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Preamble

During the course of this report, | will try to test afew hypotheses as to the use of information
and Communication Technology in Second Language teachnig.

Research on Second Language Acquisition is about linguistic performance, utterances.

So are E-mails and fax machines and use of IT.

The term 'acquisition’ refers to picking up a second language through exposure, as opposed to
'learning’, which is the conscious study of a second language.

Thisreflection is about exposure and IT (Information Technology), not excluding learning.

| first used I.T. and communication technologies as a teacher of English and in getting
acquainted with teachers of French abroad. Some of these teachers taught in secondary
school, others in university. | personally worked in a French primary school. Thisis why this
report is concerned with both SLA and IT, ateaching tool in Europe, the USA and other parts
of the world. (e.g. Campus 2000 + internet)

Both as ateacher and a user of IT, | noticed aradical change in my own teaching methods as
far as SLA was concerned, from the moment | started using communication technologies in
the classroom, and so did my English and North American colleagues.

The changes were a so noticeable in the attitude of my very young pupils toward the L2.

Since many factors were involved in this professional experience, my report will be mainly
synthetic.

I will attempt to encompass the whole range of student attitudes, technological aspects,
pedagogic possibilitiesthat IT and itsusein SLA bring about.

This reflection is mainly heuristic. Very few studies have already been carried out on the
subject.

|.T. isafairly recent invention and was even more recent as an educationa tool in France in
1992.

The combination of IT and SLA is so far supported by hardly any existing model or theory.
Many factors will thus be examined and the collection of various data will encompass many
aspects as possible. (e.g.. pedagogy, student attitudes, teaching methods, technology,
effectiveness ... etc.)

| shall try to reduce my subjectivity by gathering as much data as possible on a few specific
guestions.

SYNTHETIC + analytic
HEURISTIC + deductive
DATA COLLECTION + anaysis

(‘avisual description of the various parameters implicated in this research)

| aso consider this reflection, to a certain extent, as a professional 'action research'.
As | was carrying out this multimedia experiment as was completely out of professional
routine, drifting away from traditional modern language teaching methods, textbooks ... etc.



| tried as often as possible to review, evaluate and revise my principles and get close to the
following process:

plan

act

collect data
evaluate

pODNPRE

This kind of practice was instinctively close to what is generdly referred to as 'action
research’ or 'praxis, halfway between theory and practice.

'‘Praxis is informed action which by reflexion on its character and consequences, reflexively
changes the knowing base which informsit.' Carr & Kemmis (1986)

This practice was an application of a technique which led to operation and later to empirical

evauation.
This study ams at being an appraisal of this practice.

Process and background

Dealing with recent communication technologies and their various effects on second language
pedagogy is a vast area of considerations. This accounts for a fairly long presentation of the
background.

Theaim of IT isto make human communication easier. Language teaching philosophies have
not always been communication-oriented. | will present these pedagogic trends from the
1950s to the present days in order to introduce the Communicative Approach and the
importance of communication in SLA. The Communicative Approach includes in its practice
the notion of Communication. | will thus try to scan the notion and its representations from
the turn of the century to nowadays.

EPLV (Enseignement Précoce des Langues Vivantes) is completely derived from the
Communicative Approach in its pedagogy and the French National Curriculum as regards this
early teaching gives a notion of what the Communicative Approach may represent, and not
only in the theory. As a teacher, | happened to teach a foreign language as an EPLV
practitioner. In order to reach the communicative goal, | used IT with my pupils. | will thus
present a catalogue of 1T, the machines and their possible use in the classroom.

The French Ministry of Education's telematic services will also be presented in this
dissertation asthereality of IT nationwide.

My own personal experience will also find its place in this study before | tackle the objectives
of this approach to SLA: IT as atool for communication in the communicative approach, its
effects and possibilities.



