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Computer Lessons for Kids
Taught by Kermit the Frog

By Blmson L. Garfinksl

HEN thost kids sit down at a com-
puur for the first time, they seem
realize two essen-
tial facts:’ F‘lrlt; “that. desktop computers
were designed wm sold expressly for
the purpose of ‘games; and second,
that every child:fi§:the world should be
given one for his’ or her own personal
amusement.

Now two new books, out in time for the
holidays, feature Kermit the Frog teaching
young children something else: how com-
puters work, and how to use the machines
to express themselves. That's good news,
since the inner workings of the typical
deskitop computer are a mystery for many
people, children and adults alike.

An_.unfortunate result of the semi-
conductor revolution is that even an in-
quisitive six year old with a screwdriver
won't get many answers from prying off

/| the.cover and peering inside. Actually see-

tools and a good guide. That's where the
In- 'Kermit Lem:.q “How Computers

1. chﬂdrenthenameafptﬂledifferentpam

of computers and‘uhoﬂs v?hat they are
used for. g
Althoughcmupuwsmgreatforplay
ing games, Kermit-shows kids that they're
usohmroz‘wrlﬂngplws painting pic-

"I tures of friends, and playltig songs. He also
. explains how a single coniputer can ac-

comphshgo many different tasks by having

different programs loaded into it.

Next, Kermit opens up the cover of a

-typical system and takes kids on a tour of

m ‘compuiter’s  insides. _Shrinking real

¢ genall, heﬁ\owstlmtcompmersa:erea.lly

tiny citles, with data moving around and
around in wires, being directed by the cen-
h‘alprocasm;unitandstoredmﬂles
called memagg-Despite the sim-

Margy Kuntz, takes pains to be technically
accurate: not even a professor of computer
science at the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology could find fault with what
Kermit says.

" “Kermit Learns Windows” is less useful.

: lnstead of teaching fundamental concepts

that apply equally well to any computer on
the market, this book’s aim is to teach a
specific skill for a single company's
product. Kermit doesn't learn how to use a
Macintosh, the computer system with un-

‘questionably the highest-quality educs-

tional software, or how to hack an Apple II,
one of the most popular computers in
grade schools today.

No, Kermit learns Microsoft Windows —
and he doesn’t do a particularly good job
at that.

While “Kermit Learns Windows”
teaches the basics of making windows
open and close, the book falls down when
it tries to explain how to use Microsoft's

Program Manager or the intricacies of 9

Microsoft’s Paintbrush program. The prob-
lem is that these programs are hard to use.
Many adults find Windows a challenge to
master.

Sitting down at the keyboard, a typical
five- or six-year-old could become hope-
lessly lost inside the Microsoft maze, And
unlike an educational-software package
that parents might buy, a traditional book,
with Kermit frozen still on the printed
page, simply can’t figure out that some-
thing is wrong and give the child helpful
advice or encouraging comments.

One of the more amazing parts of
“Kermit Learns Windows” is a note in the
back to parents stating: “It is extremely
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unlikely that your child could do anything
to harm the computer while using Win-
dows software.”

Would that were true: Simply pressing
two keys is enough to make Windows de-
lete files, erase program groups, or destroy
your work. While Kathleen Resnick, the
book’s author, does recommend that par-
ents have backup copies of any iraportant
work, her reassuring tone could be mis-
leading to less computer-literate adults.

While it's probably all right to let a frog
teach kids about computers, until there is
a version of Windows especially for chil-
dren, parents would be well advised to
leave instruction about Windows to a
human.

M Simson L. Garfinkel is a freelance
writer who specializes in science and
technologry.




