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AppleLam

MAGINE A TEACHER announcing to his students

thattheirnexttask is to put together a PowerPoint

presentation in groups. The third stage of

Microsoft’s Partners in Learning initiative, or
PiL 3.0, could well make the difference between a
collective sigh and a shout of hooray to the teacher’s
announcement.

As part of PiL 3.0 launched in July, US technology
giant Microsoft offers cloud-based platform Office
365 for free to 800,000 students in 1,000 primary and
secondary schools in the SAR.

Microsoft charges home users amonthly subscrip-
tion fee of HK $65 while it charges businesses HK$97
to HK$155 for the same platform each month.

Theschoolshave been authorized by the Education
Bureau to use the platform, which is made up of web-
based apps that operate like software installed on the
local drive but on an online cloud.

Students’ datais stored securely in Microsoft’sdata
centers, says Becky Lo Pan-ki, education lead of the
public sector group at Microsoft Hong Kong.

“We believe a mode of learning and operating
using cloud technology will help teachers and stu-
dents put self-directed learning into practice, meeting
society’s latest needs for knowledge management.”
says Secretary for Education Eddie Ng Hak-kim.

ThePiL initiative was first launched in Hong Kong
in 2004 to give schools access to information technol-
ogy infrastructure and to improve their IT literacy. In
2008, the technology giant trained more than 8,000
educators and helped three schoolsimplemente-learn-
ing programs for the second stage of the initiative.

Microsoft runs the same scheme in 114 countries
around the world and has invested around US$500 mil-
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lion (HK $3.9 billion) worldwide in the past decade.
It plans to spend another US$250 million for PiL 3.0

_globally in the next five years—about 0.7 percent of its

2012 revenue of US$73.72 billion.

Office 365 features SharePoint, which makes it
easy tosharelinksto videos, photo albums and post sta-
tus updates. And instant messaging app Lync Online
allows students to communicate with each other about
projects in the comfort of their own homes.

But the real highlight of Office 365 is the Office
Web App — essentially Microsoft Office — that is
entirely web-based and allows real-time editing by
multiple users.

Christian and Missionary Alliance Sun Kei
Primary School, agovernment-aided school in Tseung
Kwan O with around 850 students, is one of the 20
primary and secondary schools that have piloted the
platform. :

The school has used Office 365 for more than a
year, from administrative tasks — such as recording
teachers’ leave days and students’ visits to the medical
room—to teaching science and technology to Primary
Three to Six students.

Kwok Man-chiu, head of the school’s information
technology in education panel, says that in the past,
using the traditional PowerPoint software made group
work time-consuming.

Each student had to create his own PowerPoint file
and send it to the team leader who had to assemble the
presentation. Any mistakes spotted after that had to
be cleared with him. “And if you didn’t have the team

- leader’s phone number, you would have to wait until

the next school day to change it,” says Mavis Chen
Tsz-yan, a Primary Five student at the school.

But now the PowerPoint Web App allows every
team member to work on the same PowerPoint file

WX ER

Microsoft is offering
cloud-based platform
Office 365 for free to
800,000 students in
1,000 primary and

- secondary schools in
Hong Kong.

~

Primary Five students from C&MA
Sun Kei Primary School, whicl
piloted the PiL 3.0 initiati
Office 365 on their ta

nine

simultaneously, eliminating the need for assembly.
And with several people checking the slides, mistakes
can be easily spotted and immediately changed.

PiL 3.0 is also sensitive to the students’ budget.

Kwok says that while more than 90 percent of
the school’s students have computers at home, those
from low-income families often use older versions of
Windows software which are often incompatible with
the versions in school.

This comes as no surprise since the latest version
of Microsoft Office — Microsoft Office Home and
Student 2013 — costs HK$1,099. With Office 365,
updates are done free-of-charge.

“The amount of savings is quite significant,” says
Horace Chow Chok-kee, general manager of Microsoft -
Hong Kong. “Buying the software is not a one-off
thing. When the software is updated a few years down
the line, you have to buy the new version. Butifyouuse
our cloud-based software, you will always be using the
latest software.” "

Chow addsthat license fees for Microsoft software
could cost schools around HK $3,000 per computer.

But Kwok says software that works heavily with
images and videos is better used off the cloud.

He adds that Office 365 looks too commercial and
could be made more student-friendly by adding fun
graphics or cartoons. The text size is also too small,
says Kwok, because in his experience 16-point text is
the optimal size for schoolchildren.

“Young peopleneed tounderstand how to use tech-
nology,” says Ken Wye Saw, Microsoft’s vice president
of Asia public sector.

“There are very few jobs in the world that technol-
ogy or IT does not touch and therefore understanding
and using technology can make a big difference.”
apple.lam@singtaonewscorp.com
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