HYPOTHESES:

Although the professional experiment referred to in this report describes my own teachingin a
primary school, this study is mainly about SLA and Communication but should also concern
secondary school students and upwards, second language teaching at every level of education,
from six-year-old pupils to advanced learners. The conclusions drawn from this 'action
research’ with 10-11 year-old pupils are thus mere hypotheses as to the effect of
communication technologies on SLA at other levels of the education system.

The conclusions which appear at the end of the study depend on the results of the survey and
various readings on this subject.

This being stated, here are the hypotheses to be developed in the study:

Recent communication technologies are likely to fill a 'pedagogic gap’' — Communication is

the key word of SLA philosophy nowadays. In my opinion, this dimension of language
pedagogy is achieved neither by teaching techniques nor by textbooks.

The use of Communication Technologies in Second Language courses should:

Create the conditions for a genuine sort of communication.

Foster incentive (use of 20™ cent. Media; direct access to L2 world speakers and
civilisation)

Reduce civilisation gap between native speakers and learners and create cultural
awareness.

Provide knowledge in grammar, vocabulary, use of tenses by frequent and motivated
useof L2.

Foster written and graphic communication by frequent exchanges of documents, data,
ideas, news ...

Data:

1. My own teaching experience over two academic years.
This includes my teaching records, letters, faxes, prints of e-mail messages.
Data entirely generated and collected by myself.

2. Datacollected includes:

Colleagues' experience

Student questionnaire

Teacher questionnaire
(Most of it consists of qualitative data based on interviews, open questions, quiz ... etc.
The questionnaires are to be found in the Annex Chapter)



This part of the data is extremely subjective, as it is based on recollections of human
experience, feelings ...

Thereisno means of checking its validity.

However, through the use of a more detailed questionnaire, | intend to collect data in
order to investigate my hypotheses;, above al, | shall seek to collect relevant data;
unfortunately, this does not reduce the low reliability of the data at hand, which is based
mainly on cultura and communication competencies but also on the rate of student
interest in L2.

A short history of Foreign Language Teaching Philosophiesin France

The 1950s and 1960s, the behavioural mode!:

During that period, the main ideologica trends in applied human sciences tended to
conceive human activity as the result of interaction between the social environment and
the human being. This interaction was apprehended as a continuum of actions and
reactions, very similar to Pavlov's theories (stimulus / reaction) and language learners
were supposed to react thanks to their genetic programs, to the impact of the teachers
linguistic stimuli.

Skinner and Pavlov were the main references in terms of psychology, the big name in
linguistics was Bloomfield.

The structural mode!:

The "Méthode Structuro-Globale", usually referred to in English as ‘audio-visual method'.
The structural approach was a movement based on the precepts of structural linguistics,
preoccupied in those days with linguistic units, classifications ... etc.

Research had an influence on language teaching and helped to develop audio-ora and
audio-visual methods. That period was the golden age of language laboratories.

Language was considered as a reaction conditioned by experience, action and milieu.
Language acquisition depended on linguistic immersion. Repetition and linguistic triggers
were to create competencies by way of automatic speech reactions which later could be
reintroduced or transferred into real life linguistic activities.

The outstanding feature of this pedagogic trend consisted of pattern drill sessions leading
to substitution exercises.

This method was a hybrid of the behaviourist approach and applied linguistic research of
the period.

The 1970s and the 1980s, the functional trend:

The notional-functional approach prevailed all over the world in the 1970s.
Socio-linguistic theories and a pragmatic attitude towards language teaching helped this
approach to emerge.

Everyday conversation in L2, social contacts and communication were the keywords to
this pedagogy which was fostered by new political and economic issues.

Although this approach tended toward 'real’ and authentic speech, toward communication,
meaning overcame language competencies and the technical needs of language acquisition



were left aside. The socia functions of foreign languages were tackled but study of the
language in its coherence and internal codes tended to be ignored.

Textbook syllabuses were greatly influenced, and focused on notions such as time, place,
guantity, leaving aside grammar, study of the tenses, for which little provision was made.

