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I Introduction

This text is copyrighted. You may quote as long as you acknowledge authorship. For full reproduction, please write to silvamanny@yahoo.com mentioning “Permission” in the subject area.

Hope you enjoy the article. JMS, July, 2010.

By “deconstructing,” one may mean (1) reducing the whole to bits and pieces so as to analyze the parts in detail, or (2) dividing the whole into its constituents so as to learn how to use the whole. In this work we shall aim at the former as a means of achieving the latter.

Technology has obviously become a given in all areas of our lives: at home, at work, and in school. The forms may vary (audio, video, images, web), but technology is becoming an indispensable tool for educators throughout the world, inside and outside the classroom, and EFL is no exception. In fact, with the development of new software, faster machines, communication, and the Internet and Web, technology has become sort of a myth, where computers and the Internet are pivotal.

Although a great number of teachers still resist technology (lack of interest, lack of time, lack of resources, technophobia), learners themselves have developed different levels of expectation towards their language classes. Schools have tried to respond, whether by implementing multimedia labs or bringing equipment into the classrooms.

This work tries to address some of the most relevant issues concerning the use of technology in EFL, in an attempt to illustrate which technology can be used in the EFL classroom, how it can be used, along with some hints on how to prepare specific material. By deconstructing the “myth” of technology, I hope to draw on my experience as a teacher who has resorted to technology inside and outside the classroom, and as a materials designer to help teachers understand that technology is necessary, is not that difficult to use, and is not so expensive although it does imply some commitment in order to master the basics of equipment operation and the resources available.

II Technology and EFL: What is technology?

If one asks a group of EFL teachers to come up with examples of technology that can be used in class or in a lab to foster language learning, probably the answers will revolve around OHPs, VCRs, DVDs, sound equipments, TV sets, and more recently computer and the Internet. Here lies the first misconception concerning technology.

As usual, the advent of the new tends to make people disregard the old. Although confronted with memorable and numerous exceptions, I have noticed a tendency to privilege videos, songs and more recently the computer with Internet access and CD-ROM over good old text, pen and paper. The fact that we can resort to VCRs, DVDs and sound equipments to bring videos and songs to our learners, and the fact that we can resort to CD-ROMs and the Web to bring more dynamic, real-time and lively information, games and animation to the class does not imply that learners can do without other abilities such as reading from and writing on paper. Even if they end up using emoticons and abbreviations, it is still writing, which, along with reading, seems to be a skill on the verge of extinction. Accordingly, the board (black, green or white) plays an important role in the class, if merely to make learners turn their heads from a screen; learners should not look too long in the same direction, be it a board, a screen or the teacher.

Another relevant aspect concerns the implications of the use of a specific technology, be it on the technical, financial or pedagogical level. Considering classroom use, for instance, a VCR or a DVD player will need either a TV set or a projector (which in turn will need a screen) for the image or videos to be seen. The same goes for a computer, which will need a projector or a PC-compatible TV for the visualization of the images or videos. It may seem obvious, but at times one can see the indiscriminate use of such technologies in a hasty implementation which lacks proper planning.

The first implication is on the project and financial levels. The welcome idea of buying one or more VCRs or DVD players, for example, many times leads to the purchase of the newest (more expensive) model, with a collection of resources. When the time comes to realize that a TV set or a projector is needed, along, say, with loudspeakers, the institution may encounter the most diverse obstacles: lack of money, technical impossibilities (cables, compatibility among equipments, classroom/equipment size, power outlets, software, licenses, telephone lines, large bandwidth, just to mention a few examples), excess of resources which will never be used in the medium term, and so on.

The second implication is on the pedagogical level. The use of a VCR, DVD player or computer in itself means nothing in terms of learning. Are the teachers familiar with these tools? Probably most of them have these machines at home, but are they experienced in their educational use? Do they know how to operate them at least basically? Are they familiar with the potentialities of such tools? The school needs to know exactly what pedagogical structure will justify the use of new technologies and not vice-versa. In a multimedia lab, for instance, it is easier to rely on a technician, trainee or IT professional to assist teachers and learners, but in the classroom, the cost of such a professional in the number required would be prohibitive.

