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PLATO AND THE ENGLISH CLASSROOM

g

I want ‘to talk to you today about the PLATO system as a tool
for use in expository writing instruotlon. For those of you
who are not famiiiar with PLATO, I will in'a moment briefly -
present its structure, nature, and history. But my main
purpose today is not just to eprain what PLATO is, nor is .
my purpose to convinceé you that PLATO is necessarily the "wave
of the future"; instead, I want to discuss with you some of ‘
the ways PLAT® has been used by instructors of expository
writing, But I don't want to leave this as a review of the
past erperlence of others 1 want to give you my sense’ of
both the hopes and the disappointments of the system ag it has
‘been used and my sense of how its use in the immediate future
may help, but may also frustrate, the Nritlng instructor who -

L]

wants to use it with hlS or her students.

’

First, though, let's clear up some confusion about the nature

of this Computer ‘Assisted (or Computer Aided) Instruction
system. The 1nit1a1 confusion is one that is largely engendered
. by the commerc1al vendors of the systemf’Control Data | A
Corporation: to the makers of the system (CDC), PLATO is
thought of as a CBE, or Computer Based Eduction system, and

the difference between the computer as aid or assistant, and

the computer}as basis or foundat{on is often a major obstacle

to the use of PLATO in an academic environment, suggesting‘to'
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teachers the Frankenstein nightmare of being replaced by their

own teaching alds and devices, the nightmare-myth of the
sorecerer's apprentiée, the nightmare experlence of the linotype
operator's union,

&

Thus, what at firsp_might'Seem to be a mere gquibble about

( semantiés--aéronyms, at that--(CAI or CBE), actually reveals

a deeper problem associated wifh the growth and development of
computers in institutional instfuction'environments. If PLATO
is a teaching aid, an instructiondl too}, then there reall& is
a place for a human user of the tool--a teacher; but if PLATO
is fhe teacher, if it constitutes the sum totgl of a student's
instruction. as is implied in the vision of the CBE espoﬁsed by
the prophets of technology, then one of the essential reasons
for the academic environment--the community of scholars--dis-
aprears, It's a frighfening and a fhreatening prospect in a
’Iot of'ways, and it is one of the most basicireasons that
computers haven't moved very quickly into our areas of
instruction: we want to protect.educatron, scholaréhip, the
humanities as we know them,’ i

For our pﬁrpbses PLATO must be thought of as a CAI--as a tool
for us té use as'teachers, a tool to help us do our jobs
better. and more effectively, and mofe easily. What kind of
tool is ité Whefe does it come from? How is it different from

other similar to6ols? And what sorts of assistance does it--

N

and can it--give us? _ _ : '




?LATO (the ac?onym'ié somewhat strained, though clever in itg
impXicatjons: it sfénds fog ﬁprogrammed logic for automated
teaching operations") is first'of all a computer-aided teaching
system, with most 6f the emphasis on the word System, vUnlike

most other computer-teaching~aids,flik¢ Apples, TRS-80s¢ and

A4

. . . )
the VIC~-Commodore, PLATO operates not as a desk-top computer, a

?stand-alone".into which one can insqrt'piograms for each sep-
arate task one wants- to perform with the machine,.but instead
PLATQ works from remoté’ferminals, which arq‘themselves compu-
ters, that are tied by phone 1ines'to a massive central comﬁu-
ter, most often CDC';'powerful CY3ER 720 mainfrate. As system,
it is a more po&%rful and versatile tool than the other micro-
processoré and minicompukeré évailable. Because it is a sys-

tem, it connects all its users, so they can talk to one another

%hrough the machine, leave notes to other users, and, most

importantly, get help from people running the system at the ‘Site

of the mainframe. A comp;ication ariégg in.the notion of

PLATO as one big inferconnqcted system, when Qe notice that
PLATO is actually run<out of several independent--and all too
often cdhpeting--mainframes; CDC has an array ofalmostg dozen
independent syétems around the world,'all of which use materi-
als developed mostly By theﬁselves; so does the University of
illinois, where PLATO was originally developed; so does Univers-
ity of Delaware; which' in some ways is tﬁe most aggressivé and
expansionist of the separaée mainframé sites ahd system spon-

sors, And so on, Each separate PLATO system hés its own,

"courseware" (instructiorial programs) which it guards jealously

PR .
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,‘aé a;commeroial commodityefand\this is understandable, s%noe ®
the development costs ass?ciaisg,with acquiring such course-
ware are hiéﬁ“indeed. Still, the uﬁshot is that the economic
principies oflcompetition and free enterprise define the boun=-
daries of PLATO's ¥alue over stand-alone CAI technology as an
instructional SYSTEM: pr;nc1p1es of pedagogy and, principles of
profit (Jr-cost) ‘seem always to come 1nto\conf11ct in any dis-

cussion of PLATO.

