  
ELT and the New Technology:
The Next Five Years


 This is a version of a paper delivered at ATEL, Beirut, in March 1998. 

Introduction
Though computers have been used in language teaching since the mid-sixties, their development was for several decades hindered by the fact that they could only display text or block graphics. Since the early nineties, however, even low-cost personal computers have been "multimedia ready" - able to handle not only text, but sound, high-quality graphics and video. 
This paper focuses on the two technologies which seem to be having most impact in the language classroom: CD-ROM, which remains the most common vehicle for delivering multimedia; and the Internet, which can now transmit multimedia files; but which offers far more besides.
CD-ROM 
CD-ROMs are far from being the perfect educational technology. They are relatively difficult to network; hard to copy; fragile; and easy to mislay. And although they store a good deal more data than a floppy disc (about four hundred times as much), they still do not have the capacity to hold more than small amounts of video.
They do, however, offer significant advantages.
They are standardized. Because CD-ROMs have been available for so many years, international standards have been agreed. Any PC CD-ROM you buy will run on pretty much any PC, as long as it is powerful enough. In the rapidly-changing world of technology, any standard, however imperfect, is very much to be welcomed;
They are of usable quality. CD-ROMs store and integrate video, audio, graphics and text, they are relatively complex to create. Almost invariably, they are produced by teams, including programmers, graphics designers and content-creators. As a result of this investment, you are almost certain to get a product with some sort of quality control built into it. You may not like it, for various reasons; but - in sharp contrast to materials available on the Web - you are unlikely to find materials which are experimental, or unfinished;
A wide range of software is available: Because CD-ROMs have been on the market for so many years now, an extremely wide range of software has been produced. In 1997, there were an estimated 10,000 multimedia CDs on the market, with over 250 packages specifically for English Language Teaching.
CD-ROM for the Learner
There are at least three reasons why multimedia is proving popular with learners. 
1. It is interactive. In contrast to video, which can be watched passively, nothing happens with a multimedia package until the user makes it happen. This may involve inputting an answer for the computer to check, or merely moving to the next page or screen. But the user constantly has to make choices, and is therefore involved (and often engrossed) to a degree not achievable with other kinds of educational technology.
2. It re-inforces. The multimedia format allows language to be presented not just as text, but with sounds and pictures. Instead of just the word "cow", the user can see a picture of a cow, and hear it moo. This multisensory input enriches and reinforces learning;
3. It provides context: Like its cousin, the VCR, a multimedia package can provide a rich, fully-contextualized learning environment.
The Worldwide Web
The great advantage of the Worldwide Web, and the key factor underlying its phenomenal success over the last five years, is the fact that it is easy to use. A person surfing the Web only needs to be able to point at a highlighted word or picture and click on a mouse key to be taken to the relevant information, without needing to know what kind of computer it is stored on, or in what part of the world that computer might be located.
The Web is an Aladdin's cave of materials for the teacher: on-line newspapers, magazines, information about every imaginable topic. It is not "the greatest public library the world has ever seen", simply because it is not a library. There is no overall organization, and the information you are looking for can be very difficult to find. But there is no doubt that it is an information resource without parallel in human history, and one which English teachers around the world are starting to exploit.
Although in its early days (1993-1994) the Web was restricted to text and simple graphics, it now allows full multimedia material to be transmitted. At the moment, this is only useful in countries and in institutions which have a fast connection to the Internet. In most situations, where users connect over a normal telephone line, the multimedia experience is interesting, but unusably slow for use with students. A reasonably good telephone connection will allow you to listen to music and news broadcasts, using software such as the well-established RealAudio. You will be able to display complex pictures, though you might have to wait some time for large photographs to appear. You can watch small-screen, rather jerky videos, especially if you connect while the United States is sleeping. 
For the present, then, teachers wishing to use multimedia in real situations have no option but to use CD-ROM; but Web-based multimedia is not so very far away.
But the real reason for using the Web is not that it is rich in resources, nor that it has an embryonic multimedia capability, but the fact that it permits communication with other users all over the world. For the price of a local telephone call, users can send email, participate in on-line discussions, exchange ideas and information. And this is the start of the real revolution.
How are language teachers using the new technology?
Now that information is so readily to hand, more and more teachers are using project work in their classroom, rather than sticking only to structural or functional curricula. Students agree topics that interest them and then research the information themselves, with the teacher's assistance. Language is not the overt focus: it is learnt because they need it in completing their projects.
Some projects are big, others small. They might involve interviewing people, or looking things up in books or in reference CD-ROMs. An increasingly common activity is to set up small projects involving researching information on the Web. 
A typical worksheet (for elementary or pre-intermediate European young adults) might look like this:
Virtual Shopping
Aim: To practise finding information on the Web, and describing events in the past
Level: Elementary +
Time: 30-45 minutes
Preparation: You should familiarise yourself with the shopping malls/sites used in the activity
Procedure: Pre-computer work: 
1. Tell the students they are going to give a dinner party: but they will have to do their shopping on the Web. In groups, get them to decide a shopping list, and agree a budget. Draw up a worksheet like this: 

