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Alleviating Poverty and
Education through technology

Exploring BYOD and OLPC as potential approaches

The Nobel Laureate Amartya Sen has postulated that poverty is the
greatest injustice in the world. Mostly this poverty is attributable to a
lack of development and opportunities. We may conjecture that
bridging knowledge disparities through mass education would
perhaps reduce wealth and income disparities. The idea being
explored in this opinion piece investigates whether educating the
masses (who otherwise have little access to education) through the
use of an inexpensive tablet device would bring about an equality of
opportunity. Lessons from the seminal One Laptop Per Child (OLPC)
and other similar projects are drawn and we evaluate the positivist
outcomes as well as the lessons learnt from these field studies.
Specifically: What are the positive effects of the BYOD approach to
cognitive abilities? What would be feasible teacher-technology
blends in the BYOD approach? (Does one replace the other?) Does
the BYOD approach positively impact active learning with user-
generated content? What Best Practices and Lessons Learnt may be
shared across communities? How about across countries?

As we complete the centennial of Alan Turing’s life (Nature 2012), we
seem confronted with a similar spectre of technology encroaching
human domains. Can the Internet and Tablet computers bring good
teachers and mass education to spaces in our planet where neither
exists? Sugata Mitra (2010, 2013) believes so but we are yet to
demonstrate this in a scale that will bring progress and development
to the places on earth that they are most needed.

Common concerns about the BYOD approach

The BYOD approach originates from much of the pioneering work
from the OLPC project. Subsequent efforts introduced the idea of
satisficing to develop “good enough” devices. The late Steve Jobs
believed that Tablets would inevitably replace PCs. However, his view
is by no means universally held.

Some of the often cited concerns with the BYOD approach include:

1. We can do much more for less. - for the price of tablets and wi-fi,
we could build schools, train teachers and develop local
curriculum. It is important to address the cost constraint when
implementing BYOD programs. If the cost of setting up and
maintaining tablets in schools for learning outweighs the cost of
building better infrastructure, obtaining qualified and trained
teachers, the objective of such program becomes questionable.
For example, one of the lessons learned from OLPC was that it is
important for the government to understand their needs and
their monetary limitation. It was found that spending close to
150 million USD on OLPCs is about the same amount of money
required to make Brazil 100% literate. Based on India’s census
data 2011, there are close to 260 million rural children between
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the ages 3 to 16 . To provide them with OLPC Laptops each,
which costs about 150 USD each, would be an expensive
program. Therefore, it is very essential for the government to
ensure that the BYOD program adds value to solving literacy
issues in rural areas. A balanced approach to the BYOD initiative
is needed to ensure a more successful outcome.

2. You can take a horse to water but you cannot make it drink —
even if tablets and Internet access are universal, what is the
assurance that children will learn? Arranging for and setting up a
BYOD program for a school is the easy part. The main success of
the program depends on how the children learn from these
devices. There are two main hurdles that would affect effective
learning - language limitations and the lack of assistance. English
is not the first language for the children in rural India, and most
of their family members would not be of any help with English
language. If the devices are in English, which usually are, this
might pose a serious problem. Secondly, unlike in a conventional
teaching environment, there is a much lower chance of having a
teacher to assist the students with the device. This could lead to
a slower learning process compared to the children in urban
schools. Such a situation will not support the idea of bridging the
knowledge gap essentially. There is also a fear of access to
undesirable information on the web, if not closely monitored. It is
accounted that children in a school at Abuja, Nigeria, who were
given OLPC laptops from a US aid organization, found a way
around to explore pornographic content on the internet. Easy
access to internet not only serves as a way for the children to
learn from the wealth of good knowledge available, but also can
lead to some undesirable results .

3. A fool with a tool is still a fool - tablets and the Internet without
a conducive learning environments, will not leave users better off,
as empirical studies have suggested. In a research on bridging
the digital divide in Asiq, the first author formulated a 3-pillar
model - “Infrastructure”, “Access to information and knowledge”
and “Capability and confidence building”. While the provision of
infrastructure and accessibility might be easy, it is not sufficient
to create a conducive learning environment that builds the
learners’ capability and confidence. A need for a structured
educational program and curriculum assists a lot in this process.
However, whether the BYOD approach can be structured, is
questionable.