Which leads us to another crucial issue: teacher training. who is going to provide specific training to the teachers? when? Teachers are known for their busy schedules and meager paychecks. The school, for this reason, must provide appropriate training which is feasible within the teachers’ availability; otherwise, the expensive, state-of-the-art equipment will not be used effectively or efficiently. The teachers constitute the interface between the institution and the learners. If the institution cannot rely on a strong commitment on the part of the teachers, the best technology will not find its way into daily teaching. Training, technical support, and user-friendliness are key factors in helping teachers understand the potential of technology in education, thus motivating them to make its use a healthy habit.

Understanding the potential of technology in education is the first step in trying to overcome technophobia, and in motivating teachers to incorporate technical skills into their teaching. A glance over the possibilities technology presents is in itself enough to prove that a class will not be the same once the teacher is at ease with the available tools.

( VCR/DVD player/sound equipment ( audio, images and videos; movies; movie segments; songs; video clips; music CDs; mp3.

( TV set ( regular channels; cable; pay-per-view; news; information; interviews; live coverage; documentaries.

( Computer ( CD-ROMs; multimedia; games; Web; researches; real-time news and information; chat; blog; instant messenger; e-mail; Power Point presentations; scans; photos; web material; home page creation.

A final consideration is related to copyright laws. CD-ROMs, movies, songs and software are subjected to rigid copyright laws that must be respected. Even material found on the Web, contrary to what many think, cannot be used without express permission by the author; the fact that it is public and available on the Web does not imply that it can automatically be used in its entirety or in part.

III The Five Skills

With the development of technology, listening, speaking, reading and writing do not suffice as the necessary skills for an EFL teacher. A very debatable subject is the need for a fifth skill: technological ability. Educators tend to concentrate into two groups with respect to the need for teachers to be technologically skilled: one group states that teachers should not be held responsible for operating the equipment, and that they do not need to have computer skills in order to teach; the other group states the opposite, the necessary skill level ranging from basic to advanced.

Heated philosophical debates aside, it stands to notion that in terms of operational skills, teachers must master at least the basics to be able to operate machines such as VCRs, DVD players, TV sets and sound equipments. The same applies to computers, if the school makes use of them in the classroom: at least some basic concepts are necessary to access software, to surf the Web, to use search engines, to launch programs. I would not go as far as to say that a teacher needs to be an expert in these matters, but depending on the context in which technology is used in a given institution, the basics may be not enough. The more a teacher is technologically skilled, the more he or she is aware of the possibilities at his or her disposal; the more he or she is aware of these possibilities, the more he or she will be able to develop materials and expand the use of technology. All this is translated into more dynamic and effective classes, contributing to higher learner motivation and performance.

In general, teachers fail to see the benefits of the use of technology simply because they do not know how to use it satisfactorily. Basically three reasons are responsible for the reduced (or inappropriate) use of technology in some schools: lack of time, lack of interest, and technophobia.

Lack of time: several teachers blame their busy schedules, numerous places of work, and heavy workload for not having time to learn how to use technology, mainly computers. Believe it or not, it is not rare to find teachers who are uncomfortable with VCRs and CD players.

Lack of interest: another group of teachers are simply not motivated to use technology, either because they come from older methodological schools, or because they stubbornly think that technology is not that necessary for and conducive to learning.

Technophobia: some people are simply not attracted to technology, be it in the form of a washing machine or a computer. Different backgrounds make people dislike or even hate machines, manuals, and anything related to technology. If on the one hand this must be respected, on the other hand teachers should be made aware of the potential offered by technology, which will not only facilitate their preparation of materials, but also make their classes more interesting. Technophobia is also due to the fact that learners nowadays tend to be much more skilled than teachers, especially with computers. This may intimidate teachers, who in turn will distance themselves more and more from technology, at times for fear of being ridiculed by their students.

No matter what the reason may be, institutions can play a decisive role in motivating teachers to use technology by creating an awareness as to the benefits of such use, by providing training and support, and by helping them develop sound pedagogical projects which will use technology as a tool to enhance and bring more substance to their classes. A very common mistake is to start at once with training. Nothing could be more ineffective. A solid program consists of at least three phases: awareness, demonstration, and training. This format goes hand in hand with the traditional PPP sequence of the communicative approach to EFL teaching: Presentation, Practice, and Production.

