Appendix C

Memorandum *
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To: The personal computer industry

From: Malcolm S. Knowles

Subject: Some suggestions for serving personal
and professional owners

From my own personal experience, and the experience of scores of other
personal and professional users as reported to me in numerous workshops on
adult learning around the country—and the world—I can testify that the mod-

writers are basically computer engineers (or have been trained by computer
engineers) who understand how the machine works but have no idea about
how adults learn. Consequently, their software and manuals are geared to
teaching us how a machine works rather than helping us learn how to use the
machine to perform the real-life tasks we buy it to perform for us. Asa result,
we independent users find the instructions we get from the manuals, soft-
ware, and—I would like to emphasize, Jocal representatives—to be confus-
ing, irrelevant, and frustrating in learning to use a computer for our pur-
poses. Unless something is done to correct this situation, I am afraid that the
computer industry will suffer a backlash, The word will get around that hun-
dreds of personal and professional users have invested hundreds of thousands
of dollars in computers that don’t do what they bought them for. Suddenly a
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164  The Adult Learner

crescendo of “computer for sale” ads could appear in the classified ad sec-
tions of our newspapers. As an adult educator, I would view this to be a trag-
edy, since I perceive the computer to be the most potent tool for adult learning

to appear in modern history.

In the past decade or so we have learned more about how adults learn—and
how different this is from the way we have assumed children learn
—than we knew in all previous history. Here are the most important things
about adult learners that the people in the computer industry need to know if

they are to serve us effectively:

1. Adults have a deep need to know why they need to know some-
thing before they are willing to invest the time and energy in learn-
ing it. You need to explain to us why we need to know how to for-
mat, to move the cursor this way and that, etc., before asking us to
memorize the commands.

2. Adults are task-oriented in their learning. We learn those things
best which we learn in the context of using them to do what we
want to do. So don’t ask us to memorize commands—even if you
explain why we need to know them. Ask us what we want to use

the computer for first—to write letters, to write reports, to keep
accounts, to play games to maintain mailing lists—and then guide
us in learning what we have to tell the computer to make it do
these things for us. Start with us where we are in our interest, not
with the computer where it is in its operation; teach to the person,
not to the machine.

3. Adults come into any educational situation with a wide variety of
backgrounds of experience. So don’t assume that we all are com-
ing to the use of computers with the same experience. Give us

choices that will enable us to tie into the use of the computer from
different experiential bases. Some of us have had experience using
typewriters, others have not; some of us have had some previous
experience with computers—at least in game arcades, others have
seen their secretaries using word processors, others are complete
neophytes. Write your manuals and software programs so that we
can enter them from our different experiential bases. Perhaps each
manual could be divided into different sections according to differ-
ent backgrounds of the users.

4, Adults have a deep psychological need to be self-directing; in fact,
the psychological definition of “adult” is one who has developed a
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owners. It is important that these indexes contain the words the
users employ when they want to look something up, cross-refer-
enced to the computer jargon.

. All existing and future manuals should be carefully copy edited

before being released for sale. I lost my confidence in the Lerter
Perfect manual, for example, when I found so many typographical
and editorial errors in it.

. All software endorsed by Apple or sold by Apple dealers should

use a common command language. So far in my Apple career, I
have four software programs that I bought from an Apple dealer:
Applesoft System Master, Letter Perfect, Apple Writer II, and The
Mailroom. Each one has different commands for moving the cur-
sor, formatting, and otherwise operating the programs. I have
found it onerously time-consuming to have to learn a new lan-
guage each time I buy a new program; and I have found that when
1 have learned a new one, it is most awkward to go back and com-
pose something on a program 1 had learned previously.

. Local dealers should be forbidden to sell a new software program

until at least one of their local representatives has mastered it. I
found it terribly frustrating after I bought my Apple Writer II to
agk the salesperson from whom I had bought it how to solve a
problem I was having with it only to be told that he didn’t know the
program (and that nobody else in the shop did, either), and that
therefore they couldn’t help me.

. Local dealers should be requested to refer to their Apple experts as

“representatives” or “helpers” or “coaches,” or something other
than “salespeople.” Some time ago I called my local Apple dealer
and asked to speak to their “Apple expert” about a problem I was
having. I was told that “our salespeople are all tied up with cus-
tomers, but one will call you when be is free.” I felt put off, be-
cause I had long ago bought my Apple, and so didn’t need a sales-
person. I needed someone to help me solve a problem.

. Local dealers should be required to have at least one person in the

store at all times who can help owners solve problems. It is frus-
trating to be in the middle of a report or an article and be stumped
by a problem and be told that it will be a day or two before the
person who can help me will be back in the store. If this solution is
not feasible for a given location, then Apple should have a
“HELP” 800 number available.

. Apple owners should be provided with better linkages to one an-

other, perhaps through a newsletter or lists of local Apple clubs or
OWDers.




