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The prevalent motto for the computer age in schools has been a computer for every child. But how have the “machines” served the purpose of classroom instruction and educational achievement in your school district? Schools, more than ever, are being asked to go well beyond thinking about number of computers and a “laptop for every child” to ensuring that computer technology is embedded in school instruction and absolutely linked to student learning and achievement. It will mean less bragging about computer-to-student ratios and more scrutiny on exactly what your computers are doing for your students and staff. The role for computers in school management, curriculum planning, instructional delivery, assessment, and school communication is becoming more critical than ever.

The No Child Behind Act emphasizes the full integration of technology into teaching and learning in order to boost student achievement. Furthermore, the Act’s demands for accountability, annual testing, and documentation of progress will mean much more in the way of computerized assessment tools and real-time data collection since schools that wait for test results do so at their peril. The establishment of block grants under the law means broad latitude in the funding of technology. Yet despite all of the talk of technology’s importance, guess what? If you are like many districts, you may have less money to devote to hardware.

So, in this environment, how can you ensure that your district is making the best decisions about hardware and getting the right mix of devices, whether they are desktops, laptops, handheld devices, or mobile computer labs? What does each do best, and where do they come up short? How do you compare costs in order to maximize your budget dollars for hardware?

Here the rules of thumb, common pitfalls, and the trends that will help you achieve results:

1. As simple as it may sound, consider what the computer will be used for before deciding on what type of hardware, be it desktop, laptop, handheld computer, or thin-client device. “It always comes back to the same thing. You need to figure out what your problem is before you buy a solution, says Brenda Barker, chief technology office of Wake County Public Schools in North Carolina. “You need to figure out what it is you want to accomplish.” Be sure that curriculum needs and objectives drive the use of technology, not that technology drives the curriculum.

2. Be sure that computer hardware is an integral part of your long-range technology plan to ensure that the hardware your district purchases or leases will be maximized. 

3. Never be fooled by the initial price tag of hardware. Consider the Total Cost of Ownership (TCO). TCO involves all of the costs related to getting computers and networks up and keeping them running. Such costs include professional development, support, connectivity, replacement costs, and retrofitting. “When we buy hardware, we ask ourselves what can we do in the purchase upfront so that we minimize the cost of owning it,” says Bob Moore, co-executive director of Information Technology Services of Blue Valley School District in Overland Park, Kansas, and a national educational technology expert.

4. Be sure that your measurement of the total cost of computer hardware considers not only the lifespan of a machine but also how much it is used on a daily basis.  Steve Finch, chief technology officer of Oklahoma City Public School District, says that far too few school districts assess how “productive” a computer really is in their determination of its total cost. They do not look at the Total Cost of Operation. “My way of looking at it is not the norm. It’s the kind of analysis that a business would use in terms of benefits and cost of production,” Finch says. “It’s a change in the thought paradigm.” Looking at the computer’s “productivity” means considering exactly how much the computer is in use during each day and factoring this in. Six periods? Three periods? This makes a huge different in analyzing cost versus benefit. The total cost of operation figures in everything that makes the computer work in the classroom, including not just the machine but special furniture, any fixed wiring, etc. 
5. Standardize your choice of brands and models. Pick standards and devise benchmark specs about components, processing speed, memory, etc., and stay with them, within the various types of hardware (meaning within lines of desktops or laptops). Jumping from model to model and changing specifications haphazardly can inflate the Total Cost of Ownership in categories such as support and training. If you choose a particular line of devices, are the components going to remain pretty much the same for a period of at least 18 months or so?

6. Put as much into the computer upfront as you can, money permitting. Moore calls it putting enough “horsepower” upfront, meaning processing speed and memory. If you are planning for the desktop to have a life cycle of five years, for instance, you do not want to have to perform upgrades in that time. Every time a district upgrades, it costs money.

7. Make your hardware cost as predictable as possible at the time when you buy or lease the machine. With the right contract and plan, you should be able to know exactly how much that computer will cost you for its planned lifespan. An important part of this approach is to have strong warranties. Moore says that his district gets five-year, on-site warranties on computer equipment such as desktops; this allows the district to predict its service costs at the time of purchase. In Plano, Texas, a district that is a national technology leader, schools get a five-year, 24-hour service turnaround warranty on computer equipment.

8. Take a look at the use of handheld devices, which are showing a lot of promise, both for instruction and assessment in schools. They will be the hot devices over the next year or two, and leading-edge districts are looking very closely at their potential. Keep in mind that such research is in the early stages. Expect much more experimentation and in-depth studies, including those that measure results when compared with control groups that do not use handheld devices, to assess the potential long-term uses and impact of handheld devices. 

9. Decide if you want to be an “R&D” (research and development) school, meaning one of the schools that are assuming the risks of pilot projects involving computer hardware and applications. If you do take part in a pilot project, know that while it can pay off in positive results, be prepared, both in time and money. “You should consider having more money available that they tell you it’s going to cost,” says Alan McCloud, assistant superintendent for technology and information services in Batavia, Illinois, Schools, about participation in a company’s pilot programs. “I would also suggest that you have a backup plan. Can you afford to ride the pilot (program) out for a full year if it doesn’t work? Can you work it out if you have to abandon it at the end of the year for some reason?”
Now that we’ve looked at some of the basic considerations and trends, we will examine the various devices in the Products section.

