Educational Personal Digital Assistants
There are some technologies that transcend any particular use or view. The Internet is one example. Another example is a related technology usually referred to as a Personal Digital Assistant (PDA). Some possible characteristics of a PDA are

· It is assumed to go everywhere with you

· It continuously connects you to a local or global network of people and resources, by data, telephone, and camera.
· It can tell you or others where you are (e.g. through GPS)

· It can hold substantial amounts of data (e.g. MP3 players)

· It can act as an assistant by keeping a calendar, reminders, notes, project log, etc

From this partial list it can be seen that a PDA is not an object. It is better thought of as a class of objects, or an idea with many different interpretations. 

The issue we want to focus on in this note is “what is an Educational PDA, and where could we get one?”.

Current PDA’s have capabilities that manufacturers think people are willing to pay for, mostly business or entertainment functions. They have so far decided that there isn’t a market for an educational PDA. That could be because there is no separate need unaddressed by current PDA’s, or there is such a need but no-one can say exactly what it is, or we have a pretty good idea what it would be, but no-one is confident that there is a mass market for it. The classic remedy for this is to wait a long time until the non-educational product becomes so cheap or ubiquitous that it is “good enough” for use in K-12. There is a serious and useful process along these lines that makes use of the general purpose nature of many commercial systems. Take advantage of the cheapness afforded by their mass production for non-educational purposes and modify them with educational applications. Sometimes this works well. Sometimes it simply loads the teacher with a difficult-to-use and maintain product of dubious real value.

Since I believe that an educational PDA is going to be a fundamental component of virtually all learning environments in the future, I think it is unwise to leave its characteristics to the “hand-me-down” approach. I therefore believe that it is an area that would repay some investment in ongoing research, prototyping, in-school application and market development. Since it is not one unchanging thing, we need to look for a process that will create an evolving cycle of development, use and refinement that goes on for a decade or more. Since the process does not exist in an effective form at the moment, it will need to be consciously created centrally, but we need to think of the proces as something that happens in a distributed natural fashion, not by some ongoing central master plan.

Following are some issues that will need to be considered. 
It is almost always cheaper and more effective to get the market to produce the actual product. The need is to provide potential suppliers with a clear enough view of the requirements, and enough of a market to make it worthwhile. However in the case of a family of educational PDA’s there is a potential market of 50,000,000 units, one for every student and teacher. That gives the “owners” of that potential market a lot of clout in terms of function and price. It is therefore reasonable to try to figure out what are the very specific characteristics of such a family of devices, with the hope that they can be supplied economically.
Since the device goes everywhere with you, it may also have to function as your home PDA. It may also be that we are moving to a multiple PDA environment, as we have with PC’s, but the relationship with other PDA’s would have to be thought through carefully, or more likely we will have to learn how to make it work by a process of trial and error. 

The PDA needs to be part of a system that partly controls what it does and partly enables it to participate in the broader educational and non-educational environment. For example uploading and downloading homework, schedules reminders, attendance etc. make it part of a system. Eventually it will be used for collaboration when student and student or teacher are not immediately collocated.
The PDA needs to be robust and maintainable. An elementary school PDA may need different hardware from a middle school PDA. If it is to be relied upon for core school activities, it must be reliable, and manageable by “mere humans”, not requiring an unusual degree of technical sophistication.

Privacy and protection of children will raise difficult issues, and these may require special product or service capabilities.

We could go on for a long time, and there is a growing body of literature on this and related topics. The main point we want to emphasize is that this is a core technology, and its development and use will require an evolutionary cycle of requirements, design, evaluation, use and replacement, that will go on for years. We do not have a strong enough mechanism in place to ensure that this happens in a timely fashion, but the need and the potential reward justify putting it in place.

We propose that the Department of Education Technology Plan incorporates creating such a mechanism for educational PDA’s and potentially a small number of other core technologies.