So.. PLATO is a tomputer-aided instruction éyeteﬁ. Does that
mean that one‘ﬁeeos to be able to talg‘computer jargon, to

: 'learn a domputen language, or\even to be interested in the tech-
nological detaif% of tHe machine? The whole notion of design-
ing it as a syetem, with built-in support and advice facilities,
ensures a+ no answer: the teacher wanting to use PLATO needs

only to famlllarlze him= or herself with the courseware avail-
able on the particular system, and in the partlcular field, he
or she is worklng wr%h (much as one always needs to familiarize
oneself with a new textbook before us1ng it in a class), and
then to set up rosters of students, and decide how to assign

the available courseware to the students who need if. Moreover,
iif PLATO is being used‘in a writihg clinic or writing'laoora;
tory setting, With human turors assigning CAI work to students
with whem they are\working, the same sort of‘preparation and

training of the tutors is all that is needed.
[ 4

I should say,.however, that, although no technical training is

]
needed by teachers or students using PLATO, the technology
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seems to bring out the "groupie" in large percentages of both
teachers and students, and'the use ofi PLATO as an adjunct to a’
regular\course in ekpository Qriting B2y have the ironic effect
‘of recrniting,English soudents (and even English teachers)'into

computer science programs. SN

Granted, then, that.neither the teacher nor the student needs

to have any special knonledge of conputers to incorporate PLATO
. . \ .
into a planned course of writing instruction; what sort of

help will PLATO offer? When, how, and with whom should it be
used? - - .
¥

The answer to these questions must deal first with PLATO as it

is and.has been, and then with PLATO as it could be.

’The earliest PLATO materials in.English, and even at this time,

by far the great percentage of them,. take the form.of sort of
electronic workbook exer01ses' much as if the\\ESson designers
had Simply taken one of the prlnt workbooks and recorded 1t in
"friames" on the screen, This is an improvement over the printed ‘
workbook. in at least one respect the student's Jork is scored’
1mmed1af/dy, and both the student and the teacher'are automatically

A}

~informed how successfully the student has worked the assigned

exercise, DBut as expensive as all textbooks’have become, they
still don't come close to the enormous costs of purcpgsing
(or leasing) and mainraining a PLATO si;e. Thus, the»drili
dnd practwce lessons--again, which constitute the majority of
English lessons avallable on PLATO--would not by themselves

be a persuas1ve reason: to employ PLATO in a writing class.<

H
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" -+ .~ Other sorts of lessons have been tried--with varying‘degrées of
'suébess. One'type is the. game-lesson; it is usually simpl&.a
diégﬁiséd and eﬁtertaining version of the drill-and-practicé?
"_.~j lesson. Since the PLATO screen and the éoﬁputer language:
(TUTOR) in which the system ié written are capable of generat-
,ing very‘sophisticated graphics (certainly anything as good as
is done on Arcade games), sdme of these éames are'ver& clever,
Sadly, however, most of them are directed at language learmers 7
in the,fhree-year—old to ten-year-old categéfy {e.g. the "make a
ééntence" game in which little pictures of a dog, a tree, a
. ‘ house, a girl, and so/on, are showh 6n’the'screen, and by arran-
ging them in a specific 6rder, the éompﬁter will act out the
vsentence consﬁructed——no matter how silly, "the tree by the dog
-jumps over,the:house by the girl," and so on). Again, the |
ability of the‘codpuﬁgf to animate images and words is largely‘
.wasted on poorly‘thougﬁt out lessons dirécted at extremely
young audiences. This sad mlséalculation has made map& of v
I A the most imagﬁnative.game and simulation lessons in English
largely useless with older writing students who héie éeficien-'
cies in the areas sﬁpposedly‘covered'by these lessons: it ié

almost as if lesson des¥gners assumed that anyone Qho'has,-for

instance, problems constructing correct sentences, must have

. the mental age and pefsonality of a three-=to«ten year old

child. It's downright insulting to college students.

