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As drill and practice programs in computer assisted

instruction (CAI) in English give students a chance to test their
understanding and free the teacher from test grading, they seem a
legitimate if unexciting use of the computer; but what seems less
defensible is that, according to some estimates, 90% of available CAl
software is of this drill and practice type. A new form of CAIl known
as "sipulation,” however, uses the computer's full capabilities to
put students in a simulated environment to discover for themselvass
how best to handle a situation. One such simulation in literature
instruction is the "Huck Finn" program. After reading a551gned _pages,
the students work with a computer simulation of the situation in
which they have just left Huck Finn and try to get themselves out of
Huck's predicament. Having faced the situation on the screen and
thought their way through it, the students will be more eager to see
Huck's solution and more able to share his feelings. The students
then read more assigned paYjes and the process is repeated. Students
appear to enjoy the program and one formal evaluation Showed that it
improved both understanding and appreciation of the book. While the
program is open to improvement, it at least uses fully the current
state of technology and serves zs a model for the type of computer
program that might be made available for literature instruction.
(Examples of three simulations from the Huck Finn program are

included.) (HTH)
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It has been interesting the last few years to watch our pro-
fession quickly adept the use of computers., In writing courses
many of us are int reducing our studeats to word processors and using
many of the prewriting and editing programs available, such as Hugh
Bo ms' TOPOI, Michael Cohen's HOMER, and my Writer's llelper, In
jiterature instruction Steve Marcus' Compupoen is widely'used and a -
vhole cerles of fictlon programs ate being trled, For & profession
often perceived as being pretty atodgy, we seem to be quick to test
the technological waters.

Vhile we are currently trying a number of interesting uses of
the computer, we aometimes ask tor little of these machines. It 18

as if we had been given a Haserati end then just usad 1t to go back

and forth to the store for groceries, A good example of this would
be programs vhich just ask the computer to ask simple questions snd
then “grade" students' answers. Such quiz-type prozrams seem
especially Prevalent in computer-bhased literature instruction.

A good example would be a series entitlad "Geft~lt"
developad by Elsine McNally Jamchaw cf Tova State. In 3 recent

article in The Computing Teacher she describes how her p o3 ran
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could help teach Huck Finn by providing a long series of questious
that test students' abilities to recall facts, interpret facts, and
draw inferences from facts,

Mcst of her questions sren't really different from what tench-
-ers8 have been ssking for generations on quizzes. Let me quote two.

Buckleberry Finn contains wmany comments which are

critical of aociety in gemeral.

A, Yes -
B, No.
Jim muns away fmom his owner because
A, Jin has been whipped.
B, Jim's wife lives in the South.
C. His owner is golng to sell him.

Such questions are pretty standaéd fare whether asked by a
conputer or on a pop quiz, They may not be exciting, but they do
at least check to see if the student has read the book (or caught
the movie last time it was on TV}, 1If the computer has any advaunt-
age over 8 dittoed guiz at this level, it does still hold some
excitement for students and so might boost enthusiasm for quiz
taking, and iike all computer-generated quizzes, it tella students
ingtantly whether they are right or wrong.

Ptlofeasor Jarchaw’s third get of questions is more original.
Here she has students pick a statement with which they agree and then

select other statements which support their original assertionms.




Rather than grade their answers she arranges theilr gentence cholces
into a parag raph sc students can sSee one way their opinions could
be yorded ~ not a bad way of beginning a writing exercise.

With that exception, however, her program falls into a class
of Computer-assisted Instruction (CAI) programs knowm 88 drill and
practice. They supply quizzes to test students' progress, give
students instant feedback on their understanding of material, and
often record total scores for the benefit of their teacher. Such
progrsms seem a legitimate, if unexciting, use of the computer
since they do give students a chance tc test their understanding
and free the tescher from the drudgery of test grading.

What seens less defensible 18 the fact that accoxling to some
estimates a full 90X of available computer software is of toe drill
and practice type. Surely a machine as complex as the computer can
do more than give autcmated quizzes. And of course It can, but few
teachers are deaigning programs which use the computer's abilities
more fully.

Why not use the machine for more interesting tasks? According
to same jt's a fact that teachers make bad programmers. Having the
computer print a line or two of type, ask a basic question, and test
for the accuracy of students' amswers is the limit of teachers'
programming ability, they say. They are wrong. 1 have taught a
large number of teachers how to program and find that even a teacher

who has never touched a camputer keyboard befoie con resch a basic
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level of proficiency in a single evening, and ail are able to
prodice quite sophisticated prograns within a semester.

So why don't teachers produce more challenging software? My
opinion is it's simply a lack of good models. When 90% of soft~
ware is drill and practice, the odds are teachers will czly see
drill and prz2ctice software and so will zasume chat is what
Computer-assisted Instruction is. It 18 true that in the early
days of computers they could only show words or numbers on a tele-
type and then on a TV monitor, and so drill and practice was the
name of the game, bui those days are over. Computers can now
produce pictures, sound, animation - but only if we ask them to,

In his book, MINDSTORMS: Children, computers and powerful

3deas, Seymour Papert refers to this non-use of technologieal
capatilities as the QWERTY principle. HNHe points ot that typewriter
levboards ate arranged with the upper row arranged Q@ through E, ete.,
btecause early typewrlters jammed if oft-struck keys were placed
close together. Spreading such keys aromind the keyboard was a
requi mment of the early technology. It quickly became less
.necessary and of courae_nith word proc2ssors there are no keys at all
0 more convenient keyboards are instantly available, But QWERTY
hangs on because it 1s all we know.