Awareness: initially, the teacher just needs to be exposed very generically to technology. Presentations, readings, discussions, seminars, workshops, all these can be used to show teachers what technology really is, and how it can be used. In this phase, the teacher senses that technology may be a plus in his or her classes.

Demonstration: in this phase, teachers are exposed to the specific use of technology inside and outside the classroom. Practical examples, videos and real materials will be used. Teachers will get to operate the machines, making use of the basic commands, with constant support by specialized technical personnel, not really concentrating on the machines or the software, simply pushing buttons or clicking to watch and analyze the resulting sounds and images.

Training: after the teacher has gone through the initial phases, he or she will probably be more motivated to learn at least the basics of the technology available in his or her school. Additionally, he or she will understand the potential of technology and will be ready to be trained in the specifics of equipment operation and preparation/presentation of materials. Acquisition tends to follow naturally.

Notwithstanding, it is not easy to revert the rejection offered by many teachers when first exposed to technology. The axiom “no pain, no gain” holds true here, and, as in any other career, a teacher is constantly working on his or her personal and professional development. Teachers do it often, inadvertently, when they buy a new book to familiarize themselves with new activities, when they take a specialization course, when they go to seminars or workshops. These actions, however, are taken for granted. The same applies to technology, but at first it is more difficult to see that it is the same effort, the same commitment, the same dedication, the same drive. Joining a computer crash course, spending some time in the school’s multimedia lab, or finding some time to be alone at home or in a classroom to click around or push some buttons is not as time consuming as it seems. It can be done. Just like reading a new book on techniques for teaching grammar.

The market is becoming more demanding. Our learners are becoming more demanding. Our cookbooks are starting to become insufficient; we need to create our own recipes and operate the stove ourselves. Technology calls. We will all eventually have to answer that call.

Here is a long but necessary quotation which shows that emerging technology has always been shunned one way or another for the most diverse reasons.

There is of course nothing new about fears accompanying the emergence of a new communications technology. In the fifteenth century, the arrival of printing was widely perceived by the Church as an invention of Satan, the hierarchy fearing that the dissemination of uncensored ideas would lead to a breakdown of social order and put innumerable souls at risk of damnation. Steps were quickly taken to limit its potentially evil effects. Within half a century of Gutenberg’s first Bible (1455), Frankfurt had established a state censorship office to suppress unorthodox biblical translations and tracts (1486), and soon after, Pope Alexander VI extended censorship to secular books (1501). Around 400 years later, similar concerns about censorship and control were widespread when society began to cope with the political consequences of the arrival of the telegraph, the telephone, and broadcasting technology. The telegraph would destroy the family and promote crime. The telephone would undermine society. Broadcasting would be the voice of propaganda. In each case, the anxiety generated specifically linguistic controversy. Printing enabled vernacular translations of the Bible to be placed before thousands, adding fuel to an argument about the use of local languages in religion settings which continues to resonate today. And when broadcasting enabled selected voices to be heard by millions, there was an immediate debate over which norms to use as correct pronunciation, how to achieve clarity and intelligibility, and whether to permit local accents and dialects, which remains as lively a debate in the twenty-first century as it was in the twentieth.

[Crystal, David. Language and the Internet. Cambridge University Press, 2001.]

We may expand the discussion to modern preoccupations such as the TV (when it first appeared, it was said that the radio would die), the videocassette (when it first appeared, it was said that theaters would go bankrupt, and that the art of movie making would deteriorate), the CD (when it first appeared, it was said that live concerts would end, and that music would become “artificial”), the DVD (when it first appeared, it was said that VCRs would become completely obsolete), and the computer and the Internet (the ongoing discussion is whether human touch will disappear, people will stop socializing, and the future will contemplate a society made of insensitive “cyber-humans”). The TV found new forms to cope with changes (cable, pay-per-view), the radio is still a favored means of entertainment, the videocassette is far from being obsolete, concert halls and rock festivals still attract millions, movies are still hitting box-office records and still receive Oscar statuettes, and I am still human (I guess!...).

IV Which technology to use?

Basic sound and image (VCR, TV set, and sound equipment) seems to be standard nowadays in language schools, most of which have this equipment in almost all classrooms.

