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Editorial

Hi 

I hope you had a good Easter break.

Here's what's in this issue of Digital

Education:

1. Personal news: a bit more free time.

2. A good deal on an IT suite from ICT Direct.

3. Events listing: a selection of ed tech-related conferences coming up between

now and July.

4. News: Online harms. The UK government's proposals, and what's wrong with

them.

5. News: A bot comes to Bolton. Artificial Intelligence is being used to help

students and lighten some of the admin load.

6. The new Department for Education education technology strategy: a textual

analysis.

7. Book review: Excel 2019 Bible.

8. Book review: Access 2019 Bible.
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9. Book review: How to think like a coder.

 Don't forget: if if you enjoy reading this newsletter, feel free to pass it on to others or,

even better, encourage them to sign up themselves at www.ictineducation.org/diged.

Thanks.

Terry Freedman

Introducing new feature

In this newsletter: my new SnoreMaster Awards. Details
below.

Personal news

A bit more free time

http://www.ictineducation.org/diged?&utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=heres_the_latest_digital_education_newsletter_with_news_views_and_reviews&utm_term=2019-05-02


Freelancing

You know the old saying, 'be careful

what you wish for'? Well, the last few

months I've been half wishing that I

didn't have so much work on -- and my

wish has been granted! One company

I've been writing for was taken over by

another one, and a magazine I've been

writing for now has a new editor.

Clearly, this is a disadvantage from an

income point of view, but there are a

couple of advantages too.

First, I've been able to get back to work on a couple of books in progress. If you're a

member of my beta reader group (thanks!) and wondering why everything went dead,

it's because I had a lot on.

Secondly, it means I can now think about taking on another client or two. I don't want

to make this a big marketing push, so just want to say that if you would like

an independent look at your computing curriculum, or IT set-up, or need a regular

writer or someone to speak at your conference or run some training, please feel free

to get in touch. 

The best web page to look at for more information and to get in touch is this one:

Services I offer. (My strapline is 'No crisis too small'.)

Parkinson's Law at work

Having a little more time on my hands has been a great opportunity for me to test

whether Parkinson's Laws (or one of his 'laws', to be more accurate) still applies. I'm

referring to 'Work expands to fill the time available.' I can report that this is definitely

the case.

As well as having more time to spend writing for my writing website, I'm thinking

about applying to teach a course in December, and also about serving on another

committee in the UK's Society of Authors. 

The Brexit before Brexit

While having a good clear-out of our loft, as well as discovering Lord Lucan hiding

there I also came across the syllabus I wrote for a course I taught to adults called

Understanding the Economy. (Just to be clear, the course was called that, not the

adults. I think I may have just used a dangling modifier.) I've put a scan of it below.

You will notice that topic number 18 is called 'The Common Market'. That's what the
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EU was called back then, because it wan't as integrated as it is now. 

My course went into the differences between the arrangements known as 'free trade

area', 'customs union', 'common market' and 'monetary, fiscal and political union'.

Heady stuff. And all that was covered in the space of two hours! Well, I did use

diagrams.

Apart from the Brexit link, this document (the syllabus) is an historical artefact, which

I'm willing to loan to the British Museum if they ask me nicely. That's because it was

written in my pre-personal computer days -- I didn't acquire my first personal

computer until 1987.

I imagine you starting to weep as you feel sorry for my hardships back then, having to

write worksheets by hand. Save your tears. I made fewer errors, because I couldn't

afford the time required to correct them. Also, my handwriting was much neater

(some people even found it legible), because I wanted people to be able to actually

read my handouts. 

But enough of this persiflage! On with the newsletter.

Terry



This article has been provided by one of our advertisers, ICT Direct.

The Best Ever Fully-Specified Portable IT
Suite Deal

http://www.ict-direct.co.uk/?&utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=heres_the_latest_digital_education_newsletter_with_news_views_and_reviews&utm_term=2019-05-02


ICT Direct’s great new deal
ICT Direct are delighted to present their best ever fully-specified Portable IT Suite

Deal. By combining the brand new Loxit Lapbank TL Laptop Trolley fully laden

with Lenovo Thinkpad  T440 laptops, you could save up to £480!

The Lapbank TL is manufactured in 3 size options — 10, 16 and 20 bay, full details are

below. Here's how the pricing works.

Benefits Of The Loxit Lapbank TL Laptop Trolley

High strength all steel construction.

Highly engineered and extremely strong and durable.

Top loading so you don’t need to bend down to load.

