
Teaching Machines: The History of
Personalized Learning

The Evolution of Personalized Learning

The concept of personalized learning has been around for centuries, but its
implementation has significantly evolved over time. Today, technology plays a
crucial role in delivering personalized educational experiences. However, the
foundations of this approach can be traced back to the development of teaching
machines.

Early Teaching Machines
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Teaching machines were mechanical devices designed to facilitate individualized
instruction. In the early 20th century, inventors like Sidney Pressey and B.F.
Skinner experimented with these machines to revolutionize education. Pressey's
patented "Automatic Teacher" in 1928 was one of the earliest examples, allowing
students to interact with a machine that presented multiple-choice questions.
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Skinner, a prominent psychologist, introduced the idea of programmed
instruction. He believed that students could learn more effectively by receiving
immediate feedback from teaching machines. Skinner's "teaching boxes"
provided reinforcement and guided learners through a series of steps, adapting to
their progress along the way.

The Computer Revolution

With the advent of computers in the mid-20th century, personalized learning
underwent a major transformation. These early computers were massive and
required large facilities, but they paved the way for innovative educational
approaches. Developers capitalized on the computing power to create interactive
learning programs that adjusted to individual needs.
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In the 1960s, PLATO (Programmed Logic for Automatic Teaching Operations)
became one of the first computer-based systems to offer personalized learning. It
allowed students to engage with the material at their own pace, offering feedback
and adapting exercises based on their performance.

The Rise of Artificial Intelligence

As technology advanced, artificial intelligence (AI) took personalized learning to
new heights. With AI, machines became capable of analyzing vast amounts of
data and tailoring educational content accordingly. The integration of machine
learning algorithms allowed for real-time adaptation and progress tracking.

Adaptive learning systems, such as those used in online platforms like Khan
Academy and Coursera, use AI to understand students' strengths and
weaknesses, providing personalized recommendations and adjusting the difficulty
of exercises. Students can learn at their own pace, focusing on areas that need
improvement while being challenged enough to foster growth.

The Future of Personalized Learning

The future of personalized learning is promising with continued advancements in
technology and AI. Virtual reality (VR), augmented reality (AR), and mixed reality
(MR) have already begun to revolutionize education. These immersive
technologies provide unique learning experiences tailored to individual
preferences and abilities.

Additionally, big data analysis and predictive analytics will enable educators to
gain deeper insights into students' learning patterns, allowing for more accurate
recommendations and personalized interventions.

In



The history of personalized learning is an exciting journey marked by the
relentless pursuit of improving education through technology. Teaching machines,
the computer revolution, and the rise of AI have all contributed to shaping the way
we approach education today. As we look to the future, personalized learning
holds immense potential for creating engaging, tailored experiences that
empower students to thrive in a rapidly evolving world.
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How ed tech was born: Twentieth-century teaching machines--from Sidney
Pressey's mechanized test-giver to B. F. Skinner's behaviorist bell-ringing box.

Contrary to popular belief, ed tech did not begin with videos on the internet. The
idea of technology that would allow students to "go at their own pace" did not
originate in Silicon Valley. In Teaching Machines, education writer Audrey Watters
offers a lively history of predigital educational technology, from Sidney Pressey's
mechanized positive-reinforcement provider to B. F. Skinner's behaviorist bell-
ringing box. Watters shows that these machines and the pedagogy that
accompanied them sprang from ideas--bite-sized content, individualized
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instruction--that had legs and were later picked up by textbook publishers and
early advocates for computerized learning.

Watters pays particular attention to the role of the media--newspapers,
magazines, television, and film--in shaping people's perceptions of teaching
machines as well as the psychological theories underpinning them. She
considers these machines in the context of education reform, the political
reverberations of Sputnik, and the rise of the testing and textbook industries. She
chronicles Skinner's attempts to bring his teaching machines to market,
culminating in the famous behaviorist's efforts to launch Didak 101, the "pre-
verbal" machine that taught spelling. (Alternate names proposed by Skinner
include "Autodidak," "Instructomat," and "Autostructor.") Telling these somewhat
cautionary tales, Watters challenges what she calls "the teleology of ed tech"--the
idea that not only is computerized education inevitable, but technological
progress is the sole driver of events.
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