The computer, with or without access to the Internet, is a different matter. More expensive and complex in its use, at times it is confined to a multimedia lab, and at other times it is made available in one, some, or all classrooms.

The question is: do we really need all the technology we can get our hands on?

The first variable is money. If a school has no budget limitations, obviously there is no reason to save on technology. However, the investment may not be used effectively; some of the technology may not be used at all by the teachers.

Hence the second variable: pedagogical framework. Before deciding which technology to use, one must ask what for. The specific context of the school itself will dictate how much and what level of technology to use. Is a multimedia lab sufficient? Is it necessary to equip classrooms? All of them? To what extent? Teachers (and sometimes learners themselves) can answer these questions, provided the school relies on a sound pedagogical plan.

Because technology is constantly evolving, every year one has at his or her disposal not only more advanced models of existing equipment, but also more advanced, new  equipment. The decision to buy depends on several factors. Some examples follow.

DVD player One the one hand, DVDs are taking the place of VHS tapes. It might therefore be a good idea to buy a DVD player. However, major publishing houses are still producing VHS tapes, not DVDs, as supplementary material. If a certain school relies too heavily on VHS tapes, recorded in-house or not, a DVD player may be counterproductive although it is undeniably a plus. On the other hand, most DVD players play audio CDs, which may help eliminate the sound equipment. But the DVD player does not play audio cassette tapes... oh, oh... back to square one.

Computers Besides price, other factors will influence the purchase of a computer. The most obvious is the device necessary to reproduce its image. A monitor will suffice in a multimedia lab, for instance, where usually one or two learners use the PC. In a classroom, a special, PC-compatible TV set will be needed, which is a more expensive solution. A projector (with an accompanying screen) is an alternative, but it is also costly. A computer with a DVD-ROM reproduces audio CDs and DVDs, but it needs the appropriate software, and in this case not all freeware software is really free for educational use. However, it may do away with the DVD player...

Another serious consideration is training. Computers require teachers who are more sophisticated users of technology. Good training programs cost money and take time, two very significant factors.

The answer, therefore, to the question of which technology to use is clear: there is no universal, definitive answer. The solution(s) will be dictated by the specific needs of the institution at the time of the decision. Institutions will profit a lot from consulting with (or hiring) a good Educational Technology professional who can counsel as to what solution to adopt given a specific pedagogical situation. Either resorting to outsources, consulting firms, free lancers, or to new hires, some institutions are starting to invest in technology professionals who have educational background, to work alongside teachers and academic staff during the project, implementation and maintenance of technological programs.

V Integration of Technologies

Exposing learners to new vocabulary every class in itself means nothing in terms of vocabulary acquisition. It is necessary to resort to activities, exercises, actions that will help learners internalize the new words and use them productively in the future. The same applies to technology: the mere use of machines, the mere exposition of learners to programs, games, videos, music, and multimedia in general will not necessarily help them learn English. What you do with the technology available does the trick. Here is some food for thought.

Songs Commonplace in ELT, songs are a powerful tool to motivate learners and contextualize grammar and vocabulary. Regrettably, many times songs are not used effectively. Filling the blanks to complete lyrics is a common activity, but it is ineffective if there is no appropriate pre- or post-activity to help learners assimilate the material in the blanks. It sounds obvious and simplistic, but this is the reality in several language schools.

Videos Another commonplace in ELT, videos are also a powerful tool in class. However, watching a movie means nothing without the proper activities to use the movie (or parts of it) to its fullest possibilities. Length is a primary consideration: five to ten minutes seems to be a reasonable duration for a movie segment or videoclip. Learners, especially teenagers, tend to become restless during longer segments. Additionally, the longer the segment, the more amount of information the learner will have to store for later retrieval.

Games They can be very effective for language learning, but most of the times they have been designed to explore non-linguistic skills such as mathematical abilities or reflexes. As a rule of thumb, the more interesting, the more complex, and consequently the less academic or linguistic.

CD-ROMs Basically the same considerations listed for games apply here. Multimedia is one of the most useful tools in EFL, but it must be used with caution and under the correct pedagogical supervision. Complex navigation and instructions, excessive animation, or information overload may not be improving learners’ linguistic skills.