Name of Group 


Budget 


Shopping List 
1.
2.
3. 

We went to 


We bought 


Total Cost 


We didn't buy 


2.  

3. Computer work: 
4. Students visit the shopping sites on the Web and fill in their worksheets. 

Post-computer work: 
5. Put the students into different groups. They re-tell where they went, what they bought, and what they couldn't buy. A homework activity could be to write up the shopping trip as if it had really happened. 

Variations: With more advanced groups, you could ask each group of students to visit a store in a different country or continent, and afterwards discuss the similarities and differences. 
*****
This kind of activity involves authentic language, authentic information, and the use of real-world skills in retrieving the information. It is simple for the teacher to set up. But the teacher is no longer presenting the language: she is setting up a situation in which students practise elements of language in a stable, but not entirely predictable situation.
Activities such as these are mushrooming wherever CD-ROM and Internet facilities are available. Students might be asked to research a topic (CD-ROMs such as Cinemania, Music Central and Encarta are popular for this type of work) and then make a presentation to the rest of their class. Or the teacher might set up email projects with classes of similar ages and interests in different parts of the world. 
Some teachers are starting to exploit the Internet and CD-ROM for pure language information. A single CD-ROM can easily hold a whole year's issue of a newspaper or magazine, and can be searched for new words, or for ways in which the language is changing: searching through The Guardian or The Times, for example, will reveal hundreds example of "sleazy", in the sense of "politically corrupt": a word which only a few years ago carried a completely different meaning. Or a search engine on the Web can be used to explore structures. Did you realize that "different than" is significantly more common than either "different from" or "different to"? Or that "wicked" in the sense of "good, exciting, interesting" is now much more common than in the sense of "evil"?
Pressure to Change
The new technology is starting to create a variety of pressures on teachers to change the way they go about their work. This pressure is coming from 
· Ministries of Education, who are increasingly insisting that IT be used across the curriculum, including in language teaching; 
· Organizations who are starting to push their clients towards technology-based solutions. TOEFL, for example, will soon be insisting that their centres around the world move over to on-line testing; 
· Colleagues who assume that other teachers have an email address; 
· Journals which are moving onto the Web. TESL-EJ, for example, is a reputable, refereed academic journal for EFL\ESL, and is only available on the Web; 

and above all, pressure will come from the students themselves.
 

