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earning 10 Computer Programs 
in a Month 

Chen Der-Thanq, Victor 

"Learning 10 software programs in a month? You must be kidding. I 
cannot even get my students to master one!" You may react this way. 
Well, while the title might be exaggerating, I do wish to share with you 
some of the strategies that you might consider using to help your students 
learn new programs more effectively and more efficiently. It is possible 
to learn quite a number of programs in a very short period of time, if 
you just follow the steps discussed in this article. 

We shall first review the typical way of teaching computer programs so 
that we may make a comparison. Very often, we teach computer courses 
based on the step-by-step direct instruction approach. A typical scenario 
is that the teacher will demonstrate how to perform a specific function 
step by step. The demonstration is then followed by hands-on practices. 
The teacher will cruise around answering questions. After most students 
are able to perform the desired function, the teacher will move on to 
demonstrate the next function. This cycle continues until the time is up 
or topics are exhausted. 

Have students learned? I would say, yes, but only how to follow 
the directions. Is this what we want? Probably not. Usually, after students 
walk away from the computer class, most of them can only handle the 
specific program covered in class. They do not have the skills to explore 
a new piece of software. Worst of all, after a period of time, if students 
do not use the program often enough, they will forget what they 
have learned and will not have the ability to recall their knowledge. 
Obviously, we need a better way to tackle this problem. 
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I would like to argue that we can do better than this traditional approach 
by teaching students how to explore the computer. This exploratory 
approach encourages students to develop strategies to explore the 
computer. Therefore, you as a teacher are not there to teach button- 
pushing or menu-selection, but to facilitate students to develop 
understanding of the software by themselves. By doing so, students 
cannot forget what they have learned because they have struggled to 
find out how to do it instead of being told. Even if they do forget, it 
becomes very easy for them to pick up again because they now have 
the ability to explore the program again, just like what they have done 
at first. 

The following strategies for exploring the computer are presented 
in priority order, which means that you should encourage students to 
try strategy 1 first. If it doesn't work, go to the next one on the list and 
if it still doesn't work, use the third one, and so forth. I have listed 11 
strategies but you can come up with your own items to add to the list. 

1. LOOK AT THE BIG PICTURE 

It is very important that you first explain what a piece of software can 
do. This is to give students a big picture and in a way, to help them set 
the goals. Usually, you simply show the final product or result. For 
example, if you are teaching wordprocessing using MS Word, you could 
show an already-created table with beautiful boarders, or a well- 
formatted newsletter making use of columns and graphics. This is usually 
good enough to intrigue and inspire students. They now know that these 
are the things that can be done. They will have to find the right way to 
do it. 

2. TRY ONE THING AT A TIME 

You should highlight the fact that our hands are usually faster than the 
brain. Before you realise what a button means, you have already pushed 
the button and maybe some other buttons that you don't want to push. 
Sometimes, one action requires only one click, but you double-clicked. 
Sometimes, the computer is just slow and you lose your patience. 
Therefore, more than one click is made. As a result, when the computer 
comes alive again, it immediately reacts to those unwanted clicks and 
all of a sudden, you are at a loss as to where you are and what you have 
done. 
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There are several clues to look for to make sure that the computer 
is still working. One is to look at the light of the hard drive. If it is 
blinking, the computer is likely to be still working on reading or writing 
something. Another is to observe the cursor. If the program is well- 
designed, when the computer is undertaking some time-intensive tasks, 
usually the cursor will turn into an hour-glass or a clock of some sort. 
This signifies that the computer is still working. So, students just have 
to be patient and refrain students from blindly trying different functions. 
Students should be taught not only to try one thing at a time but also to 
make conscious moves one at a time. 

3. MAKE CONSCIOUS MOVES 

By making conscious moves, I mean a systematic way of trial and error. 
The model I use with my students is the problem-solving model. The 
steps are: 

1. setting up the goal or defining the problem; 

2. formulating hypothesis; 

3. planning a solution; 

4. carrying out the plan and 

5. evaluating the result. 

First, you set up a goal or define a problem. 

For instance, I want to change the colour of an object. 

Second, you form a hypothesis. 

OK, I think if I click this button, the program will allow me to change the 
colour. 

Third, you plan the action. 