Internet Surfing the Web is one of the best forms to obtain information, and this may be precisely its biggest drawback: information is not necessarily knowledge. The Web is overcrowded with information, very little of which is authentic, reliable or updated; in other words, not particularly useful as a pedagogical tool. Learning how to tell reliable from unreliable sites using search engines, for example, is the first step towards effective use of the Web. Another issue is the site itself: usability and navigation are primary concerns. Finally, one must remember that the average Internet user tends to give up access that takes longer than five seconds. Consequently, sites that are heavily based on Flash animations, or that require the download of heavy files should be avoided.
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In essence, technology should be viewed as the means, not the end, the goal. Technology merely serves the user (teacher or learner) in the direction of learning. The underlying pedagogy is the secret to the correct use of technology. The following diagram illustrates this concept better.

To check whether technology is being well-used, one can measure the degree to which users are aware of it: whenever technology falls into the spotlight, it is being misused. In its correct use, technology is transparent ( it is not even noticed.

In my experience, learners have profited the most from the integration of different technologies. Only a song, or only a video, or only a Web search, or only a Power Point presentation, all have their value in isolation, especially if accompanied, as we have seen above, by the correct pre- or post-activity. Nevertheless, when technologies are mixed, each individual effect is maximized in the resulting combination. Let us not forget that the board, and pen and paper are also technologies that should not be disregarded. Some reasons for such a combined format are listed below.

( It answers to different learning/teaching strategies. Some learners learn better through figures, others through lists, still others through text. Therefore, projecting different types of images, also combined with sounds, is a welcome variation to only a text, or only a graph, or only a table on the screen.

( It reduces boredom. The fact that the learner has to concentrate on different types of image, video and sound, moving his or her head and/or body, listening and then writing, watching and then speaking helps keep motivation, attention and participation high.

( It sets different tempos in class. A hot fixed color alternating with slow moving pictures help the teacher set different class dynamics. An intense debate followed by calm music, followed by some brainstorming and then by the projection of images or video help the teacher to vary the pace of the class, thus working on the learners’ different abilities.

( It helps integrate skills. Each type of technology can be directed at different skills (listening, speaking, reading and writing). If the teacher combines different technologies, thus addressing different skills during the same class, chances are that learners will internalize the material more profoundly and lastingly.

As a matter of fact, when I mention the word technology in this work, I am not referring directly to the equipment, the machines used to convey that one type of technology. This is a different perspective. For instance, let us consider images. Images may be obtained on a TV set, on a projector, from a DVD player, from a VCR or from a computer, from a CD-ROM or from the Web. In this case, the technology is the image; the machine which will produce it or reproduce it will be selected on a next phase of the project. Consider the following diagram:
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It does not mention machines, the actual vehicles which will bring forth the desired technology. Now consider the following diagram:
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These are the machines, the equipment necessary to convey the technology we need in our example. Notice the overlapping, i.e., a DVD player, for instance, serves different purposes. The first diagram is the result of a pedagogical investigation, most likely conducted by teachers, academics; the second is the result of a technological investigation, probably conducted by technicians, designers, or IT people. Education Technology professionals, as previously stated in this work, have a lot to offer in the area between the two diagrams above.

A sequence of steps emerges from this discussion. A good project involving technology would resemble the following:

( Choice of professionals involved in the project (teachers, Educational Technology professionals, web designers etc.).

( Establishing a pedagogical plan of action. Needs analysis.

( Establishing the learning goals resulting from the use of technology.

( Integrating skills.

( Integrating technology.

( Choice of means; types of technology; equipments, machines. Budget.

A rough sketch of a practical situation appears below.

[image: image6.png]



VI Interaction vs Integration

The term interaction has been overexposed, and to a certain extent confused with the term integration. Because these two are key concepts in language learning, it is important to stress that in this work the term interaction is used with regard to the relationship between a learner and another learner, and between a learner and content, i.e., what is to be learned. Integration in this work relates to a deeper knowledge between a learner and another learner, and between a learner and content. In other words, interaction is the process that hopefully leads to integration, the product. Learners may interact with other learners for a long time without integrating, without developing bonds, a sense of belonging. The same works for content: learners may interact tremendously well with content (doing tests, answering questions, filling in blanks, memorizing grammar rules) without mastering it, integrating it into their productive aspects of language.

