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A Happy Hew Year!

We hope your holiday's were safe and that the New
Year is off to a good start. This issue of Learning
Learning starts with new co-editors and new column
editors. First of all, we'd like to give our special thanks
to Naoko and Richard for their tremendous work
devoted to the publication of Learning Learning for the
past few years.This is Sumiko and Steve's first issue
as co-editors and we'd like to continue making
Learning Learning a publication that is as useful and
informative as possible. So let us know what you'd like
to see, or better yet, submit an article, anecdote,
opinion piece, etc...... Let's make 1997 a good year

for learning!- Looking forward to hearing from you.

Steve Cornwell & Sumiko Taniguchi



On Using Computers as a Tool for Leaming

Bill Bernhardt
College of Staten Island, The City University of New York

Bill Bernhardt teaches writing courses at City University of New York. He Is a long time practitioner of Silent Way
and founding president of Association of Science of Education. "On Using Computers as a Tool for Learning” by
Bill Bernhardt will appear in two parts. In part one Bill raises issue with the notion that computers are a cure all for
educational problems. He goes on to describe a computer writing workshop he worked on with “at risk” kids, and
then describes some of the few flexible software programs he likes to use. Part two will describe two additional
projects Bill has worked on: a multidisciplined writing/research course that used the internet, and an e-mail
ftelecommunication project with a school in Brazil. If readers have any questions or comments about this article,

please fax or e-mail the editors. We will contact Bill in order to keep a dialogue going to increase our

understanding of computers as tools for learning.

For the past few years teachers and students in
schools and universities all over the world have been
moving into computer "labs."” | feel that | must put that
word in quotation marks because the word "lab"(or
laboratory) conju'res‘up the image of an atmosphere
of experiment and innovation that is really quite
foreign to most computer-equipped classrooms. They
are really just traditional 18th century "factory-style”
classrooms with rows of fixed desks which, instead of
being empty on top have machines bolted to them.
There is a white board (using dustiess markers
instead of the traditionat chalk) at one end of the room
and a special desk for the teacher.

If one of the educational reformers of 50 or even 100
years ago were to look in through the window in the
door, he or she would see the familiar scene of
students bent over their work (keyboards, in this
case) as the teacher moves among them to monitor
whatever appears on their screens (surfing the
Internet and computer games having replaced
sneaking a comic book between the pages of one's
school text), and to make sure that they are
addressing the assignment:

The approach to learning shared by many computer
scientists, software developers and teachers who
use computers pays lip service to concepts such as
"active learning" and the "interactivity” of teacher and
learner, but most of what actually goes on in

computer-equipped classrooms follows traditional :

methods of instruction. These technologists and o
educators tend to think that an “innovative" pedagogy
is one which derives from the behaviorist psychology
of several decades ago. This so-called innovative
pedagogy breaks up whatever is to be learned into
little bits, arranged in hierarchical sequences. Such ,
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an approach may in some cases respect the

organization of a particular body of information.
However, it doesn't acknowledge or respect the
powers of learners.

Further, much of the software used in computer
classrooms has been strongly influenced by

entertainment media. Bright lights and loud noises
are thought to be "motivating," especially to young
learners. Many of designers believe (and behaviorist
psychology would support their view) that learners
need external rewards ("positive reinforcement”) in
order to participate actively. Hence the rise of
"endutainment," programs which profess educational
aims but display the look and feel of advertising or

Therefore, it's not surprising that in spite of all the
money that has been spent on touting
computerization as the cure for all educational ills, it
doesn't always work. Our reformer, looking through
the window in the doorway, might observe that many
of the students in today's computer classrooms seem
just as bored and distracted as any other group of
students down through the ages. In short, there is no
magic in filling a room with computers, creating
entertaining software and inviting students to sit
down and start striking keys and moving a mouse.
Computer technology is no more inherently
interesting or motivating to learners than any of the
other quick fixes that have come along in the past,
including the teaching machines of the 1950s, the

- "relevant” topics of the 1960s and 70s ("drugs, sex and

rock and roli"), and the focus on business and job

- training” characteristic of the 1980s.

Having noticed all of the above, | wasn't interested in



computers when they first started becoming popular
in education. The Apple Il invaded American
classrooms while | was away teaching in China,
during 1981-2. When | returned to New York,
everyone | knew seemed to be suddenly talking about
"wordprocessing,” but | still resisted. It was only when
I actually started writing with a computer a year or two
later that | recognized why Dr.Gattegno had (for many
years previously) spoken so enthusiastically about a
technology which seemed so different from charts
and rods. | discovered that | could use a computer to
accomplish much more within a given time span. My
powers of expression were enhanced without the
need to become a "computer expert” in any sense. in
fact, thousands of hardware and software engineers
had worked on my behalf to-create a technology that
permitted me to swiftly acquire "know how" without
requiring me to "know about.” | was eager to share.
this experience with my students.

Moving my classes into computer labs over the
succeeding 12 years has given me the opportunity to
work with my students in ways that are compatible
with The Silent Way and Words in Color: respecting
the powers of learners; subordinating teaching to
learning; working on the students while they are
working on the material; educating awareness. | have
found ways to apply computers to learning in a way
that makes sense to me.

x * ®

During July,1991, 1 collaborated with Frances
Pettersan, an English teacher from Dreyfus
Intermediate School on Staten island. We conducted
a twelve-day writing workshop for ten students
between the ages of 12 and 16 who were considered
to be “at risk” of dropping out of schoal due to
physical or emotional disabilities, family problems,
paverty or lack of interest.

