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COMPUTER-BASED FOREIGN
LANGUAGE INSTRUCTION

IN ILLINOIS SCHOOLS

Robert L. Blomeyer, Jr.

PREFACE

The information contained in this
report is based on findings made dur-
ing an ongoing piece of educational re-
search entitled Computer-based For-
eign Language Instruction in the State
of Illinois. It should be understood that
because the study is not completed,
present conclusions are subject to revi-
sion prior to final completion of the
project. Names of the schools involved
and the particulars of events observed
will not be revealed to protect the pri-
vacy of the individuals and institutions
involved.

The research is being supported by
the Language Learning Laboratory ef
the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign and the Illinois State
Board of Education, where the author
is working as an intern in the Program
Planning and Development division
under the direction of Mr. Paul Griff-
ith. The contents of this report are the
responsibility of the author and no offi-
cial endorsement by either the Lan-
guage Learning Laboratory or any di-
vision of the Illinois State Board of
Education should be inferred.

Microcomputcrs have suddenly in-
vaded classrooms nationwide.
The National Council on Educational
Statistics (NCES) 1982 survey indicates
that there are approximately 96,000
microcomputers in public schools
(NCES, Early Release, 1982). This is
nearly triple the 36,000 micro-
computers that were present in the
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schools in the fall of 1980 (NCES,
Early Release, 1982). More recently, a
national study of educational tech-
nology in the U.S. reported that 53
percent of all schools had at least one
computer as of January 1983 (Center
for the Organization of Schools, 1983).
This massive influx of hardware into
the nation’s schools creates a wealth of
technological resources which can be
used in addition to more traditional
methods of instructional delivery.

The humanities are no exception to
this generally increasing utilization of
computers. Although, a limited
amount of effective courseware exists
for use in some subject areas, there now
exists a significant body of commercial
software available to implement as-
pects of foreign language instruction in
the microcomputer-based medium.
Language teachers in some school dis-
tricts are beginning to incorporate
these commercial materials into their
syllabus design. In some cases the
teachers are becoming actively in-
volved in the design and production of
their own foreign language courseware.
But in the State of Illinois, these teach-
ers are still in a minority. The vast ma-
Jority of language teachers are trying to
determine the potential and limitations
of the medium for foreign language,
English as a second language, and bi-
lingual instruction.

Language Instruction On Mainframe
Computer Systems

Existing studies on integrating CAI
with language teaching are based pri-
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marily on research with mainframe
computer systems rather than with mi-
crocomputers that are now being used
in public schools. The mainframe is a
computer system with a large central
memory to which many terminals are
attached. These terminals work on a
time-sharing basis off the mainframe.
As the name implies, the micro-
computer is a small, free-standing com-
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puter system with a more limited mem-
ory than the mainframe and it can
generally be used only by one person at
a time.

Lesson designers now writing in pro-
fessional publications tend to give gen-
eral descriptions of the lesson content
and of the structural and technical as-
pects of the program design and hard-
ware configuration (including details
of any audio or speech synthesis de-
vices used to supply aural stimuli to
the student). They give little informa-
tion on strategies for the best ways to
use CAI software in second language
curricula.

The strengths of mainframe CAI
language lesson materials all relate to
the ability of the materials to deliver
self-pacing, individualized lessons con-
sisting primarily of vocabulary and
grammar drills. These require student
responses to written stimuli presented
on a line printer, a CRT (cathode ray
tube) monitor, or a plasma panel (as in
the PLATO system). In some pro-
grams, students respond to an aural
stimulus produced by various audio or
audio-visual and speech synthesis de-
vices (Van Campen, 1981; Hart, 1981;
Marty, 1981; Kidd and Holmes, 1982).
Instant feedback on the appropri-
ateness of a given response can be pro-
vided to the student. In addition, more
advanced diagnostic routines have
been developed to provide remedial vo-
cabulary and grammar information
(Marty, 1981; Levin, 1981; and Barson
et al, 1981). A possible future devel-
opment of this technique may be the
use of intelligent programs and parsing
routines that analyze written free ex-
pression (Marty, 1981: Hart, 1981).
The greatest limitation of CAI material
for language instruction is the inability
of the technology to measure oral lan-
guage production. The majority of
these language CAI programs use drill
and practice routines that are similar
to the type usually associated with the
skill learning practices of the audio-
lingual method. At present, second-lan-
guage CAI has limited possibilities for
strategies intended to increase students’
oral communicative competence. Ac-
cording to Van Campen, Markosian,
and Seropian, the principal drawback
to CAI language instruction is that the
computer cannot evaluate oral input,
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It cannot hear (Van Campen et al,
1981). This will continue to be the case
until CAI gains the capabity to mea-
sure or analyze speech.

