Learners Group

While the quality and quantity of learning materials available to students has grown, the ability to keep up with fast paced computer projected lectures, to organize information coming from multiple streams (textbooks, instructor slides, web pages, student notes), and to do so in an efficient and effective manner continues to be a challenge.  We believe that the Tablet PC has the potential to address many of these challenges.  Yet we are left with a bit of a chicken and egg problem.  Will students adopt tablets because instructors are making use of innovative educational techniques that take advantage of the Tablet PC?  Or will instructors only see value in exploring new teaching methods with the knowledge that the fruits of their labor can be experienced by all of their students?

Today relatively few students (and instructors) have Tablet PCs of their own. Cost is one obvious barrier, but others exist.  Today’s Tablet PCs are slightly slower, have smaller screens, less powerful gaming abilities, and yet are more expensive than a laptop.  Many reasons why students do not bring laptops to class persist for Tablet PCs – limited battery life, a lack of easily accessible power outlets, and poor wireless or wired network coverage.  Schools can promote the adoption of Tablet PCs in a number of ways.  Besides the obvious ability of schools to mandate that all students own Tablet PCs and bring them to class, schools can provide much needed infrastructure – network and power access, and can make deals with hardware and software vendors to help reduce costs for students and instructors.  
Having Tablet PCs in the hands of students is only one part of the equation.  Creating an educational environment that takes advantage of the Tablet PC is critical.  A first step is for schools to encourage (or mandate) the availability of course materials in electronic form by providing support and incentive to instructors to create these materials, by standardizing electronic formats of course materials (including textbooks), and by providing course management systems (i.e. Blackboard, WebCT) that make electronic materials easily accessible to students.  Something as simple as charging students for printing services in computer labs or making deals with publishers to provide cheaper and digitally enhanced versions of textbooks could ease students’ adoption of electronic course materials.  Instructors can respond to these encouragements and incentives by experimenting with innovative teaching methods and by sharing materials and techniques they develop in school-wide or world-wide electronic repositories.
Microsoft Research can aid the efforts of schools and instructors by supporting emerging digital standards in the field of textbook publishing and by becoming more involved with members of the academic community – those “in the trenches” – who are developing educational technology to take advantage of the Tablet PC platform.  A set of tools that make it easy for instructors and publishers to utilize the Tablet PC’s features, such as easily adding and removing layers of content (for student/instructor notes, for grading, for collaboration) is an example of something that would be useful.  Finally, MSR should continue to provide funding for innovative projects being developed by academics.  Projects in the educational space are more in need of this funding as faculty members are ill-rewarded for their efforts in this area in terms of promotion and tenure.
Several in our group felt that a tipping point for adoption of Tablet PCs would occur when Tablets are only $50 more than a comparable laptop.  Breaking this cost barrier would lead to a shallow adoption, where Tablet PCs end up in most students’ hands.  A truly deep adoption (one that wouldn’t be easily supplanted by a sudden drop in the cost of standard laptops) will not be achieved until instructors start making use of the Tablet PC’s features in their teaching.

While we did not settle on a single killer application that would lead to widespread adoption of the Tablet PC, it seems important that applications be integrated as naturally as possible with students’ lives.  In order for an application to drive adoption, it should be student-centered and not require large amounts of institutional or instructor support.  A more fluid usage model and the integration of digital ink, voice, and video are likely to be part of popular applications in the future.