Cables much easier to see and manage.

Perfect for the school environment.

Provides excellent manoeuvrability with a small footprint.

Designed to be perfect for users of all heights.

Solid grab handles ensure the trolley is very easy to move.

Includes natural ventilation meaning no heat build-up and no energy hungry

cooling fans.

Laptops are stored vertically within foam cushioned compartments for device

protection.



Manufactured in 3 size options — 10, 16 and 20 bay.

The Lapbank TL is extremely competitively priced. As cheap as many other

trolleys on the market which aren’t steel constructed.

Benefits Of The Lenovo ThinkPad T440

Renowned around the world for its build quality and reliability.

Powerful, yet power-conscious 4th Generation Intel Core i5 processor.

Fast DDR3 memory.

Brand new Solid State Drive.

Lightning-quick laptop able to cope with the most demanding school

environments.

Includes a 2-year advance replacement (3 month battery & PSU) warranty for

schools and Public Sector.

Pricing

Pricing Options Include:

10 x £250  (usual price: £260) plus £655 Lapbank TL (usual price £695) – Saving

£140.

16 x £245  plus £785 Lapbank TL (usual price £845) – Saving £300.

20 x £240 plus £908 Lapbank TL  (usual price £985) – Saving £480.

Additional Options

If you are looking for PCs, workstations and laptop solutions for your own use then

take a look at ICT Direct’s sister company Bargain Hardware

https://www.bargainhardware.co.uk/ who service clients from small businesses to

global hosting providers and Fortune 500 blue-chip companies. They have a proven

track record of exceptional service combined with wide-ranging technical expertise

and a genuine passion for the hardware they supply, enabling them to offer an

environmentally sustainable solution to at affordable prices.

Contact

To take advantage of these amazing offers for your school contact ICT Direct on

01254 820980 or visit http://www.ict-direct.co.uk.
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Events listing

Westminster Forum Misinformation and disinformation online - public

understanding, technology and options for policy 7 May  (morning)

ISTE 23 - 26 June

TPEA -- The Technology, Pedagogy and Education Association 11 - 12 July

(see below for more details) 

Imaginary Cities 14 July This is a free event at the British Library. It looks

quite interesting:

"Explore four technology-based art installations, exclusively created using images and

metadata of 19th-century city maps. Each artwork combines contemporary digital

technologies and traditional analogue processes. Algorithmically generated imagery

and real-time virtual environments are used next to precious metal gilding and

historical woodworking techniques."

The TPEA Conference
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I have a bit of an interest to declare here insofar as I'm on the TPEA's committee.

However, I wouldn't list it if I didn't think it was any good. Here is some more

information about it:

It's the 33rd conference of the Association for IT in Teacher Education (ITTE), which is

merging with part of Mirandanet to form the TPEA. It takes place in the historic town

of Winchester, which is very nice apart from the hills. I don't see why in this day and

age they can't just flatten it, but still. 

Prices are being kept very low. Some of the sessions include:

Debate about the DfE'S new ed tech strategy.

Lord Storey, ex-headteacher, discusses edtech policy in schools 

Caroline Wright, of the British Educational Suppliers Association, offers some

suggestions for anyone working with the edtech industry.

Plus ed tech research and practice from Cat Scutt, of the Chartered College of

Teaching.

Bernard Dady, of Gaia Technologies talks about the principles of effective CPD

strategies for ed tech professionals. 

Mike Forshaw, of InnovateMySchool, will be talking about sustaining vibrant e-

communities for busy teachers.

So, plenty there to keep us all occupied for a couple of days!

News

Online Harms

The government in England is running a

consultation about its online harm

proposals. In a nutshell, the government

wants to force companies to take

responsibility for the content they allow

people to share online.

This is a good thing, I think -- in theory.

The problem as I see it, and for which I

don't have a solution, is that small

organisations will be disproportionately

affected compared with the YouTubes and Facebooks of this world. 

The proposals do say that their expectations of smaller organisations will be



proportionate, but that may not help very much. 

As an example, I don't allow anyone to share content on my websites, or even

comment. However, I have run discussion forums now and again, and what I've found

is that if it's successful then monitoring it is virtually a full-time job. Someone did

make what I thought was a disparaging and sexist comment, so I just booted him out,

so I don't have a problem with monitoring as such. I do have a problem with the

thought that if I missed such a comment, or didn't block the person, that I may have

ended up having to pay an enormous fine.

