











IN DEFENSE OF
BASIC

by Carlos Vidal Greth

Logo, is shared hy many programmers and edu-
cators. There is, however, some controversy
about specific aspects of Logo and Papert’s strongly
held beliefs about BASIC. The contrasting views of
Arthur Luehrmann, another major influence in edu-
cational compuring, are presented below.
Luehrmann is co-founder of Bekeley-based Cor-
puter Literacy, a three-person partmership designing
and writing curriculum materials for beginning com-
puter users. Formerly a director of the Computer Edu-
cation Project at the Lawrence Hall of Science in
Berkeley, Luehrmann is co-anthor of the book, Com-
puter Literacy: A Hands-On Approach.
Luehrmann shared rhe following observarions with
the ATARI CONNECTION in an interview at his
home in the hills overlooking Berkeley.

“Covered with Warts, But It's There”

Wherher you like it or not, millions of home com-
puters speak BASIC. Only a tiny percentage speak
other languages. BASIC is covered with warts, but
it’s there. Current versions of BASIC on microcom-
puters are overly complex, tasteless, and full of in-
consistencics. Theres no easy way to define a
procedure and use local variables and pass parame-
ters. BASIC doesn’t have tight conrrol strucnures;
you have to huild them out of pieces. It docsn't have
a loop structure or a multi-statement branch
structure,

Despite the languages drawbacks, however, one
can learn to read, write, and do structured and top-
down programming with garden-variety BASIC.

If the educator teaches a language besides BASIC,
will the kid get any practice on it ouwide of school?

S EYMOUR PAPERT'S ENTHUSIASM for his language,

Not likely. If schools teach languages that kids only
have access to in schools, kids won't leam much.

If BASIC isn't taught well in schools, the children
learn street BASIC, Street BASIC is an un-
structured, hacker approach where programs are built
like houses of cards. You keep adding statements to a
wobhly structure—a program—until it collapses into
a heap.

Logo—the Pluses and Minuses

Current versions of Logo for schools are pretry
good, considering that theyte shoehorned into a
pretty tight box [a microcomputer]. Logos primary
advantage is that it teaches how to break a problem
down into manageable pieces and how to deal with
rhe whole problem in an absrract way, This is called
the “top-down™ method in computer science. The
top-down method doesn’t come naturally; it needs to
be taught. There’s nothing magical about any lan-
guage tn that regard. It takes a teacher to do the job.

It’s hard to teach structured programming in Logo
because there’s no conditional loop for repetitive
functions, and branch construction is limnited. A lan-
guage designer should provide a simple methed of
telling the compurer ro do somerhing repeatedly until
some condition hecomes true. That can he done in
Logo, but only by a recursive procedure. It's easier to
teach beginners repetitive procedures than it is to
teach them recursion.

Branches are a problem as well. The data that you
type until you press RETURN is the logical line in
Logo. That's constraining when the branch structure
you need to do something is rather lengthy. It forces
programmers ro mnake two choice blocks into separate
procedures and give each one a name.

That decision was made in part to protecr users
from errors that can propagate from multi-line state-
ments. If you close off each line by pressing
RETURN, when you do emor testing you've got a
known world where mistakes can be flagped. The
unfortunate effect is to make lengthy iffthen con-
structions diffcult.

The Transcendent Issues

We shouldn’t ger bogged down in details of lan-
guages when there are transcendent issues like
leamning how to solve a problem with the top-down
approach and how to use control structures, These
are fundamental issues, and it doesn’t matter a damn
what language you teach them in.

If you know any programming language, and have
heen comectly raught about procedures, control
structures, dara and variables, and lists, learning a
new language should be a piece of cake. =
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With colorful graphics,
lively melodies and cap-
tivating computer anima-
tion, Juggles' House *
teaches upper and lower,
inside and outside. Under-
standing these concepts
helps your child learn to
recognize shapes and let-
ters - to begin reading.

Games with windows,
toy shelves and a clown’s
house help children
understand basic writing
and counting concepts.
And naturally, Juggles’
House comf{ortably es-
tablishes computer
awareness.

Give your child juggles’
House forits early lcarn-
ing fundamentals. Or, give

|  your child Juggles’ House

for the fun of it
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