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The Three Big Questions
Apple products – iPod, iPod touch, iPhone, iMac, et cetera – have silently but efficiently become a staple of the American educational system. Still, with every release of the word “i”, fascination, thrill, even anger resonates through the world and the mere fabric of what one deems schooling, learning, education. In April 2010 Apple plans on releasing its next “i” installment with the iPad – a 9.7-inch (1024 pixel by 768 pixel) backlit LCD display, 1-GHz Apple A4 custom processor, and 802.11n and optional 3G wireless support machine. As explained by Claudine Beaumont (2010), “Apple has once again built a product that looks good and feels great in the hand, and the familiar user interface, borrowed from the iPhone and iPod touch, is perfectly suited to the bigger screen” (p. 1). Okay, so it looks good, feels good, but beyond the ubergeek’s interest can or will the iPad enhance learning?
First one must look at what the iPad is really capable of. Michael Miller (2010) explained, “[The iPad] comes with applications for mail, Web browsing, photos, videos, music, maps, and book reading” (p. 1). Beside what one would expect from an electronic tablet, the iPad also includes iWork – Apple’s answer to the Microsoft Office suite – and a variety of other content creation applications that work well with the iPad’s touch screen. One could call the new iPad a small laptop, a multimedia juggernaut, or more importantly to education a portable e-textbook and production tool, but, in all fairness, one must also look at what the iPad is lacking. Many skeptics point out the lack of Flash technology, the inability to multitask, no camera, et cetera are a major setback. As explained by Joshua Topolsky (2010) as quoted in Taylor’s article “IPad reviews: The morning-after edition”, “No multitasking means no streaming Pandora when you’re working in Pages” (p. 1). Would these slight annoyances mentioned beforehand be necessary components in the classroom? 
To answer, one must look to the educational possibilities or what specific and necessary problems the iPad would/could solve in education. Right now the average high school Literature textbook costs sixty-five dollars with the companion grammar book averaging fifty-five dollars not to mention all supplemental reading materials – newspapers, magazines, novels, et cetera. Every three to five years – if the budget permits – school systems throw out the old and adopt new textbooks. Could the iPad save school systems much needed money by eliminating bulky textbooks? When looking to college students who actually take care of textbooks, Van Baker (2010) pointed out in Hamblen’s article “Can the iPad make it as an e-textbook reader?” that the money saved by buying e-textbooks “would easily pay for the price of an iPad over a four-year college stint” (pp.1-2). With that in mind imagine the amount of money, time, and energy school systems could save when purchasing or updating textbooks as times and trends change. 

It is true that the iPad has the possibility to save school systems or students money, but is the iPad a viable e-textbook reading device. Beaumont (2010) labeled the iPad as, “The virtual bookshelf, on which your digital tomes sit” and described the reading experience as “delightful, with the pages of the virtual books having the sort of patina you would expect to find on a printed novel” (p. 2). Other critics have explained that the iPad – because of the LCD screen – could be straining on one’s eyes or that the size and weight as McGregor (2010) predicted in Hamblen’s article “Can the iPad make it as an e-textbook reader?”, “Is probably going to be a little too heavy to rely on mainly as an e-reader, especially if users carry it around a lot” (p. 2). Although to some non-student avid readers weight might pose a problem, but to the average high school student who is use to carrying around large textbooks, a one and a half pound iPad would not be an issue.  

Beyond a portable textbook, blogging, social networking, word processing, presentations, spreadsheets – although they might be in their simplest form – will/could be readily accessible to any student for the fraction of the cost of both laptop and applications. Miller (2010) explained, “These applications, Keynote, Pages, and Numbers (for presentations, word processing and spreadsheets), are special iPad versions of Apple’s Mac productivity suite that will be available of $9.99 each” (p. 2). Not to mention access to several Web 2.0 applications, without the need of stationary computers labs that, in most cases, are outdated before the staff and student body fully utilizes them. A wireless generation, connected to the rest of the world with a simple touch. In essence, Apple’s new iPad could open the door of possibility while saving money. 

The final imposing – and probably most important – question one must answer is what cheaper/better/easier/simpler technology already exists to solve your problem, and, in which way, is the proposed innovation and improvement over other options or the existing way of doing things? As reiterated by John Dvorak (2010), “[The iPad] is really just a gigantic iPod touch. It’s good for all of the things you can already do on the touch, like listen to music, look at picture, and run a few, weird iPhone applications” (p. 1).  Sure a good percent of the high school student body owns some form of handheld device, whether it is an iPod touch, iPhone, Blackberry, or other form of PDA. In reality, school systems could utilize these devices already in place. The bigger question is would they?
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