ust 8lkm from Mumbai,

Vastishala Khairat-Dangarvada

school is not very different from

most primary schools in India.

The one-room school has a single

teacher. A painted black strip on
the mud wall serves as a blackboard. Chil-
dren, till the fourth standard, attend class-
esinthe same dimlylit classroom with the
same teacher.

One small difference makes this school
special, not just in India but the world
over. Each of the 20 children in this school
has got a green-and-white laptop, no big-
ger than an oversized lunchbox. With the
laptops — called XO — children learn
their lessons almost by themselves, oblivi-
ous to what is going around them and even
to what the teacher is saying or doing.

The teacher, Sandip Surve, doesn’t
mind because some of the children have
indeed picked up ‘XOing’ skills much bet-
ter than him. Says Surve, “XO has solved
problems like absenteeism. Now children
relish coming to school every day.”

The children, however, aren’t even
aware that they have been participating in
an ambitious global education experi-
ment called One Laptop Per Child (OLPC).
The project had its genesis at the Massa-
chusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) in
the US four decades ago. XO represents a
learning theory proposed by Seymour Pa-
pert who had worked with the educational
theorist, Jean Piaget. Inspired by Piaget’s
work, Papert developed the theory of con-
structionism, which proposes that chil-
dren learn most effectively when they
are doing things rather than when they
are just sitting and listening. Later Pa-
pert’s colleague Nicholas Negroponte,
co-founder of MIT’s Media Lab, be-
came an ardent believer of this seem-
ingly utopian idea. Through a series
of experiments, Negroponte and his
team zeroed in on the computer as
the key to enlightening poor chil-
dren across the world.

“XO0 is not just a computer but
an educational tool meant for
collaborative, and self-em-
powered learning,” says
Satish Jha, President &

-
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The One Laptop Per Child scheme aims at
revolutionising education among the poor. But is
it feasible in India, asks Prasun Chaudhuri
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The XO can even be

powered manually by

winding up the yellow

hand crank to run

an internal generator;

(inset) children in Khairat school

CEO, OLPC
India. Acc-
ording to him,
XOs have been de-
vised keeping poor kids in
mind. The laptop consumes
little power, has got a screen visi-
ble in sunlight, is resistant to damage
and can be powered by solar energy or
electricity generated by a hand crank.
“The entire course content of primary
schools can be fitted in it. Kids won’t need
any books, bags or even a school build-
ing,” says Jha. To enable collaborative
learning among children, XOs are
equipped with a novel mesh network that
makes each laptop capable of talking to its
neighbours. With broadband connectivity
the mesh works even better.”
The laptops are sponsored by individ-
ual donors, companies, non-governmental

organisations, international funding
agencies and schools.

XO’s software is also unique. It is pre-
loaded with various ‘open source’ or free
software and supports most operating sys-
tems. It also has Wikipedia, and a program
called Squeak E-toy — inspired by a pro-
gramming language innovated by Papert
for children — which helps kids visualise,
simulate and create projects based on
their lessons. According to its creators at
OLPC, its central concept is ‘play... it
makes children explore instead of being
force-fed information’.

How is it working in the Indian pilot
study? Says Jha, “The Khairat children
have already cruised ahead of those that
learnt without XOs. Even a six-year old
can write in Marathi and English. They
can work with videos and use Wikipedia
for their curriculum.” Pilot studies in
Nigeria, Brazil, Peru, Cambodia and even
Nepal show similar results.

So far so good. But is the programme
really feasible in hundreds of thousands
of threadbare primary schools across the
country? Notwithstanding the success of
OLPC in the poorest setting, scepticism
abounds. A top bureaucrat in India’s edu-
cation ministry famously brushed aside
the project as ‘pedagogically suspect’ and
described XO as merely a ‘fancy tool’. Says
Kumar Rana, a senior research associate
at Pratichi Trust, a charitable trust pro-
moted by economist Amartya Sen, which
conducts research in primary education
and health in India, “The concept is won-
derful in theory for its potential to bridge
the digital divide among people. But it
doesn’t seem to be feasible in practice
when there is so little infrastructure in
primary schools in West Bengal, Jhark-
hand or Orissa.”

