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Background: 

Students have worked with Mr. Allard at Cardinal Forest Elementary School for the past two years with a programming language called Scratch. This year, to stimulate a learning environment where girls would feel empowered to excel in computer science along with boys, he decided that the language Storytelling Alice would be a good addition to the yearly program. Storytelling Alice was created by Caitlin Kelleher as her PhD dissertation at Carnegie Mellon. Kelleher found that there were major differences in the view of ideal technologies for boys and girls and inferred that the course of technological development would be very different with a greater influence from female programmers. One article I read stated that girls have the same ability to program as males do, but are limited by societal norms, and the fact that girls tend to lose confidence in their mathematical abilities by middle school. Storytelling Alice has been found to be successful in teaching algorithmic thinking and basic programming language to children. Concepts like variables, parameters and loops, which are very difficult for early programmers to understand are made easier in Storytelling Alice because they are built into the very nature of the environment. Storytelling Alice, as compared to Python and other difficult languages, has a very visual nature, which allows the students to easily see their mistakes and allows non-programmers to appreciate the work that the students do. Invisible state and syntax errors usually frustrate beginners but are not in issue for users of Storytelling Alice. Kelleher found that when working with college-level students, the retention rate almost doubled after a short introductory Storytelling Alice class. As far as my research showed, Storytelling Alice is not generally used as a precursor to Python and I wanted to see how students would adapt to the transition. 

Description: 

The major goals of my project can be split into two categories: what I was hoping to get out of the research and experience, and what I was hoping that my kids would get out of the experience. In regards to the kids I am working with, many are behaviorally challenged, LD or at the bottom of their class in a subject. For them, they have constantly been told that they are incapable of doing something and by pulling them out of this environment and putting them in a class like computer programming, they are given a confidence boost. There were no grades in the class and students were constantly told how well they were doing and I made food for them almost every other class. They also benefit from this class because they get a good footing in computer science while they are still confident in their abilities in math and science. Also, because my class was mostly girls, they did not feel negatively influenced by societal norms that usually effect girls in the programming world. For my research, I wanted to determine whether or not it was a good idea to start out with Storytelling Alice and “bridge the gap” to Python. Although it has been proven that Storytelling Alice is effective in teaching concepts, it is relatively obvious that if it is not effective in preparing students for a transition to other languages, it is really not useful as an introduction to the field of computer science. I wanted to see how the students handled the transition from Storytelling Alice to Python after an adequate preparatory course in Storytelling Alice. The transition includes the jump from drag-and-drop programming to individual coding, the difference between a visual-natured language and a non-visual one and an introduction to syntax and error messages. 

