the largest Private School in 

Queensland. It is also the site of the largest student notebook program in Queensland with 

every student from grades 4 through to 12 equipped with their own notebook for use at 

school and at home. 

 

Situated on a magnificent 30 hectare campus mid-way between Brisbane and the Gold 

Coast, the 25 year old John Paul College has a long history of notebook usage among its 

student and teacher population. The school began its first notebook program 16 years ago 

with another notebook vendor, but switched to Acer about six years ago, after the service 

levels with its previous supplier began to falter. 

 

That was before the school's current Chief Information Officer, David Elkin joined the staff, 

but Elkin has continued with Acer as he is impressed with the service and support the 

company is able to deliver. 

 

The value of the relationship with Acer is about supply chain, explains Elkin and as for 

support: SLA’s have an important role but “I don't want to require a Service Level Agreement 

(SLA) because I don't want service levels to ever be an issue,” he says. 

 

Advanced Deployment 

The complex ICT infrastructure at John Paul College has built progressively over the years, 

but more recently, Elkin, the school's first career ICT professional to act as CIO, has bought 

a new level of skill and foresight to the school's technology plans. 

 

Elkin's experience in the Armed Forces, the Private Sector and in Tertiary Education has 

prepared him well to manage a high-tech campus environment like John Paul College. The 

school has 300 teachers equipped with Acer tablet PCs and more than 2,000 students with 

notebooks. Another fleet of 300 Acer PCs are found in the early grade classrooms and in 

shared labs where students access software applications that would be too expensive to 

deploy on all notebooks. 

 

A 1Gbps fibre optic backbone links all buildings on the campus. From there the network is 



distributed via a switched 100Mbps Ethernet, but the notebooks are primarily connected via 

a blanket of wireless connectivity provided by more than a 130 Wi-Fi access points 

(802.11a/b/g). 

 

There are currently 15 Windows 2003 servers to handle network management, school 

administration, and the variety of portals, Intranets, Interactive learning centres and other 

teaching resources that make up parts of the school curriculum. 

 

The school already has large (SAN) Storage Area Network and (NAS) Network Attached 

Storage deployments with all data backed up to tape. Connection to the outside world is by 

way of a 30Mbps fibre optic link to the Internet protected with Web and spam filtering. 

 

The student notebooks aren't locked down too tightly, explains Elkin. Students are expected 

to act responsibly and are given full Administrator rights for their PCs. They can even install 

and play games - although the CIO's systems pick that up. 

 

“It is about teaching self management and control,” explains Elkin. “If I forced this sort of 

activity underground I would miss things. By giving them freedoms I don't miss the early 

signs that something might be going wrong with a student's use of their notebook.” 

 

Breaking the Mould 

Being a teacher at John Paul College means being willing to break the mould. A significant 

amount of the student curriculum is conducted electronically, but there is a mix of online and 

class materials that allow the teachers to tailor learning to suit individual students. 

 

"In the past we could get away with a student not having a notebook, but last year there 

wasn't even a math text book for one grade," said Elkin who explained the school's reliance 

on technology in the curriculum presents its own unique set of challenges. "The notebook 

has to be in the child's hands. Without it they won't be able to participate in the class,” he 

said. 

 

Every student at the school is required to participate in the notebook program, which means 

every parent must sign up to a lease for three years. So it is essential that Elkin's team 

makes sure the notebook program is value for money and runs efficiently and economically. 

The contract to purchase new notebooks is put to the market every year for due diligence. 

 

With about 2,200 notebooks at any one time, the School recycles about a third of them each 



year making the annual purchase program a significant buy of between 500 and 700 

hundred notebooks. This number fluctuates according to enrolments and upgrade 

requirements. Weight, durability and price are the most important factors although there are 

others. 

 

The Right Notebook 

"It comes down to choosing the right notebook," says Elkin. "Most vendors have a 

recommended 'Education Notebook' and this is often an appropriate specification, but 

sometimes we like to select a different one or change specifications to suit our needs. It 

might seem tempting to buy cheap entry-level laptops for these young people, but it would 

be a false economy.” 

 

The notebooks are expected to last three years and to be able to handle the latest software 

right through that period, so John Paul College looks for a PC that is quite a high-end piece 

of equipment. "Don't sacrifice for the sake of price," warns Elkin. For example the latest 

notebooks are equipped with 1GB of memory and a DVD, but that may well change to 2GB 

this year. 

 

"It is important that Acer can commit to the long term supply of standard components. If you 

are managing that many notebooks you need to keep the same parts for the long term," says 

Elkin. This allows the school's technicians to quickly re-install a standard operating 

environment on each model notebook without fear of incompatibilities. 

 

Elkin also checks how hard the devices are to repair prior to purchase to ensure the design 

is easily repaired if required. The students are heavy users. Not because they mistreat the 

notebooks, but because they use them so much. The laptops are always on the move and 

each student can open, close, boot and shutdown their notebooks as many as nine times a 

day. It's inevitable there will be breakages and faults in a fleet this size. 

 

To deal with these, the school has taken a new approach to notebook maintenance and has 

become a Certified Acer Service Centre in its own right. Dubbed TechSphere the school's 

service and technical support centre consists of four full time technicians out of a total ICT 

staff of 15. 

 

TechSphere doesn't only do notebook repairs of course; it is also the Help Desk and has 

other responsibilities such as managing the College’s infrastructure and desktop support. If 

required though, TechSphere staff can quickly respond and dedicate their time to ensuring 



student notebooks are repaired. For the number of users, it has more staff than a typical 

reseller would be able to provide, says Elkin, so the response times are better. 

 

Being located mid-way between Brisbane and the Gold Coast, doing repair work on-site 

means the equipment can be repaired immediately without waiting for a courier to pick up 

and return the notebook from a retail repair shop, says Elkin. 

 

--ends-- 

 

 

 