Others contend that the economics of
providing a laptop to every child is daunt-
ing. Stephen Dukker, CEO of Ncomput-
ing, the low cost computer company, wrote
in technology magazine ZD Net, “Given
the economic realities in the developing
world, $200 (Rs 10,000) computers cannot

generate the profit essential for the cre-
ation of a robust IT ecosystem,
which is essential to ensure suc-
cessful deployment, ongoing op-
eration and maintenance.” Inci-
dentally, Dukker is now in dis-
cussions with the Indian govern-
ment to introduce his small desk-
tops in primary schools.
Such scepticism is just the tip of the
iceberg of hurdles that the OLPC project
faces. Because the XO costs just around Rs
9,500 — the next version (X02), set for
launch next month, is going to cost even
less (Rs 4,000) — it has irked big computer
companies. These companies, which have
been selling exorbitantly priced laptops
loaded with extravagant tools (also called
‘bloatware’), are in a mad rush to launch
cheap machines which are described as
learning tools.

Jha ripostes that Dukker is talking
about the economics of running a bus
when OLPC is akin to a bicycle as an ap-
propriate means of transport in villages.
empowering everyone. He also says that
the pilot project has shown that XO works
even in situations with minimal infra-
structure.

As the debate rages, two things are
clear. First, OLPC has made laptops some-
what affordable for the masses. Second,
the XO pilot project could have far-reach-
ing significance for primary education in
India.

JOBLES

= study engineering, as I am an only

d and a girl. Their old fashioned idea
was that I should get a bachelors degree
and get married. I finished my BE and
was recruited on campus. Unfortunately,
the company has been postponing my
joining. Now I feel I may never get the
job. I feel lethargic, am putting on weight
and sleep all day.

g = My parents did not want me to
c

A . Perhaps a feeling of being out of

= control and uncertainty about your
professional future has caused this
change in your personality. It is unsettling
and depressing. Try to establish a routine
even though at present you do not need to.
Get up in the morning, jog for 40 minutes,
do some ground exercises and keep an eye
on your diet. Join a course that will en-
hance your skills. If you are still worried,
check your haemoglobin and thyroid
functions to see if your symptoms are due
to some correctable extrinsic cause like
anaemia or thyroid malfunction.

Irregular periods

= which appear embarrass-
y unscheduled. I am now 23

years old and my parents are
looking for a “suitable alliance”.
They are convinced that “every-
thing will be alright after mar-
riage” but I am not.
Will pregnancy be a
problem?

= I'have irregular periods
i%

A « Your body won’t
= change and start

married. It is better to investigate the rea-
sons for your irregular periods before you
proceed with an “alliance”. The doctor
will probably do an ultrasound scan of
your uterus and ovaries and suggest blood
tests to check your hormone levels. The
cause of the irregularity can usually be
treated. It is better to know and be aware
rather than proceed blindly with the sur-
mise that “everything will be alright after
marriage”.

No sex

= I'was recently diagnosed as being

= diabetic and hypertensive. Now I
am facing erectile problem and the prob-
lem of premature ejaculation. Can these
be cured?

A . This problem can occur in people
= with diabetes and hypertension. It
is due to a neuropathy or nerve dysfunc-
tion. It can get aggravated if the diabetes
is uncontrolled and also by some medi-
cations prescribed for hypertension.
You need to control your blood sugar well
and inform your physician about
this problem so that suitable al-
terations can be made in the
medication.

Small head

= My child has a
q = very small head
and is also not develop-
ing normally. The doc-
tor said this is “micro-
cephaly”. She is three

behaving differently
just because you are

DR GITA MATHAI

years old and has stiff
limbs. She speaks only

a few words and has seizures. Will this
recur in the next pregnancy?

A . Microcephaly can be present at
= birth or it may develop in the first
few years of life. It occurs due to interfer-
ence with the growth of the brain during
the early months of development in the
uterus. It can be genetic, or occur because
the mother unfortunately develops an in-
fection with cytomegalovirus, rubella
(German measles) or varicella (chicken
pox) virus.

If there are other affected family mem-
bers, or if you are married to a close rela-
tive, the likelihood of recurrence is
greater. Inmunisations against varicella
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and rubella are available. Folic acid sup-
plements (5 mg a day) started even before
pregnancy occurs and continued for the
first five months of conception also helps
normal brain development.

Thumping headache

= side of the head whenever I have a
old and then I cannot
concentrate.