I will click the button and see what happens. 

Fourth, you carry out the plan. 

So, I click the button. 

Fifth, you evaluate the result. 

Hnzm, it shows me a colour palette. This is ~zot quite what I want but is 
one step closer. 
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Finally, if the result does not support the hypothesis, you go back to the 
first step and start the cycle again. 

So, you guess I still want to change the colour. I think by clicking one of 
the colotirs on the palette, I will be able to change the colour. So, I click the 
red colour on the palette. Ta dah!! It works! 

At first, you might ask students to work in pairs. One student 
will think aloud while the other moderates to make sure that the problem- 
solving cycle is followed. After students have internalised the process, 
it isn't really that complicated as it appears. 

4. TRY THE REVERSE FUNCTION 

It is useful to learn functions in pairs. If I can group objects together, 
can I ungroup them? This strategy not only quickly expands students' 
knowledge base of the program, but also enables students to fix their 
own mistakes. We all make mistakes. Sometimes, two buttons were 
just next to each other. I want to click one, but accidentally, click the 
other one. If I know the reverse function, I will be able to fix the 
problem by myself. It is useful to point out to students different ways of 
fixing the same mistake such as undo, revert, toggle, etc. Usually the 
reverse function operation is very similar to its counter function 
operation. 

5. SAVE OFrEN AND SYSTEMATICALLY 

Everybody seems to have to go through the hard way to learn this lesson. 
Even now, after many years of working with computers and losing 
dozens of important files, I occasionally forget to save my work. Be 
prepared, no matter how hard you try to tell students the consequences 
of not saving or not backing up, there will always be one or two students 
coming to you in tears when the assignment is due. 

Students need to be taught not only to save their work often, but to 
do it in a systematic way. There are several techniques which need special 
attention. First, use meaningful file names. Very often, if the class is called 
NED 123, you will find a lot of students using it as the file name. What 
happens if there is more than one assignment in that class? We should 
encourage students to use descriptive names so that a year later when 
they see the file name again, they can still remember what the file is 
about. 
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Second, organise files in different directories. Because students 
frequently do not see the need to organise their work, they often save 
everything in one disk. After a while, the disk becomes messy and 
because they do not use meaningful file names, they cannot find their 
files. Therefore, it is important to constantly remind students to organise 
their files. It would be quite efficient to do it every time you see students 
working on the files. 

Third, save files in different versions. It is very common to see 
students saving files under the same name. If they are working on a 
project over a period of time, it is advisable that after every major revision, 
they save the file under different names. For example, if they are working 
on a newsletter using MS Word, they could save the work under the 
name "newlttr.doc". The next time they work on the same file again, 
save it as "newlttrl.doc" and the next time, "newlttr2.doc". Very often, 
they will find themselves wanting to make use of some of the earlier 
ideas that they have discarded. Remind them that it is always a good 
idea not to throw away anything until they have finished the project. 
Then, they may purge all versions and keep the final one. 

6. USE THE ON-SCREEN HELP 

There are different resources that students can use to help them 
explore the program. One of them is the on-line help. Balloon help or 
ToolTips which display some explanation in a little bubble usually is 
good enough to get students going. Ask students to slow down the 
mouse movement and stop at a button they are not familiar with. 
Usually the balloon will appear. Another way is to use the Help provided 
by the program. Students may do a search on the topic that they are 
working on. 

From my experience, most students do not read error messages. 
Whenever they make a mistake, they feel quite embarrassed and want 
to get rid of the message as soon as possible so that nobody can see it. 
Well, those messages are often helpful in detecting what to do next. You 
should try to reiterate that making mistakes is the norm. As long as they 
learn from their mistakes, they should feel comfortable with mistakes 
being part of the scene in class. Of course, one way to make good use of 
the error messages is to go through the problem-solving cycle and to try 
to explain why the error occurs. Test out the hypothesis and see whether 
students can reproduce the error. 
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7. CHECK THE REFERENCE BOOK 

Another resource which students can use, of course, is the program 
reference book. Not many people read the manual. But, there are 
something that you just have to read in order to get it. For instance, 
I was helping one student create a PowerPoint slide presentation. The 
student wanted to rotate a clip art picture. At first, I thought it is quite 
straightforward. Simply select the clip art and select the menu "rotate." 
But the problem is that, when we selected the clip art, the "rotate" 
menu is still dim. Hmm, this is quite strange. So, I tried a couple of 

other strategies and still couldn't get it to work. Finally, I pull out the 
manual and found that for clip arts to rotate, I have to first ungroup and 
then group the object together again. So, I did that and the problem was 
solved. 

