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J ust 81km from Mumbai,
VastishalaKhairat-Dangarvada
schoolisnotverydifferentfrom
mostprimaryschools inIndia.
Theone-roomschoolhasasingle
teacher. Apaintedblackstripon

themudwallservesasablackboard. Chil-
dren, tillthefourthstandard, attendclass-
esinthesamedimlylitclassroomwiththe
same teacher.
Onesmalldifferencemakesthisschool

special, not just in Indiabut theworld
over. Eachof the20childreninthisschool
hasgotagreen-and-whitelaptop, nobig-
gerthananoversizedlunchbox. Withthe
laptops� calledXO� children learn
theirlessonsalmostbythemselves, oblivi-
oustowhatisgoingaroundthemandeven
towhattheteacherissayingordoing.
The teacher, Sandip Surve, doesn�t

mindbecausesomeof thechildrenhave
indeedpickedup�XOing� skillsmuchbet-
terthanhim. SaysSurve, �XOhassolved
problemslikeabsenteeism. Nowchildren
relishcomingtoschooleveryday.�
The children, however, aren�t even

awarethattheyhavebeenparticipatingin
an ambitious global education experi-
mentcalledOneLaptopPerChild(OLPC).
TheprojecthaditsgenesisattheMassa-
chusettsInstituteof Technology(MIT)in
theUSfourdecadesago. XOrepresentsa
learningtheoryproposedbySeymourPa-
pertwhohadworkedwiththeeducational
theorist, JeanPiaget. InspiredbyPiaget�s
work, Papertdevelopedthetheoryof con-
structionism, whichproposesthatchil-
drenlearnmosteffectivelywhenthey
aredoingthingsratherthanwhenthey
arejustsittingandlistening. LaterPa-
pert�scolleagueNicholasNegroponte,
co-founderof MIT�sMediaLab, be-
cameanardentbelieverof thisseem-
inglyutopianidea. Throughaseries
of experiments, Negroponteandhis
teamzeroedinonthecomputeras
thekeytoenlighteningpoorchil-
drenacrosstheworld.
�XOisnotjustacomputerbut

aneducationaltoolmeantfor
collaborative, andself-em-
poweredlearning,� says
SatishJha, President&

CEO, OLPC
India. Acc-
ordingtohim,

XOshavebeende-
visedkeepingpoorkidsin

mind. The laptop consumes
littlepower, hasgotascreenvisi-

bleinsunlight, isresistanttodamage
andcanbepoweredbysolarenergyor
electricity generated by a hand crank.
�Theentirecoursecontentof primary
schoolscanbefittedinit. Kidswon�tneed
anybooks, bagsorevenaschoolbuild-
ing,� saysJha. To enable collaborative
learning among children, XOs are
equippedwithanovelmeshnetworkthat
makeseachlaptopcapableof talkingtoits
neighbours.Withbroadbandconnectivity
themeshworksevenbetter.�
Thelaptopsaresponsoredbyindivid-

ualdonors, companies,non-governmental

organisations, international funding
agenciesandschools.
XO�ssoftwareisalsounique. Itispre-

loadedwithvarious�opensource� orfree
softwareandsupportsmostoperatingsys-
tems. ItalsohasWikipedia, andaprogram
calledSqueakE-toy� inspiredbyapro-
gramminglanguageinnovatedbyPapert
forchildren� whichhelpskidsvisualise,
simulate and create projects based on
theirlessons. Accordingtoitscreatorsat
OLPC, its central concept is �play� it
makeschildrenexploreinsteadof being
force-fedinformation�.
HowisitworkingintheIndianpilot

study?SaysJha, �TheKhairatchildren
havealreadycruisedaheadof thosethat
learntwithoutXOs. Evenasix-yearold
canwriteinMarathiandEnglish. They
canworkwithvideosanduseWikipedia
for their curriculum.� Pilot studies in
Nigeria, Brazil, Peru, Cambodiaandeven
Nepalshowsimilarresults.
Sofarsogood. Butistheprogramme

