
41 Lawrence Heights
Jericho, VT 05465
rwl@alumni.upenn.edu

November 2, 2007

Dear Mr. Dorta,

I am writing to you to inform you of an idea that I believe could both improve education and help ease the pressure on 
Vermont schools to reduce spending.  As a former teacher and now as President of the Vermont NEA, I hope you'll see 
the value of this idea and support it.  I am proposing that schools make a transition to Free Software, especially on 
classroom computers, because it can reduce costs while manifesting important social values.

Free Software is ``free" in the sense of liberty, not of price.  It is software that users have the freedom to run, copy, 
distribute, study, change, and improve in any way they choose.1  They are granted these freedoms through licensing 
and access to the software's source code.  The users and developers of free software form a cooperative community, in 
which no particular party controls how that software is used, and improvements to it are shared among members in the 
spirit of helping one's neighbors.  By contrast, proprietary software software that is owned does not typically allow� �  
users to study how it works and to change and improve it to suit their own needs.  Indeed, the owners of proprietary 
software usually even place restrictions on how and why users can run the software.  It is my understanding that most 
of the software used in Vermont schools today is proprietary software, including (for example) the Microsoft 
Windows operating system and the Microsoft Office suite.

These proprietary programs cost enormous amounts of money because of the licensing restrictions they place on 
users.  These restrictions use copyright law to prevent users from installing the software multiple times, hosting 
programs on a central server, or otherwise sharing with each other.  I recently spoke with some technology 
administrators in the Essex Town School District, and they told me that even at educational discounts, a copy of 
Microsoft Windows costs about $50, which only buys a license for a single computer.  The District must pay an 
additional $50 for every computer that uses Windows a cost that must be incurred every time a new computer is�  
bought, or an old one is upgraded.  This is to say nothing of other proprietary programs in use in the schools.  I said 
that free software is a matter of liberty, not price; but the reality is that free software can usually be obtained and 
installed on multiple computers at no cost except the time of the person installing it.  Because free software lacks the 
licensing restrictions of proprietary software and gives users the freedom to copy and distribute it, its financial cost is 
minimal.  At a time when schools are under pressure to spend less, switching to free software has the potential to save 
school districts tens of thousands of dollars in licensing and upgrade costs each year, which is money that therefore 
won't be cut from classroom tools, extracurricular activities, and teachers' benefits.

For some, this might be reason enough to make the switch.  Free software alternatives exist for most proprietary 
programs, including operating systems; why not just put those alternatives in place and take software out of next 
year's budget?  I understand, however, that there are other barriers to the adoption of free software in our schools.  For 
one thing, districts' current investment in proprietary programs often locks them into using that software, especially if 
it stores important data in a proprietary format that free programs can't read.  Another barrier, more pertinent to your 
position, is that teachers have been trained on and have the most experience with proprietary software.  Switching to 
free software means asking them to learn some new skills and asking districts to provide adequate training for teachers 
on a new set of tools.

This is a real cost, though I would point out that it's a cost that occurs whenever any new software comes into the 
classroom, whether that software is free or proprietary.  I also believe that it is a cost worth bearing, since free 
software carries many benefits for teachers and students that proprietary software can never provide.  I'd like to take 
the opportunity now to illustrate some of those benefits, beyond the financial savings free software provides.

For one thing, free software is generally more stable and secure (because people all over the world can study its 
source code and fix bugs and potential security holes), which means that classroom computers running it need less 

1 You may have heard free software referred to as ``open source" software.  Although they are not the same thing, since not all open 
source software gives users these freedoms, all free software has publicly available source code.  See 
http://www.fsf.org/licensing/essays/free-sw.html for the complete ``Free Software Definition" and the reasons why access to source 
code is essential for these freedoms.



maintenance and are available for student use more often.2  Using free software also gives teachers more control over 
the software in their classrooms, because software installations don't have to be centrally managed to control costs and 
avoid license violations.  This means teachers can install programs on a lesson-by-lesson or even day-by-day basis, 
without waiting for a technology administrator or funding.  Students can benefit from some great educational software 
not available for proprietary systems, such as the software developed for the One Laptop Per Child project, which 
includes an interface completely geared toward the education of children (instead of one based on the "desktop" 
model that is really most useful to adults who work in an office).  Using free software also avoids the trap of 
proprietary data formats by employing open standards for data, which prevents teachers and administrators from being 
locked into using mediocre programs.

More importantly, however, free software removes an educational ceiling we are currently imposing on students and 
teachers, and replaces it with an ethic of encouraging student curiosity.  The way things are now, any student who is 
interested in learning about how a computer or a particular program works has very few options for doing so in the 
classroom.  Using free software, an interested student has the right to download the source code, study it, change it, 
test it, and so on and her teacher can help her with this process, instead of informing her that she can't learn those�  
things in school.   (The software for the One Laptop Per Child computers lets students view and change the code for 
the program they are currently running at the click of a mouse!)  Moreover, because free software is generally 
developed, maintained, and supported by communities of volunteers, using it introduces students to the important 
social values of cooperation, contributing to a cause larger than themselves, and helping their neighbors.  And of 
course, it teaches them that educators value their individual freedoms.

These same educational and social benefits also accrue to teachers, insofar as they are computer users.  In addition, 
learning about and using free software makes them better educators, because they will gain the knowledge and 
flexibility required to support their students' needs and interests.  This is especially important in classrooms where 
technology and technical skills have become an essential piece of public education.  Free software can be used to 
teach students all the skills that they currently learn using proprietary software, but it also provides teachers with the 
opportunity to do much more.

For these and other reasons, I believe that the benefits of using free software in schools are so great as to make its 
adoption inevitable in the long run.3  Like any major institutional change, however, this one will take time and energy, 
and will be opposed by interested parties and by people who are not informed of the benefits.4  My purpose in writing 
this letter has been to make you aware of the benefits of using free software, so that if you are ever asked whether free 
software is good for teachers and schools, you can answer, ``Yes!" with full knowledge of the reasons why and you�  
can encourage your peers to do the same.  If you and the Vermont NEA support the adoption of free software, the 
barriers can be overcome that much more quickly, and more students and teachers (and taxpayers) will see the benefits 
firsthand.

Thank you for taking the time to read my letter and to consider this issue.  If you are interested in the topic and wish to 
learn more, I would be happy to meet with you and discuss it further.  You may also want to browse the websites of 
the Free Software Foundation (www.fsf.org), the GNU project (www.gnu.org), the One Laptop Per Child project 
(www.laptop.org), and the Edubuntu GNU/Linux distribution (www.edubuntu.org).  Please don't hesitate to contact 
me with any questions or concerns!  I am deeply interested in this cause and would enjoy the opportunity to talk about 
it with my former teacher.

Sincerely,

Richard Lawrence

2 Here's a statistic that illustrates this point quite vividly:  fewer than 20 known viruses that have ever threatened GNU/Linux, a free 
operating system, compared to somewhere around 140,000 for Microsoft Windows!  

3 In fact, free software has begun to replace proprietary software in schools around the world.  A region of Italy recently installed free 
software on 2,640 computers in 23 days (see http://www.fsf.org/news/fuss.html); and the Indian state of Kerela announced last year 
that it is switching the computers in over 12,000 high schools to use free software (see 
http://www.desktoplinux.com/news/NS8687173118.html).  

4 Microsoft apparently went so far as to influence the Nigerian government recently, coercing them to install Windows overtop the free 
software Mandriva operating system they had purchased for their students.  See http://blog.mandriva.com/2007/10/31/an-open-letter-
to-steve-ballmer/ for more information.




