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Education in general, and by extent EFL, has been using technology for a long time. Audio and video have long been bottom line in any language school setting. More recently, computers, multimedia and the Internet have also made their entrance in the teaching of English as a foreign or second language. Therefore, technology and EFL are not at all so new a combination. Teachers have been using songs, video segments and CD-ROMs for a long time now, and even the computer and the Internet are already widespread, maybe not so much in classrooms, but in multimedia labs and self-access centers.

If this is correct, why do so many teachers still have problems using the VCR or a DVD player, and lately the computer? On the other hand, why do a great deal of teachers use technology primarily for “fun,” heavily relying on games, animations, Web surfing and CD-ROMs that are not exactly pedagogically sound or really relevant to the material being presented?

In this short article, I shall attempt to answer those questions based on my experience as a developer of multimedia material and as a trainer of teachers in the use of technology. Obviously I will be focusing on a specific reality, namely that of Rio de Janeiro language schools, which may or may not reflect the context existent in other places. Moreover, I acknowledge from the start the countless successful initiatives by a great number of teachers who appropriately put technology to its best use in EFL; actually, these initiatives are in themselves a great encouragement to all teachers. Some comments I have heard during training sessions will also illustrate the discussion.

1 Heads: Fear

Yes, fear. Technophobia is still one of the greatest impediments in operating the machines in a classroom. Believe it or not, a lot of teachers still have difficulties to master basic VCR operation. Comments such as “There are too many buttons to press,” and “This thing is very different from the one I use at home” show that the problem is in fact of simple solution, but has become a huge obstacle for these teachers. Some of them admit that they are indeed technophobes: “I always ask my daughter to record a program for me.” Others rely on their students: “It doesn’t worry me; there’s always a student who knows how to do it.” It gets even worse when the subject is computers: “I hate computers.”
“Age is the problem; I’m too old for that.” Well, yes and no. Undoubtedly, it could be expected that an older teacher in age might have more difficulties in dealing with modern equipment. Although I have encountered this kind of teacher, my experience shows me that the difficulties really lie in their resistance to or rejection of what is new, and, in some cases, more complex to use. Some, therefore, transform this resistance or rejection into shyness or fear ( which makes them less prone to master the use of the equipment ( while others transform those feelings into the conclusion that technology is not so important for language teaching ( which makes them undervalue the potential of technology and find a justification for not learning how to use the equipment.

On the other hand, the great amount of older teachers who use technology is in itself proof that age intrinsically has nothing to do with difficulties to handle technology. Technophobia then is more closely related to a psychological state than to a physiological or mental handicap. It is indeed intimidating to know that our students, especially the younger ones, may be judging us for the slow or incorrect use of the equipment in the classroom: some laugh, others make fun of the teacher, others show impatience... It is an uncomfortable situation, but it is part of the learning process. Students also feel uncomfortable when they make mistakes, when their peers laugh at them, when they are slow to grasp a grammar rule or to produce a response… For many teachers, it is a new context, a new reality, a novel, challenging and intimidating situation, but we must realize that all this takes time to be properly assimilated. It is no shame to learn; shame lies in giving up. Is it not what we preach to our students? Fear may lead to frustration when we cannot do what we are aiming at, but failure will only set in if we give it up.

Regrettably, the blame for most of this condition is on the institutions themselves, not on the teachers. Language schools usually buy the equipment and leave it up to the teacher to learn how to use it. Some do offer some training, but on a very reduced scale that does not suffice. If you leave it up to the teacher, you are bound to hear things like “I don’t have time to learn how to use it,” and “It takes practice, it takes time, and I don’t have either.” In fact, the whole idea of training is misunderstood: training should be the last of at least three phases, not the first, and much less the only one. It is fallacious to think that a teacher will use technology well if he or she has not been exposed to all its potential. To explore technology full tilt, there must be strong commitment from all personnel involved: directors, administrators, managers, supervisors, materials designers, IT people… and teachers. A reasonable program involves at least three phases in this order: awareness, demonstration, and finally training.

