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Editor’s Note:

Gary Stager’s seminar presentation was delivered during a ‘flying
visit’ to Australia. This paper has therefore been developed and
edited from a tape of the session. An attempt has been made to
balance the format of a paper with a reflection of Gary’s vibrant
presentation style, retaining elements of his conversational approach
and occasionally colourful and provocative expression, used to
stimulate whathe sees asan essential and serious debate on rethinking
the relationship between education and technology.

Thanks are due to the schools for whom Gary Stager presented
workshops during his stay —Geelong Grammar School and Methodist
Ladies” College—to Scotch College, who hosted a follow-up seminar
for IARTV, and to Computelec Australia Pty Ltd.
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INTRODUCTION

Alan Kay defined Technology as ‘Anything that
wasn’t there when you were born’. For today’s
children — our students — computers are not
‘hard’, or ‘worthy of study’, although that is the
message that we give about them in school. In fact
we invent entire industries and curricula called
things like ‘Information Technology’ — just one
of thoseideas that have been exported to Australia
from America, along with the old chestnut
‘Computer Literacy’.

These were reactions to new and powerful
technology being put into schools, to be greeted
by educators who were not content simply to
have ‘computer users’ in their classes, but who
then went about finding a way of creating a bell
curve from ‘good’ computer users through to
‘bad’ computer users.

If you can remember when television came into
your home, youmaystill lookatitin wonderment.
To children such technology is just a part of their
environment. Inmany cases whatwedoinschools
with computersis thereforeatbesta history lesson
and at worst a parody. I have seen schools where
every student has a 486 machine, but for one hour
a week they go to the Apple I Lab for Computer
Studies because that’s what it says to do on the
timetable.

I have worked in computer labs. The simple fact
of thematteris thatwhatcanbedoneinacomputer
lab is precisely what can be done in a computer
lab. A lotof whatstudents cando thereisbased on
the time constraints of the timetable, the expertise
of the teacher, and the ability and willingness of
the teacher to let the students go and learn things
on their own. People who work to computer lab
parameters are continually having to come up
with activities — often very clever ones — that
last for exactly thirty minutes.

Itseems to me that after fifteen years of ‘Computer
Literacy’ nobody seems to be really ‘literate’, and
very few can‘compute’. Since lam among friends,
dare [ whisper the awful secret that we have not
really achieved very much?

On a more positive note, the types of activities
which we have been developing with schools on
my most recent visits to Australia are quite alien
to the type of activity described above. The
experiences we are trying to provide for students
are ones where the basic premise is that one works
through something until it is done, and to a level
of pride.

We work from the idea that students should be
wanting to come back to something the following
day — that there is a need for them to do so; that
if there is a bug in what they were doing they will
wantdesperately tocomebackand solve whatever
is the problem.
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