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JISC-funded project in Wireless and Mobile Learning

The Use of PDAs in Teaching and Learning –
Dewsbury College of Further and Higher Education with Bishop Burton and Thomas Danby Colleges
Context:
Dewsbury and Thomas Danby Colleges are FE and HE Colleges based in urban communities within West Yorkshire and are organised from main campuses supplemented by extensive use of (31 at Thomas Danby and 70 at Dewsbury) community/work-based 'outreach' centres. These centres range from schools, mosque schools, youth facilities, church halls and health care centres and are often based within multi-cultural areas. 
Bishop Burton College is a specialist college of land-based studies. The main campus is set in an estate of 409 hectares of which 356 hectares are arable and grassland in East Yorkshire.

The challenge:

Part of the strategy of Dewsbury College is to enable learners studying within outreach centres to have access to the same resources as those based within the main College buildings. The use of mobile devices is being explored with a view that these may also support differentiation of student learning needs and personalised learning programmes.
Thomas Danby set out to explore the use of personal digital assistants (PDAs) as part of their ILT strategy in order to increase access to technology particularly for students in the workplace. 
Bishop Burton wanted to further the use of IT within the curriculum by the direct involvement of students into the data collection process as part of learning literally 'in the field'.
Teaching and learning activity:
At Dewsbury College, laptops and projectors were tried in order to provide access to IT-based resources for those learners using outreach centres. These proved too heavy, and pedagogically, it was found that projecting web-pages from the front of the class-room was tutor-led and at the tutor's pace. Personal Digital Assistants (PDAs) are now being explored to store 'converted' materials from the web therefore allowing individual learners access to the same or similar materials within the classroom in a convenient way and without the need for power. This allows learners to review and consolidate their understanding of the curriculum content at the learner's own pace and using peer support where appropriate:
"We're getting lots more information now than we were before (before the PDAs were used)……it means that I don't miss as much, I can have it repeated until I write down the notes that I need…... you can repeat it at your own pace…..that's important ……its an excellent way to go back on it (the session content)"
(Child Care NVQ Level 3 student – Sure Start Centre, Dewsbury. Nov 2004) 
Continuity of resource is encouraged by demonstrating to learners that the same resources are available from home to anyone with an internet connection.
Basic Skills learners at Thomas Danby College are often tutored in their workplaces which sometimes have the same environmental issues as the outreach centres at Dewsbury. With learners often having English as their second language, learning tasks were needed that enabled students to frequently practice numeracy and literacy (and obtain feedback) at their own level and pace within a supported environment. The PDA has been piloted delivering a range of formative assessment tests which allow for frequent 'drill for skill', with immediate feedback and opportunity for self-improvement. The PDA has provided a convenient and mobile access point to the learning materials, without the need for bulky equipment. 
At Bishop Burton College, extensive amounts of learning activities take place within field and farm environments as well as the classroom. Pre-prepared excel spreadsheets and other databases were designed for the PDA, allowing students to be able to collect and analyse data within a 'live' environment.
Technology: 
Dewsbury: purchased 10 HP iPAQ Pocket PCs and one set of Margi Presenter-to-Go projection hardware, and used primarily web-based materials such as html files, Adobe Acrobat files, audio and video files.
Thomas Danby: purchased 10 HP iPAQ Pocket PCs and used 'stand-alone' Flash executable files.
Bishop Burton: initially ordered 6 HP Jornada 565s and 3 Cassiopeia EF 800s PDAs and used mainly MicroSoft Office software – eg Word, Excel and Freeware for PDAs to create databases.
Participants:
Dewsbury: two groups of Child Care students at two Outreach centres – 12 students per group with one tutor.

Thomas Danby: one group of work-based Basic Skills students – 10 students with one tutor.

Bishop Burton: approximately 1500 students having used the PDA at least once across approximately six curriculum areas.

Achievements:
At Dewsbury, early findings are that using the PDA to support curriculum delivery within outreach centres stimulates interest, provides a means of consolidation and, particularly importantly, allows learners to work at their own pace. They have found that overall its size and mobility are a convenience to learners and tutors. The pilot is still in its infancy; however student reaction has encouraged the developers.
Thomas Danby and Bishop Burton have found providing tutors and students with access to learning materials and to formative assessments in mobile and workplace settings has motivated learners and integrated classroom and home learning environments. 

What has worked well:
There has been a high acceptance level of the PDAs at Dewsbury: "We've been using it for four weeks, first we just had a little go with using it, it was quite easy…..did some games on it to get used to it,…..we've had four or five sessions with it, its really good…no-one wants to give it back at the end of the session!"(Child Care student – Sure Start Centre, Dewsbury)

At Bishop Burton, amongst other benefits: "The novelty of the PDAs in particular acted as a great motivator for students….in a number of cases (this) was very positive and enabled several students to complete their courses, which would otherwise have been in doubt" (Whalley & Percival (Bishop Burton) 2002) 
Basic skills students at Thomas Danby were able to consolidate and practice their numeracy and language skills until they achieved 'a perfect score'. This particularly suited the learning styles of the Asian culture who enjoy infinite practice and drill.
What could have been done differently:
For Dewsbury, funding limitations have reduced the opportunity to develop materials at a faster pace and to explore the implications of allowing PDAs to be used by students at home. All of the Colleges believed they would greatly benefit from providing tutors with their own PDAs, encouraging dissemination of the technology.
Resource requirements: 
Identification and funding of PDA 'champions' who understand how to move/redesign media from PCs to PDAs effectively is a must, as is funding for purchase of the PDAs and related resources. Teaching staff will benefit from some guidance as to best practice use of PDAs as a teaching tool, and ideally will be provided with a PDA of their own. This will include support on file management, control of learning outputs and downloading of any student files to main servers. 
Control mechanisms for storage, charging and booking out of PDAs need to be established. 
The Future: 
Future development could include:

· Expanding the development of pre-designed Excel and Word objects to support learning.

· Exploring the development of Flash and stand-alone learning objects, along with wireless connection to the internet from remote locations.

· Exploring the use of the PDA to maximise 'personalised' learning – particularly providing 'bespoke' materials to those with diverse and special needs.

· Integrating outputs from the PDA (eg student data collection/formative assessments) with individual portfolios. 
"We're at a fairly experimental stage of development right now but with the new national imperatives crying out for 'personalised' learning and a wider clientelle being planned for both FE and HE I think that we should at least explore the use of PDAs for our learners" (J. Pittaway, Dewsbury College).
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