How effective is the use of ICT in language learning and teaching?
A small-scale investigation by Graham Davies

The question of the effectiveness of ICT in learning and teaching foreign languages keeps coming up. It has been raised at regular intervals since I first became interested in computers back in 1976, and in my experience no one has come up with solid evidence that using ICT has measurable beneficial effects on the language learner. So I thought it was about time the question was raised again. On 28 October 2008 I posed this question to the MFL Resources discussion list in Yahoo Groups:
Can anyone point to any measurable (as opposed to anecdotal) benefits of using ICT?
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/mflresources/
I received some very good feedback to my question. As expected, some scepticism was expressed about the possibility of being able to measure the benefits of ICT. It was pointed out that:

(i) The variables are too hard to pin down.
(ii) ICT covers so many different types of tasks, and so many different types of ICT applications are used that one would have to measure the benefits of each of them – which might just be feasible – but it would be very hard to produce reliable, controlled results.
Most teachers who responded to the question appeared to interpret using ICT as using an interactive whiteboard (IWB) for whole-class teaching, i.e. rather than using a computer lab for one-to-one activities. There are probably two reasons for this:

(i) the substantial investment in interactive whiteboards by secondary and primary schools in the UK,

(ii) lack of regular access to shared computer lab facilities, with the result that whole-class teaching with a single computer and an IWB (or other projection facilities) has become the norm.

Benefits of using ICT

Most of the feedback I received pointed to the benefits of using ICT. All of the evidence was anecdotal, but this is not to dismiss it out of hand. Some very interesting and useful points were made.

Benefits of using interactive whiteboards

The following comments were made by teachers who use interactive whiteboards:

1. “I couldn't live without my IWB now. The problem is that I have no tangible evidence [of its benefits], just classes full of enthusiastic pupils and good uptake at each options stage.”

2. “I spend half my lessons with an IWB and the other half in a room with an OHP. I feel that the option of an IWB adds a great deal to the tools of my trade, adds to students' motivation and often offers a way to present a new topic in an exciting way. It leads to my spending both more and less time on my preparation for lessons; more to put together exciting materials and less in that I can use them for more than one group. Whilst not believing that an IWB is the answer to all problems I would rather have the option to use one than not.”
3. “I'd say that the IWB is a device that's made teaching more fun therefore learning more fun in the process. The current generation have an attention span of less than 10 minutes and have to be entertained to stay focused. The IWB keeps the students focused so I guess they'd be learning more, but I can't measure it. In my school the MFL department did not use ICT before I joined, and behaviour and attainment were poor. Everything's improved now, but is it as a result of using ICT or the appointment of better teachers? Or maybe a combination of both?”
4. “As well as enhancing language learning I believe ICT can help improve behaviour in the classroom. Having a range of applications open, whereby you can easily switch tasks or, for instance, action buttons within presentations that link to other activities, can really aid lesson delivery. Boredom can often lead to undesired behaviour. I always have a plan B, C and D with my most challenging classes and it is definitely a bonus that activities can be quickly prepared using ICT.”

5. “The IWB has dulled my senses and I am going to ration myself. Don't get me wrong, I do love it but what'll we do when all the electrickery runs out? What about headaches generated from a diet of IWB all day?”

Other benefits of using ICT
1. Choosing software carefully is a priority, as one teacher put it: “sensible and realistic software, preferably programs for which we can author materials that tie in 100% with the units that the pupils are studying”.

2. Integrating ICT materials into the curriculum and frequency of exposure of pupils to ICT were mentioned as keys to success.
3. Staff must be familiar with using ICT and confident and interested in using it.
4. One teacher wrote: “I have used ICT enthusiastically since the early 90s and it can engage better and motivate more effectively”. He modified his comment, however, by adding: “Deep down, though, I know I'd rather have classes of 12 pupils and no equipment rather than 25-30 pupils in a class and a load of PCs.”
5. The advantages of ICT in delivering repetition and memorisation activities was pointed out. As one teacher put it: “What would be boring in class can become obsessive with an ICT style game or challenge. Plus the idea of spot-on accuracy becomes much more important in this situation.”
6. ICT was perceived as having a beneficial effect on pupil’s grammar skills and listening skills. One teacher wrote: “I am convinced that working with well-designed Hot Potatoes tasks improves pupils' skill with grammar and is more engaging than a worksheet”. Another teacher wrote: “It would be hard to imagine that practising listening on a one-to-one basis with computer would not yield good results”.
7. It was pointed out that ICT can go beyond drill-and-practice, offering access to authentic materials on the Web and the opportunity for authentic communication.

