Inexpensive educational software
is a major force behind the use of
computers in the home, and it can
help make your hardware investment
pay off without pushing you deeper
into debt. Low-cost software is also
a boon to schools on restrictive
budgets.

Most of this software is called “pub-
lic domain,” which refers to the fact
that it’s been released for access by
whoever wants it, either for free or at
a minimal price. The programs can
be legally duplicated and distributed
on disks or on-line.

Professional programmers some-

times donate work to the public do-
main, and so do many unknowns,
who may create gems that are worth
far more than you'd pay for a com-
mercial program. Public domain pro-
grams run the gamut from excellent
to useless, but with time and effort
you can find the great ones.

What Is Public Domain?

If you're not sure what public do-
main is, it may clarify it more to learn
what it's not. A common, but mis-
taken, belief is that programs from
computer magazines are free soft-
ware for you to copy and hand out to
your friends. Unfortunately, maga-
zine programs are usually copy-
righted and belong to the magazine
that published them. Most magazines
don’t relinquish their ownership and
consider copying their programs for
distribution illegal.

Readers of this column have been
fortunate; RUN gave me special per-
mission last year to release to the
public domain some of the best edu-
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Low-cost, high-quality
educational software
is not a pipe dream.
You just have to know
where to find it.

cational programs its readers had
sent in. If other computer magazines
followed suit, they could greatly help
the proliferation of good educational
programs.

Another mistaken belief is that if a
program isn’t copy-protected, it’s in
the public domain. While most com-
mercial software companies build
in copy-protection schemes that pre-
vent you from making duplicates, a
growing number of companies be-
lieve copy protection isn’t worth the
bother. However, the programs from
these companies are still under copy-
right, should not be copied and defi-
nitely are not in the public domain.
The documentation that comes with
a program will usually say if the
manufacturer forbids copying for
distribution.

Freeware

Another category of low-cost edu-
cational software is freeware, a hybrid
between public domain and commer-
cial. Freeware is not copy-protected;
in fact, the author encourages you to
copy and distribute it. These pro-
grams carry an internal message that
identifies the programmer, provides
his or her address and requests that
you send money if you like the pro-
gram and plan on using it. You're
morally obligated to pay for what
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'é If you've downloaded a program
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your school, for example, and you're
not sure this is proper, ask the man-
ager of the on-line database to put
you in touch with someone at the net-
work who can authorize it.

‘QuantumLink, a national network
for Commodore owners, maintains
large databases of public domain ed-
ucational software in its Learning
Center. This software includes a 27-
disk series of programs in all subjects
and for all ages put out by Commo-
dore Business Machines several years
ago. You can also find this CBM soft-
ware 'sold on disk at mass merchan-
disers who sell Commodore comput-
ers, and through mail-order ads.

In addition, I've built several librar-
ies of quality educational software you
can download from The Resource Cen-
ter and Tutoring Center areas of
QuantumLink’s Learning Center. The
programs in these two areas are not
from Commodore and have been writ-
ten by a wide variety of people who are
committed to education.

Renting Commercial Software

A low-cost way of benefitting from
commercial educational software is
to rent it. Renting eliminates the
problem of laying out the full pur-
chase price and then discovering the
program doesn’t really fit the bill.
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Rental costs vary, but they run
about $5 to $12 for a two-week tryout
period. There are several national
mail-order companies and retail
stores that rent software.

Let’s Work To,

With so much educational software
available, both commercial and pub-
lic domain, the problem of sifting
through it all and finding the worth-
while programs is difficult. School
systems should consider forming
groups of teachers and parents to
take on the task of locating and eval-
uating this material. A school on a
tight budget could come up with
some valuable tools to use with its
students, and it could share both disks
and information about programs
with others.

There are associations that evalu-
ate commercial educational software,
such as the Educational Products In-
formation Exchange (PO Box 839,
Water Mill, NY 11976). State and na-
tional organizations committed to
handling the wealth of public domain
and freeware programs would also be
helpful.

Of course, user’s groups could be
most helpful in evaluating educa-
tional software. They could publish
their results and then distribute them
through a central agent, such as The
Resource Center. I encourage you to
share your evaluations and recom-
mendations of public domain pro-
grams with me. I'll publish your
findings in future columns. B

If you're using' Commodore computers
Jfor educational purposes (at home or in
school) and would like to share your expe-
riences through The Resource Center, write
me a letter detailing the equipment you're
using, subject areas you teach, grade level
or age of your students, software you're
using and any other information you feel
like including.

Also, if you'd like to donate public do-
main educational programs to The Re-
source Center for sharing with other
educators or parents, please send along a
disk with a brief description of the program.
Send correspondence and disks to:

Margaret Morabito

The Resource Center

c/o RUN Magazine

80 Elm St.

Peterborough, NH 03458

You can also leave mail in my on-line
mailboxes: CompuServe (70616,714) or
QuantumLink (MARGM).
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