I also wonder about unintended consequences. There are already American websites

that don't allow their content to be shown in the EU, because of the privacy laws

(especially the so-called Cookie Law). Will some file-sharing websites reach the point

where they think the (potential) costs of providing their services to the EU and the UK

outweigh the benefits?

This could be academic though. The White Paper includes this:

"ISP blocking. Internet Service Provider (ISP) blocking of non-compliant websites or

apps – essentially blocking companies’ platforms from being accessible in the UK –

could be an enforcement option of last resort."

Will the tech companies care? I suppose they will if it seriously impacts their finances,

but the problem is that those of us who use their services sensibly and legitimately

will be the ones who really suffer. It's a bit like punishing the whole class as a way of

disciplining one unruly child.

Nesta has reservations about the proposals too: 'Regulating Online Harm'.

So does Guido Fawkes: Government wants to give State power to ban websites.

To see the proposals and respond to them go here: Online Harms.

News

A bot comes to Bolton

Bolton College, England, has a bot called

Ada to answer students' questions.

There's a good article about it here:

Education Secretary praises Ada

I came across the reference to the article

in Stephen Downes' OLDaily newsletter.

Ada sounds like a British version of the
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USA's Jill Watson, which I wrote about

here:

Artificial intelligence in the classroom

Incidentally, if you'd like to have Ada

Lovelace in your classroom in a different

kind of way, read this article:

Have Ada Lovelace in your Computing or

Education Technology classroom

At the end of that article you'll see links

to other Ada Lovelace-related articles

I've written.

News and views

The new DfE education technology
strategy

Here's a pictorial summary of what I think of the DfE's new ed tech strategy.

And now for some analysis...
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Here's the news part in a soundbite: the Department for Education in England

recently launched its education technology strategy, called Realising the potential of

technology in education.

Much has been written about this already, and I'll provide a few links at the end of

this article. I think the first thing to note is that I'm tempted to echo Dr Johnson's

comment about a dog walking on its hind legs: "It is not done well; but you are

surprised to find it done at all."

It's been a really hard slog to get the governments since 2010 to see any potential in

education technology at all, so from that point of view I suppose this is a step in the

right direction. However it suffers from a number of drawbacks.

First, if you look at the word cloud of the document in the left-hand photo above,

you'll notice a marked absence of the word "learning". In fact, I think it appears four
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times in the strategy, mostly in the context of online learning. Students hardly make

an appearance. The word "education" comes up a lot, as does the word "technology",

and that leads us on to the next problem.

 The second problem is that it is very much technology-driven. Indeed, the document

reads like a love letter to industry.

Thirdly, the document would carry more authority if it wasn't recommending several

things that the DfE (albeit under a different Education Secretary) had already got rid

of. I'm not sure that the current Education Secretary or the education technology

team advising him even know what was in place a few years ago. Maybe I'm doing

them a disservice, but in my experience of organisational amnesia the DfE and its

advisers have the worst memory of all: nobody seems to know anything that

happened before they came on the scene.

Fourthly, as all of the above has been covered by others, and in greater depth, I was

rather more interested in a curious phenomenon: why is the strategy so unutterably

boring to read? I ran it through a textual analysis app called Hemingway, the results of

which you can see in the screenshot above on the right.

Surprisingly, there are not many passive sentences according to Hemingway. Passive

sentences (such as "It was written by me" rather than "I wrote it") tend to suck the life

out of any piece of writing, but there aren't enough of them in the strategy document

to account for its high snore quotient.

So I went through it with a fine tooth comb, and it all seems to come down to two

(related) linguistic approaches. One is to use clichés, and the other is to make liberal

use of awful corporate jargon. Thus we get meaningless drivel which is more likely to

be heard from the mouths of corporate PR people who have little to say, and are

doing their best to disguise the fact, than it is from anyone who works in education.

We get off to a bad start in the Foreword, a kind of introductory letter from the

Education Secretary, which includes the observation that Britain is punching above

our weight:

"At the same time, we have a flourishing EdTech business sector, punching above

our weight internationally and with a steadily growing export market."

Well, according to Investopdeia in 2018 Britain was the fourth largest economy in the

world, so it would be rather surprising if we did not have a thriving edtech industry. 

That's the least of the issues though. The document is riddled with dreadful words

like 'drive', 'deliver' and so on. Here are a few examples:

"...up a new EdTech Leadership Group made up of representatives across the

education sector (including academia) and industry to continue to drive this agenda

https://www.investopedia.com/insights/worlds-top-economies/?&utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=heres_the_latest_digital_education_newsletter_with_news_views_and_reviews&utm_term=2019-05-02


forward."

