For $150, Third-World Laptop Stirs a Big Debate

By JOHN MARKOFF

CAMBRIDGE, Mass. — When
computer industry executives heard
about a plan to build a $100 laptop for
the developing world’s children, they
generally ridiculed the idea. How~
could you build such a computer,
they asked, when screens alone cost
about $100?

Mary Lou Jepsen, the chief tech-
nologist for the project, likes to refer
to the insight that transformed the
machine from utopian dream to
working prototype as “a really
wacky idea.”

Ms. Jepsen, a former Intel chip de-
signer, found a way to modify con-
ventional laptop displays, cutting the
screen’s manufacturing cost to $40
while reducing its power consump-
tion by more than 80 percent. As a
bonus, the display is clearly visible in
sunlight. ;

That advance and others have al-
lowed the nonprofit project, One Lap-
top Per Child, to win over many
skeptics over the last two and a half
years. Five countries — Argentina,
Brazil, Libya, Nigeria and Thailand
— have made tentative commit-
ments to put the computers into the
hands of millions of students, with
production in Taiwan expected to be-
gin by mid-2007.

The laptop does not come with a
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~*Microsoft Windows operating sys-

tem or even a hard drive, and the
screen is small. And the cost i§ now
closer to $150 than $100. But the price
tag, even compared with low-end
$500 laptops now widely available,
transforms the economic eguation
for developing countries. N

That has not prevented the effort,
conceived by Nicholas Negroponte, a
prominent computer researcher,
from becoming the focal point of a
debate over the value of computers
to both learning and economic devel-
opment.

The detractors include two com-
puter industry giants, Intel and
Microsoft, pushing alternative ap-
proaches. Intel has developed a $400
laptop aimed at schools as well as an
education program that focuses on
teachers instead of students. And Bill
Gates, Microsoft’s chairman and a
leading philanthropist for the third
world, has questioned whether the
concept is “just taking what we do in
the rich world” and assuming that

that is something gogd for the devel-
oping world, too.

Mr. Negroponte, the founding di-
rector of the M.L.T. Media Laborato-
ry, said he was amused by the atten-
tion his little machine was getting. It
is not the first time he has been chal-
lenged for proclaiming technology’s
promise.

“It’s as if people spent all of their
attention - focusing on Columbus’s
boat and not on where he was going,”
he said in an interview here. “You
have to remember that what this is
about is education.”

Seymour Papert, a computer sci-
entist and educator who is an adviser
to the project, has argued that if
young people are given computers
and allowed to explore, they will
“learn how to learn.” That, Mr. Pa-
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