Well, I do wish some of the programs were designed such that we 
never need the reference book. Unfortunately, this is rarely the case. We 
do need to check the book quite often. 

8. START ALL OVER 

This is one of the most powerful but most threatening strategies. 
Students usually have this misconception that if anything goes wrong, 
it must be something they have done. However, if you are an experienced 
computer user, you know that this is not true at all. Computers are very 
unstable. It works this moment but it doesn't, the next moment. They 
could be many reasons. Such examples include disk failure, disk full, 
memory allocation problem and so forth. 

Instead of spending 30 minutes trying to figure out what goes wrong, 
it would be much easier to just spend 5 minutes to start all over from 
where you were. However, you have this luxury only if you save 
often enough. My suggestion to students is, if you want to do something 
major, save before you proceed. Or save every 10 minutes or so. Turning 
on the auto-save function provided by some of the programs will be 
another good protection. 

9. DISCUSS WITH FRIENDS 

Students probably like this strategy best. In fact, this strategy is usually 
quite effective. If one student cannot find out how to do things, he or 
she can just ask and get the answer right away. The problem with this 
strategy is that, if students do not go through the previous strategies, it 
will defeat the purpose. Students are likely to learn it faster by asking 
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around but it will probably not last long because it is just like learning 
through the typical direct instruction approach. In the long run, students 
cannot effectively remember how to do the things they want to. That is 
why even though this strategy is very effective in the short term, I put 
it near the bottom of the list. 

We would like to see students develop exploring skills so that 
eventually, they can work on the computer independently. Therefore, I 
always tell students to ask their friends only after they have done their 
own homework and exhausted possible solutions on their own. 

10. BE AWARE OF REPETITION 

Sometimes, students will be contented by the fact that they can get 
something done, even though it is done in an inefficient way. For 
example, if a student wants to change the colour of all objects on the 
screen to red, he or she selects the first object and change it to red. Then 
he or she selects the second object and change it to red. Then the third 
one and so forth, until all objects are changed to red. 

Well, it is done but not very efficiently. I always prompt students to 
explore alternatives if I see this kind of repetition. It is important for 
students to understand that computers are very good at taking care of 
repetitive tasks. If they find themselves doing the same thing over and 
over again, it usually implies poor understanding of the program and 
there is usually a better or more efficient way to accomplish it. 

This strategy requires more effort from the teacher. Students 
normally cannot see the repetition. Teachers will have to point out to 
them and ask them to look for alternative solutions. 

11. ASK THE TEACHER 

The last resolve, after exhausting all other strategies and still not being 
able to get the computer to work, is to ask the teacher. However, as a 
constructive teacher, you may still want to double-check what they have 
done before giving the solution. The teacher can help students get on 
the right track by asking questions like "Have you tried the 'tool' menu?" 
or "Have you checked Chapter 5 of the book?" We are often tempted to 
give students the answers to save time. 

Well, I assure you that students will respect you even more if you 
systematically ask them questions to help them find the answers. Keep 
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your hands off students' keyboards and mouses unless it is absolutely 
necessary! 

I would like to encourage you to try this exploratory approach with 
your students. You will be surprised that by teaching less, students are 
learning more. You should feel free to change the order and add more 
items to the list according to learning styles of your students. Some of 
the strategies such as discussing with friends and asking the teacher do 
have to come later, but not necessarily last on the list. By following the 
exploratory way, you as a teacher are actually talking less, but teaching 
more. You save the time to attend to problems of individual students. 
Most of the time, you are just referring back to the strategies and 
resources. The class becomes much more relaxed and pleasant and yet 
much more productive. 

The following table summarises the strategies and key questions 
which you may use to reinforce the strategies, especially when you are 
approached with questions. 
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So, back to the title of this article - "Can students learn 10 computer 
programs in a month?" My answer is "Yes, of course!" 
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