reallyfeasibleinhundredsof thousands
of threadbareprimaryschoolsacrossthe
country?Notwithstandingthesuccessof
OLPCinthepoorestsetting, scepticism
abounds. AtopbureaucratinIndia�sedu-
cationministryfamouslybrushedaside
theprojectas�pedagogicallysuspect� and
describedXOasmerelya�fancytool�. Says
KumarRana, aseniorresearchassociate
atPratichiTrust, acharitabletrustpro-
motedbyeconomistAmartyaSen, which
conductsresearchinprimaryeducation
andhealthinIndia, �Theconceptiswon-
derfulintheoryforitspotentialtobridge
thedigitaldivideamongpeople. But it
doesn�t seem to be feasible in practice
whenthereissolittleinfrastructurein
primaryschoolsinWestBengal, Jhark-
handorOrissa.�
Otherscontendthattheeconomicsof

providingalaptoptoeverychildisdaunt-
ing. StephenDukker, CEOof Ncomput-
ing, thelowcostcomputercompany,wrote
intechnologymagazineZDNet, �Given
theeconomicrealitiesinthedeveloping
world, $200(Rs10,000)computerscannot
generatetheprofitessentialforthecre-

ationof a robust ITecosystem,
whichisessentialtoensuresuc-
cessfuldeployment, ongoingop-
erationandmaintenance.� Inci-
dentally, Dukker isnow indis-
cussionswiththeIndiangovern-
menttointroducehissmalldesk-

topsinprimaryschools.
Suchscepticismisjustthetipof the

icebergof hurdlesthattheOLPCproject
faces. BecausetheXOcostsjustaroundRs
9,500� thenextversion (XO2), set for
launchnextmonth, isgoingtocosteven
less(Rs4,000)� ithasirkedbigcomputer
companies. Thesecompanies, whichhave
beensellingexorbitantlypricedlaptops
loadedwithextravaganttools(alsocalled
�bloatware�), areinamadrushtolaunch
cheapmachineswhicharedescribedas
learningtools.
Jha ripostes thatDukker is talking

about the economics of running abus
whenOLPCisakintoabicycleasanap-
propriatemeansof transportinvillages.
empoweringeveryone. Healsosaysthat
thepilotprojecthasshownthatXOworks
even in situationswithminimal infra-
structure.
As thedebate rages, two things are

clear. First, OLPChasmadelaptopssome-
whataffordableforthemasses. Second,
theXOpilotprojectcouldhavefar-reach-
ingsignificanceforprimaryeducationin
India.

Y ouhavetosendanim-
portante-mailfromof-
fice only to find that
thee-mailaddressisin

yourhomePC. Itisnotevenin
yoursmartmobilephoneoron
yourYahooorGmailaccount.
Most people have different

sets of contacts on their cell
phone, ontheircompanye-mail,
andatotallydifferentsetonthe
home PC or thewebmail they
use. Thisleadstoalotof confu-
sionandwasteof time.
The solution to this is syn-

chronisation, one of themost
under-utilisedfunctionsof any
mobilephoneorcomputer. That
meanskeepingfiles, phonenum-
bersande-mailaddressesonsep-
arate devices like yourmobile

phoneandPCsuptodatewith
eachother. Thisalsoservesasa
backup if any of yourdevices
fails.
IhaveaMacathome, aPCat

work, andaniPhone. Ikeepthem
all in sync with Apple�s Mo-
bileMe. My e-mails, contacts,
bookmarksandcalendarstaythe
samewhereverIcheckthem, no
matterwhat device Iuse. Any
changeImakeonanyof thede-
vicesisreflectedonallof them,
thankstothisconceptof �cloud
computing� where data are
storedontheInternet.
ForthisluxuryIpayRs4,500a

