Technology Is Still Moving Quickly. Are the Kids Getting Enough?

I wrote my first BASIC program in 1973, which means I have been involved in technology for, well, a long time. For almost two decades my place of employment was MIT, where I managed technology for several labs and departments. The world changed around me quickly, dramatically and relentlessly. The big machines got small. The few machines became many. The connections between them proliferated to the point that now there are 100s of millions of computers able to communicate with each other. Software has advanced to the level in which simple devices can transmit and receive voice, video, images and precise geographical locations. 
Since the digital world is upon us, it is important that we all understand it as well as we can. The adults can use past knowledge to help learn how to deal with the novel events which come about. Our children, on the other hand, have little past to turn to, so they must learn about everything as they go along.  It is absolutely imperative that they are exposed to as much technology and expertise as possible. This is not about simply using computers and the Internet. This is about understanding a world with new rules and a new language. If you do not speak the language, know the rules and understand the events, you will be left behind, left out and will suffer serious negative consequences. We can not let this happen to our kids. Only a few places offer technology exposure, schools and homes being the main sources, and places like public libraries and the E-Lounge on Route 100.

Public schools are just about finished for the academic year, so I think it is good opportunity to make a point. I wish to urge readers to rethink how technology is deployed and supported in the schools and libraries, especially when you consider that the funds come out public money. The understanding of technology for the future is as important as reading, writing and math. Although it may hard to put more money into budgets that directly affect our property taxes, some how the kids have to have access to the technology and to people who know what they are doing. One of the biggest obstacles can be adults who do not understand the technology and cannot grasp the importance of it. I still remember people who did not see the need for photocopy machines. I heard about people who did not see the importance of telephones. And of course, cars would never replace horses.
Our future is a digital world.  They must be prepared. My thirty years of learning and experience is difficult to put into the mind of others in a short time. As I teach college level courses to students from a variety of backgrounds, I find that few have the in-depth understanding that allows them to make intelligent evaluations of events which in turn allows them to make intelligent choices. The same situation describes high level managers and administrators of all sorts. Choices are made with superficial information and understanding which have disastrous consequences. I have seen such decisions, some that were a waste of tens of millions of dollars. One of the underlying causes of the dot com bubble and its trillion dollar burst was that the venture capital investors did not understand technology. Most thought of the whole thing as a get rich quick scheme. If they had followed their principles of investing, especially the part of understanding the industry, there never would have been such a run up and collapse.
The consequences from a lack of understanding can be severe in any industry, from driving a truck to raising cattle. Mistakes are costly and often preventable. If we are spending the money for schools and libraries, we should get our money's worth. This means that the kids get what they need to flourish for the rest of their lives. A recent study showed that surgeons who play computer games perform better and faster surgery than their non-gaming colleagues. Why? Because many of the new surgeries use tools that are small and are viewed on a monitor through a small camera inside the patient. The small tools require fine motor coordination. 

Technology has advanced within the medical world as well as everywhere else. The leap from gaming surgeons to higher skilled surgeons is really straight forward. My point is that some of us believe that computer games are a waste of time for the kids, when in fact they are preparing them for future careers.
Although this could be dragged out for a long time, I will limit it to one more issue. Technology is expensive. There are ways to reduce the costs, yet make it available. One of the costs is network cable infrastructure. Wireless access points are a much cheaper approach to networks. Wireless is also a newer technology which should be deployed in schools as soon as possible. Actually, it has been over 100 years since Marconi sent a wireless message across the Atlantic, but it is still somewhat new for computers. Not only should there be wireless access points in schools, but in libraries and even on Main Street in towns and cities. Some towns have already done so. Those of us who are used to having good network access really appreciate good access when we travel. Imagine not being able to get a phone, a radio or a television when you travel. Well, maybe that's why we travel some times, but in general, we are used to having the ability to communicate when we wish. 

My two cents goes toward making Internet access better all around and making sure our kids get the right kind of exposure to technology in schools. If you think that they already have good enough, then you do not understand the problem.
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