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Introduction

It is estimated that today 95% of young people own some form of mobile technology. This may be a mobile phone, a handheld gaming device, an MP3 player or a combination of all three. It is a technology aimed at young people, that young people know, and that has become a ubiquitous part of their lives, used to communicate, create, record and share.

In general, such devices are banned in schools, but there is now a rapidly increasing interest in the potential of using handheld technologies in education. Various different pilots around the country have looked at the use of different devices, and the data collected from these trials has shown that the use of handheld technologies as a teaching and learning tool has been effective in raising achievement.

This project looks at the potential of using handheld gaming devices in a Special Needs school in Hertfordshire.
Project Aim

To assess the utility of a handheld technology on personalised learning across the curriculum, with students who have moderate learning difficulties and in some cases emotional and behavioural difficulties.

The school

St. Luke’s School in Redbourn is a Special School for children and young people with moderate learning difficulties and associated needs. The school has provision for pupils with high functioning autism/Asperger’s syndrome in addition to their learning difficulties. There are approximately 160 pupils on role, from years 7 to 11, with one year 5/6 Juniors class. The evaluation period for the use of the handheld technology was the Summer term, 2007.
The Device

For this project the device selected was the Sony Playstation Portable (PSP). This is a powerful hand held multimedia device which has the following features:


	High quality Audio and Video Playback
	Internet Browser (with WIFI access)

	Plug in video and stills camera
	High quality graphical game play

	Ability to play some Flash content
	Digital photo display / slideshow

	Ability to read .doc files
	Connection to PC for upload / download

	Ability to use some RSS feeds
	Robust construction and quality screen


For each PSP an additional ‘travel pack’ was purchased which included a case, headphones with retractable cable, USB cable and other accessories. Each PSP was also equipped with the plug-in USB camera and a 2GB memory card.
Uses across the curriculum

Maths
The PSPs were used in year 8 and Juniors (yr 5/6) maths lessons together with a software package called Sums Online. This software provides numerous activities aimed at particular learning points. The activities give the pupils the opportunity to practice their numeracy skills in a fun and engaging way.

In Year 8 the maths teacher particularly used the PSPs / Sums Online to practise symmetry, using the Tangrams activity. A device was given to each pupil in the class, and the same software could be displayed on the whiteboard (as Sums Online is also available for the PC) to show the pupils which activity to work on and to exemplify the task.

Every pupil in the class was engaged in the activity, worked quietly, stayed on task and was able to practise at his/her own pace, repeating as often as necessary or moving on to harder activities if they felt ready to do so. As you would expect, they also gave unanimous very positive feedback about using the PSPs.

In other lessons the maths teacher used the PSPs / Sums Online as an add-on activity / reward for those who worked well in the lesson and achieved their objectives. They would then be allowed to use the PSPs to practise their numeracy skills at the end of the lesson.

PE

The PSPs were used in PE for their image capture and display features. With the plug-in camera connected, the PSP becomes a 1.3mp digital camera with zoom, and the 9.5cm x 5.5cm (approx) screen becomes the ‘viewfinder.’ The ability to flip the camera over means you can film yourself as well whilst still being able to view the screen. The PSP is also able to show high resolution images, and has the facility to show them as a slideshow, in a particular order.

In PE, Year 10, the PSPs were used for Orienteering. Placed around the school grounds are a number of orienteering signs. The teacher took 2 photographs of each sign, one close up and one from further back so as to include some of the surroundings.

These pictures were arranged into a slideshow so that they would be displayed in a particular order. 

For the activity, the students were required to use the PSPs to navigate their way around the orienteering course. By advancing through the slide show they would first see the image of the sign on the screen, and then have to find it. The more able students used the close-up photographs, whilst the less able used the photographs taken from further back, which made the location of the sign easier to identify as some of the surroundings could be seen.

As the students were largely unaccompanied during the activity, they were given the additional task of using the PSP to photograph themselves by each of the signs, so proving they had completed the course correctly. However, a specific problem arose from the outdoor use of the devices. Being a sunny day when the activity was first run, it became almost impossible to see the screens. The users therefore had to run in and outdoors to be able to see their screens in the bright sunlight.
Once the course had been completed and the students had returned to base they were able to show their evidence on the PSP to the teacher and their peers.

Media Studies

At St. Luke’s, Media is taught as an optional ‘Vocational’ course for years 10 and 11. The PSPs’ multimedia capabilities lent themselves well to this course and provided a multi-use personal learning tool.

The devices weren’t introduced until towards the end of the year’s course, and were first used to accompany the ‘Voxpop’ module in which students were to watch and discuss voxpops1, before making one themselves.

2 example voxpops were downloaded from the Internet and copied onto the PSPs’ memory cards. Students were then able to watch them, using the individual sets of headphones included in the travel packs. They were able to pause the video, rewind, replay etc. at their own pace.

Having analysed the voxpops, students then took video footage around the school for their own films using the video-capture function and the plug-in camera. The individual video clips are stored to the removable memory card.