8. An interesting observation was made regarding the use of Voki, a tool that enables users to create and customise their own speaking cartoon characters. One teacher who uses Voki’s text-to-speech facility wrote: “I use Voki with pupils of all abilities. If they're shy they can type in what they want to say, which is also a good way of practising writing skills as they have to get their spelling right for the Voki output to sound right.”
9. A project involving the outreach work of Monkseaton High School to local primary schools was mentioned. Results of a research study conducted by Durham University showed that the primary school pupils progressed up to 80% faster when taught French with the aid of a set of ICT resources (Word worksheets, IWB PowerPoint presentations, audio files, etc) compared to those who learned using traditional methods. 1000 pupils were split into two groups for the purposes of the research study. Paul Kelly, headteacher of Monkseaton High School, is reported as saying: “The pupils who used computers improved by between 0.5 and 0.8 of a level more than those who used books. That can be translated into an improvement of up to an 80% cent with computers. They almost doubled the speed at which they were learning". See:
http://www.monkseaton.org.uk/languages/Pages/IntheNews.aspx
10. One teacher made use of Excel to produce target sheets for her pupils. She wrote: “Generally, the Excel documents have lots of lookup tables etc behind them and lead to direct targets as a result of their input and/or understanding. The feedback I have had from the students tells me how to improve on the work that I have done, and we have reached a system which, the students tell me, is really beneficial to them and of huge help to their linguistic progress and development. Obviously I wouldn't use such documents every time that I am in my classroom. However, I find that it is a way of me being able to give the students direct targeted feedback, which I know the children then go on to use in order to help them to improve their own work. Often, we may do a piece of work in class and print the target sheets. The children’s homework is to try and improve their mark (using their targets) by 10 points – or to full marks if this is a smaller amount. The children I teach really relish this challenge. I know that I would be unable to do this if it were not for the option of the ICT available to me.
The downside of using ICT
Relatively few negative comments were made about using ICT in MFL teaching. The following points were made:
1. Access and technical support in some schools still appear to fall short of what is necessary for using ICT effectively.
One teacher wrote: “Lack of access to computer rooms is a major problem. The ICT rooms in every school I've worked in are used by the ICT staff first, and our current LRC has five computers – barely enough for a small SEN group let alone the 32 or so in my Year-9 groups. Consequently, I have access to the LRC one lesson every four weeks. I have access to somebody's IWB almost every lesson, but I will use it perhaps twice a week. Reasons? I am only in that classroom for one lesson and so it is a real nuisance to have to unplug the teacher's laptop each time, turn the projector on (where is the remote kept?) and connect my laptop – and vice versa at the end of the lesson – especially when I then have to dash to the other side of the school for another lesson, taking everything with me. So I only use the IWB if I happen to be teaching a class before break or lunch, and only then if I am willing to spend my time in the classroom setting everything up instead of having a proper break in the staffroom.
The “absent” technician was mentioned: “Our technical support comes from a technician who leaves bang on the dot of 2.55 pm, before any teachers can get from their rooms to his room at the end of the day”.
2. The Web was mentioned twice as a distraction rather than a benefit:

One teacher wrote: “When I take pupils to the computer room, I invariably spend most of my time monitoring their devious access to sites unrelated to MFL. I find that half the class just use the Web as another means of messing around, which is a pity because there are some brilliant sites out there.”
Another teacher wrote: “I have observed too many ICT lessons in schools, perhaps fabulously equipped, where students browse aimlessly for half an hour and get up from their PC having learned absolutely nothing. Unless we are careful, we simply get sucked into an arms race of gimmicks. It's the content not the form that's important, but we all know that.” The same teacher was not in favour of using the Internet in class time, which he thought was time-wasting. As he put it: “They can surf in their own free time at home and I don't need to worry about what they're looking at”. But he was in favour of accessing the Internet for whole-class activities that he could control.
3. The question of the high costs of maintaining ICT facilities in schools was raised, especially in an age when children are surrounded by ICT and are no longer impressed by it.