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, what it can do, and how it can be used. In this phase, the teacher senses that technology may be a plus in his or her classes. Not only teachers should be involved; administrators and people directly responsible for the pedagogical aspects of the institution should also be part of it so that everyone can see and feel what the institution is about to launch. The IT department, together with audio/video technicians, if existent, should also be part of the program, for they will be responsible for the technical support.

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, but simply pushing buttons or clicking to watch and analyze the resulting sounds and images. The idea here is not to teach how to use the machines or software yet, but to promote a more intimate relationship between the teacher and the technology. Still here, other professionals should be involved.

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. It is amazing to see that at least half of the technophobes will have disappeared in this phase if the two previous ones have taken place.

Roughly, we could divide teachers into three groups, technology wise: (1) teachers who are naturally motivated to use technology ( these will be very useful in helping the others in the future; (2) teachers who resist technology for fear of failure in realizing its potential ( most of these will change sides during the first two phases; (3) real technophobes ( a very small number if the first two phases were successful, they will tend to be helped naturally by the first two groups in the future.

Such a training program takes time and money, two aspects that seem to dictate the rules in institutions that want to increase their number of students, but contradictorily do not invest in long-term technological training programs. What has surprised me most is that some of these institutions excel in pedagogical and academic programs, but they fail to realize that the future will depend heavily on technology. The prevailing system in many language schools still revolves around volunteer work, in essence an outdated and makeshift approach. It is a natural course of events: classes became boring without audio and video; classes will become boring without computers and the Internet.

2 Tails: Overuse/Misuse

It is very common to encounter teachers who just started teaching displaying a tendency to “overteach”: perform in greater depth than should be expected. When a simple, reduced grammar explanation would suffice, a long set of rules appears; when two or three examples should be enough, a list of exceptions arises. This is expected and understandable. The same happens to technology: whole classes centered on a song, an entire class dedicated to a video segment, excessive use of games, CD-ROMs, and more recently the Internet, classes dedicated to surfing the Web, and so on. All of this in the name of “fun.”

“Students love games, so why not use them in class?” “I use anything to promote a comfortable learning environment.” “I’ll use whatever it takes to have fun in class.” These are interesting comments. Nobody disputes that a good, relaxed, “fun” learning environment promotes learning in a more effective and lasting fashion. Likewise, nobody disputes that songs, videos, games, CD-ROMs and the Web facilitate the creation of this ideal learning environment. However, I have noticed a certain overuse in some areas of technology that have not contributed to learning as one might expect.

Maybe the most important aspect of technology in education is precisely ( albeit an apparent contradiction ( to know when not to use it, or when to stop using it. I tend to consider technology as an appendix, not the focus of a class. Speaking of EFL, the moment a teacher or student starts having problems with the mouse, or the moment winning the game becomes more important than the English language involved, in my opinion technology is being misused.

In its correct use, the audio and image become so integrated in the learning situation that you cannot tell whether they are coming from a VCR or form a computer; the manipulation of the mouse or of a certain program becomes so irrelevant that you do not even notice you are clicking it. The comment “I use the pinball game in my laptop because it is in English” reflects what several teachers think: the fact that if a certain game or site is in the English language it is by default helping learners learn. Wrong. The notion that you can teach vocabulary just by exposing learners to it has long been destroyed; the same goes for merely exposing learners to material written in English.

Technology is useless ( or becomes a mere, superfluous embellishment artifact ( unless it is incorporated in a sound pedagogical background. Except if it needs the machine to be visualized (a prerecorded class, a .pdf file, a video conference, lyrics on a site that are constantly referred to, a Power Point presentation, etc.), the technological aspect of a certain class will be reduced to a minimum, to the role of an extra, to use a filmmaking analogy: the scene does not exist without it, but it is not the star, not even the supporting actor.

Games I know very few ( and I mean very few ( games that can be used as a pedagogical tool. Even the very few I know ( and I really mean very few again ( were not meant to be used during a whole class unless under very particular situations. By definition, a game entails a winner and a loser, i.e., a competition. Very rarely does such a thing will be useful as is. The trick is maybe not to use the whole game in a learning environment, but parts of the game. If the learner starts concentrating too much on how to find out the hidden secrets of the game, the strategies, whatever, the game will have lost its pedagogical power. The fact that it is in English does not help matters: the language is dissolved into the ability of getting the hang of the game. If one has to have reflexes or special abilities to use a game, language teaching is not the issue. Several websites offer games of the most varied types. The same comments apply.