Q = I develop a severe headache on one
c

. Your nose may

= be blocked be-
cause of the discharge
caused by the cold. Try
putting saline nose
drops into each nostril
with the head tilted
back and then take
steam  inhalations.
Avoid vaporising mos-
quito repellents (avail-
able as mats coils and
liquids) or room fresh-
eners which aggravate
the problem. If the
headache still persists
try taking paracete-
mol and an over the
counter antihistamine
like non-sedating levo-
cetrizine.

Dr Gita Mathaiisa
paediatrician with a
family practice at Vel-
lore. Questions on
health issues may be
emailed to her at
yourhealthgm-
@yahoo.co.in
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Sync your tech
tools

ou have to send an im-
portant e-mail from of-
fice only to find that
the e-mail address is in
your home PC. It is not even in
your smart mobile phone or on
your Yahoo or Gmail account.

Most people have different
sets of contacts on their cell
phone, on their company e-mail,
and a totally different set on the
home PC or the webmail they
use. This leads to a lot of confu-
sion and waste of time.

The solution to this is syn-
chronisation, one of the most
under-utilised functions of any
mobile phone or computer. That
means keeping files, phone num-
bers and e-mail addresses on sep-
arate devices like your mobile

Screenshots of Soocial
and (top) MobileMe

phone and PCs up to date with
each other. This also serves as a
backup if any of your devices
fails.

I have a Mac at home, a PC at
work, and an iPhone. I keep them
all in sync with Apple’s Mo-
bileMe. My e-mails, contacts,
bookmarks and calendar stay the
same wherever I check them, no
matter what device I use. Any
change I make on any of the de-
vices is reflected on all of them,
thanks to this concept of “cloud
computing” where data are
stored on the Internet.

For this luxury I pay Rs 4,500 a
year. There is a 60-day trial peri-
od. I suggest that you give it a try.
You get your own e-mail address
with 10 GB of storage for mails.
Then you get another 10 GB on
iDisk. Here you can set up your
own website, share pictures and
documents with your friends and
also give them permission to up-
load pictures to your gallery or
edit your documents.

MobileMe (www.me.com) wo-
rks with Windows PCs as well as

with Mac. Setting up MobileMe
to sync with your PC is simple.
Ensure you have the latest ver-
sion of iTunes and then install
the MobileMe Control Panel.
Download this from http.//sup-
port.apple.com/downloads/Mo-
bileMe_Control_Panel_1_2_ for_
Windows_&locale=en_AP. Sign
in with your MobileMe member
name and password and all your
settings are right there.

Carrier backup

All cellphone users should
keep a backup of their contacts,
at least on the computer. Some do
it with the software that comes
with the phone, while others
don’t do it at all. That is stupid.
You don’t want to lose your con-
tacts if your phone is lost. Isn’t it
anightmare if you have to key in
600 plus contacts on anew phone?

There are other paid options
to keep a backup. All mobile
phone carriers, Airtel, Vodafone
or Cellone, have a phone backup
service. Charges may vary. Cel-
lone’s backup service costs
around Rs 30 a month. To enrol
for the Cellone backup you’ll
have to send an SMS SUB to
56989. For Airtel and Vodafone
call the customer service and en-
quire about their backup options.

Free service

For those of you who may not
want to pay for a synchronisation
service, I was on the lookout for a
free one. I stumbled upon Soocial,
a web service that keeps your ad-
dress books on all your PCs, the
webmail services that you use
and the contacts on your cell-
phone in one place.

Setting up an account is easy.
Sign up as a new user. You’ll be
sent a confirmation e-mail to ver-
ify your address. You can log in
after the verification.

Next, follow these steps. Make
sure GPRS is enabled on your
mobile phone. There is an option
Add Phone. Choose the phone
model and your country. You’ll
get stuck here. India is not on the
list. Don’t get hassled. Just find
Synchronisation in the settings
of your phone and fill it up manu-
ally. Most phones have this set-
ting. If you cannot find it look for
SyncML. Create a new account
and call it Soocial. Then do the
following:

1. Server: sync.soocial.com

2. Username: your Soocial user-
name

3. Password: your Soocial pass-
word

4. Port: 80

5. Set to include contacts syn-
chronisation

Other fields don’t matter, but
make sure your phone’s Internet
connection is working properly.

Next add Gmail followed by
Outlook and if you own a Mac
add that too. Now all your con-
tacts are in one place. Any
change anywhere will be reflect-
ed throughout your other devices
— for free.

Send in your computer-related problems to askdoss@abpmail.com.
The solutions will appear soon.




