Personal Digital Assistant report

The Palm devices from 3Com dominate the current market for PDA (75%). The rest is covered by various types of PDAs running Windows CE operating system.

Both Palm and Windows CE devices differ in their approach to the functionality. Microsoft, the author of Windows CE has created a shrunk version of its Windows system to allow Windows developers to port their applications to the PDA devices. As a result Windows CE devices offer a wide range of capabilities but require better hardware parameters (processor, memory) to handle the applications. Also there is a doubt whether direct port of Windows metaphor (desktop with icons and windows) makes sense in the PDA context. Users seem to complain on the difficulties they encounter working with the CE interface.

On the other hand 3Com concentrated their efforts on identifying the basic functionality required from the PDA devices and building their device to support only necessary requirements. As a result Palm PDAs have a limited functionality, but their serve the task they were designed to perform very well. 

The different approaches to PDAs can be illustrated by the example of Web browsing. Windows CE devices offer Web browsing capabilities in the same fashion as the desktop computers do. This situation results in the difficulty in accessing the information normally designed for much bigger displays. 

The Palm VII is a first device from the Palm series that allows the direct wireless access to the Internet. 3Com is operating a proprietary wireless access service that connects Palm VII devices to the Internet. The protocol used by this service allows data compression so the time spent on transmitting data is minimized. On the application level Palm VII has introduced the concept of Web clipping. Instead of downloading whole HTML pages that is time and resource consuming Palm VII allows application builders to create HTML-like forms that reside locally on the Palm device and are filled with selected content from the WWW on demand. For example suppose we have a simple Web page that allows user to type the stock name and return its current price. In traditional Web model it would require to send two pages, one with a query, the other one with results. In the Web clipping model both pages reside locally in the Palm device, the only information exchanged through the wireless service is the name of the stock and its price. The concept of Web clipping results in much better performance comparing to the traditional Web browsing. Palm devices are not universal Web browsers but they perform the tasks they were designed for efficiently.

In the experiment we performed in NPAC we tried to link the Palm device coupled with a modem with the PC desktop-based Tango system. The goal was to allow people that are temporarily without access to the PC to participate in the collaboration process. We chose chat application as the most popular example of Web collaboration. 

Palm – Tango connection

The connection of Palm device is implemented on the per application basis. Each Tango application that wants to be accessed from the Palm device has to be modified so it is able to forward the messages to and from the Palm. Of course for each Tango application there must be Palm application created. Because of the limitations of the Palm devices they are generally not able to accommodate the same level of functionality as the original Tango applications. It is thus important to carefully select the functionality required from the Palm application and provide translation of information exchanged by Tango applications to the format that can be handled by the Palm device. 

Tango applications communicate with Palm device using dedicated server application (Palm Server). The purpose of Palm Server is to accept connections from the Palm devices and forward messages in both directions (to and from Tango system). Because the connection with Palm device is not permanent, Palm Server is able to store the messages and forward them to Palm device once it becomes available.
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