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Oral History: Computer Illiteracy of the 1990’s?
Historically, people have argued whether the advances of past decades were beneficial or not.  Evidence suggests that the nineteen nineties were a pinnacle time for useful technological breakthroughs.  For example, the discovery of new medicines and medical procedures changed the way doctors and nurses care for preemies.  Coincidentally, the medical advances have not only helped to lower the mortality rate of preterm infants, but also to help those babies to lead more increasingly normal lives as they grow.  Secondly, during the nineties, cellular phones became smaller, wireless services improved, and cell phone plans became less expensive.  The upgrading of cell phones popularized their use as a mobile way to keep in touch.  Thirdly, inside Silicon Valley came a mass of start-up companies.  These start-ups made improvements in computer technology that caused software stock to soar; also, it caused many engineers to become millionaires.  The boom of stocks and new crop of millionaires in turn benefited the economy with a new facet of economic growth.  Fourthly, the banking world released two new inventions, the automated teller machine and debit card.  The atm machine allowed people to not only make withdraws and deposits without using a teller, but also allowed people to access their money after banks have closed.  Also, the debit card helped to cause a trend of paying for purchases electronically and cash obsoletism.  These inventions helped to make banking much more convenient.  Another important event of the nineties was the reduced price of personal computers that caused many people to buy a computer for the first time and learn how to use it.  During this period, my mother Catherine McCarthy worked to become computer literate.  In an interview she describe how becoming computer literate affected and changed her.

While on her quest for computer literacy, she struggled with understanding the basic parts of a computer.  For example, since her husband worked with computers, she started to ask him for help.  However, she found his explanations to be too fast and started asking her children for help.  She worked her way down until she found one of her children that explained at the speed she needed.  With a tutor in hand, she began to understand the computer.  First, she learned that to boot up the computer she had to turn on both the motherboard and the monitor.  Next, my mom mastered the idea of the mouse.  She found this to be particularly hard because, “I was looking for a mouse and all I saw was an arrow” (interview).  However, she soon discovered that the arrow on the screen was actually the mouse.  Also, she found that the thing on the pad actually moved the arrow.  Next, my mom learned how to print.  At first, it seemed simple to her, just click the print icon, until one day she accidentally started a one hundred page print job.  She recalled that, “I was horrified and screaming for my husband to come and stop it” (interview).  After the disastrous print job, she became determined to learn how to print only what she wanted.  First, she found out how to use print preview to make sure that she was printing exactly what she wanted.  Also, if she only wanted a small part, she learned to either type in the page numbers she wanted in the print window or to select the text she desired then click the print selection box in the print window.  She also figured out how to cancel print jobs by first accessing the print folder to cancel the job and later to push the cancel button on the new printer.  Thirdly, my mom strove to learn the keyboard.  She found it difficult because, “The keyboard of the computer was much different than that a typewriter’s keyboard” (interview).  Besides relearning the placement of the keys, she also learned the special key combinations as ctrl+f to access internet favorites and ctrl+c to copy.  In order to learn all this, she practiced every night for an hour or two after she put her kids in bed.

       Once she had mastered the basics of using the computer, she learned how to use special programs.  For example, while surfing the net, she discovered that she could use the back and forward buttons to return to WebPages that she had already visited.  Also, since she kept losing the paper on which she wrote down the url of sites that she liked, she had my dad set up a favorites folder with her favorite sites bookmarked and teach how to utilize the folder.  Next, she began to use typing programs.  She found it difficult to save and access work since there was so many steps.  Also, she found that editing on a computer was different than editing on a typewriter.  My mother remembered that when she tried to correct that, “Lines of text would float around the page and the text would wrap together” (interview).  However, she merely practiced until she had mastered the special techniques for editing on a computer.  Thirdly, my mom grappled with email.  Once she acquired an email address, she had to learn it then rememorize it when it changed.  She also gathered that when typing in the email address of a friend, it has to be exact.  She mentioned that she learned this after, “Several of my emails were returned or sent to the wrong people” (interview).  Finally, my mom learned about the system of our computer.  As first, when she bought computer software, it usually was for a Macintosh not a PC, or the system requirements of the software was too sophisticated for our old computer.  Thus, to be able to buy compatible software she had to learn about RAM, operating systems, and etc.  Finally, after a year of struggles and practice, my mom was computer literate.
Learning how to use a computer has greatly affected my mother’s character.  For example, she now understands the phrase “If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again” and is much more patient if it takes several tries for her kids to master skills in math and writing.  Also, since she can go on the internet and obtain directions, she is more willing to travel to new places.  Since, if she has detailed directions, it is much harder for her to get lost.  Moreover, the ability to go on search engines and research anything has whetted my mother’s curiosity.  In fact, she researched the different methods of educating on the internet and decided that she liked the classical method best.  Fourthly, she is less fearful of failure since her big struggle with learning how to use the computer turned into a big success.  Fifthly, she has become more encouraging of others who are struggling.  For example, she advised her sister to continue house hunting until she found a second property in her price range that she loved.  The ability to use the computer has greatly affected the way my mother approaches life.
Besides influencing my mother’s character, becoming computer literate has also changed the way my mother did many things.  For example, she now uses the computer for many financial things.  For instance, she now shops at online bookstores as www.barnesandnoble.com.  She likes online bookstores since it is easier to find the textbooks and recreational books she frequently buys. Also, she uses an online broker to trade stocks.  She explained that without the ability to trade stocks online she would not be investing since, “With six kids I have no time to go to a Charles Schwab and stand in line just to tell a broker what stocks I want to buy” (interview).  Moreover, she also occasionally goes to online stores to buy clothes if she cannot find her child’s size or tastes at regular department stores.  Secondly, the ability to use the computer has aided her in homeschooling her kids.  For instance, instead of attending book fairs, she researches homeschool curriculum at online forums, as the message boards at www.theweeltrainedmind.com, to see what people liked or disliked about certain curriculums.  If she finds a curriculum that people praise and she likes it, she will order it online from the distributor.  Also, she patronizes teacher’s websites not only to get tips to implement in her homeschooling, but also to watch clips of them teaching a particular subject.  Furthermore, her kids use the computer to not only type and edit their papers, but also to research and find pictures for their projects.  Thirdly, she utilizes the computer to preserve memories and to keep in touch.  For example, her kids download pictures and videos from the digital camera onto the computer so that the pictures are not only saved, but also that she can watch them later.  She especially likes this system because she can watch clips from her son’s hockey games if, “For some reason I was not present” (interview).  Moreover, she often receives emails with news or pictures from friends and family.  Her kids also email pictures of the family to relatives in Wisconsin.  She said that she likes the ability to send and receive pictures through email since, “My family lives in a different state and it allows us to stay up to date with each other since we do not see each other that often” (interview).  After investing a year in learning how to use the computer, my mother continues to reap its dividends year after year.
Though it was a lot of trial and error, my mother’s quest to become computer literate has benefited her greatly.  From interviewing my mom, I learned many things.  For example, her struggle to learn how to use the computer demonstrates that it can take a while to master a new skill.  Also, the enormous benefits she received from her struggle emphasizes that learning how to use technology can be beneficial.  Thirdly, her longsuffering in learning how to use the computer highlights the large of amount of patience required to learn a new skill.  Fourthly, the way her great toil turned into a huge success signifies that by consistently working at something you can finally master and be able to reap its benefits.  The way becoming computer literate benefited my mother reveals that new technology benefits not just big companies, but also the average American.
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