The latest theory in Foreign Language Pedagogy, The Conceptualistic Approach:

It could be described as follows: ‘free citizenship' and SLA, or ‘empowering the learner in
his/her approach to L2 learning’, or again, 'a self esteem approach’. This approach isamix
of the previous ones described before. It is concerned with the study of grammatical
structures, vocabulary, notions and functions.

But itsreal novelty liesin the fact that every linguistic item introduced in a course must be
examined as a new concept. Each student is supposed to give their persona vision, point
of view, feeling or personal explanation to get round the new notion being examined.
Every student is expected to develop a co-operative attitude toward the target language.
The objective of the approach: (make) understand in order to (make) assimilate and
remember.

Aswell as an approach to SLA, it is also an education for freedom of judgement.

This approach aims at making a non-ethnocentric and non-judgemental attitude toward the
L2 and its native speakers, emerge among students. Learning a language goes together
with erasing nationa prejudice.

Typica teacher attitudes being sometimes fairly arbitrary, one understands that this
approach has a strong political and utopian bias.

L2 difficulties are explained through comparisons and description of similar structures in
the L1. areflective approach is at work.

Reflection, conception, citizenship.

A few notions concerning the EPLV experiment in France
(a different approach to SLA within the French system of Education)

This chapter tackles and describes both the EPLV experiment and the British experiment
as relevant attempts at communicative foreign language pedagogies.

The initials EPLV stand for 'Expérimentation Précoce des Langues Vivantes. This is the
first attempt at early second language teaching.

EPLV was introduced in the French Nationa Curriculum as early as 1989.

The objectives of this experiment evolved slowly, but in a significant way from the early
days to 1991, drifting from acquisition toward sensibilisation, and the communicative
approach was abundantly recommended.

This experiment was originated by the French Ministry of education. In September 1989
the scheme was launched. It concerned 30% of the 10/11 year-old pupils in the French
Primary Public primary school system.

All European modern languages were concerned by the operation.

The courses were to be performed exclusively by teachers with a 'license' (B.A.) in the
language to be taught in the classroom.

The actual teaching periods were not to exceed 2 hours per week in the class schedule.
From the very beginning, Chief Inspectors pointed out that language studies in primary
schools fostered cross curricular attitudes among primary school teachers.



This is due to the fact that the objectives of the experiment were very much into the
Communicative Approach which is very close, itself, to the spirit of primary school
educative methods. (practice of oral language, exchange ...).

So, as a foreign language could not be taught in primary schools as it was in secondary
schools, that is, in afairly abstract and grammatica way, the emphasis was to be put on
active teaching methods, namely 'play and learn' methods, but aso, the study of a
language was not to constitute an extra effort to the children. So, mixing the study of a
foreign language with other parts of the curriculum was a solution to gain time and
energy. The two hours of L2 in the school schedule could thus be scattered all over the
week and become part of language activities, art, PE ... etc.

This fairly new attitude to teaching a foreign language was highly resented by some
secondary school teachers who considered the study of modern languages mainly as a
subject in itself and feared that the children involved in the experiment should expect an
open and active teaching, once in the secondary school.

A communicative approach to second language learning was on its way.

The children's' attitude concerning EPLV was quite enthusiastic. They seemed to draw
pleasure and excitement from SLA and most of them were quite demanding. Surveys on
EPLV pointed out that some pupils who had started to learn a second language in primary
schools were disappointed when facing traditional language teaching in the secondary
school.

[The EPLV experiment only lasted 4 or 5 years, another experiment followed, based on

video cassettes. Later in time, the Ministry of education unfortunately opted for actual
language teaching asis practiced in the secondary system.]

The Communicative Approach to lanquage Teaching

The idea of making learners communicate is present in the approach but teachers face the
following problem. Students are to communicate, if possible by using authentic L2 language.
Still, the only communication proposed in textbooks consisted in the days of the experiment
of "student chain” or "pair work" or sketch work based on drama. Real life communication
was never viewed as a possible reality in the classroom.

