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SCIENCE

But You Have Premises To Keep

The recognition given Robert Frost these days continues to grow.
He was appointed poet in residence to the Kennedy Administration:
selections from his latest volume made 10 pages in Life magazine; and
now an analysis of his early poem “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy
Evening” has been programmed—that is, the analysis has been arranged
in a series of items suitable for use in a teaching machine or in a special
textbook. The poem and the program, together with a poem by Thomas
Hardy and its program, are offered in a little booklet, Poetry 230,
published in a tryout edition by Harcourt, Brace and World. Plans call
for general publication of a revised and expanded version sometime
next year. Enthusiasm for programming is fine and enthusiasm for
poetry is equally commendable, but before combining these enthusiasms
there are a few things you should bear in mind.

On the cover of the booklet it says, “Programmed instruction in
reading poetry in depth.” And inside there is the requisite series of items.
Each item consists of a sentence or two, with a word or two missing,
which the student, on the basis of a hint or two furnished by the con-
text, is supposed to be able to supply correctly. The correct answer, as
a check for the student, is then given on the following page, along with
the next item. For example, one item in the booklet reads: “Even
Frost would probably not have forced so much rhyme on himself if
he had planned a long poem. Since he doubtless had a hunch that this
was to be a rather than a long poem, he decided to increase the
difficulties of his rhyme game still more.”

The word short is missing, but so is something else. What is also
missing is the careful analysis that should go into preparing these items.
Programmed instruction, it is true, supplies hints to enable the reader
to respond correctly. But the basis for a hint is supposed to be something
more than the redundancy of a sentence made redundant for no other
purpose. The student should be helped, but he should be helped to do
something, for example, to generalize from one situation to another.
The items, moreover, are supposed to form a sequence, each item leading’
to the next. The present item is not part of such a sequence, and it is
hard to see how it could become a part without considerable reworking.
In fine, this is not a program at all.

A little programmed learning is a dangerous thing. But better under-
standing would not mean doing a better job; it would mean not attempting
the job in the first place. Not everything ever “written is suitable for
programming. The Federalist papers are not suitable; neither are Dur-
rell’s novels, nor the Washington Post, nor the little essay on Frost by
the poet and critic John Ciardi on which this effort is based, nor even
the tables, drawings, and diagrams that adorn some of the instruction in
scientific fields which has been satisfactorily programmed.

Programmed instruction has a distinctive format, but it is also based
on underlying premises. The temptation, with the great pressure in
education these days to be modern and technical-looking, is to imitate
the format and ignore the premises. It is not necessary, however, to be
an expert in programming to suspect that something is amiss with Poetry
230—although without such knowledge you might be inclined to de-
nounce all programming. It is necessary only to appeal to premises of
the most general sort. There should be warning enough in the contrast
between the pretentiousness of this exercise and Frost’s poem itself,
16 short lines of simple narrative.—J.T.