Another approach to lesson design has sometimes been called

ﬂtutorial";-and, because it is both difficult and time-consume

ing to program, there are very few of these sorts of lessons., .

4
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tice working multiple choice exercises, but rather than sim-

t

But those few that do exist are among the most effective on' »

PLATO, A lesson called Repairing SentencévFragments by Brent

Sweeny of Indiana quversity explains the differences between

complete and incomplete sentences, then gives students prac- :
. .

. : L. . .
Ply settling for‘afright/wrong answer, the lesson responds to .

. . . .
wrong answers with automatic reviews of the specific rules

T

associated with the student's mistake; morebver, at.,all times,
the student can ask the 1esson for help about some aspect of L
the exercises, and the computer responds With ‘appropriate’ ex-

planation; hence the name, "tutorial,"

g - .
The central difference between drill and practice and tutorial v

1essons is that the latter attempt to simulate. genuine indiVi- _—
dual responses to each entry the student makes into the 1e850n--
as if it were a human reSpondent not a machine " In machine-
terms,\the difference is called "branching"--and it is this ¢
branching, the multiplication of possib]e responses the student
can have to and evoke from the computer, that marks the(pOint ' N
at which this expensive tool available to the teacher begins

to earn its keep. Students réspond well to these sorts of
lessbns—-vnot just in terms of positive attitudes'(which even
drill-and-practice lessons usually evoke)gabut in terms of

.
5
‘

pos1tive, measurable improvement In a recent College Engl;sh . o
., j I v 3 - ¢ 3
article on CAI William WIesch records the progress made by L

Richard Atkinson of’Stanford through his development of tutorax"

" ial lessonB: English students in Palo Alto area schools ausing o

'tutorial lesson materLals ‘made Significant advances over students

[ . ~ ‘ : /. ’l'.
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not using such CAI materials,
. N '

Sadly, hoWever, Atkinson isn't working on PLATO, and the Qork
that is .available on PLATO in the form of tutorial lessons is,

as'I have said, rare, = g

Summar121ng, then, what is and has been on PLATO: .

the population PLATO'S lesson materlals have mostly been
) -directed toward are either the very young, or the very

- deficient students of English; as a tool to help writing

* students with remedial problems, it has proven very
effective, though 1ts cost- effectlveness has been ques-
‘tioned;
teachers using PLATO in conaunctlnn with classes of expos-
itory writing have relied on it mainly as a sort of eled-

. tronic workbook, a medium and a tool,to help relieve them
of some of the burden of "fixing" +he stylistic error-'
patterns of each student; and within the limitations of
the range of lesson-types available, this approach has
‘been effective: student attitudes about issues of "correct-
ness" of style are far more positive than are those of
students fopced to work merely with conventional workbooks,
or fonced to sit through 1engthy classroom explanations
of style -error-patterns,

s

"Q'
Let me begLn my consideration of what PLATO could be by notlng
the one exceptlon I am aware of to the rather narrow range of

pedagoglc approaqhes taken by des1gners of English lessons.

A series of three fairly sophlstlcated 1essons emphas1zing the .,

‘process, or.prewriting aspect of composition, Introduction to

Essay Writing (Pat Porter, Russell Surpetis, and Melanie Wozniak

of University of Illinois) mage use of an advanced form of

tutorial, which Wresch calls" "dialogue" and which in PLATO
programming circles is more often referred to as a "problem- .
solving" design. The first of the three lessons takes up the
problem of cempos1ng an analytical essay by giving the student

practice ‘analyzing an idea--here, the idea that "writing is a

| 1o, . .
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" worthwhile activity." It helps the stndent divide up the idea

in a varietv of ways, and when the student attempts 1nappropr1-

N

ate d1v131ons, the lesson explalns ‘why they are not aﬁproprlate.
One of the exercises in the lesson shows how questlons 1mpllcit

in a toplc sentence oan help the: wrlter organlze his thoughts

Ps

1nt0 a larger compOS1t10n--a paragraph or'an essay.