Next 2 - 3 Years
The key advances in the next few years are likely to be in the area of speech recognition. Already, software is commercially available which allows users to dictate directly into their wordprocessors, without having to use the keyboard. Microsoft has developed "agents" - small cartoon characters which sit in the corner of your computer screen and can carry out simple commands when you speak to them: "Check my email"; "Start my wordprocessor" and similar.
At the moment, users have to "enrol" with this software, i.e. train the software to recognize their own particular way of speaking. And they have to speak slowly, and word by word. Within a few years, however, we can expect enrolment times to be minimal, if they are needed at all, and for computers to be able to process connected streams of speech.
Expect significant advances, too, in the area of machine translation. Already, translations of Web pages in and out of English from five European languages (French, German, Italian, Portuguese and Spanish) are available at no charge through the Alta Vista search engine. The quality of the translation is currently fairly poor, depending on the genre being translated - but improvement will be rapid.
During the same period, CD-ROMs will slowly start to disappear from the market, and be replaced by the new DVD (Digital Versatile Disk) drives, which will offer more storage space: complete feature films on a DVD, together with high-quality audio in two or more languages will become commonplace. 
Next 3 - 5 years
Some time in the next three to five years (though it may well be sooner), charging mechanisms for the Web will emerge. At the moment, authors and creative artists are reluctant to put their material on the Web. Traditional media (books, audio CDs, videos) may have their limitations, but at least they allow the author to receive some sort of payment for his or her work; whereas on the Web, any material which appears can be freely copied without payment. Once charging mechanisms are in place, the amount of quality materials (dictionaries, coursebooks, fiction etc.) on the Web will explode.
At the same time, the Web will become faster (thanks to the increased use of satellites and fibre optic cabling), and more reliable. 
Only a few years into the next century, in other words, the Web will become a resource of sufficient quality and stability for it to be useful in classrooms on a routine basis. Expect more and more schools to become "wired", either in the form of computer rooms or, more probably, by networking machines or clusters of machines in individual classrooms.
And the teacher?
Inevitably, this will have an impact of the classroom teacher, whether she be a teacher of science or of English. 
Predictions that the teacher will become "the guide on the side, not the sage of the stage" are likely to be proved correct. The new technology will allow content-rich, attractive, authentic language into the classroom, and the teacher will change from being the only source of knowledge about the language to someone whose role is to help students manage their own learning, set up and facilitate activities, and provide a framework within which language can be learnt, rather than merely taught. 
But this change will not take place overnight. Teachers - and ministries of education, and school administrators - are all notoriously resistant to change. We are likely to see a gradual evolution, with "traditional" classes increasingly supplemented by on-line activities.
Training Needs for the Teacher
To cope with the demands of the new technology, the key need will be for teacher training. This training, however, should not be in the form of learning how to use specific packages, which change with alarming frequency, but in the acquisition of core skills. Among these skills are:
· Searching for specific information, whether on the Internet or on local disks. As the amount of information increases exponentially around the world, this will become a key skill not only for teachers but for everyone involved in the emerging information society. 
· Evaluating. With so much material available, how will we judge what is good and what is bad, what is reliable, what is accurate? And, of course, what is useful as classroom material; 
· Creating. The new technology allows us not only to look at information provided by others, but to process it, reproduce it, and to create new information for others. Just as teachers are having to learn how to wordprocess, they will need to learn how to publish information for a wider audience on the Web. And many will need to learn not only how to create and handle text, but a range of multimedia elements. 
· Integrating. Crucially, teachers will need to acquire the skill of taking the new technology and integrating it into the rest of their teaching. Technology is not an "add on", a stand-alone element which can be simply tacked on to existing procedures and methodologies. It needs to be incorporated into the rest of the teaching programme. 

And finally .....
Perhaps the best news for the technophobic teacher is that computers are becoming easier to use. They are moving, in the real world, from being machines reserved for business and science to domestic appliances on a par with the radio or the TV set.
This trend will continue. It will not be a question of us learning how to use computers, but of computers adapting to us, and learning how we prefer to work. 
The emerging speech recognition technology will make the keyboard unnecessary, and developments in screen display will replace today's enormous monitors with thin, plastic screens probably thin enough to roll up and put in your back pocket. Digital ink, currently under development at MIT and elsewhere, will allow information to be transmitted from the Web via low-level satellites, with no requirement to plug into a telephone system or cable.
The clunky, rather daunting computer of today will become as convenient to use, in other words, as a piece of paper is today. But it will be an "intelligent" piece of paper, which can understand spoken instructions, and display information as required. Twenty years away? Thirty years? The future may be closer than we think. 
 


 

