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Abstract:

The present study explores handheld computer-assisted learning processes, in the context of a museum visit by school children. It characterizes the student's manners and trends of usage of the handheld computers: assesses the needs and expectations of the users and identifies their difficulties. 110 eight grade students participated in the research. The data collection was performed by direct observation, two questionnaires and video recordings. 
The results show that: 1) The absolute majority of students used the handheld computers during the museum visit. 2) The students chose to use mainly typing and voice recording features. 3) There is a difference in the behavior between the first six minutes and the rest of the time. Students initially concentrated their attention in interacting with the expositions and after that they began to gather information into the handheld. 4) The main constrain of the handheld computers is their small keyboard, while the small screen size did not present a problem for the students. 5) Most of the students did recommend the use of handheld computers and enjoyed their use as well.
These findings show that handheld computers can become effective tools in out-of-school learning environments, provided that an education style adapted to these environments is designed and a solution is found for the problem of small keyboards. 
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Summary:
During the last years we have witnessed advances in mobile computing technologies. Today more than ever, it is being demanded from educators to have an active role in the designing of new technologies and the planification of its integration in all areas of education.

The main objective of this research was to assess handheld computer assisted learning processes, in the context of a museum visit by school children. This is in order to formulate recommendations for the development of an adequate pedagogic framework for the introduction of handheld computers in out of school learning experiences in general, and in museums specifically.

The research characterized the manners and trends in the students’ usage of handheld computers, assessed the needs and expectations of the users and identified the difficulties and problems characteristic to this kind of learning.

110 eight grade students participated in the research during an educational visit to a museum, 57 (51.8%) boys and 53 (48.2%) girls. Given the research’s exploratory nature, two experimental paradigms were combined: qualitative and quantitative. The data collection was performed in various ways: direct observation by the research team, two questionnaires, direct questioning of the students and video recordings of their visit. 

The results showed that an absolute majority of the students used the handheld computers in the museum. 

Out of all the possible functions available in the handheld computers, the students chose to use mainly typing and voice recording.

It was found that there is a difference in the behavior of the students between the first six minutes and the rest of the time during their visit: initially the students concentrated their attention in observing the expositions and stands in the museum and activating them with the handheld computers, and only after that did they begin to gather information from the environment into the handheld. 

In addition, it was found that the main constrain of the handheld computers is their small keyboard, while the small screen size did not present a problem for the students. Still, it is worth mentioning that withstanding the difficulty in typing with the small keyboard and managing the files produced by the handheld, most of the students did recommend the use of handheld computers for the learning process in the museum and enjoyed their use as well. 

The main conclusion is that in order to use handheld computers as effective tools, a judicious balance is to be obtained between an initial introduction of the students into the new environment of the museum and the process of information gathering with the handhelds. Planning of the initial acquaintance process is recommended: first a directed exploration followed by open self-learning, both helped by handheld computers.

The handheld computer was recommended by the students for data gathering in the museum and it even increased their satisfaction with the learning experience. The advantage of handheld computers is that they comprise flexible working and learning tools which are adaptable to the different ways and paces of data gathering by the different students.

In conclusion, handheld computers will become effective tools in out of school learning environments (specially in museums), provided that an education style adapted to these environments is designed and a solution is found for the problem of small keyboards. 