Notice that interaction and integration can be applied to technology. Learners can interact with technology, and it may end up integrated with their daily or academic life. However, this is not the main purpose of technology in education. The reason why I left it out in my definitions is because my experience has convinced me that learners should interact with content and other learners, not primarily with technology. This view is in keeping with my earlier considerations about technology being a means, not an end; transparent, not an obstacle to learning.

What we are witnessing today is a tendency to offer technology so that learners interact with it, not with what it offers in terms of information, language or knowledge. Take games, for example. They mostly work on reflexes, quick reasoning, logic, speed, competition, not necessarily on learning some item of content. This is not to say that games should not be used in EFL. They can and should, but the underlying pedagogy will adapt them so that learners will not interact with them; they will interact with the educational content they present. What we see in several places is teachers and learners more worried about the machines, the programs, the songs, the videos themselves, instead of the content and the exchanges among learners.

Technology, as a conclusion, should function as the means ( unnoticed ( to help learners interact with content and other learners.

VII Materials Design

Teachers have been preparing their own materials for ages, and the advent of the computer and the Internet has made that task even easier. Text editors, sound and image software, along with video and slide presentations, have helped enlarge the realm of possibilities for the creation of class material with speed and quality.

Some schools have discovered the advantages of organizing or hiring a team to develop their pedagogical material. The size of this group is proportional to the needs of the institution. Usually a teacher specialized in Educational Technology, a web designer, and one or more materials designers (teachers of the institution, usually) will form the nucleus of a materials design team. A programmer will be needed if games and more complex resources are contemplated. If the school goes on-line, a larger team or even an outside company will have to be considered.

Here are some practical tips to help teachers with at least basic technological background develop their own activities.

( Presentations

MS Power Point. Probably the most common and user-friendly software to create slide presentations. Its most recent versions allow teachers to insert audio and video.

Font face, size and color. One must remember that learners will read text from a distance while inside a classroom. The contrast between background color and font color is crucial for good visibility. Certain types of font are very cute, but difficult to read, especially for visually impaired learners, a growing consideration nowadays. As for font size, 24 or higher seems to be reasonable for the most common types of fonts (Arial, Verdana, Tahoma). Visually impaired learners should be a consideration: some of them may have difficulties to read from a distance or to distinguish colors.

Kern, line spacing and margins. The same considerations listed above apply here. Kern (space between letters) and line spacing have to be adequate to reading from a distance. Appropriate margins also help balance the material presented.

Bulleted text. Bullets facilitate the organization of ideas.

Images and text. A balanced ratio of text and image (pictures, cliparts, graphs, tables, drawings) helps learners visualize the material more clearly.

Blank spaces. Do not be afraid to use blank spaces; they set of images and text. Avoid overcrowding the slide with too much information or too many images. The same goes to animation and sounds: not everyone enjoys the computerized sounds and cute dancing pink bears a presenter does.

Files. Try to break longer, heavier files into smaller, lighter ones. A Power Point presentation with 80 slides full of images and fonts and sounds, for instance, may be hard to open, download or copy. Remember to bring all unusual fonts, all images and sound files in the same disk or CD; otherwise, you will not be able to present exactly what you think you copied. Some elements are not automatically incorporated when you save a file. Another common problem is presented by different versions of the same software; therefore, before going to class or to a workshop, it is recommended to check the version of the software available in the PC that will be used for the presentation, for it may be different from the version the presenter used to create his or her material.

( Videos
Motivating pre- and/or post-activities are essential.

Mix discussion (voice), board writing, pen and paper, video clips, and audio to keep learners motivated.

Length seems to be a key factor here. Unless you have a very specific use for the long segment, five to ten minutes seems to be a good duration. For longer segments, break them down into smaller parts, and create activities in between.

If the classroom has a TV set, the board should not be so close to it. The idea is that learners should be encouraged to change their focus of attention, preferably by moving their heads and/or bodies. This simple procedure enhances motivation and makes the presentation more dynamic.

If the classroom has a projector and a screen, two boards will be extremely useful. The one far from the screen works as the board described n the above paragraph; the one right beneath the screen enables the teacher to write on the projected image.