Drill and practice hangs on because it is often all thac
teachers have seen. Luckily thias is slowly changing, There is 2

new formm of CAI known as “simulation' which uses the full capabilit-

iea of the computer to put students in a simulated envircmment to
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“

discover for themselves how best to handle a situatic\m.\ Flight
timulators in the military were the first use of this f&ﬁl of
instuction. A pwgmm known as "Oregon Trail" produced by the
Minnesota Educational Computing Consortium {MECC) 1a the heat
example of such a program used in the schools. In both cases the
computer produces giaphic situationa on the screen and students
choose alternative ac-tions to resolve problems. If they choose
well they can see success on the screen; if they fail, they see
the disast rous results of their choices. bradually, students
discover for themselves how to fly or how to get their families
over the trail to Oregon.

In literature instruction we are only beginning to try
simulations. 1'd like to describe one, a simulation of my own,
entitled Huck Finn.

Huck began with my concern that students were reading uy
favorite novel, and even understandicg it at one level, but they
veren't living it. They were reading the words but not sharing the
excltement.

About this time I had a chance to see “Oregon Trail” and ‘‘ODell
Lake” and a8 number of other MECC simulations and thought that maybe
I could use that approach to help my atudents better appreciate
Buck. 1 decided I would set up an animatel werld and let my students
“play Huek.” I guessed that if they faced his challenges themselves,
they would have a much hetter appreclation of his resourccfulness and

creativity. Instead of just nodding their heads and tuming the page



6.

every time he pulled off a major coup, they'd share the challenge
and excitement of his situarion.

1 began by picking three scenes in which I feit Huck showed
resl genius: escaping frm the cabin in Illinois, avoiding the
slave tunters outside of Cairo, and getting the Wilkes' moaey back
from the King and Duke. I then had an art instructor draw a series
of scenes from these segments of the book. Next I worked on setting
the scene and supplying altemmative actions, The rxesult 1is a
program which wotks something like this:

First, students read UPTO a set page. They are supposed ro
read the tirst 60 pages of the hook for the first similation, read-
ing wh’ch should make them familiar with the setting and with Ruck's
personality. This brings them to the cabin scene, but rather than
read how Huck does it first, 1 refer them to the program where they
take 6on the role of Huck and see how they could d¢ 1n that situation.

After several introductory screens the students see these two

screenat
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Should a atudent choose inappropriately, a acreen similar to

the following would appear:
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The student chooses again until he or ghe figures out the

correct answer, and thea the following two frames appear:
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Following the last screen, another series of questions and
alternatives appear so the student has a chance to work out how best
to avold Pap. The whole sequence takes from five to ten minmutes
after which the computer directs the student to go back to rcading
the book to see how Huck actually got wt of his predicament,

Having faced the situation on the screcn and thought their way through
it, hopefully students will now bz more eager to see Huck's solution
and more able to shate his feelings.

In the next scene, the slave hunters oncounter, I took a slightly
different tack. I used only one graphic, Jim on the raft, Huck in
the cance, and the slave hunters in the rowboat, but I made the

animation constant, It begins with these two scenes!
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What 1is unique about this scene is tnat whi'e the students are
resding and thinking, the slsve hunters keep 1owving cliser to Jim,
The idea was to make students more sppreciative of Huck by both showing
his quick thinking, and by showing his quick thinking under pressure.
igain the students sre given 8 question snd a series of alternative
answers such 8s the one below, but every time they make s mistake, the

slave lunters get closer to Jim.
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1f they answer correctly, the canoe moves betweea the unters

apd Jim; if they dod t,the huntera row right up to Jim and capture him,
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Iz the screen below the student hae already answered incorrectly

twice. One more error and Jim will be caught,
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Again with this scene, after trying the situation for themselves,
students are told by the program to read the scene in the book to sce
how thelr answers coaparcd with iluck's actions.

in the third scene Huck is in a double prediciment because while
he wants tc help the Wilkes girls, if be goes to the authorities aund
reveals the King's and Duke's real identity, they would surely reveal
Jim's iocation to the sheriff, The following three screens show part of

this sectioi.
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After several more frames we come to the part where Huck hides
the money in the ccffin,
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Again when the scene finally ends the program directs students
back tc the Look,

I've had good luck with the progtam so far. Students like ii,
and the one fommal cvaluation made of it showed it Improved both an
understanding a;;d an appreciastion fcrx the book.

0f course the program can be impwved., 1'd like to add sevaval
more scenes and 1'd like to do at least two or three scenes in which
thz students "play" Jim and see how they would do In his place, But

/ at least the program fully uses the current state of technology and -
I hope it gerves as 2 maodel for the type of computer prgrsn we can
have in literatuse 1r.sxl'tuction.

A the technology develops In the areas of vileo-text and arli-
ficisl irtelligence I hone we can move by this poor effort te torc
advantage of those yow opporiunities oz well, n any casa 1 hope we
can avoid QUERTY in elucation, There are tco many exciting new
onporiunities on the horizon for us Lo let curselves get stuck in one
model of Ihow crrmputers can be vsed in lfrersture Instruction or in

any other arca of instruction,
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