Some simple speech recognition de-
vices have been developed using pow-
erful mainframe computers (Electron-
ics, 1980), and several companies are
marketing speech recognition devices
which can be used with micro-com-
puters and are capable of recognizing
approximately 40 - 80 words. It is not
reasonable, however, to anticipate that
in the near future a hardware system
will be developed that can respond to
natural speech in a dialogic manner

(Marty, 1981).

There now exists a
significant body of
commerical software
available to implement
aspects of foreign language
instruction in the
microcomputer- based
medium.

Despite the limitations of computers
for oral language instruction, it has
been demonstrated that CAI can be ef-
fectively delivered with recording de-
vices to document student oral per-
formance for self-evaluation or for
evaluation by the instructor (E-Shi
Wu, 1981). If teachers use the com-
puter to introduce and practice vocab-
ulary and grammar information, they
are freed from tutorial time for concen-
tration on oral skills and other activi-
ties that cannot effectively be simu-
lated on a computer (Barson et al.,
1981; Van Campen et al., 1981). It ap-
pears that the most effective means of
integrating computers into language
instruction is to combine these supple-
mentary and remedial uses of CAI with
a classroom teacher (Kidd and Holmes,
1982).

Language Instruction on
Microcomputers

As indicated previously, most dis-
cussions of language CAI software have
been concerned with mainframe com-
puter systems. Information on the use
of microcomputers in the public

schools is limited primarily to data on
the numbers located in the schools and
their general use within the curricu-
lum, e.g., computer literacy, basic skills
enrichment, administrative uses, etc.
(NCES, Early Release, 1982). A recent
survey by Marketing Data Retrieval
Services indicates that microcomputers
present in'the surveyed schools are used
for language instruction in only two
percent of all cases (MDRS, 1982). Ac-
cording to James Pusack of the Univer-
sity of lowa, widespread adoption of
CAI in foreign language instruction
has been hampered by several prob-
lems, including lack of equipment, lack
of computing skills, suspicion of tech-
nology, and a lack of appropriate com-
puter programs (Pusack, 1982, p. 64).

Little comprehensive information is
available on the specific contents of
available microcomputer programs for
second language studies. An existing
resource for information on computer-
based foreign language courseware is
found in the February 1982 Newsletter
of the Northeast Conference on the
Teaching of Foreign Languages. In a
short, but highly informative article,
John Harrison gives a listing of all the
commercially produced software pack-
ages currently available, with sub-
stantive information on those he has
personally reviewed. The article lists
approximately 83 packages and lessons
from a variety of sources. Among these
are many drill and practice format
exercises and a smaller, but significant,
number of simulation type programs
involving use of the target language in
order to participate in the machine-
simulation of wvarious complex
scenarios.

Since the publication of the Harri-
son article in the Northeast Conference
Newsletter, a series of reviews that have
been written by Gerald Culley and his
students at the University of Delaware
has been included in issues of the pub-
lication (Newsletter No. 14, August
1983). Professor Culley and his stu-
dents were also responsible for pub-
lication of guidelines for software eval-
uation and a series of software reviews
that were the product of an NEH sum-
mer institute at U of Delaware in the
summer of 1982 (Culley and Mulford,
1983).
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Most recently, a resource bibliogra-
phy has been published by the Nation-
al Center for Bilingual Research en-
titled: Microcomputers in Bilingual and
Foreign Language Instruction: A Guide and
Bibliography (National Center for Bi-
lingual Research, June 1983). This
publication contains a brief but com-
plete introduction to concepts and
terms useful for describing CAI in a
manner relevant for language instruc-
tion, Its main content is a two hundred
page inclusive bibliography of software
resources for foreign languages, bili-
ngual/multicultural education and
English as a Second Language. This is
an annotated bibliography of the
courseware providing information on
hardware requirements, prices and
availability. The information does not
include qualitative assessment of either
the content or design of the programs.
Assessment of the suitability of the ma-
terials is left to the reader. A listing of
schools currently using CAI in lan-
guage classes is provided for persons
who wish to contact indicated resource
persons for recommendations and sug-
gestions. The publication plans to up-
date the bibliography and other data-
bases as additional information
becomes available.

Beyond the reviews by Professor Cul-
ley and his students, evaluations of ex-
isting CAI software are limited to (1)
data on student performance (This is
occasionally in a
trol/experimental group design using
CAI as the dependent variable. See:
Van Campen, 1981 and Van Campen
ct al,, 1981) and (2) articles by authors
and designers on the accomplishments
of the courses. At the present time few
studies report on the human factors of
CAI use or on the broader impacts of
CAI on the process of classroom in-
struction. A recent article by McCoy
and Weible (1983) provides some spec-
ulation on some of the human aspects
of microcomputer use in foreign lan-
guage teaching. The authors are for-
eign language teachers with experience
in both the use of the CAI medium
and the production and use of video
materials on magnetic tape and vi-
deodisc. They conclude that micro-
computers might be able to free lan
guage teachers from routine classroom

seen con-
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work for more communicative activi-
ties. McCoy and Weible suggest that a
better approach to language CAI
would be to incorporate the use of
video materials with microcomputer
courseware. Courseware based on vi-
deotapes or videodisc recordings of nat-
ural language dialogues could provide
training materials to boost oral com-
prehension and provide contextual
cueing of a sort that has previously
been possible only in actual conversa-
tional practice. Unfortunately, such
materials exist only in prototype form
and will probably remain too expen-
sive for use in most public school for-

A possible future
development may be the use
of intelligent programs and
parsing routines that analyze
written free expression.

eign language programs (V. Stevens,
1983).

