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Wireless Tablet PCs in Learning and Teaching Management – Ealing, Hammersmith and West London College
Context:
Ealing, Hammersmith and West London College is a large Further Education college formed from the merger of two colleges in 2002. Education is delivered from four main centres in Southall, Ealing, Acton and Hammersmith as well as in a range of community and business locations. Learners can also access materials from their home or office. 

The college as a whole is in the second year of a three-year programme by the end of which all college sites will be wireless. Wireless connectivity is already well established at Barons Court in Hammersmith and at Southall 6th form College, the two sites visited during this case study. Portable Tablet PCs have been given out to lecturing staff and are used for managerial and administrative purposes, with some applications being developed in teaching. When the staff are in a wireless environment such as the college, they can access the Internet and the college information systems without being physically connected to a socket.
Portable technology is seen as part of a long term ILT (Information and Learning Technologies) strategy including a commitment to the development and use of a Managed Learning Environment (MLE) for all learners and tutors. Portable devices such as Tablet PCs will provide convenient access to the MLE. The new technology fits well into a college culture where electronic materials, databases and meeting notes are in daily use.
The challenge:

The new technology was introduced primarily to help monitor and improve student attendance, which can be problematic in a London college, and to give immediate and regular feedback to students regarding their attendance and progress. It addresses an identified need to improve student retention and achievement. At the same time, access to the college Management Information System needed to be improved, and online ‘interactive schemes of work’ had been developed that were waiting to be populated with learning materials and resources. In addition, if ever computer rooms are overbooked or not available, portable technologies like Tablet PCs make computer use possible at any time.

Teaching and learning activity:
Tablet PCs are used with data projectors in teaching in several curriculum areas, particularly maths and science, business studies, travel and tourism, and English for Speakers of Other languages (ESOL). The lecturer brings their Tablet PC and connects it to the data projector in the classroom so that the whole class can see the screen. Lecturers use their Tablet PC to prepare lessons at home, in their office or anywhere else they choose. They can access their teaching materials and other resources during lessons. The students do not have Tablet PCs, but they occasionally use a few Tablet PCs in class and they can access the same learning materials via desktop PCs before and after lessons. 

Learning activities include accessing the Internet and doing quizzes with instant feedback. 

Students can come to the front of the class and interact with the teacher’s Tablet PC in simple but effective ways, with the results of their actions displayed via the projector for the whole class to see. A Tablet PC can easily be used alongside other activities, e.g. a science experiment. Some lecturers use the Tablets to write feedback on students’ work which has been submitted electronically.

At any time, a lecturer can access student information to see how a particular student is doing in other subjects as well as their own. 

Technology:
The college has issued Toshiba Portege Tablet PCs: these are similar to small laptop computers but have a few different features, for example the ability to use a stylus to write freehand on the computer screen. The model currently in use at the college does not have a disk drive but a memory stick can be used with it. When the battery is fully charged, this type of Tablet PC can be used anywhere, without a cable, for approximately 2-3 hours although battery life may diminish over time. The quality of display of text and graphics projected onto a large screen in class is considered better than on a Smartboard (interactive whiteboard). 
Key reasons for choosing Tablet PCs were convenience and flexibility: the devices are highly portable, so they can be taken home, to meetings, to the canteen and into the classroom with relative ease. The Tablet PCs are capable of wireless connectivity which removes the problems of trailing wires that can present health and safety hazards and their relatively small size means that they leave more personal space on a desk. A web-based VLE (Virtual Learning Environment) and MIS (Management Information System) have been developed in-house over several years and can be accessed anytime via desktop and laptop PCs as well as the Tablet PCs.
Wireless connectivity in the college buildings means that the Internet can be accessed almost anywhere without a physical connection. Occasionally the signal is weak or unreliable and access to documents can be very slow at times, but this is gradually improving. The data projectors that are installed in classrooms are not wireless, which means that the Tablet PC has to be physically connected to the data projector if all students are to be able to see the screen. 
Some laptop computers are also used by staff and by a small number of students in classroom settings, for example in science.
Participants:
At Barons Court in Hammersmith, approximately two-thirds of teaching staff have personal Tablet PCs allocated to them. The college provides technical support, and has two ILT (Information and Learning Technologies) Trainers who run an in-house IT skills programme that covers basic and advanced skills. The Head of Learning Resources works with the Director of Curriculum Technology, whose role is to bring together a number of different functions and to ensure unified developments of information systems and the VLE. Three Curriculum Advisers share good practice advice with colleagues in other Divisions.
Achievements:
The Tablet PCs are used regularly in lessons and there is evidence of a positive impact on student attendance, typically a rise of 5% in one year. It is too early to see an impact on achievement but this is being monitored and should become apparent in the future. 
Lecturers and senior managers have constant access to the college information systems and the virtual learning environment. Information is always being updated and is therefore very current. It can be shared easily in meetings. The technology alleviates the need to anticipate information needs for meetings or classroom interactions. When interviewing students or chatting to them, staff have immediate access to accurate information about their attendance and progress. 
What has worked well:
There is strong support and leadership from the management team for the use of Tablet PCs and wireless connectivity: it is a well funded priority area, and the Principal and senior managers are actively involved. 

Staff training is geared toward getting to know and use the Tablet PCs, and two levels of in-house qualifications are offered. A strong relationship between IT skills and their application in curriculum areas is being developed, and peer support is encouraged. 
What could have been done differently:
There are still some issues around the technology. Batteries have to be recharged more frequently than was at first realized - a constraint that requires staff to plan their activities accordingly. The data projectors installed at the college need to be physically connected up to the Tablet PCs, whereas a wireless connection would most likely be preferable. There are still some spots in the buildings where the wireless signal is weak and unreliable. There is also some debate as to whether the Tablet PCs would be better equipped with disk drives but this has to be balanced against cost issues and possible issues around making it easy for staff to install additional software.
Resource requirements:
The purchase of Tablet PCs and data projectors can be costly, however this must be considered in relation to the benefits that the use of this technology can bring and the achievements and new activities it can enable. Wireless networks are also cheaper to install than physical networks.

A virtual learning environment, as used at the college, captures lecturers’ subject knowledge in the form of electronic materials that can be shared and reused. This could perhaps be achieved with any computer technology, but the portability of Tablet PCs makes it easier. 
In comparison with desktop computers, it is expected that in the long term, savings will be made in computer installation and maintenance, especially when the reliability of the devices improves. Currently supporting mobile devices is more time-consuming and it is not clear whether the replacement cycle will be the same as for desktop PCs. 
Using PDAs (Personal Digital Assistants) could be one of the cheapest options, but these devices have a number of limitations in comparison with Tablet PCs.
Computer use is typically associated with photocopying savings and this is true perhaps to an even greater extent with Tablet PCs, as they are always available to hand. Printing may be reduced but may not be eliminated for some time to come, as many people still prefer a printed copy to read or as a security backup. 
The Future:

The college is continuing to develop the online ‘interactive schemes of work’ and populate them with learning materials. It has firm plans to implement a Managed Learning Environment. An in-house ‘Level 2’ ILT qualification is being developed which will help lecturers gain a better understanding of the use of Tablet PCs for teaching and learning and to move with more confidence toward e-learning. More and stronger transmitters are being installed so that eventually all college sites will have reliable wireless connectivity.
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