'It is often said that language teaching in the past few decades has shifted the emphasis away
from (in Newmark and Reibel's terms) 'mastery of language use to mastery of language
structure'.

'‘Our syllabuses have often been little more than ordered lists of structures ... the strategy
works like this: we present a structure, drill it, practise it in context ... then move to the next
structure.'

(in The Communicative Approach to Language Teaching. Brumfit.)

This statement means that mastery of language form had taken over mastery of language use
in language teaching until the late 1970s. this aso presumes that language use was the
dominant feature at some earlier stage.

This is due mainly to a pedagogic interpretation of Bloomfieldian and Chomskyan
structuralism, linguistics being the study of language as a structure.

Chomsky considered the mastery of alanguage as competence + performance.



Competence is knowledge and performance is the capacity to use alanguage.

As a linguist, Chomsky puts the emphasis on competence. Unfortunately, competence says
Brumfit is an idealisation. Linguistics, as applied to language teaching tended to leave aside
the actual use of language in concrete situations.

Structure was viewed as afinality.

Hymes refers to ‘communicative competence' in contrast to Chomsky's notion of ‘grammatical
competence' (as aknowledge of the language's system). (Seliger, 1989)

As far as teaching a foreign language is concerned, Hymes considers the communicative
behaviour by which pupil should know when to speak, when not, with whom ... etc. and
evaluate his’her accomplishment.

The acquisition of this competence is fostered by social experience in contrast to Chomsky's
formal organization of languages. (which in Chomsky's views was not, ever, to become a
teaching method. Cf. Chomsky's debate with Piaget, ed. Points, 1979).

The social dimension is supposed, in this approach, to have a productive effect on the
learners. Children learn languages for their own relationship with their social environment:
i.e. words, structures, linguistic behaviour (politeness, niceties, swear words ...)

To Hymes, language is equated with performance. Quoting Chomsky, Hymes says.

"The theory of language use = the theory of performance'.

To Chomsky, performance omits cultural significance whereas to Hymes, linguistic theory is
to be integrated by the learner along with communication and L2 culture.

The production of language must be appropriate. Performance is an ability for use, it
encompasses language and skills, but aso non-cognitive factors such as motivation.

Performance, to Hymes, is a matter of appropriateness according to situations, not just an
application of grammatical rules. Words relate to the world and to the mental representations
of reality. The Communicative Approach favours the study of language in relation toitsusein
context.

The Communicative Approach does not exclude the need for grammatical knowledge. What it
repudiates is teaching languages as grammatical potentials for communication.

‘There are rules of use without which the rules of grammar would be useless.’

(Hymes 1971: 14,15. The Communicative Approach)

In Chomsky's view, Linguistic Analysisis supposed to lead to discourse mastery.

In the Communicative Approach, Discourse + Linguistic analysis lead to discourse mastery.
This means that discourse has no value, even if grammatically correct, if it isnot relevant both
in situations of communication and in its construction.

Language hasto be learnt and analysed in reference to social contexts and actions.

What is a relevant communicative act?
Does one respect proper linguistic forms?

Teachers must thus find the right conditions to achieve this discourse:

1. analyse the communicative act
2. analyse the linguistic forms to be used



3. consider how the language is used for particular kinds of communication and gather
teaching material according to this requirement.

"The process of being taken systematically through the grammatical system often reduces the

motivation of those who need to see some immediate practical return for their learning.
(The Communicative Approach, 1991)

Computers, EPLV and Communication: the Brest/Breck pedagogic experiment

In the academic year 1990/1991, | was assigned as a primary school teacher to Paul Dukas
Primary School in Brest (Brittany, west of France), asmall school in ahighly deprived district
named Keredern. Paul Dukas Primary is located in an educational priority zone (Zone
d'Education Prioritaire). | was to teach all subjects plus a novelty in those days, a second
modern language to the 9, 10,11 year-old pupils. Keredern had been chosen among other
districtsin the city of Brest as atest school for the EPLV experiment.

English was the language chosen among other European languages for their children. The
other languages in the list were: Breton (native language in Brittany), Spanish, Italian,
German.