Although instruction involving oral
conversation is presently limited by the
high cost or the unavailability of the
necessary technology, there exists an-
other possibility for integrating micro-
computers into instruction in foreign
language communication skills. Read-
ily available communications packages
provide both the hardware and soft-
ware for sending and receiving written
communications or electronic mail.
These tools are already being used by
elementary school students in various
parts of the United States to facilitate
the exchange of computer-mediated
discourse. _

Preliminary evidence indicates that
computer-based discourse could have
linguistic characteristics more like oral
communication than traditional letters
(Scollon, 1982, p. 19). Although at
present there is no known application
of this facility for electronic mail to
languages other than English, the only
element present lacking is the special
characters necessary for correct spelling
in the given languages (accents, etc.). It
is easy to speculate that with the avail-
ability of compatible communications
packages in various parts of the world,
student-to-student electronic commu-

nications might well encourage the de-
velopment of communicative
competence.

Existing foreign language micro-
computer courseware primarily ex-
ploits the presentation of written text
on a computer screen in instructional
formats that rely heavily on drill and
practice exercises. Some audio devices
have become available in recent
months, but these are expensive and
limited to the vocabulary stored on the
audio tape or in the speech synthesis
device (Hertz, pg. 24). Although some
other formats for foreign language
courseware do presently exist (simula-
tion type programs and language
games), they are primitive, few in num-
ber and of questionable value for class-
room language learning.

Since at present the greatest value of
computer use in foreign language in-
struction seems to be as a supplement
to the teacher, he or she must play a
central role not only in controlling the
integration of software into the lan-
guage studies curriculum (Putnam,
1983) but also in the design of the
courseware (Russell, 1983).

Two central points seem to emerge
from the existing body of literature on
computer-based language instruction.
The most frequent recommendation
common to the sources reviewed is that
foreign language teachers should have
control over the vocabulary and specif-
ic grammar items in foreign language
courseware. This factor is viewed as
critical for the successful integration of
the computer-based activities into the
total syllabus. The second point is that
foreign language teachers must become
knowledgeable about the alternatives
available for implementing computer-
based foreign language instruction. In-
dividual teachers must attain a reason-
able level of computer literacy before
they can begin to explore the possi-
bilities and actually preview materials
that might be useful to them.

However, at present there appears to
be no single definition of the term com-
puter literacy appropriate to the teach-
ers considering CAI Indeed, definitions
of literacy may be as numerous as the
software programs that perform a vari-
ety of instructional and non-instruc-
tional tasks (Levin and Souviney,
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1983). One of the more common con-
ceptions of computer literacy views it
as a dynamic range of possibilities
rather than a single definition. This
viewpoint has been used by Robert
Hertz to describe four levels of com-
puter literacy for language teachers:

1. the computer-using teacher,

2. the nonprogramming author of

courseware content, 3.

3. users of authoring systems, and
4. the teacher-programmer (Hertz, pp.

14-19)

It seems then that the definition of
computer literacy is dependent on the
context of the individual school and
the structure of its foreign language
teaching program. Observation of for-
eign language teaching programs
where the foreign language teachers
are actually using microcomputer-
based courseware suggests that the
term computer literacy requires a func-
tional definition to match the context
in which it is being used.

Observations on CAI and Foreign
Language Teaching

Two of the three schools participat-
ing in this research are very large sub-
urban high schools in the Chicago
area. In the following narrative, these
schools will be referred to as school one
and school two. A third high school
(with an enrollment close to the state’s
average enrollment of about 2000-
2500) is located in a downstate school
district.

It is clear that the limited number of
situations studied cannot be represen-
tative of all the school situations pos-
sible in a state as large and diverse as
Illinois. However, it is the considered
opinion of the author that many for-
eign language teaching situations at
the secondary school level are similar
enough to justify some methodological
limited

conclusions and

recommendations.

1. CAI can be incorporated into FL
classrooms at both the beginning and
advanced levels of language instruc-
tion and used as a supplement to a va-
riety of strategies and approaches.

The primary factor in the foreign
language teachers’ decision to use CAI
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to supplement classroom teaching was
their conclusion that some part of the
instruction was suitable for delivery by
the computer. In each case observed
thus far the courseware used was de-
signed or modified by the teacher or by
a cooperating teacher in the same
school. As a result the contents of the
computerized lessons have been very
closely tailored to the vocabulary and
grammar particulars of the individual
classes.