This lesson alone'fi .there are others like it on PLATO, I'm
one A 11, . B

not aware of them) earns PLATO its name.  For this puts the
Socratic dimlogue into. the machine, and provides the user of
. . . - . . - &

the'lesson an 8pportunity, aS'Atkinson\says, "to construct
-natural language responses, ask questlons 1n an unrestrlcted

mode, and in general exercise almost complete control over the

sequqnce of learning events. That expresses the dream of

- e

the 1ntelllgent computer,. and this lesson, while .it doesn't
l“,

fulfill all the d1mens1ons of that dream, c@%tarnly is heading

in the right direction, -~ ) o
) N .
Still, the dream of artificial intelligence, of the HAL of
; ) . "
Kubrick's 2001 A Space Odyssey, and‘'of-thes charming robots of

Star Wars, R2D2 ahd C3PO, "isn't hene|§et, and despite rough

' approx1mat10ns of natural- languape responseé t&'human users of
comput\rlzed systems from synthesiZediphone messages, to the
edltlng slate developed by Bell Laborag}rles which can tell a
wrlter when. ‘his or her writing has too\many weak verbs, and
can suggest ways to improve those verb-cholces, despite, 'as
I'say,. such rough approximations of computers that really ta}k

to us, that particular dream of the computer-designers is still

\
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a dream, and the reglify of CAT must work within the limitations
of the cufrent state of inﬁgractive,computer science, Certainly,
the painfully detailed design of dialogue-lessons is desirable;
the educational.quality of such lessons is cleérly superier to
other.desigﬁs available--at least for the more sophisticated
sorts of directed instructional segmehts. But in the time re-
maining, I would like to suggest'another approach--not merely

to lesson design, but to the basic assumptions about the use-
.fulness of CAI, and particularly PLATO CAI, It is merely an
outline of an approach, and not a complete working out of the
implications of it, but it has the-merit'of working with the
strengthshof PLATO as anetworked system“of interconnected stu-
der’lts‘,, and in addition, it makes use of a heuristic that has
éainedrcohsidefable popularit& among English teachers through-
out the profession. I}aﬁ referring.to Peter Elbow's heuristics,

especially his notions of freewriting and of group work that

-grow out of his book Writing without Teachers.,

Since PLATO (and gther CAI'techﬁologies currently availablg)
lacks this ultimate ability the domputer-scientdsts dream about--
since it finally can't talk back to us freely, volubly, and
intelligently, why not make a virtue of hecessity, and use it.
for the strengghs it does poseess gi this time? Just because 3
the machine is so successfui at relieving writing teachers of

the béredbm and drudgery of marking specific errors, SCoriﬁg
testsy and giying out basic instruction in grammar, style,

and rhetoric, most users--especially those with quite a bit of

. experience on the system--tend to consider. the machine's role

12
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as Being one of authoritf: the source of the RIGHT ANSWER; the

SCOREKEEPER; the GRADEGIVE%. Thus,fone of the most common .com=-

plaints seen in reviews of-the'many dfill-anderactice-lessons

is that a pérticular lesson &ay fail to give thé student the

right answer if he or she miéses and gets the wrong one, Per-

haps in such sorts of lessons, this is indeed a.just and perti-

nent criticism; but learning to write is far more--and far>pther--

-than simply learning to give the right answers to questions '\

~.

. . . .
about stylistic choices. I would 1ige to argue that PLATO: can . .\)

4

/

. / v -
help (in ways not yet conceived oj/by its makers) the teacher
of writing to stimulate 'his or he¢r students to take more respon-

sibility for their own writing, and by doing so, to take the

Pe -

1arges% pbssible step toward improving their powers of express-

ion and communication. h -

‘Seéeral years ago, while I was working in the PLATO project at
the University offColorado at Boulder, I worked(for about six.
months on a sentebce.combining lesson, I'm amused to look back
on it now, to see how my present argument--and its connections -« .

to Elbow's heuristics--were foreshadowed in that rather innocent; |
tattempt to escape the trap that feemed implicit in the vg\y )
nature of sentence combining: an infinite number (at least. . ]
thgoretically) of possibilities of combination, How could a o
a machine be made *o anticipate\all the possible combinations,
and to judge among them for adequacy, accuracy, apd appropriate-
ness? The task seemed absurd on its face, and so my answér

was to trﬁst ghe writer to become a critical audience of his™®
own writing--that is, the lesson was predicatgd on fhe samé ) ‘v s

v g
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notions as Elbow's: that“the studeﬁt writer iearns'to improve
his or her writing not by being told by an English'teacher (and
much less by a machine) what and what not to do, but by exper-
iencing as directly ‘as, possible the effects of hlS wrltlng on

others--on a real audience, Flbow has very nlcely artlculated

r o

this thesis in both his works; and has worked out wonderful

techniques for transferring the power and the responsibility

-

from the teacher to the writing stgdents.'
' # 5 .
My lesson in sentence combining, I'ree Exercises in Sentence

