Critical incidents: the tipping points

Many of the ‘tipping points’ in my teaching career were collected together in a keynote speech I gave in 1994 at the Women in Computing Conference in Manchester (Preston 1994; Gladwell 2000).  The subjects in this conference were orientated towards aspects of computer science which were rather esoteric from my perspective.  I chose, therefore, to write in the style of a woman’s magazine (which was part of my professional portfolio). The audience appreciated my efforts to place computers in the heart of everyday lives, especially Bozena Mannova, computer scientist from the Czech Technical University who was to set up the first MirandaNet chapter, the Czech Miranda in Prague in 1995 (Preston 1999).  So keen was she to make contacts in democratic countries that I discovered much later that she had been sleeping at Manchester airport on a bench during the conference.  She could not afford a hotel.  (Preston, Mannova et al. 2000).

This first extract from the keynote pinpoints for me now, more than when I first wrote it, the innocence, naivety and freshness of a young learner’s interest in the world around them.  The incident also serves to remind teacher educators how far many professional teachers have had to climb in their learning lifetime to understand new technologies.

In this passage I am inducted into the discourse of computers and learning.  

A child learns from the high priest of mainframes

The imperious ringing of the telephone broke into my sleep at two in the morning.  A throbbing taxi squatted in the road.  Hanging from the window, I saw my father, his pin striped pyjamas replaced by his pin striped suit, dashing out into the night like Dr Findlay.  Black bowler firmly on.  The patient was the Citibank computer. Down again! 

The mysterious deletion of a couple of million pounds was the staple diet of breakfast conversation - computer fraud and security issues for our late, late, supper when he came home.  The computer seemed a voracious night and day devourer and regurgitater of information requiring constant attention, devotion and coaxing to perform.

My father's bank was in Threadneedle Street in the City of London.  Every Christmas the children of bank employees were invited to a spectacular party.  Travelling through the grey and empty City streets on a Saturday was exciting in our new party dresses and our hair frizzled by curling tongs.  The windowless buildings dwarfed us as we struggled up the marble steps.  The Xmas party always lived up to expectations: the biggest tree, the most avuncular Father Xmas, the most sumptuous presents and the wobbliest jelly.

But there was a greater excitement in store one year.  My father took my sister and me up in one of the lifts, “To see the computers.” In an antechamber, we pulled white gauze hats over our hair like operatives in a food factory.  White plastic overshoes and stiff overalls signalled that dust and dandruff were the enemy.

Secret codes were punched into the door panel. Inside the room which was about 20 feet by 20 feet there were ten tin boxes the size of wardrobes.  Through the window on their chests I could see giant brown tape reels whirling round.  These mainframe computers looked rather like the old reel to reel tape recorders that had eaten from the wrong side of the mushroom like Alice - and grown.  There was a hallowed silence. So this was the operations sanctum to which my father, the high priest, was called night and day. 
I decided from this point on to have nothing to do with computers…..
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