( Songs
Listening to the song, reading and discussing the lyrics, in this order, is maybe the most common activity. So common that learners already expect it. Fill-in-the-blanks exercises and unscrambling words or verses come next in the general preference. And in learners’ expectations, too. Interspersing some brainstorming, discussion, Web search, interviews, grammar exercises, or any other element will help surprise your audience, and increase interaction (with the content, not with the song itself, as seen above).

( Web material

Usability and navigation. A clean layout does not include too much information on a screen. It is therefore easy to see where you are, to look for the information you need, and to go back or forth as needed.

Download time. Too much animation, too many Flash elements, images or videos will increase your download time, even if the material runs on your hard disk. Besides, it is irritating to some users, who do not want to wait for intros to finish before they can actually choose what they want, especially if it happens every single time you access a certain page. File size is directly related to these factors. The more elements, the heavier the file, and logically the worse the usability. Statistically, three to five seconds is the limit for a user sitting before a screen to get something done.

Scrolling. Whenever possible, one screen should contain everything the user needs, especially opening pages. Scrolling is not welcome to all users. If the information can be broken, two or three pages are usually better than a long, scrollable one.

Text. Users do not feel at ease reading long portions of text on the screen. To reduce this problem, images can be inserted in different locations of the text; it modifies the eye movement patterns, and makes the text easier to follow. If possible, three paragraphs should be the limit per page. Likewise, the same topic should not go on for more than three pages. Links are to Web texts what footnotes are to books. Too many links interrupt the flow of reading, and may end up confusing the reader due to the profusion of new pages, or the need to repeatedly click the return button.

Webliography. Linking should be verified at regular intervals. The Web is extremely volatile, and the address to a site may not be the same after two weeks. This is especially frustrating in illustrations, references, and supplementary material.

Pages. Depending on the material and the target audience, new blank pages may work better, especially if the teacher needs two or more pages simultaneously. On the other hand, beginners may find it difficult to deal with too many pages open at the same time.

As a recommendation, Hot Potatoes (http://web.uvic.ca/hrd/halfbaked/) and Quia (http://www.quia.com), among several others available on the Web, are two interesting resources for teachers in the production of class material, web-related or not.

( Individual use vs Group use
When designing materials, the target audience is maybe the principal factor to be considered. Different approaches will be used in dealing with individual use such as self-study in a multimedia lab, or group use such as a regular class to 15 learners. From the type of activities to the font size, we are dealing with two different types of learners, who will have different expectations. Some materials may be used in both situations, but this is not a general rule. Below are some basic practical tips.

Individual use

( Usually self-study, for practice or review.

( Answers are needed for self-correction.

( Sound is usually conveyed through headphones.

( There is no teacher present for help.

( Learners access activities from home or work, or at the school’s multimedia lab.

Group use

( Activities usually involve two or more people.

( Answers may be present, or may be provided by the teacher.

( Sound is usually conveyed through loudspeakers.

( The teacher is always present, and learners also count on other learners’ expertise and help.

( Although learners may perform individually during the activity, the whole group of learners is involved in one way or another. Elicitation is possible.

( Variable chair arrangement. Movable keyboard.

Again, however different, both approaches should aim at interaction with the content presented, not with the technology used.

VIII Conclusion

Using technology in EFL is a vast albeit specialized field. Teachers must work hand in hand with technology professionals in the search for the best solutions within each particular educational context. If on the one hand technology is here to stay, and is bound to evolve at great speeds, on the other hand teachers cannot disregard “old” technologies such as board, pen and paper, still highly useful and a welcome supplement to sophisticated machines and software. Finally, technology should not be overemphasized: it is merely the means to an end, a tool, not the end itself. Technology exists to help teachers and learners, not to frustrate and confuse them.

In this metaphorical age, the figure below may represent some of the ideas developed in this work.


Resorting to the known tale of William Tell, the teacher aims his or her arrow at the learning goals (the apple), not at the computer (technology). Actually, the apple is sitting on top of the computer, the latter working as mere support for learning. Also, the apple represents the aforementioned “old” technology, working as the other side of the “new” technology, represented by the computer. In fact, technology can be viewed as a single concept visualized in different forms, all of them useful according to particular needs. There is no such thing as “better technology”; there is only “appropriate technology.”
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