‘Comblning, took half a dozen different paragraphs--of dlfferent
‘styles and dlfferent degrees of difficulty of their syntax--and
analyzed them into groupings of their component kernel-séﬁtencesn
the arrays of which were displayed for students to combine .coheg-
eﬁtly and intelligibly, Thus the student assembled ' smaller
sentences into larger ohes, and then assemblgd those larger ones
into a complete‘paragraph. Instead of having the machine tell
him or her whether the paragrabh just composed\izcm kernel=-
,sentthces was "right" or "good," the lesson showed it set beside -
the two preévious<versions, ones which had been composed and stored
by étudenfs who had earlier worked the lessoh. Tﬂe student was
then offered a simple choice as a result of his or her compari-
son of the -three available versions of the paragraph, he or she
could either store his or her version'(thereby "qumping" one of
the. others) or jettison it, if it wasn't as "good" as;whif was

already stored (by:-whatever standards he or she might choose),

13

1 hope you are beginning to see the possibilities of this basic

’
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approach to CAI lesson design. It requifes that the cbmpater
assume a stance as a non-judgmental medlum, a neutral manlpuia-
tor of 1nformat10n-aa tool that the student can use to help hlm'
accomplish the task of learning to use his- language AS HIS OWN,
And.of course, it requires that this stance be reflected in--

or, better, that it be a ﬁeflection of--the stance that the

" teacher of the coutse takes toward his or her studénts.

After this too-brlef sketch of just one new way of us1ng‘the
PLATO system in conjunction with wrltlng 1nstruction, I flnd
myself in a position to conclude by remlnding you of the ini-
tial confusion I Spoke about in ‘the beginning of my talk, that
is, the confusdion between CAI and CBE, between the computer as’

aid and the computer as basis or foundation of instruction.

L )

Is'vit possible that thare is an analogy between the way "edu-
cators" have habitually thought of the task of the computer in
education—-asﬁevidenced ia the'vast numbers of drill and prac-
tice lessons, with their simple structure of right answers and
wrong answers—-and the wady they (and we) tend habitually to
think of our own task and role in relation to our students?
How much of what we do as %eachers--especially as teachers of
wfiting--reinforqes the students' vision of us as the basis

of what they do, of how well they'perfbrm, of what their ulti-
mate 6apacitiés and responsibilities as writers are? To what
extent have our classroom pedagogies been designed to make our
students come to trust.us and rely on us as their ultlmate

authorltles and advisors in matters of style; in other words,-

s
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.shortcomings, my work with PLATO haS\taught me to trust my —

'studente to recognlze and acknowledge the strengths and weak=

.‘a

e ]

to what extent have we perverted for them thé notion of writing
as a skill, a power, and a gift for which each writer must™take

individual repsonsibility? .

In the concept of an Elbow-inspired approach to PLATO writlng
1essons, I see mirrored a visidn of what is wrong and rlght in
much of our pedagog;g theory and practice: all too often we have
forgotten the difference between teacher based ediicatidn and

teacher assisted. instruction. And whatever its past and present

"y

nesses in their writing, and to trust the rhetorical pr1n01pl¢

of audience-respomse writing, the principle thap a real audienc
cbmposed of a student's peers is after all £he most §OWerfu1
corrective to his or her writing problems; fdp it is that
audience to which the student's writing must be directed, and
of wﬁich it myst claim to be'representative, once the writing
class is over and the student is without the class's structure | "
or the writing teacher's authority. If we can get our compufers
to become versatile media b& whiéh writers can respond to audi-
ence reactions with modifiiifi9£s in their Writing--even as we
ourselves would like to do in our own classrooms, then I think
we can live without theluitimately interacti&e computers, and

HAL, and R2D2, C3PO, and their relatives can remain’comfortably

being what they are: science fiction.