A common element in the teaching
style of the teachers observed to date

The principle drawback to
CAI language instruction is
that the computer cannot
evaluate oral input. It cannot
hear.

has been their use of a wide variety of
learning activities and formats in their
classes. These include both oral and
written practice on vocabulary, gram-
mar and cultural aspects of an individ-
ual lesson’s content. The computer-
based lessons that have been observed
in use with these more standard class-
room routines are primarily drill and
practice on those same areas. Com-
puter-assisted testing was used in an
Advanced Placement French class, as a
simulation of the grammar test that
the students would be encountering on
the placement test.

In beginning and intermediate
Spanish and German classes, drill and
practice on vocabulary and grammar
provided a supplementary exercise on
materials encountered in other class-
room contexts. These teachers felt that
vocabulary review was accomplished
neatly and efficiently by using vocabu-
lary translation exercises on the micro-
computers. Overall, the teachers ob-
served using the
microcomputer-based lessons as just
another of a variety of strategies within
a comprehensive syllabus including
passive and active skills in both oral
and written contexts.

(FN: It should be noted that most of
the foreign language teachers in the
State of Illinois will probably need to

seemed to be

rely more on commercially available
software. Use of commercial software
can imply an entirely different set of
conditions regarding the control of les-
son content by the teacher.)

2. CAI appears to work best as a FL
classroom resource if the students
have previously been introduced to
other

educational computing in

contexts.

Two different situations have been
observed: in school one, limited micro-
computer resources are available in a
single centralized location primarily
used for math, business applications
and programming, whereas in school
number two, an ample number of mi-
crocomputers are available in several
sites where they can be easily used for
educational computing in all subject
areas. School two has a course require-
ment for all incoming freshmen in the
use of microcomputers for instructional
purposes, giving them some basic con-
cepts of programming, and advises
them of the vocational choices in the
computer technology area and the par-
ticular special training that could be
necessary to pursue these options.

In school one, some students could
complete their schooling without using
a microcomputer for any purpose. Lan-
guage classes in this school, which lack-
ed any firm policy on student com-
puter literacy, needed much more in-
class instruction on the basics of using
the microcomputers themselves. The
students in school one were observed in
conversations with the teacher that
sometimes demonstrated unrealistic ex-
pectations of the microcomputer’s con-
tribution to learning, sometimes an
outright aversion to their use. In these
cases the foreign language teacher had
to work individually with the student
to develop more productive attitudes
toward the use of the microcomputers
or provide individualized assignments
that could be completed using paper
and pencil exercises or reading.

In school two, it was not necessary to
take class time to instruct the students
on the use or potential of the micro-
computer resources. The students were
all able to use the computer-based
learning programs effectively. When
present with classes in the computer
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labs, teachers supervised the use of the
materials and answered questions
about lesson content. This allowed the
teachers to spend more time observing
the work of all the students and eval-
uating student progress. Student eval-
uations also provided valuable insights
about the design and content of the
courseware to aid in the revision and
updating of lessons already in use.

3. Although integration of computer-
based materials into a syllabus is eas-
ier and more efficient when they have
been produced by the teachers who
use them, the design and implementa-
tion of computer-based foreign lan-
guage materials is technically de-
manding and time consuming.

As previously noted, the cases stud-
ied showed a high degree of integration
between the syllabus materials and
classroom routines, but the teachers in-
volved had paid a high price in terms
of their time. In shcool one, the teacher
had voluntarily taken a reduction to
half-time status, in order to have the
time to study programming techniques
and to produce materials. In school
two, the district had made a sizeable
investment in an ambitious inservice
training program. Initially, inservice
training was provided to all teachers in
the school. These first experiences were
followed by voluntary summer work-
shops in which the participating teach-
ers worked with student programmers
to develop and implement materials to
be used in the following school year.
The participating teachers were paid a
stipend to subsidize their attendence.
After the initial workshops they used
summers, weekends and evenings to
write and revise instructional pro-
grams. The teachers who continued to
work on materials development and
teach a full schedule of classes simulta-
neously found that the time necessary
to maintain existing lessons and work
on new projects cut deeply into their
personal time. They gave this time
willingly because of their professional
pride but it was evident that this com-
mitment was taking its toll. All of them
remarked in interviews and conversa-
tions that they did not consider it to be
reasonable for administrators to as-
sume that teacher produced materials
would be a primary source of instruc-
tional software in most schools.
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In school two, some of this demand
for time and specialized skills was filled
by providing computer aides and pro-
gramming consultants to assist with the
development of new materials in high
priority areas. However the mainte-
nance and revision of existing materials
was still the job of the individual
teachers. These aide and programmer
positions seemed to be filled by persons
without professional education back-
ground. Their salaries were therefore
not competitive with industry and the
positions seemed to have a high turn-
over rate. Additionally, these individ-

Computer-based discourse
could have linguistic
characteristics more like oral
communication than
traditional letters.

uals lacked the specific skills in instruc-
tional design which makes possible the
production of more sophisticated and
useful courseware.

