Alexandros Vouyouklis, Athens, Greece 

“When a mouse is not a mouse”

Part 2

Hi! As I promised in my previous article, this one deals with educational programs, or to be more specific, Instructional Multimedia in EFL. We shall discuss their relevance in teaching and the temptation (should we feel any of course) to have a go at being actively involved in their design. Before we start though, we should define certain terms:


INSTRUCTIONAL: this is their purpose; to teach and test linguistic input, i.e. grammatical structures, vocabulary and so on.


MULTIMEDIA: this term refers to the variety of media involved. The combination of text, pictures, sound, animation and video enriches the presentation and increases retention of the input.


INTERACTIVE: these programs elicit students’ reaction in the form of questions or other tasks that they “ask” the learners to perform. In turn, they react to the students’ input by providing feedback. NB: not all Instructional Multimedia are interactive. Some merely present the item to be taught much in the same way as a video tape would. They do not require active participation or reaction on the part of the student other than watch and listen, therefore they are the least effective in that they do not involve him/her in the learning process.


Some people decide to invest on Multimedia Technology just for the innovation it introduces into the language classroom. Others are aware of the underlying educational benefits, some of which are listed below:

 students learn at their own pace and take advantage of opportunities to revise, which are not always available in the traditional classroom.

 poor performers are spared the embarrassment that inevitably results from comparison to their peers or remarks from an impatient teacher.

 learning, correction and feedback on the spot.

 objective assessment through tests

 sense of achievement

However, to achieve any or all of the benefits listed above, a program should satisfy certain criteria. 

Instructional Multimedia have gone a long way since they first appeared in the market. Initially, due to the high cost of equipment, few systems had possibilities of sound and video reproduction, therefore the learner had to be satisfied with the novelty of working on a computer screen with text and poor graphics. Nowadays however, there’s a great variety of highly satisfactory pieces of work in terms of aesthetics and in a few cases of educational effectiveness.

The latter is the issue that should worry us as teachers: there’s a lot of trash in the market and few educationally sound programs, and this is the time to determine what makes an Instructional Multimedia program educationally sound: 

 Interaction; a program should encourage the user to actively participate in the process of learning by asking intelligent, relevant questions and prompting the user to react. This is the aspect that lies at the heart of successful multimedia design: a student learns better by the combination of seeing, hearing and doing.

 Flexibility; a multimedia program should allow learners to explore it at their own pace rather than guide them along a rigid framework of presentation – testing. Possibility of recycling and revision are also key factors in the development of successful pieces; the user should be able to return to a task that hasn’t been satisfactorily accomplished.

 Clarity; since such programs are used by learners in the absence of teachers, they should present instructions in such a fashion as to allow even “underachievers” to follow them, otherwise a feeling of frustration will ensue.

 Graded difficulty; activities should proceed along a scale of complexity so as to maintain users’ interest. A poor performer will be frustrated if the average difficulty is above his/her level of performance. Similarly, a good student won’t be satisfied if the tasks do not present him/her with a sense of challenge.

 Feedback; animated expressions of approval or disapproval accompanied by sound effects are particularly popular with learners but not enough. A designer should consider adding explanations as to why a particular student response was wrong and provide clues rather than submit the correct answer after a limited number of tries or amount of time.

 Variety of exercises; practising or testing a particular subject (grammar or vocabulary in our case) should take place in various contexts not only to ensure effective learning but also to avoid a feeling of boredom, which will inevitably arise if the tasks are repetitive.

 Variety of ways of presentation; a program should reflect the teacher’s resourcefulness in the techniques employed to present a new structure. 

 Ways to catch and retain users’ attention; and I don’t only mean sound effects and animations; these will only be effective for a while, until the novelty has worn off. We need methods that will convince the learner that it’s worth spending time before the screen, that he/she gains in educational terms through the unique opportunity of interaction afforded by the machine. Active involvement at all times should cover this aspect.

 Effective testing; a program should teach what it has set out to test and do so in contexts and media similar to those used in the presentation of the item, otherwise there will be some degree of learners’ frustration. Remember that testing is one thing but trying to trick the user is quite another, and effort to achieve the latter can incur hardly any educational benefit.

Sadly, few of the commercially available programs conform to these standards. Not many developers seem to understand that using a computer is not the novelty it was ten years ago. Cramming the program with sound effects and animation is not attractive any more. The student is hardly likely to be impressed since the computer games he/she has played are much flashier in terms of special effects than any educational program. Furthermore, excessive use of these effects can lead to distraction from the teaching points of the program. Also, although Multimedia can provide highly efficient ways of presenting new language, sometimes they are nothing more than electronic grammar books with a built-in testing device, leading us – the teachers – to wonder whether it would be better for the student to retrieve this information from a book; since there is no distinct educational benefit from the use of the computer, the student would at least be spared the damage to the eyes from staring at the screen for too long.

And even supposing a program conformed to these standards, we might still not be satisfied with it because it wouldn’t necessarily agree with our teaching approach: we might not agree with the way it presents a certain grammar item, since we may have found that another way we have developed and field-tested throughout the years works better in our teaching situation. The feedback provided by the program might not be to our liking, although it might be educationally sound. To sum up, no matter how insightful and experienced a program designer might be, his/her product may not fit our teaching situation for a variety of reasons.

So, what are we supposed to do? Abandon the concept of computer-based training? There are many reasons why we shouldn’t, one of them being that our students will be exposed to ineffective programs anyway. Therefore, our best choice might be to learn how to build similar programs ourselves.

It may sound impossible but perhaps we should seriously consider it. I’m not suggesting setting up a software production company on our own. A lot can be achieved at a small scale, for instance, preparing a small interactive piece such as a gap-filling exercise or an interactive presentation of a grammar structure or an electronic dictionary. It would be flexible, easy to produce, adapt and add to. We could graft into it a whole lot of aspects from our own teaching approach, such as ways of presentation, practice, giving feedback, providing hints and so on. The immediate feedback derived from our students could be used in an improved version of our piece.

The important thing to know is that it isn’t so difficult as it may sound. Nowadays there are programs in the market that allow a teacher to build his/her own multimedia pieces without any knowledge of programming. Of course, learning these programs requires a certain amount of training, but so does word-processing, or any other skill for that matter. Don’t forget that we are starting off with some vitally important assets: we know our subject, we are experienced teachers and we are aware of and sensitive to our students’ needs in a way no one else can be. All we need to do is acquire the technical knowledge necessary to transfer these assets to a new medium.

Are we going to be replaced by computers? A few years ago, the answer would have been an easy and categorical NO. These days it would be safe not to be so certain. Even assuming that Artificial Intelligence is still far away, distance learning is here, present in the Internet. Institutions offer courses across the Web, teaching many more students, more quickly and more efficiently than ever before, which spells misfortune for our present and future professional prospects. On the other hand, these institutions are - or should be - staffed by experienced teachers, who have been trained to transfer their teaching skills into another medium, or are in close co-operation with people who know how to.

Learning how to build our own educational programs is a good idea for a variety of reasons. This skill can be a hobby, or a means of enhancing our teaching creativity, or a very important professional qualification. We can’t resist evolution in ELT, even if we wanted to. Rather than rub our eyes in unpleasant surprise and merely witness the development, let’s take an active part in it.

Alexandros Vouyouklis started teaching English as a Foreign Language in 1987. Completing his RSA DOTE studies, which gave him insight in the areas of material design and course supplementation among other things, he went on to open his own language school, where he instantly embraced new technologies as a teaching aid and a powerful means of learner motivation. He strongly believes in the educational potential of technology and has already designed 17 CD ROMs which reinforce his belief on a daily basis.
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