4. Isn’t what's good for the goose also supposed to be good for the
gander? US experience shows us that too much new media
disrupts social cohesion, especially within the family (Common
Sense Media). With the growing exposure to technological
gadgets, urban children are a victim of several criticisms. There is
a growing concern that BYOD approach can bring about the
same negative effects on rural children when they are exposed to
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similar type of technology. Some concerns with the children
using technological gadgets include :

A Tendency to become self-focused and lacking the ability to
collaborate. Professor Clifford Nass at Stanford University
found that people who are addicted to the new media fail
to learn how to talk and socialize with people face-to-face,
and usually resort to texting instead of having any direct
conversations.

A Lack of security/parental control in what the children can
access.

A Lack of exercise - Children are so pre-occupied with games
and activities in tablets and gadgets that they don't find
the idea of playing outside fascinating. They tend to stay
indoors playing with these gadgets.

A Addiction - These gadgets and the applications are
addictive in nature, but usually for the wrong reasons.

A Health/Mental issues - Shortened attention span (when they
jump from one game application to another) can affect
their social life. Professor Clifford Nass at Stanford
University found that average college students use three
media sources at the same time and 25% of them usually
use four or more. This research indicates that this type of
multitasking “impedes the ability to focus on relevant
information or pay attention”.

It is questionable if the same effects will be seen of rural
children, but BYOD programs should address these concerns and
ensure the focus of the program is purely focused on learning
and education.

5. Does it even work in the first place? — Standardised testing has

not shown the efficacy of the BYOD or replace-the-teacher model.

With technology it is now possible for students to access
knowledge at a minimal cost compared to an on-campus
education, with websites and applications such as Coursera,
Udacity, iTunes Uni, Khan Academy. However, such online
courses cannot replace diplomas and degrees. Standardised
testing of knowledge through examinations will have to prove
that BYOD-dependent education can meet the standards
required. Teachers play an important role in a child’s education.
They instil values in the students, provide them with guidance in
many ways and they also create a conducive learning
environment. To replace teachers with gadgets is extremely
questionable and at the same time a huge risk to take on a
child’s education. Also, in order to close the knowledge gap
between urban and rural children, replacing teachers is not the
way to go. Schools in urban areas of India have a lot of qualified
teachers.

For each of the above five often-mentioned concerns, there is
sufficient reason to believe that such dystopian positions are not
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altogether valid. In other words, without being overly positive and
optimistic, there is a position of technological determinism that
suggests that the BYOD approach is neither good nor evil per se. It’s
how it is implemented, and why, that determines its success or failure
in the field. Here are the respective counter-arguments.

1.

3.

The reality is that schools are not being built and teachers
motivated in sufficient numbers. It is important to consider the
reality of the situation in rural parts of India. Building of schools
and assigning well trained teaching resources in these areas is
not an easy task and the situation does not seem to be changing
much. Economic and political factors most of time hinder such
initiatives. Increasingly, there is an over reliance on charity and
volunteer organisations. With limited funds and even more
limited resources, these organisations depend a lot on donated
technologies such as tablets, laptops to see some progress.
Teaching resources are getting scarce in the rural environment,
because most teachers prefer urban schools for better career
prospects and greener pastures. The best teaching resources are
not going to places where they are needed the most.
Unfortunately, that is the reality of the situation. The BYOD
approach would assist to a certain level in filling in the
knowledge gap with these limitations in light. However, few
measures must be undertaken to fully utilise the advantages
these technologies can bring about. Few of the aspects to
consider are:

A Creating a curriculum based BYOD program

A Engaging teachers/tutors from all over the world to explain
and teach concepts to students online. For example, in one
of his experiments on educations using PCs, Sugata Mitra
organised “Live” video chats between teachers around the
world with the students.

A Customizing the content of the tablets based on age and
academic level of the student Education researchers have
repeatedly confirmed the presence of a “dopamine squirt”
that may be created with gamification (for example).

This may be true and hence we must address the more poignant
question — how do we provide mass education efficiently and
effectively? Surely there must be a role for “good enough” ICT.
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