year. Thereisa60-daytrialperi-
od. Isuggestthatyougiveitatry.
Yougetyourowne-mailaddress
with10GBof storageformails.
Thenyougetanother10GBon
iDisk. Hereyoucansetupyour
ownwebsite, sharepicturesand
documentswithyourfriendsand
alsogivethempermissiontoup-
loadpicturestoyourgalleryor
edityourdocuments.
MobileMe(www.me.com)wo-

rkswithWindowsPCsaswellas

withMac. SettingupMobileMe
tosyncwithyourPCissimple.
Ensureyouhavethelatestver-
sionof iTunesandtheninstall
the MobileMe Control Panel.
Downloadthisfromhttp://sup-
port.apple.com/downloads/Mo-
bileMe_Control_Panel_1_2__for_
Windows_&locale=en_AP. Sign
inwithyourMobileMemember
nameandpasswordandallyour
settingsarerightthere.

Carrierbackup
All cellphone users should

keepabackupof theircontacts,
atleastonthecomputer. Somedo
itwiththesoftwarethatcomes
with the phone, while others
don�tdoitatall. Thatisstupid.
Youdon�twanttoloseyourcon-
tactsif yourphoneislost. Isn�tit
anightmareif youhavetokeyin
600pluscontactsonanewphone?
Thereareotherpaidoptions

to keep a backup. All mobile
phonecarriers, Airtel, Vodafone
orCellone, haveaphonebackup
service. Chargesmayvary. Cel-
lone�s backup service costs
aroundRs30amonth. Toenrol
for the Cellone backup you�ll
have to send an SMS SUB to
56989. ForAirtelandVodafone
callthecustomerserviceanden-
quireabouttheirbackupoptions.

Freeservice
Forthoseof youwhomaynot

wanttopayforasynchronisation
service, Iwasonthelookoutfora
freeone. IstumbleduponSoocial,
awebservicethatkeepsyourad-
dressbooksonallyourPCs, the
webmail services that you use
and the contacts on your cell-
phoneinoneplace.
Settingupanaccountiseasy.

Signupasanewuser. You�llbe
sentaconfirmatione-mailtover-
ifyyouraddress. Youcanlogin
aftertheverification.
Next, followthesesteps.Make

sureGPRS is enabled on your
mobilephone. Thereisanoption
Add Phone. Choose the phone
modelandyourcountry. You�ll
getstuckhere. Indiaisnotonthe
list. Don�tgethassled. Justfind
Synchronisationinthesettings
of yourphoneandfillitupmanu-
ally. Mostphoneshavethisset-
ting. If youcannotfinditlookfor
SyncML. Createanewaccount
andcallitSoocial. Thendothe
following:
1.Server: sync.soocial.com
2.Username: yourSoocialuser-
name

3.Password: yourSoocialpass-
word

4.Port: 80
5.Settoincludecontactssyn-
chronisation
Otherfieldsdon�tmatter, but

makesureyourphone�sInternet
connectionisworkingproperly.
NextaddGmail followedby

Outlookand if youownaMac
addthattoo. Nowallyourcon-
tacts are in one place. Any
changeanywherewillbereflect-
edthroughoutyourotherdevices
� forfree.

Sync your tech
tools

Send in your computer-related problems to askdoss@abpmail.com.
The solutions will appear soon.
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Screenshotsof Soocial
and(top)MobileMe

Q:Myparentsdidnotwantmetostudyengineering, asIamanonly
childandagirl. Theiroldfashionedidea
wasthatIshouldgetabachelorsdegree
andgetmarried. IfinishedmyBEand
wasrecruitedoncampus.Unfortunately,
thecompanyhasbeenpostponingmy
joining.NowIfeelImaynevergetthe
job. Ifeellethargic, amputtingonweight
andsleepallday.

