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Introduction
Computers on wheels, otherwise known as COWs, are carts of 10-30 computers and a printer that can be wheeled in and out of classrooms.  The computers are usually laptops that are battery-operated for easy access without electrical cords. They usually have the possibility to connect to a school network via one network connection.  This is done with an 802.11b, which is a set of protocols used for small Local Area Networks.  
Since they are mobile units, it is an easy way for teachers to bring technology to the students rather students to technology.  The students can access their computers from their own seats rather than having to move to stationary labs.  Teachers can also allow students to bring laptops on field trips to take notes and do research for science classes.   
Purpose
            The purpose of COWs is to make accessing computers an easier task for teachers and students.  COWs are convenient for educational purposes because they allow the teachers to use computers to teach effectively without having to remodel their classrooms around them. Since they are transportable, many teachers can share the equipment when needed. The cost of software for COWs is less expensive because each classroom doesn’t need software for their computers, only the laptops on the cart. 
Objectives
            COWs can bring technology into classrooms easily and without hassle.  COWs can be an alternative to keeping and maintaining stationary computers in classrooms.  COWs with allow teachers and students less of a hassle to use the computers provided for them.  They will not have to move from their classrooms to use a stationary lab.  Since the laptops are wireless the students can use them from their very own desks.  COWs may allow science classes to take a laptop along to collect data for experiments.
Background

            When computers first arrived in classrooms about twenty years ago, they brought with them many headaches and challenges for teachers.  These problems were brought about in the form of electrical cords, attachments, and other entanglements. It was hard for the teachers to find room for them in their classrooms and it still is in school districts that can not access or afford the means to supply their students with COWs.  It is also hard for teachers to teach their students on the computers if they themselves are not educated about them.
Method 
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          An example of COWs, (Fig. 1) demonstrates that a set of computers, ranging from about 10-30, are placed on or inside a cart on wheels.  A main computer for networking purposes is placed on top along with a printer.  The laptops are usually wireless, run on batteries.  The network connection is created using the 802.11 b wireless protocol.  This allows the students to save their work to the school’s network and allows them to retrieve it when needed.  Students would now be able to email their teachers homework and assignments, saving a huge amount of paper.
Method of Evaluation
            The Peak Group, and educational laboratory, conducted a random survey of school districts’ use of wireless and mobile computing devices.  There were 184 respondents of which represented a random selection of private and public school systems around the United States.  
            Various Connecticut School Technology Plans were researched to see if they were administering any form of mobile labs or cows.  
Results

Out of the respondents for the Peak Group’s Survey, 62 percent report they currently use mobile computing devices in their schools, 29 percent are in the piloting stage, and 35 percent are reviewing and debating whether or not to go wireless (see table 1).
            The report indicates that school districts will spend $776 million on wireless technologies for the 2002-2003 school year.  This is an increase of 57 percent from the previous year. The projected $776 million represents approximately 14 percent of total educational technology expenditures nationwide.  The report also shows increases of 50 percent for wireless local area networks (WLANs) and 43 percent increases for laptop use.
            The latest research by important educational experts has shown that the use of laptops in classrooms provides for a more nurturing environment.  In this environment there is a greater student and teacher achievement level.
Since the prices of mobile computer labs have become less costly, more and more school administrations have been able to afford to bring the labs into the schools.  Improvements in the way that mobile computer labs are constructed also have influenced school systems to buy them. These improvements include making the systems wireless by way of battery operated laptops.  This allows students and teachers to be able to bring the laptops to their desks to work on papers or projects without having to worry about being plugged in.  
            There are some disadvantages to using COWS. Since the equipment is portable, and laptops are used, it is easier to damage the computers because of accidents, hard use, or dropping them. COWs may also be costly to maintain because they are portable and used by the whole school system.
            Out of the five school districts in Connecticut that were evaluated, only 2 of the school are currently using mobile computer labs.  This shows that although we know the benefits of technology in the classroom, in Connecticut, they have not yet made the complete switch to mobile.  This switch is coming, however, it probably has been slowed down because of initial costs.
Discussion
            Computers in general influence children’s development in a positive way.  Computers programs, when age appropriate, can help children to develop math, phonics, and speech skills.  While computers should not replace teachers, they are a good resource for teachers to incorporate into their lesson plans.  Computers on wheels are a convenient way for teachers to gain easy access to these valuable technological resources.  Computers are also a way to foster the development of social relationships.  Children are more likely to turn to each other when dealing with computers, than a teacher or adult.
These computer systems are being used by even the smallest of students, in grades K-3. The benefits to these children must be enormous because they are learning at such a young age how to type and surf the web. The keyboards add letter and words recognition and also hand and eye coordination. The Internet has thousands of valuable resources for children.

Summary

            In summary, Computers on Wheels are the future of school technology.  COWs are an innovative way to incorporate the ever changing world of technology into primary education.  Students in grades K-3 can learn basic skills via computer lessons.  An overwhelming 62 percent of school districts around the United States report that they currently use mobile computing devices in their schools, 29 percent are in the piloting stage, and 35 percent are reviewing and debating whether or not to go wireless.
From all the research done on this subject, most of it supports the use of COWs in classrooms.  Many people feel that computers may harm children if not properly monitored because of explicit content on the internet.  The school can fix this problem by only letting the students access certain web pages pertaining to the class subject.  
 
Conclusion
            Computers provide too many valuable resources for students not to have them inside their classrooms.  This method of computing, having laptops at the student’s desks, is the method of the future.  Classroom environments are moving away from conventional methods and moving toward a technology-based environment.  Computers will allow children to learn at their own paces.   School districts, in the future, will hopefully see the benefits of computers to children, and more schools will invest in them.  All children who learn on computers will be better job-ready when they graduate because they will be more knowledgeable of how computers work and what they can accomplish.  
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This table is a compilation of the results of the survey conducted by The Peak Group.
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