One teacher wrote: “There are lessons in the school where every conceivable gadget is wheeled out in a vain attempt to engage pupils. This counts for nothing with kids, humans being social creatures. We are paying megabucks for a couple of staff to service the systems that pupils take for granted.”
4. Videoconferencing was briefly mentioned as a means of making contact with partner schools in other countries, but even though costs are much lower than they used to be there are still practical issues that need to be considered and there appears to be a shortage of ideas on making the best use of videoconferencing.
As one teacher put it: “Even after we had overcome the technical hassles and the time-shift difficulties (the French students were on their way home before the end of our day), there was still the issue of tongue-tied teenagers staring at each other with little to say. The visuals seemed to add nothing of merit – they might as well have been on the phone, which would also have been a lot more convenient and very much cheaper. We abandoned the idea very quickly as it was obvious that too little of merit came out of too much time. All that was also before we had concerns about what they might actually be saying and whether it was appropriate. It all seemed to be a classic case of technology actually making things more difficult”.
5. It was pointed out that ICT may not be necessary to achieve good results:
One teacher wrote: “There is a colleague who eschews any technology in her classroom, except an audiocassette recorder, and who regularly delivers lessons which are truly outstanding. Her results are better than the kids' targets in MFL and in child development.”
A British teacher working in Germany wrote: “Here the students actively want to learn English but teachers do not seem to need the gimmicks that we sometimes need to use in the UK to motivate students”. She modified her comment by adding, “However, I think they are also missing out on a whole series of opportunities that the ICT in the classroom can offer”, and mentioned that she aimed to show local teachers some of the possibilities offered by IWBs.
ICT, as an instrument of emancipation and liberation

Finally, the following very articulate comment was made by David Wilson, an SEN specialist teacher. It is quoted here in full:
“Ever since the birth of computer-assisted language learning (CALL) in the late 1950s or early 1960s, people have been trying to measure its effectiveness. Computers, certainly in the pioneering days, cost a fortune, so it was reasonable to keep asking the question whether their use in learning languages represented value for money. The problem was how to measure effectiveness.
“Too few people in the world of ICT and MFL take the trouble to learn the lessons from the past. They're too busy navel or crystal ball gazing, so dazzled by technology that they lose sight of what it's all about, namely teaching children to understand and communicate in a foreign language. And only a teacher can do that.

“One well-endowed west-coast American university had problems in the late 1960s and early 1970s recruiting and retaining teachers of the lesser-taught Slavonic languages such as Bulgarian, so came up with the idea of producing a computer-based course in such languages. The reasoning seemed impeccable: computers patiently drilled grammar, administered tests, offered feedback and never suffered from human foibles such as falling ill, getting impatient, leaving for higher-paid jobs. Sadly the course writers and programmers forgot to factor in learner as well as teacher issues. Learners, like teachers, are human beings with social needs. And the learners – all highly intelligent, motivated people – at that prestigious university dropped out one by one because of the lack of social interaction with other people and a lack of variety in the delivery of the subject matter.

“What matters more than the "what" of ICT in MFL – whether it's IWBs, blogs, podcasts, virtual worlds or whatever the flavour of the month happens to be in MFL ICT – it's the "how". How the ICT is integrated into MFL classroom practice. Whether it adds to the balance, breadth and richness of the teaching and learning experience that not only leads to good exam results but also leaves youngsters with a glorious sense of achievement, summed up by that phrase "is that the bell already?" when the lesson has flown by. That has nothing to do with whether the IWB has been switched on or not or whether the teacher has forgotten the starter activity or the plenary. In other words, there's no formula, no magic spell, when it comes to conjuring up a perfect lesson. It's a combination of good planning, good relationships and good luck. And that's not easily measurable!
“I regard myself nowadays as a special educational needs teacher rather than a pure linguist and I do see the daily benefits of ICT to children with SEN. That's because technology has to be "inclusive", that is, it's made to fit their needs rather than the other way round. Pupils who can barely manipulate a pen are like non-swimmers permanently moored in the shallow end of the pool, frustrated as they watch their skilled peers splashing around and enjoying themselves. A bit of technology in the form of a pair of flippers or an inner tube would have lifted those non-swimmers off the bottom and given them the confidence to share their classmates' enjoyment. In the same way, the pupils with literacy difficulties at my school are often given alphasmart word processors, or even laptops, to help them bridge the gap between their good general intelligence and their specific learning difficulties so that they can write as well as they can think. To me, that's the benefit of ICT, as an instrument of emancipation, liberation, helping fledglings to fly, lighting the flame of knowledge and curiosity in vulnerable young people and turning them into fulfilled, confident human beings who become everything they can be. Not easy to measure, though?”
Graham Davies
Emeritus Professor of Computer Assisted Language Learning
19 November 2008
Please cite this document as:

Davies G. (2008) How effective is the use of ICT in language learning and teaching? A small-scale investigation by Graham Davies. In Davies G. (ed.) Information and Communications Technology for Language Teachers (ICT4LT), Slough, Thames Valley University [Online]. Available from: http://www.ict4lt.org/en/ICT_Effectiveness.doc [Accessed DD Month YYYY].

© Graham Davies 2008 under a
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 Unported License.
PAGE  
7