My first academic year at Paul Dukas was fascinating. The pupils were extremely interested
in learning aforeign language and among the 15 children in the class, many of them were of a
North African origin, which means they were aready bilingual. The young Arabs were very
proud to learn fast and produce language at great speed. The French pupils were happy to
share with their North African friends the ability to speak a language other than French.

A first attempt at an approach involving communication:

According to the national curriculum objectives of 1991, most of the lessons of English were
to be based on singing, drama, games and situations. In May 1991, we welcomed at our
school a young English student, Tanya, who spent a fortnight with us on a "mini assistant"
scheme organised by both the Quimper Inspection Académique and the Education
Department of the Cornwall County Council. The national curriculum for EPLV in those
days already recommended the use of communication situations. Tanya's presence in the
school was the occasion to test our English and learn in a rea life situation. This live
experience created high incentive among the children. Tanyas presence on the school
premises created a need to communicate and a need to acquire vocabulary. The children
wanted to talk to a native speaker and their lack of words became obvious to them. The 'mini
assistant' acted as atrigger, my pupils were craving for new wordsto tell about their life in the
district, their likes and dislikes, so many words and phrases having to be tested as they were
hardly learnt.

Tanya aso took part in our school drama as a scenery painter and the children were ever so
glad and proud to express ideas on the shapes and colours to be used in the background.
Everyone felt happy about this situation, the teacher of English for the incentive, the children
for the exoticism. At last, they could test and use their English ! Tanya enjoyed the general
atmosphere of sharing and communication.

Unfortunately, Tanya soon had to go back to England and so did part of this tremendous
incentive.

Then came a brand new academic year.

The conditions were very different and not all for the better.



My class of 15 was now a class of 22 with two groups of different ability. Besides, some of
the pupils had learnt a little English the year before, the other part of the group could not
speak aword.

Besides, organising the English periods presented a schedul e problem.

Yet, it seemed to me that my first preoccupation should be to establish some sort of
communication with the English speaking world as we had the year before with Tanya. The
goal was stimulation and an authentic situation.

In search of alink with the English speaking world:

Teaching English at Keredern went on. Learning, singing and playing remained the major part
of my second language pedagogy. But the communicative element was seriously lacking. The
authenticity of the relationship with the English speaking world remained only as a memory
of aprevioustrip to Plymouth and a genuine contact had to be found to re-create the incentive
of the year gone by.

One morning, in October, as we were looking at a map of the world, one of the pupils
happened to wonder about the temperature in New Y ork City . | then had the idea of using the
school's minitel in order to try and get online with someone living in NYC, to obtain the
answer directly from areal New-Y orker. So we got connected to 'City Link’, an international
chat line, and after afew minutes, someone in New Y ork provided us with the information we
had been seeking. There followed a short message conversation between my pupils and he
man, mostly in basic English (what is your name ? How are you ? How old are you ? ...€tc.)
and we disconnected the minitel rather quickly for tariff reasons (Minitel was a fairly
expensive French Telecom service in those days and the internet had not yet reached the
shores of old Europe).

The children were sorry not to be able to stay on line and carry on such an exciting
conversation. Everyone in the class wanted to test their English on a'real’ American and know
more about him, hislife, his city, the weather in the USA, thetime in New England ...etc.

So many questions that could not get an answer in asingle chat line conversation.

The children had been stunned by the experience. They had been in touch with a man some
6000 kilometres away from their little school, they had been aware of the time difference, of
the speed and magic of electronic connections. So many points of interest they wanted to
investigate on the spot. We had come across a communicative situation with cross-curricular
extensions.

The experience had create not only enthusiasm but also incentive. The children kept asking
for more and wished to renew the connection. Magic was in the air. America was close at
hand, time and space did not matter as much as before. Time passed, but the urge to
communicate did not seem to vanish.

| set my mind to try and use the minitel as a pedagogic tool for communicative purposes with
the English speaking world. Eventually, | managed to register on a cheaper line service run by
the French Ministry of education. The goa was frequent chat line connections in English and
creating if possible stable relations with our minitel correspondents.