4. Most existing computer-based for-
eign language teaching materials have
design, content, and technical short-
comings that may make them unu-
sable by a large number of foreign
language teachers in the public
schools.

Although it might seem logical to as-
sume that the use of commercial soft-
ware is less time-consuming than local
software development, this is not al-
ways the case. As foreign language
courseware continues to come on the
commercial market, the teachers par-
ticipating in this study find that the
task of pre-screening and selecting ma-
terials for examination is both time-
consuming and complex, and is more-
over made more difficult by the fact
that individual distributors often are
reluctant to send preview copies on ap-
proval for fear of software piracy.

When computerized materials are
made available for preview, a thorough
review for content and technical imple-
mentation requires large amounts of
time and an understanding of the pe-
dagogical implications involved in the

design of computer-based instructional
materials. In previewing software,
teachers found errors in the grammar
and spelling of the material and found
much of it to be of questionable rele-
vance. In one school the teachers felt
they had to edit the commercial pro-
grams to remove the errors. However,
this solution requires a high degree of
technical sophistication in program-
ming and in many cases the programs
are protected to make modification of
the computer code nearly impossible.

The problem of software com-
patibility is also a complicating factor.
One school district owning Tandy mi-
crocomputers found that much of the
available foreign language software
could not be used on their particular
hardware system. At the present time,
there appear to be more foreign lan-
guage software programs available for
Apple computers than for any other
variety. Although translations of these
programs for other hardware are be-
ginning to appear, schools will have to
consider this problem in software selec-
tion until the microcomputer industry
agrees on uniform standards for hard-
ware and software design.

5. Two principal design strategies
should be given priority in the devel-
opment of computer-based language
instruction: a) flexible Drill and Prac-
tice utility programs which gave the
teacher control over program content,
and b) comprehensive materials avail-
able as a supplement to major foreign
language series textbooks.

A) Many of the teachers cooperating
in this research were beginning to im-
plement flexible open-ended utility
prdgrams that allow the specific vocab-
ulary used in a drill or tutorial pro-
gram to be varied easily without
changing the structure of the program
itself. In both schools the teachers were
trying to write programs of this nature
but lacked specific technical knowledge
in design or programming. Although
some commercial programs of this sort
are available, their cost is generally
higher than that of other available for-
eign language courseware. Until prices
drop or schools make much more mon-
ey available for the purchase of foreign
language courseware, they are not
likely to be widely purchased.
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B) Teachers also discussed the need
for the publication of foreign language
textbooks accompanied by fully devel-
oped computerized materials keyed to
the individual chapters and lessons.
They agreed that teachers like them-
selves do not have the time or the re-
sources to begin development of mate-
rials of this scope. Unless such
comprehensive materials do become
available, the large number of lan-
guage teachers who rely upon pub-
lished instructional materials will never
attempt to use even the most flexible
computer-based lessons.

At present I am aware of only one
company that has produced a series of
books with fully implemented com-
puter-based supplementary materials.
This was a French series. The foreign
languages department chairperson
from one of the cooperating schools
had seen this series but was not, as far
as I know, planning to purchase it. The
largest textbook publishing houses evi-
dently have not as yet made the deci-
sion to make the investment necessary
to begin production of computer-based
foreign language materials of this type.

6. Foreign language teachers working
in school districts where funding for
software acquisition is scarce might be
prevented from obtaining financial as-
sistance for software acquisition from
federal sources (Chapter II Block
Grant funding for Educational Im-
provement) by district-level determi-
nation that these funds are reserved
for the support of computer literacy,
i.e. math, science and computer
technology.

An example of this restriction of fed-
eral funding was encountered in the
third cooperating school in a downstate
school district. In this case a foreign
language teacher submitted a Chapter
IT minigrant proposal to the regional
superintendent’s office. The proposal
requested funding to purchase instruc-
tional software to use in the teacher’s
secondary level language classes. The
request for proposal had specified that
the purpose of the grants was to sup-
port school activities related to com-
puter literacy, so the teacher contacted
the regional superintendent’s office pri-
or to writing the application to ask if
the proposed use for foreign language
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instruction was acceptable, and was
told that it was.

Some weeks later however, the teach-
er was notified by the regional superin-
tendent’s office that the grant proposal
had been turned down because the
proposed use of computer-assisted in-
struction for foreign language teaching
had nothing to do with computer liter-
acy. The regional office had decided on
three areas of the curriculum as being
of high priority, i.e. math, science, and
computer technology. Accordingly, the
proposal was given a low competitive
ranking because regional specification
of priorities had, in effect, provided a
restrictive definition of computer liter-

Foreign language teachers
should have control over the
vocabulary and specific
grammar items in foreign
language courseware.

acy that excluded the use of micro-
computers for foreign language instruc-
tion. This case may be an isolated one
but foreign language teachers should
be aware of the possibility of such res-
tructions and cooperate in seeking to
remove them.