Once filming was complete, each student downloaded the video-clips to the PC network, where the films could be edited using Microsoft Movie Maker. Downloading was supervised by a member of staff to ensure that the files were copied correctly and to the preferred location. Importing the video-clips into Digital Movie Creator software was also tried. This was possible, but once imported the video ‘stuttered’ badly on playback, which was why Movie Maker was used as this presented no quality issues.
The PSPs were used again for the Advertising module. Again, the students used the video playback facilities. They watched a selection of TV advertisements and used a worksheet to answer questions about them. The module continued with students planning and making their own advertisements, though different hardware and software was used for this.

French

The PSPs were used in Year 8 French on one occasion. In this lesson the devices’ capability to film oneself was utilised. The lesson began with the teacher modelling a simple phrase in French.

The students then used the PSP, with the plug-in camera flipped to face backwards, to film themselves saying the phrase. They could then play this back to evaluate how well they had said the phrase, and they could re-record it as necessary until they were happy with their pronunciation etc..

Evaluation

From discussions with the students and teachers involved, the overwhelming feedback was that students were motivated and engaged by using the PSPs. Because the device is predominantly a handheld gaming console, it was obviously ‘cool’ to use and there was a definite ‘buzz’ amongst students when they first heard that they would be using PSPs in lessons.

The many functions of the PSP make it a versatile tool. It proved to be a robust, reliable device once it was correctly set up for classroom use, and it proved useful for a number of different tasks. The difficulty in seeing the screen in bright sunlight meant that indoor activities during the evaluation period were easier to carry out.
The fact that each student had their own device during the activities meant that they had much greater control over the pace they learned at. 

Videos could be stopped, watched again etc. exactly as needed by the individual, rather than at the pace dictated by the general need of the class. The facility to take digital stills and video lent itself well to creative ICT use, especially as it was one-camera-per-pupil.

Using the SUMS Online software, learners were able to work at their own pace, repeat activities if necessary or move on if their scores showed they had mastered a particular skill.

For these reasons the PSP proved to be a useful tool for personalising learning.

A very notable aspect of this project was how certain pupils, who had their own PSPs at home and therefore know the device well, took great pleasure and pride in helping others use them, including the teacher. The fact that their knowledge surpassed the teacher’s in the use of the PSP gave them confidence, and as a result they engaged in the activities better than they might have using different hardware. One Year 11 student in particular, who is a regular PSP user at home, showed more enthusiasm and engagement in lessons than previously seen by the teacher concerned. He helped the teacher and other students to use the PSPs and his unanticipated role of classroom assistant was obviously a real confidence boost to him which contributed to his success in the activities he took part in.

Whilst the use of the PSPs proved successful in the classroom, preparation for these lessons was time consuming and complicated. There was a lot of initial preparation to get the PSPs ready for classroom use. 

The first difficulty was enabling the devices to use access the internet. Whilst the PSPs are fully WIFI enabled, there was difficulty inputting the 128 bit WEP encryption key as it was too long to be displayed on the configuration screen. We got around this by taking an additional Wireless Access Point and setting this to use 64bit encryption, for which the WEP key was shorter and could be entered without a problem. This access point could then follow the PSP set around and be plugged into the network, when necessary, in the room that the PSPs were being used in. In practice though, during the period of the project described here, the wireless connectivity was only used for downloads and updates as part of lesson preparation, not in lessons themselves.

Each device needed an update to the latest software version to enable the cameras to work. Also, in order to play Flash files, and therefore to use the SUMS Online software, each PSP needed to be Flash enabled, which required a further update, and this update could not be carried out in school because of network security. Once the SUMS Online was installed, though, there was no further preparation necessary for a Maths lesson.

In order to transfer videos from a PC to watch on the PSP, they must first be converted to MP4 format. To do this a PC Software package called Media Manager was bundled together with the PSPs, which enabled transfer of files to and from the PSPs. This was effective, but time consuming to connect every device individually to a PC to copy files to and fro before every lesson. There are other ways of distributing content to each device, via the web or RSS but it was felt that these wouldn’t save any time as it would still be down to one person to prepare each device. In a mainstream school it might be more possible to involve the learners in preparing the devices and downloading content themselves, but in the context of St. Luke’s School this was not felt a viable option.
Conclusion

The handheld technology used in this evaluation proved to be an impressive device which has many uses in the classroom, though an easier form of text input would be really helpful as it is a slow and laborious process to input text using the PSP’s controls. Having one-device-per-pupil enables the young person to have greater control over his/her own learning. They were also very enthusiastic and motivated by the PSPs, though it remains to be seen if this will continue when the novelty wears off. However, provided the PSPs are not over-used in the classroom I think the enthusiasm will be maintained, just as many pupils still prefer to learn at the classroom computer.

The difficulties and time involved with setting up the devices and preparing them for some lessons meant that a considerable commitment needed to be made by the relevant member of staff. Whilst this preparation time would inevitably lessen as the best way of doing things is learned, it is a consideration that must be made before attempting to implement this type of technology.

1 Voxpop: A Voxpop in television terms is a segment of a programme when members of the public are asked for their opinions on an issue. It is essentially a camera in a town centre, with no presenter or interviewer in sight. A common trait of a voxpop is the quickfire nature- each member of the public will often be edited down to a sentence of opinion, before quickly cutting to a different person, often with an opposing view.  Wikipedia.
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