'Saved' by Minitel !
The solution to our problem was a chat line called 'Edutel * classe'.
Edutel was a telematic service dedicated to teachers at al levels of the system, ranging from

primary school to university college. It concerned all teachers wishing to get quick access to
data banks or to communicate by electronic letter boxes.
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The main interest of this educational service was its very low user price of 0.13 francs per
minute. (don't ask mein euros ...)

Besides, Edutel offered its users connections with e-mail correspondents in the British Idles,
Australia and North America. A few weeks later, Paul Dukas Primary was twinned with
Breck Middle School in Minnesota.

Telematics at Paul Dukas during school year 1991/1992:

October: we exchanged a few class to class letters on our schools, environments, countries, a
few documents, personal photos, little objects. We were looking for our bearings.

November: the state organisation 'développement social des quartiers' decided to fund our
minitel connections and offered the help of a video specialist in order to turn the experience
into a full range multimedia project. A first 'video letter' was sent that month to Breck. The
minitel messages grew in length and number, more personal subjects were tackled such as
family life, sports, pets ...

December: we sent our season's greetings all over France and to the USA by way of videotext
and ordinary mail.

January: | noticed a radical change in some of the pupils attitudes concerning writing. Some
started to elaborated |ong messages, topics grew in intimacy.

February: we did our first teleconferencing with Breck. 1 hour !

March: more messages crossed the Atlantic to Minnesota. We also took part in the
international teleconference : Cipango, organized by the French Cultural Services in San
Francisco. The pupils were used to writing on minitel and so participated in the collective
invention of afictional 5" voyage of Columbusto America. Schools from Japan to Costa Rica
took part in the event.

March: we sent our second video letter and began to use afax machine.

April: we got involved in project Gemini of European Awareness. Drake Primary School of
Plymouth and 'Fax Link around the World' offered to join the project.

The objective was to communicate in schools about our direct environment (school, district,
shops ...). English, Welsh, Spanish Basque schools and Paul Dukas were to prepare a video
on that theme. We did our own on Brest's commercial harbour, military dockyards and
marina.

May: we went to Plymouth for a whole week and later discussed our impressions of the UK
with the Breck students in ateleconference.

June: we filmed our video on the city of Brest and sent it to Minnesota and Plymouth.

11



School year 1992/93:

As it seemed that personal communication between the Breck students (aged 13 to 16) and the
Brest children (aged 10 to 12) tended to reach a sort of standstill after Easter 1992, and since
most of the pupils | was to teach in 1992/93 would be the same group as the year before, |
decided to try and find an activity we could make last awhole year, hoping this activity would
Create a communication gap.

Both Plymouth and Minneapolis provided a solution to my problem.

The goal's became obvious through the various projects:

1- Project Gemini.

Mr Gazzard (Head of Drake Primary in Plymouth and creator of Fax Link around the World)
and his staff devised a project whose aim was the development of European Awareness.
Another objective to this project was the promotion of positive attitudes to learning, foster
curiosity and objectivity in order to develop mutual understanding on a European
international scale.

It was hoped that the project would also develop interest in foreign languages. My class and |
got involved on the double basis of European awareness and the study of English.

The project involved 4 schoolsin Wales, Spain (Basque country), England and Paul Dukas.
Of course, IT was the key word of this project, + getting the classes together in Plymouth in
Oct. 1992.

All video sequences were broadcasted over Europe by Olympus satellite services in October
asthe classes were joining in Plymouth.

2- TheBrest*Breck project.

Mireille Bardy, my colleague in Minnesota and myself came up with another project
including multimedia techniques. The aim was to communicate by e-mail, video and fax.

The main idea of the Brest*Breck project was to create a musical that would be written by
students at Breck Middle School and pupils at Paul Dukas.