A:Perhapsafeelingof beingoutofcontrolanduncertaintyaboutyour
professional future has caused this
changeinyourpersonality. Itisunsettling
anddepressing. Trytoestablisharoutine
eventhoughatpresentyoudonotneedto.
Getupinthemorning, jogfor40minutes,
dosomegroundexercisesandkeepaneye
onyourdiet. Joinacoursethatwillen-
hanceyourskills. If youarestillworried,
check your haemoglobin and thyroid
functionstoseeif yoursymptomsaredue
tosomecorrectableextrinsiccauselike
anaemiaorthyroidmalfunction.

Irregular periods

Q: Ihaveirregularperiodswhichappearembarrass-
inglyunscheduled. Iamnow23
yearsoldandmyparentsare
lookingfora�suitablealliance�.
Theyareconvincedthat�every-
thingwillbealrightaftermar-
riage�butIamnot.
Willpregnancybea
problem?

A:Yourbodywon�tchangeandstart
behaving differently
just because you are

married. Itisbettertoinvestigatetherea-
sonsforyourirregularperiodsbeforeyou
proceedwithan�alliance�. Thedoctor
willprobablydoanultrasoundscanof
youruterusandovariesandsuggestblood
teststocheckyourhormonelevels. The
causeof theirregularitycanusuallybe
treated. Itisbettertoknowandbeaware
ratherthanproceedblindlywiththesur-
misethat�everythingwillbealrightafter
marriage�.

Nosex

Q: Iwasrecentlydiagnosedasbeingdiabeticandhypertensive.NowI
amfacingerectileproblemandtheprob-
lemof prematureejaculation.Canthese
becured?

A:Thisproblemcanoccurinpeoplewithdiabetesandhypertension. It
isduetoaneuropathyornervedysfunc-
tion. Itcangetaggravatedif thediabetes
isuncontrolledandalsobysomemedi-
cations prescribed for hypertension.
Youneedtocontrolyourbloodsugarwell

andinformyourphysicianabout
thisproblemsothatsuitableal-
terations can be made in the
medication.

Smallhead

Q:Mychildhasaverysmallhead
andisalsonotdevelop-
ingnormally. Thedoc-
torsaidthisis�micro-
cephaly�. Sheisthree
yearsoldandhasstiff
limbs. Shespeaksonly

afewwordsandhasseizures.Willthis
recurinthenextpregnancy?

A:Microcephaly can be present atbirthoritmaydevelopinthefirst
fewyearsof life. Itoccursduetointerfer-
encewiththegrowthof thebrainduring
theearlymonthsof developmentinthe
uterus. Itcanbegenetic, oroccurbecause
themotherunfortunatelydevelopsanin-
fection with cytomegalovirus, rubella
(Germanmeasles)orvaricella(chicken
pox)virus.
If thereareotheraffectedfamilymem-

bers, orif youaremarriedtoacloserela-
tive, the likelihood of recurrence is
greater. Immunisationsagainstvaricella

andrubellaareavailable. Folicacidsup-
plements(5mgaday)startedevenbefore
pregnancyoccursandcontinuedforthe
firstfivemonthsof conceptionalsohelps
normalbraindevelopment.

Thumpingheadache

Q: Idevelopasevereheadacheononesideof theheadwheneverIhavea
coldandthenIcannot
concentrate.

A:Yournosemaybe blocked be-
causeof thedischarge
causedbythecold. Try
putting saline nose
dropsintoeachnostril
with the head tilted
back and then take
steam inhalations.
Avoidvaporisingmos-
quitorepellents(avail-
ableasmatscoilsand
liquids)orroomfresh-
enerswhichaggravate
the problem. If the
headachestillpersists
try taking paracete-
mol and an over the
counterantihistamine
likenon-sedatinglevo-
cetrizine.

DrGitaMathaiisa
paediatricianwitha
familypracticeatVel-
lore.Questionson

healthissuesmaybe
emailedtoherat
yourhealthgm-
@yahoo.co.inDR GITA MATHAI
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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

JOBLESSANDLETHARGIC

TheXOcanevenbe
poweredmanuallyby
windinguptheyellow
handcranktorun

aninternalgenerator;
(inset)childreninKhairatschool


