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Abstract: This is an exploratory paper on the uses and applications of handheld technology in field based reporting. It focuses on the adoption of handheld devices by student-teacher supervisors and department chairs in their day-to-day observation and documentation functions. In this paper, handheld devices are defined as portable and personal data assistants carrying among others, word processing capabilities using a Microsoft Word translator. Initial observations indicate a favorable perception of the use of handhelds as a portable word processing computer. However, the Graffiti® writing system and the reliance on paper forms for field-based reporting present a few obstacles in adopting handheld technology in field-based reporting. 

Background

Personal data assistants (PDA) are no longer solely used as address and appointment keepers. They have become small-scale computers that offer tremendous portability and connectivity. In the palm of your hand, you can access multiple educational as well as word processing programs. The handheld device can be used as a note-taking medium to document meeting notes and personal memos. To facilitate the note taking process, a Microsoft Word translator and a portable keyboard are introduced in this paper. Several Microsoft Office translators are available on the market namely “Documents-to-Go®”, “install buddy”, “Quickword” and others. The third party software programs enable Microsoft Word files to be viewed, edited and created on the Palm OS handheld. The keyboard is integrated in this application since it allows for rapid data input. 

Handhelds in Education

In this paper we are surveying the possible uses of handhelds by student-teacher supervisors and department chairs. Many teachers supervise student-teachers in the field and the task requires them to travel to school sites and write reports about their observations. This process could be completed using a handheld device and a portable keyboard.  This alternative method of documentation ensures the information is backed up on the handheld and on a personal computer. Likewise, department chairs who commonly attend and preside over numerous meetings, could also benefit from the documentation possibilities of PDAs. For this latter group, meeting notes can be inputted and registered on the handheld.  
The observations presented on this paper were based on the experiences of the student-teacher supervisors and department chairs at the College of Education, San Francisco State University. In training the said audience, the basic Palm operating system features such as Graffiti®
 writing, beaming
 and the operating system’s main menu which includes the preferences, phone book, appointment book and memo pad were first introduced. Afterwards,

the content was customized to each individual’s needs. During the follow up meetings, the participants individually described their job and the elements they could use help in. Some expressed the need to facilitate appointment scheduling while others wished to set alarm reminders for their appointments. The majority foresaw using their handheld as a note-taking device. 

Results

With the combination of a handheld, a Word translator and keyboard, supervisors and department chairs alike can easily take notes during meetings or field based observation visits. Files created on the handheld can be copied to the personal computer through the ‘HotSync®’ process. This process allows for files created or modified on the handheld to be transferred to the personal computer. Likewise, files created or modified on the personal computer can also be transferred to the handheld.

Moreover, the observations underscore the weakness in using Graffiti® to input data into the handheld. Graffiti® writing is often slow and some find it difficult to learn. The addition of a portable keyboard to the handheld greatly enhances the data input process. In the case of field-based reporting and meeting note taking, where there is intensive writing, it is important to have the help of a keyboard to expedite the process.
The Word translator, which in the study is Documents-to-Go®, greatly enhances the use of handhelds in field-based reporting and meeting documentation. The portability of Microsoft Word documents appeals to the participants who see the advantages of being able to use their handheld as a small-scale computer. 

Overall, the use of handheld devices in field-based reporting offers promising possibilities. It boasts a paperless process where files are created and stored in digital format on personal computers. Observation comments can easily be e-mailed to student-teachers. However, the general educational system is still paper based. The student-teacher observation process is reliant on carbon copy based forms. The advantage of using the standard carbon copy form lies in the fact that supervisors can give student-teachers a copy of the observation feedback on the spot. Moreover, supervisors are used to this paper format and it may be difficult for some to adopt this new method to document information. 

� Graffiti® writing is a unique way to write alphanumeric characters so that it could be recognized on the handheld.


� Beaming refers to sending information from one handheld to the other using infrared sensors. 