"We have prioritised challenges that tackle known issues faced by the education

sector, those that have the potential to reduce teacher workload, improve pupil

outcomes or generate cost savings and which will help to drive long term culture

change."

"Supporting the continued development of a dynamic UK EdTech business sector will

also be crucial to delivering our ambitions." 

"To support the type of coordinated sector leadership that is a feature of other more

established business sectors, the DfE and the Department for Business, Energy & the

Industrial Strategy (BEIS) will establish an EdTech Leadership Group, that will ensure

that both the business sector and the education sector are able to drive the delivery

of this strategy across England."

"We will be building on the experience of other government innovation funds, such as

the Defence and Security Accelerator and the GovTech Catalyst, as well as drawing on

the expertise of industry and the education sector and will work with a range of

organisations to deliver the challenges." (Why anyone would want to deliver a load of

challenges is beyond me; solutions would be preferable.)

"Of the 200+ digital services that we provide directly, we have already transformed a

number of these to deliver user-centred and streamlined online customer journeys…"

(I think I know what this sentence means, but I'm not 100% sure.)

"Through transforming our services, we will role-model existing good practice

standards for digital technology and services and take a user-centred approach to

delivery." (Note that “role-model” is a noun, but is being used here as a verb.)

Here's an acid test: do you for one moment believe that this guff was written by

anyone actually working in education, 'at the chalkface', to use another cliché? When

was the last time you heard a teacher speak like this?

"'Morning, Fred. Ready to try and pummel some knowledge into our customers this

sunny day?"

"Indeed, headmaster. I have adopted a user-centred approach in order to deliver my

challenges in the classroom, and in so doing to drive forward the agenda."

"Great! Fancy a cup of tea?"

Whoever wrote the document probably consulted Lucy Kellaway's Guffpedia website.

Does this actually matter? I believe it does, for the following reasons.

First, the style of any document should be appropriate for the target audience. Who is

the target audience for this document? it can't be teachers, because teachers don't

https://ig.ft.com/sites/guffipedia/?&utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=heres_the_latest_digital_education_newsletter_with_news_views_and_reviews&utm_term=2019-05-02


use terms like 'driving the agenda'. Headteachers? I doubt it. Executive Headteachers

who have never worked in a school before? Possibly. Industry people such as CEOs? It

reads like it. Or perhaps the target audience was the writer's line manager; after all,

you can't go wrong if you put in some tried and tested expressions using the words

'drive', 'deliver' and 'challenges'.

Secondly, the document is boring, and that's a problem for two reasons. For a start,

how on earth does anyone manage to make a document about education technology

boring? It takes a certain talent I think. Indeed, it should be rewarded through a set of

snoremaster awards. In fact, I might suggest that to the British Educational Suppliers

Association and Bett as a new category for the annual Bett awards. In the meantime,

I've created my own SnoreMaster Award -- see below.

Also, given that there's a teacher recruitment and retention crisis in the UK (as most

other places), every document emanating from the DfE should have teachers on the

edge of their seats, thinking "This is definitely the right job for me!" In other words,

the DfE should drop the corporate BS and put some passion into their policies. 

For analysis of why the content of the strategy, rather than the style, leaves much to

be desired, read the following:

The DfE Edtech strategy -- abort, retry fail? by David Kernohan.

Finally 'realising the potential...'? by Tony Parkin.

The DfE's ed tech strategy: better late than never?

New feature

Introducing the new
SnoreMaster Awards

With a Snore Quotient (SQ) of 98%, the DfE's new ed tech strategy is an outright

winner of my new SnoreMaster Award. This is given on the basis of an SQ, decided by

a complex algorithm based on the length of the document, time of day, how long it

takes me to fall asleep reading it, and how long it takes someone to wake me up

afterwards.

It takes the form of a Snore Rating, with 1 Snore being the lowest (and therefore the

best, or least bad), and 5 Snores being the worst. 

Taking into account all the factors mentioned, I'm delighted to award the ed tech

strategy a 5 Snore rating.

Reviews
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Reviews

The books reviewed below are all related, in one way or another, to programming.

You may be interested in an article I wrote recently on this topic:

Make your own: where programming is relevant, useful and fun.

Book review

Microsoft Excel 2019 Bible

(Click the book cover to see the book on

Amazon. This is an Amazon affiliate link.)

The subtitle of this book is 'The

comprehensive tutorial resource', and

that is a pretty accurate description.