7. Whether foreign language teaching
courseware is locally produced or
commercially obtained, the results of
its use could be influenced more by lo-
cal school practices regarding the
management of available micro-
computer resources than the materials
themselves.

A clear example of the influence
exerted by management of computer
resources in the local shcools is seen in
the comparison between the inter-
pretations of the phrase “instructional
use of computers” in school one and
school two. In the case of school one, a
more limited number of micro-
computers made it necessary to estab-
lish priorities on the use of equipment.
Because math, programming and busi-
ness applications were given a high pri-
ority for use of the available resources,
the language teacher was only able to
schedule the use of the site if these
teachers were willing to give up their
regularly scheduled times. In school

2273,
two, all subject areas in the curriculum
had access to the microcomputers as a
medium for the delivery of instruction.

It is interesting to note that in nei-
ther school studied was there a formal
statement of policy regarding the in-
structional usage of microcomputers.
The substantial differences seemed to
be in the requirement for the basic
computer literacy course for incoming
freshmen and in the amount of finan-
cial support available to purchase mi-
crocomputers for open use in the school
curriculum and support for the local
development and purchase of instruc-
tional software.

Other logistical decisions regarding
the purchase and set-up of hardware
facilities can strongly influence the
practices the teachers must follow when
using them. Not only do different
hardware systems (Tandy vs. Apple,
etc.) vary in features and capacity, but
their arrangement either as free-stand-
ing individual workstations or as mem-
bers of an instructional network will in-
fluence their efficacy. In school one, the
microcomputers all had individual disk
drives and were loaded with the neces-
sary programs from individual 5% inch
diskettes. In school two, the student ter-
minals did not have disk drives and
were loaded from a master terminal in
the front of the computer lab. The
duties of the teachers in the two set-
tings were very different for these
reasons.

In school one the teacher spent a
great deal of time passing out disks to
students and later recovering them. In
cases where insufficient disks were
available for all the students present,
the students were often required to stop
their work and borrow a disk to reload
part of a program before they could
continue. The teacher in school one
had substantially less time to observe
the work of the students and actively
circulate around the computer lab to
monitor their activities. Teachers using
the networked microcomputers in
school two generally had more op-
portunity to manage the instructional
setting. Additionally, the supervision of
program loading by the teacher al-
lowed control of sequence and pacing
of materials by the teacher and pre-
vented the use of unauthorized
Continued on page 42

materials.
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An unanticipated spinoff of the re-
quirement for a minimum under-
standing of microcomputer use for all
the students (as observed in school two)
was the recreational entry of classroom
students into the program code for the
purpose of altering the instructional
program. This phenomenon was more
marked in the case of lower level stu-
dents who were less serious about their
grades and general participation in the
class activities. If the students were ac-
tively involved in this recreational ac-
tivity, it kept them from doing their as-
signed work. On one or two occasions
it became quite disruptive in the com-
puter lab setting.

During my second week of observa-
tion in school two, the programs in use
were revised to prevent the students
from altering the programs. It was still
possible for them to switch off or abort
the program, but this was obvious to
the teacher as their progress was mon-
itored and class participation could be
graded accordingly. This problem sug-
gests that in cases where there is a local
school requirment for student com-
puter literacy, the degree of technical
sophistication of the instructional pro-
grams should be high enough to pre-
vent them from being altered by the
student users.

Summary of the Observations

Foreign language teachers in a limit-
ed number of Illinois secondary schools
are beginning to use computer-assisted
instruction as part of their instructional
plan. At present it appears that only in
large Chicago-area schools, with the fi-
nancial resources of high income sub-
urban areas, is computer-based foreign
language instruction being system-
atically used. Downstate school dis-
tricts are known where the foreign lan-
guage teachers have access to
microcomputer laboratories for their
classes, and where they are receiving
training in the instructional use of
computers. In at least one downstate
school district the present budget in-
cludes the purchase of computer soft-
ware. However, it appears that actual
use of microcomputers-based instruc-
tiona by foreign language teachers is
limited to a very few of the largest and
wealthiest school districts in the Chi-
cago suburbs.
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Even where foreign language teach-
ers are using CAI, only a small portion
of the teachers in the school’s foreign
language department were making use
of the available resources. Teachers
who were already using CAI were gen-
erally very knowledgeable about in-
structional uses of microcomputers and
most were trying to program their own
materials.

These teacher/programmers were
largely self-educated with some assis-
tance from organized inservice train-
ing. Because of the special problems of
designing computer-based instruction

Use of commercial
software can imply an
entirely different set of
conditions regarding the
control of lesson content by
the teacher.

as distinct from other applications
(management, record-keeping, answer
judging, etc.) and the additional tech-
nical necessity of foreign language
characters (accents, ets.), much of what
they learned in their initial training ex-
periences had to be adapted or dis-
carded as new techniques were devised
by trial and error.

