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Bring A Computer, Ask a Question Program

A computer trouble-shooting learning activity

Overview

NTR's "Bring A Computer, Ask a Question" (BACAAQ) program provides technical support for the mostly low-income people served by NTR's computer placement programs and Computer Thrift Store. Participants bring their own computers and accessories to one or more workshops to obtain assistance from NTR's instructor and individual guides.

These workshops are intended not as a substitute for professional technical support, but rather as an opportunity for participants to learn how to find solutions on their own to problems encountered in the home computing environment.

Program History

In January of 2005, we began BACAAQ as a pilot project, offering a three-hour workshop on one Saturday afternoon each month, open to both adults and children. During the pilot phase of the project, we are relying upon volunteer labor to assist the paid instructor.

We currently offer these workshops for a nominal $10 fee, but grant funding will allow us to make this service available at no charge to school students (K-12), including students of public, private, parochial and charter schools, beginning in September of 2006.

The $10 workshop fee covers only about 20% of the cost of delivering this service. The remainder of the cost is subsidized by NTR, because we feel that this program fills a critical need in complementing our computer distribution efforts. Many participants purchase replacement parts and accessories, or complete computer systems, from our Computer Thrift Store, and we believe that BACAAQ has increased our coverage and enhanced our outreach efforts enough to offset much or all of our expenses in subsidizing the program.

We have publicized these workshops mostly by telling patrons of our Computer Thrift Store and students in our Learning Through Technology workshops. We have also sent e-mail announcements to online forums serving the Philadelphia area. In spite of our limited publicity efforts, these workshops have attracted an average of 12 participants, and response has been overwhelmingly favorable.

Computer Trouble-Shooting Workshops

The "Bring A Computer, Ask a Question" (BACAAQ) program offers computer trouble-shooting workshops to the mostly low-income community served by NTR in the Philadelphia area. Participants bring their own personal computer systems and accessories to obtain assistance with questions relating to both hardware and software on Windows and Macintosh systems.

We provide advice on configuring and installing operating system and networking software, as well as utilities, especially programs that detect and repair viruses, "spyware," "adware" and other "malware." Our coverage of application software focuses mostly on troubleshooting issues such as configuring a program rather than on the basics of how to use a program.

We address major hardware tasks such as assembling a system from parts, as well as smaller tasks such as connecting a printer or installing CD and DVD drives. Participants may bring components purchased elsewhere, or they may shop for parts in NTR's Computer Thrift Store. Some components, such as video and sound cards, keyboards, mice and connectors, are available at no cost.

Program Goals

Beginning in September of 2006, there will be no charge for school students (K-12). We will continue to charge a nominal $10 fee of adults who bring a computer. Additional family members and friends who do not bring their own computers are welcome to participate at no cost.

Each session will aim to serve 10 or 12 people who bring their computers. NTR's instructor and assistants will work together to assist each participant according to his or her needs. Each participant may attend as many sessions as he or she wishes.

We plan to have at least one paid instructor and four paid assistants on hand for each session. We will also invite the many computer technicians and aspiring technicians who serve as volunteers at NTR to augment their own learning by assisting in these workshops.

A $10,000 gift from the School District of Philadelphia will cover the cost of serving 200 students. With additional funding support, which we are seeking from private foundations and corporations, we expect to schedule at least one BACAAQ session per week throughout the year.

The BACAAQ program will complement our efforts to place several hundred free computers with school students each year in cooperation with the School District of Philadelphia's Educational Technology Group. Support from other sources allows NTR to provide free computers also to students from private, parochial and charter schools, as well as after-school and other extracurricular programs, and we will invite all of these partner organizations to encourage their students to participate in BACAAQ. While the workshops will be open at no cost to all K‑12 students in Philadelphia, we will conduct most of our outreach in conjunction with the School District.

This program will also help support our efforts to engage more students as interns in our computer refurbishing operation, and to place more free and low-cost computers with schoolchildren. Most importantly, it will be the one way that low-income students can afford to maintain the usefulness of their computers. This unique program will provide assistance that is not available to them anywhere else.
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