Given its length of over a thousand

pages, Excel 2019 Bible is probably the

only reference book for Excel you're
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likely to need. (Mind you, the authors do

point out that should you require more

guidance on Excel's programming

functionality, they've written a book

dedicated solely to that topic.)

The book is logically set out, with

sections such as working with text, using

formulae with dates and times,

conditional analysis and others. 

It's also very readable, with clear

explanations and worked examples. In

addition, to save you having to create

your own worksheets and enter the

data, the publishers have made a zip file

containing example worksheets available on their website.

One thing I very much appreciated was the authors' willingness to point out the flaws

in the program. For example, the way it treats the year 1900 could lead to errors,

while elsewhere the user isn't warned of unexpected behaviour.

There are a couple of things I didn't like. One is the fact that you don't start entering

formulae (as opposed to using a built-in function from a drop-down menu) until page

207. If you're reading the book chronologically, that's a bit of a slow start!

Also, I think the book would have benefitted from a section listing all of the functions

in alphabetical order.

These, however, are mere quibbles. The book is ideal for dipping into, and a couple of

well-structured tables of content plus a lengthy index make it easy to find the solution

you're looking for.

Will the book be useful in the classroom? Well, yes and no. Yes from the point of view

of serving as an excellent resource for the teacher. 

Also, if you have a class ed tech library, this book would be a worthy addition to its

shelves. I speak from experience: when I set my class a programming problem to

solve using any application they wished, a couple chose to use Excel and Visual Basic

for Applications, as I reported in VBA Conundrum. It was a book just like this --

perhaps even an earlier edition -- that the students and I used to help us work out a

solution.

However, this is not a book designed to help teachers teach Excel, with school-

appropriate examples. The book will help you understand Excel on a deep level; the

rest is up to you.
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Details:

Microsoft Excel 2019 Bible, by Michael Alexander, Dick Kusleika and John Walkenbach,

Wiley, ISBN: 978-1-119-51478-7

Book review

Microsoft Access 2019 Bible

(Click the book cover to see the book on

Amazon. This is an Amazon affiliate link.)

The subtitle of this book is 'The

comprehensive tutorial resource', and

that is an accurate description, given its

length of around 1090 pages.

The first part of the book explains how

relational databases work, and discusses

the importance of designing the

component parts of the database before

doing anything else. This section is very

good in itself, because the principles are true of any relational database application.

Access is an advanced database system, with a range and level of functionality that

could be confusing to the point of being overwhelming. The strengths of the Access

Bible is that the subject matter is arranged very logically, and is quite readable.

Using VBA to program Access is also covered, and the book is supported by a

website. 

Like its companion volume the Excel 2019 Bible, this would be a good resource for

your education technology library. Definitely great value for money.

Details:

Microsoft Access 2019 Bible, by Michael Alexander and Dick Kusleika, Wiley, ISBN:

978-1-119-51475-6

Book review

How to think like a coder

(Click the book cover to see the book on

Amazon. This is an Amazon affiliate link.)

The subtitle of this book is 'Without even
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trying'!. While there's a bit of poetic

licence in that description, the book

definitely does a good job of putting

'coding' within reach.

It's worth considering three aspects of

this book:

Content.

Structure.

Look and feel.

Content

The book is developed logically, going

from simple ideas, through logic puzzles

of different kinds, to programming

syntax. It includes sections on how

computers 'think' and how the human brain thinks.

I think it would have benefitted from having a few more questions. For example, the

section on where computers are to be found in everyday life might have asked the

reader to list examples rather than just providing them.

Structure

As the book develops we are introduced to flowcharts and other computer

programming concepts, such as loops and variables. The activities, games and

websites suggested are good, and there's a glossary and index too.

In other words, the book progresses from easy to more difficult, which is how it

should be. I also like the fact that each topic is polished off in two pages. It makes a

difficult and potentially dry subject palatable. 

Look and feel

Sumptuous is the word to sum it up I think. It has a hard cover, glossy pages that look

water-resistant (though I haven't tested them!), different coloured pages and even

different kinds of 'notepaper' backgrounds. 

Conclusions

This is excellent value for money, and will be useful for students, so I recommend

buying two or three copies to place in your ed tech library.

I wish it had been called 'How to think like a programmer' instead, but at least the

book is about how to think like one rather than just how to 'code'.
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Details:

How to think like a coder, by Jim Christian, Batsford, ISBN: 978-1-84994-445-8
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