The play's story line was the story of Francois Quémeéneur and his descendants. Francois
Quémeéneur was actually born in Landerneau, a medieval city near Brest. Frangois Quémeéneur
took a ship to Quebec where married in 1650. his descendants moved gradually from Quebec
to Centerville and Saint Paul, Minnesota, were the family still dwells nowadays. This family
saga was to be used as the main thread to which the story and personal experience of the
children would attach themselvesin away similar to movie or literature techniques.

The play was to be amedium to give the students in both schools a voice to express what they
could share or discover about each others' culture through fax, video, minitel.

The playwriting was to be written in French and English, the aim being to foster constant
guestioning and debating by e-mail. The music was also to be composed by the children, with
the support of adults document research and theatrical techniques were also concerned with
the multimedia exchanges.

The musical took place and was performed by the children of both schools as one cast at
Breck Middle School in April 1993.

These projects were the pedagogic spine of all our EPLV activities for that school year.
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Curricular and cross-curricular implications:

The writing of the play, the historical research and collaboration with Breck Middle School
were integrated in the school curriculum of both classes. These activities replaced or
complemented writing, reading, history, geography, drama ...etc.

Our primary school program was flexible enough to alow this.

Some effects of these communication projects at Paul Dukas:

Intermsof ...

Communication: The pupils concerned by the projects lived in the deprived district of
keredern, Brest, mainly in rather dilapidated block of socia housing. Most of them were at-
risk children, latch-key students ...etc. who lived in families with unemployment problems,
among other problems not to mention a disruptive neighbourhood.

The school's staff noticed that an important majority of the children had very low cultura
standards. Very few of them had ever left the district, even during the school vacations. Their
main occupation outside the school was indiscriminate watching of all sorts of TV programs.
Their points of interest, apart from soap operas were very limited and traditional classroom
activities seldom aroused enthusiasm.

'Who cares ? was the usual response to most classroom projects or task work.

However, the very same children got deeply involved in the communication activities. Not
only did they willingly learn English, but they also learnt a lot about English and North
American cultures and civilization.

They actually made friends with other children in GB and the US.

Although everyday school life was punctuated by fights, arguments, insults, these children
were involved in communication with their pen palsin GB and America.

They achieved communication.

By the end of June 1992 the paper copies of messages amounted to aweight of 2 odd pounds!
This was quite surprising for a class of children generally reluctant to write, children who
were conscious of their low ability in this specific domain.

The rhythm of exchanges remained steady until school brokein early July.

The following September, the pupils who had left for secondary school kept visiting in order
to send mails and keep in touch with their computer pen-pals.

Exchanges led to further exchanges.

Year 1993 was the year of soccer vs. American footbal, negro spirituals vs. Brittany's
bagpipes, Native American dialects vs. Breton and Arabic ... etc. until we finally got busy
with the "Quéméneur" task work.

The surprising issue was the inventiveness of the Paul Dukas children who rarely before,
expressed open curiosity or feelings. The very same pupils kept the computer line busy with
constantly new ideas. Some of them, who had always seemed extremely inhibited surprised us
with messages containing little personal secrets, yearnings, visions of their own future ...
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Exchange:

The children exchanged views on every subject that was in their range of interest: national
and foreign currency, units of measurement, sports, pencils, jotters, way of life, favourite
food, pets ... etc.

Jamal, a young Moroccan, told the American 8" graders about his family's camel farm outside
Marrakech. Family and identity problems were also tackled and the Paul Dukas children were
surprised enough to find out the same worries among their well off American pals.

All exchanges were rich, spontaneous, on a horizontal basis. That means 100% non-
judgemental. | never put any academic mark on their minitel messages. Every individual
student was free to write at his’her own pace, no matter the subject tackled or the length of the
message.

Of course, most of the messages were written in French, peppered with English words and
phrases, but as time went by, at least for the most involved and/or gifted children, English
gradually took over and challenged the French part of the messages.

| fully realized the quality of these exchanges, particularly, of course, with Breck Middle
School, especially the day this young American girl, a 7" grader, sent me the following letter
by ordinary mail.