In all cases studied, the teachers were
helping their colleagues to learn about
the possibilities of CAI in foreign lan-
guage teaching. These activities seemed
to present a teacher self-service alterna-
tive to the other available training.
These people are active as presenters at
seminars and inservice training work-
shops that provide introductory expe-
riences for teachers from other area
school districts. They also participate
in presentations such as those given at
the annual Illinois Foreign Language
Teachers Association Convention,
which are attended by teachers from
all over the state.

In the two schools where CAI was
being used on a regular basis, the
teachers had varying amounts of sup-
port from their departments and school
administrations. One aspect of com-
puter use that was 2 common influence
on both situations was the scheduling

of a central computer laboratory. The
local priorities for use and availability
of these facilities constituted one of the
strongest factors influencing computer
use by language classes.

The unavailability of usable soft-
ware seems to be the greatest hindrance
to the implementation of computer-
based foreign language instruction at
the present time. Both the local pro-
duction of software and the review of
commercial materials for their eventual
acquisition are time-consuming. In the
schools observed, school support is
available for software purchase but the
allocation of these funds within depart-
ments was determined largely by the
department chairperson in consultation
with the teaching staff. Present infor-
mation indicates that school support
for software purchases may not be
available in many school districts, par-
ticularly in the downstate school
districts.

If we assume that foreign language
teachers in Illinois will gain access to
the use of microcomputers as they are
purchased by additional school dis-
tricts, two things are needed to encour-
age the thoughtful and appropriate use
of these new resources: 1. teacher train-
ing on the basics of educational com-
puting, with special attention to the
special needs of foreign language
teaching; and 2. adequate foreign lan-
guage courseware availabilty.

Editor’s Note: The following recom-
mendations to the Illinois State Board
of Education are reproduced for the
benefit of consortium members who
may have needs or interests in this as-
pect of CAL

Recommendations

Recommendation 1:

The Illinois State Board of Educa-

tion should make training programs
available so that foreign language
teachers can become familiar a) with
educational computing and b) with the
specific use of microcomputers for for-
eign language instruction.
a) The first need can be addressed by
the presently existing training opportu-
nities available through the Education-
al Computer Consortia funded under
the statewide Computer Technology in
Education Program.
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b) The second can be met by making
follow-up training experiences avail-
able to language teachers who com-
plete the basic computer literacy cur-
riculum. The scope of the existing
consortia should be be broadened to
include training specific to sub-areas of
instruction (i.e. foreign languages) and
additional specialized training expe-
riences can be made available through
alternative agencies like IFLTA or
other professional organizations, in-
stitutions of higher education having
demonstrated special capacity, or on a
consulting basis.

Recommendation 2:

The Illinois State Board of Educa-
tion should consider the long-range
feasibility of amending the certification
requirements for foreign language
teachers to include basic familiarity
with the instructional uses of com-
puters. It is too early to determine the
extent to which foreign language
teachers in the State of Illinois will
make use of computers; however, as
computer-assisted foreign language in-
struction is tested through use, and as
additional infromation becomes avail-
able on effective strategies for teacher
training, teacher expertise in this area
will become increasingly important in
insuring that the use of computers does
not follow the same course as did the
use of language labs in the 1960’s.

Recommendation 3:

The Illinois State Board of Educa-
tion should consider the feasibility of a
mandate for a required secondary
school course in basic computer liter-
acy, which would include introductory
the use of micro-
computers for educational purposes.
Such an introduction should include
applications in the social sciences, arts
and humanities (specifically foreign
language instruction) as well as the

experiences in

more prevalent uses in math, science
and computer technology.

The present review of statewide cur-
riculum requirements contains a rec-
ommendation allowing the sub-
stitutions of one-half unti of computer
technology for an equal amount of re-
quired mathematics. However, this al-
ternative does not take into consid-
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eration the trend toward increasing use
of user-friendly software which makes
the use of computers virtually unre-
lated to mathematics for a variety of
purposes (financial business appli-
cations, word processing, and non-
formal self-instruction). As a broader
definition of the term computer liter-
acy becomes more prevalent, the cur-
rent state recommendation relating
computer technology to math instruc-
tion, risks the implication of a defini-
tion restricting access to computer edu-
cation resources in other subject areas.

Regional specification of
priorities had in effect
provided a restrictive
definition of computer
literacy that excluded the use
of microcomputers for
foreign language instruction.