CD-ROMs There is interesting material on the market, but most of the titles apply for self-study, not for a classroom environment. Unless the teacher uses the CD-ROM, or parts of it, as an aid to what is being presented, it will end up performing the role of a game, not of a teaching instrument. Adequacy is another key word here: most language schools use a certain method, a certain book, and to be effective, the CD-ROM ( or the game or the website or the extra material, for that matter ( should be adaptable to that method or book. Otherwise, it will not be used as it should be.

Internet Pedagogical and technical aspects are involved here. As far as teaching/learning goes, access to the Internet can provide useful examples to what is being taught, real time news about events of general interest, along with a great deal of information that can be used to personalize a certain material to the needs of learners at a certain moment. Extremely useful projects or Web searches can take place using the information available on the Web. More and more publishing houses have started to create and display material on websites that can be used as an aid to textbooks or videotapes.

The Web is a great source of information, but very little of this information can be turned into knowledge ( or learning. To begin with, not all the information on the Web is trustworthy: it comes from unreliable sources. Furthermore, most of the sites live on advertisements, and here is the main technical problem involved. Sometimes, the visit to webpages ( even reliable ones ( implies the downloading of cookies or specific programs, to say the least, or the upgrading of versions of plug-ins or programs, which will irreversibly change the configuration of a PC. “I’ve visited this site at home, and it hasn’t been a problem.” Truth be told, the PC we use at home is customized to a specific user, and the fact that we use certain versions of specific programs at home does not mean that the website or the material we prepared will run smoothly in the classroom computer. Pop-ups, cookies, adware and spybots should be another preoccupation, along with viruses, of course, for they may damage the PC. Whenever we share a PC with other users, we should be aware of these interferences. This is of utmost relevance if the institution prepares specific material to be used on a PC. For instance, if I visit a certain site that enables me to play songs with the use of Real Player and the material on my hard disk is set to Windows Media Player, I may have overlapping player problems in the future. If the teachers knows how to alter configurations, or, in other words, to make things work, fine; otherwise, fellow teachers will experience problems and become frustrated.

3 Tossing the Coin

The reading of this article might imply the notion that I am against the use of technology, or that I am full of restraints. Not at all. What I advocate is a smart use of technology, the integration of technologies (e.g. image+audio+Web+paper) as a mere aid to the teaching/learning situation. I am not in favor of “video classes,” “song classes,” “Web classes “ or “lab classes”; I am in favor of classes that use videos, songs, the Web, and whatever tools are available in a multimedia lab or classroom. That’s a very different perspective.

We have come a long way since the chalk and board. And if we really get down to it, we may teach an excellent class without a pilot pen, a white board, a stereo and a VCR, let alone a PC and the Internet. Notwithstanding, it is easy to see that technology contributes to a more dynamic, up-to-date and lively class. Plus, it facilitates the work of the teacher. But to come to these conclusions, a teacher has to be skilled in technology, something that the teacher himself or herself may not have the time, energy or will to pursue by himself or herself; something that institutions are not, to my knowledge, willing to fund.

Fun should be the consequence of learning, not the cause. Games &co. should be an appendix, not the main object of the class. There’s a whole new world out there: blogs, websites, CD-ROMs, Web searches, instant messengers, slide presentations, songs, lyrics, videos, audio, video, HTML pages, animations, exercises on the Web, VCRs, stereos, DVD players, PCs… When to use all this? How to use all this? Is it really useful? These are questions that only a teacher of the “new millennium” can answer. How to get there? It’s not difficult. Be open. Be ready. Maybe your school can help you. Maybe not, and in this case it is an individual quest. One thing is for sure: technology is here to stay. And we’ll always need a teacher, a real teacher to use it. Is technology the “fifth” skill? For teachers at least, I deeply think so.
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