The Apple I

It didn’t look like it would revolutionize education – just a bare printed circuit board with no case, no power supply, no keyboard, no screen, no tape or disk storage, NO SOFTWARE. But we tried it anyway and – Hallelujah, we were wrong.

I really didn’t know much about computers in 1971 but I had this dream that people should be in charge of them, not the other way around. I had finally finished my BA in Philosophy at Sonoma State College. My first child was weaned and education looked like a possible career. So I took a few Extension courses to check it out. One of my teachers was Dr. Dean Brown, then at Stanford Research Institute. Dean was exploring a little computer peripheral called mouse and teaching second graders in a Montessori School to program their lessons in a text language called PILOT. Five minutes of listening to Dean and I said, “That’s my career!” 

A second child and few years later, Dean and I started the LO*OP Center, the world’s second public access computer center, in a storefront in tiny Cotati, CA. I also instituted the Sonoma County Computer Club so that I could get the local computer hobbyists to teach me about minicomputers.  In 1975 there were only a few put-it-together-yourself microcomputers available but already large corporations were looking at the education market. Their vision was to create computer assisted instruction that would tell children whether they had responded correctly to the mighty machine. I liked the microcomputer approach better. The person (even an elementary school kid) learns the computer’s limited language and tells it what to do. Garbage in, garbage out. No mystery. Inoculation against corporate excuses that the computer made us do it.

I met Steve Wozniak at the Home Brew Computer Club in Stanford, CA where I announced my crazy plan to take computers into classrooms and teach children how to program. Steve was out in the corridor writing Apple BASIC during most of the meeting but he happened to catch my announcement. My computer club members convinced him to come to Cotati and demonstrate the Apple to us and Woz came up with the idea of giving the first one to LO*OP Center. One club member built a power supply and a box for the thing. Another told me where to get a keyboard. A third arranged for me to take our new toy to a math class at Windsor Jr. High School just north of Santa Rosa, CA. It run a few programs and the lights on the front panel blinked. Often it crashed. But it was a beginning.

Around the same time a group of teachers began meeting in the San Jose, CA area and I joined them. They called themselves “Computer Using Educators” and the organization became known as “CUE”. The rest, as they say, is history.