Recommendation 4:

The Illinois State Board of Educa-
tion should take appropriate action to
encourage school districts with micro-
computer facilities to clarify their local
definitions of computer literacy and in-
structional applications of computers.
This clarification should include a
stated determination that
computer facilities will be available for
classroom use by instructional per-
sonnel and students in all subject areas.
As a policy is established allowing the
social sciences, arts and humanities (in-

micro-

cluding foreign language instruction)
equal access to the available hardware
resources, the school districts should be
encouraged to make funding for the
acquisition of instructional software
available to the individual depart-
ments. An effective way to make this
funding available (where district sup-
port is feasible) would be the creation
of a new budgetary line item to be
used by the departments as designated
discretionary funding. In this way the
departments would be encouraged to
discuss the role of computer-based in-
struction and set internal priorities for
acquisition of software based on a de-
partmental consensus.

Recommendation 5:

The Illinois State Board of Educa-
tion should consider providing support
to foreign language teachers in Illinois
public schools to aquire foreign lan-
guage courseware. This initiative can
be undertaken through two existing
programs: a) the statewide Educational
Computer Consortia, and b) the Chap-
ter II Block Grant funding for the pur-
chase of foreign languages instructional
software. In addition, the state board
should consider the provision of direct
support for materials development
projects undertaken to produce foreign
languages courseware.

1) A comprehensive demonstration li-
brary of all commercially available mi-
crocomputer-based foreign language
teaching materials should be acquired
by the Illinois State Board of Educa-
tion and made available on request to
specific service regions and member
schools in the statewide consortium
network for training and demonstra-
tion purposes only. Access to such mate-
rials would greatly facilitate the pre-
view and aquisition of materials and
would provide a resource for the train-
ing of teachers in software selection. It
could also provide the basis for estab-
lishing a software evaluation database
where foreign language teachers could
contribute their assesments of the qual-
ity and usability of the various mate-
rials, as they are reviewed in consid-
eration for local purchasing.

2) The Illinois State Board of Educa-
tion should consider the feasibility of
making available specific funding for
the support of software development
projects that would produce quality
foreign language courseware which
could be distributed to foreign lan-
guage teachers throughout the state at
nominal cost. Although it is unlikely
that sufficient resources could be as-
sembled to produce series books with
comprehensive supplementary com-
puter-based exercises, the development
of easy-to-use utility programs or drill
drivers, allowing easy teacher control
over specific lexical and grammatical
content, might be possible. Com-
mercial sources are not likely to pro-
duce these at a price that will make
them affordable by many school dis-
tricts. Subsequent distribution of suc-
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cessful materials outside the state
might well offset the start-up costs.
Such materials-development projects
should, however, be undertaken only
where there is demonstrated expertise
either on the part of participating
teachers or in state institutions of high-
er education (i.e. universities and
teacher training schools).

Recommendation 6

The Illinois State Board of Educa-
tion should consider conducting a
statewide inventory of human and in-
stitutional resources that are available
to advise foreign language teachers on
computer-based foreign language in-
struction. These resource inventories
could also contribute to the devel-
opment and implementation of new
foreign language courseware as support
becomes available. Such an inventory
of resources could be maintained as an
online database by the offices of the
Educational Computer Technology
Consortium network with access pro-
vided to the member school districts.
One function of such an inventory
would be to create a network of class-
room teachers, programmers and other
related specialists who could benefit
from contact with others engaged in
foreign language CAI The teachers
participating in this research were all
in contact with one another through
involvement in local and statewide
professional organizations, but a single
focused network would facilitate the
exchange of ideas throughout the state
and help to alleviate the inevitable
frustrations that come with being at
the forefront of any new educational
technique or innovation. As the culture
of high technology and the culture of
traditional classroom teacher meet in
foreign language instruction, mutual
support may become one of the real
needs of the teachers who become
involved.

Conclusion

The recommendations expressed
here are based on first-hand observa-
tion of foreign language teachers using
computer-assisted instruction as one of
many teaching strategies. Recent re-
search funded by the National Institute
of Education (NIE) has indicated that
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the major conclusions of this study are
representative of research with a
broader focus, including aspects of
public education outside foreign lan-
guage teaching and outside of second-
ary schools (see: Sheingold, Kane, and
Endreweit, 1983). However, this broad-
er research is viewed by its authors as
lacking any specific information on
how microcomputers will affect educa-
tional practice (pg. 431).

The subject specific research upon
which these recommendations are
based has vividly illustrated one of the
final conclusions of Sheingold, et. al.:

The results suggest that the effects
of microcomputers on education,
will depend, to a large extent, on the

The unavailability of
usable software seems to be
the greatest hindrance to the
implementation of computer-
based foreign language

instruction.

social and educational contexts with-

in which they are imbedded. (ibid.)

Individuals at all levels of federal,
state, and local educational agencies
are co-participants with the teachers
and students in the events that will ul-
timately determine the effects of micro-
computer use on foreign language
learning as well as learning in all other
areas of curriculum,

The teachers themselves are the ulti-
mate agents of educational improve-
ment and change. It is the responsi-
bility of the Illinois State Board of
Education to provide them with infor-
mation and other resources necessary
to realize the optimal use of computer-
assisted instruction.
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