When.the students arrived on. the first day we took
them into a Macintosh computer iab with all the
machines already booted up and ready for use. We
asked them to write something to introduce
themselves; that request was about the only
contribution we needed to make during the entire
three-hour session.

Providing them with a prompt each day triggered their
creativity and expressiveness. By giving them only
the briefest hints, everything they wrote belonged to
them and they knew it. Furthermare, we let them

teach themselves (and each other) the technical
aspects of wordprocessing including use of the
keyboard and mouse, inserting text, cutting and
pasting. changing fonts and sizes, printing, etc.
During subsequent sessions we encouraged them to
re-read their own work to see what they needed to do to
increase clarity and correctness before receiving any
feedback from us. Later, we circled or underlined
errors in their printed texts so that they could make
their own corrections and changes. Then we
accepted whatever they submitted as "finished” work
without further comment or criticism.

Samples of their finished work was collected into
three class "books," which they reproduced and
distributed to readers. Doing this gave them the
experience of becoming "published" authors. Enough
copies of their first collection, The Book of Excuses,
were sold at $1.00 each to earn the money to pay for
a lunch-time pizza party. Each sentence in this book
began with the words, " can't write today because....”

What was most striking to me about this experience
wasn't what we, the teachers, did, but what we dign't
do;

*We didn't try to motivate them.

*We didn't explain the prompts or suggest what to
write.

-We didn't instruct them in how to use the computer.

-We didn't correct their work or explain their mistakes
except in response to direct questions from them
about particular words or sentences.

We didn't give them any advice about writing.

We didn't comment on the content of their writing.

*We didn't tell them to be concerned about
correctness or the appearance of their words on the
page.

*We didn't try to keep the room quiet.

*We didn't tell them how great they were or compare
one person's participation with another's.

*We didn't evaluate any of their work.

it was difficult to get the students to give us verbal
feedback on what they were getting from the course;
they felt that they weren't in school and therefore didn't
need to answer our questions. But they came

back day after day, sometimes arriving an hour or two
ahead of time and waiting patiently for the door of the
computer lab to open.
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As | continue to use computers in my writing classes |
am always hearing about wonderful new software for
cther purposes such as language learning (speaking
and listening), literature, history, etc. These
materials are usually rather expensive, especially
when compared to the cost of a set of charts or a
couple of boxes of rods. Furthermore, even when
they are useful, they tend {o have very limited utility
and can often be replicated through the use of much
simpler (and less expensive) materials.

A program called Timeliner (Tom Snyder Productions)
is a good example of what | mean. This piece of
software can be used to create "timelines” such as
students might use in charting important events in
their own lives or in history. It's easy to use and
produces beautifully printed results. it respects the
powers of learners and is devoid of "edutainment”
features. But is it an instrument that one can use in a
wide variety of circumstances? Does it really add
resources to what one can do on one's own without a
computer? No, | don't think so.

Other than wordprocessing software, | haven't found
much to interest me as a teacher who already has
access 1o the rods, charts, wall pictures and printed
materials for The Silent Way and Words in Color and
knows how to use them across a broad range of
situations and circumstances. Storybook Weaver/My

Own Stories (MECC), KidCad(Broderbund) and a few
other, similar programs are the exceptions. | have
been working with Storybook Weaver for about five
years and | continue 1o find new possibilities each
time | bring it up on the screen.

Storybook Weaver divides the screen into two
"windows:" a "text window” for writing text and a
"picture window" for assembling pictures using
catalogues of visual images supplied by the program.
Basically, it provides an opportunity for the user to
work simultaneously with imagery and language. For a
teacher familiar with The Silent Way, it provides a
powerful supplement to the rods and pictures.

It makes sense to use Storybook Weaver in a Silent
Way classroom as soon as students have worked on
the sounds of the language and begun their
exploration of the functional vocabulary for spatial
fremporal relations. Working with one small group of
students clustered around a single computer | started
by putting the image of a bicycle into the "picture
window" (! could also have used the software to
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immediately supply the spelling of the word "bicycle in
the "text window" if | had wanted to) and held up the
keyboard. One student took the keyboard from me
and wrote, "one bike.” Then | put the images of three
more bicycles on the screen. Each image was initially
identical but, as | arranged them in the picture
window, | quickly made the following changes before
holding up the keyboard again:

-I changed the color of two of the three new bicycles.

+Of the two bikes that were the same color, | enlarged
one and reduced the size of the other.

«| placed one bike in front of the others.

The students were then able to speak and write
statements about what they saw. Later they made
changes in the imagery themselves and then
changed the text accordingly.

Working with native speakers of English on another
occasion, | used essentially the same imagery but
demanded a much more precisely worded text. Then,

| instructed the program to advance {o the next
"page", at which time the students had to write about
the image in the past tense (the image was no longer
before their eyes).

At other times | have used Storybook Weaver (and
My Own Stories, which contains more realistic visual
imagery) 1o generate pictures that would be
compatible with stories in Short Passages or other
written sources. And students have used Storybook
Weaver and My Own Stories to write and illustrate

their own stories or create new versions of stories
and articles which they have read.

If a school is able to buy multiple copies or a site
license, it's possible for each students to work with

his or her own individual copy of the program. However,
| have found that working in small groups is often

more productive. it is easy 1o lose focus when one

has such a rich program to work with and so many

choices of image. And as with the rods, more
restricted assignments usually produce greater results
than when the learners are given total freedom.

In the near future, my coliege will be able to project

the contents of a computer screen onto the wall
without having to darken the entire room. This will make
it possible for me to use Storybook Weaver with a
full-sized class much as | work now with Silent Way
and Words in Color charts and wall pictures.

(To be continued...)
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