What do |. want to know ?

| thought about the question, what isan American ? | can't answer. It is someone who lives
in the 'states. Now who, isan American ? we aren't gamblers and we certainly aren't the
Pilgrims. [...] so who are the French ? that's what | want to know. Do they fit all the
stereotypes as the French have ? What are their dreams of the future ?[...] we have no way
of learning this through limited vocabulary computer messages. In writing to someone |
had never met before, | wrote a three page extravagant letter. [...] | don't say thisto get out
of French, but to expand our knowledge with them.

(thisisa short extract of a beautiful writing by Bridget, aged 13 at the time of the project)

Thisletter isagood example of how rich communication was, but also pretty risky. The effect
of this type of communication can be strong. One feels he/she can get to anyone and start
communicating right away because the blank screen seems to mean absolute freedom.

But one can also reach desire to go further and face linguistic helplessness.

So, at times, | acted as atranslator when | felt the topic or the message was worth it.

A few days later, we answered Bridget's letter by a poll on Keredern's life style involving the
children and their parents. It became a permanent shuttle of information between Brest and
Minneapolis.

Sdalf expression:

As a priority zone teacher, | felt satisfied with the written and oral self expression and to me
the operation was a success. The children not only wrote in two languages, but also genuinely
tackled their points of interest. As far as the number of messages was concerned, this part of
the school curriculum was fulfilled.

Some of the messages struck me by their pathos and authenticity.

One of the children who had never really expressed himself at all, managed one day to write
about hislife at home, at school, hisrolein the family.
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This young Tunisian girl fought back her inhibition and wrote about her origins and her native
language, a taboo subject among many North African immigrants.

Another little girl told about her relations at home with her father-in-law and her mother's
recent divorce.

Number of lines per message

Chart 1 Message 1 M essage 2 Message 3 Message 4
Collective message 33 42 22 30
Student 1 7 12 10 15
Student 2 7 8 10 9
Student 3 11 10 12 13
Student 4 5 10 16 22
Student 5 9 12 8 14
Student 6 6 6 14 14
Student 7 12 17 20 21
Student 8 9 15 18 19
Student 9 6 6 10 18
Student 10 11 10 15 16
Student 11 6 6 8 7
Student 12 5 29 22 25
Student 13 5 0 6 5
Student 14 8 15 18 25
Student 15 7 14 15 25
Student 16 6 8 0 0
Student 17 5 6 0 0
Student 18 9 10 12 15
Student 19 4 20 10 17
Student 20 12 22 23 26
Student 21 18 27 30 31
Student 22 6 15 12 18
Student 23 4 7 8 11
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Rate of information per message

Chart 2 M essage 1 M essage 2 M essage 3 M essage 4

Collective message 11 16 9 13
Student 1 5 7 5 9
Student 2 6 5 6 5
Student 3 6 5 7 7
Student 4 5 6 10 12
Student 5 5 5 6 7
Student 6 3 6 8 8
Student 7 7 8 10 9
Student 8 7 9 9 10
Student 9 6 6 6 8
Student 10 8 8 11 7
Student 11 6 3 5 7
Student 12 4 15 12 15
Student 13 5 0 4 5
Student 14 7 9 11 13
Student 15 7 7 7 9
Student 16 5 6 0 0
Student 17 4 3 0 0
Student 18 6 5 8 10
Student 19 4 9 6 8
Student 20 7 12 12 14
Student 21 10 14 17 15
Student 22 6 7 6 9
Student 23 4 7 9 11
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Quality of messages

Student 1

Student 2

Student 3

Student 4

Student 5

Student 6

Student 7

Student 8

Student 9

Student 10

Student 11

Student 12

Student 13

Student 14

Student 15

Student 16

Student 17

Student 18

Student 19

Student 20

Student 21

Student 22

Student 23
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Per sonal involvement

Student 1 7
Student 2 4
Student 3 4
Student 4 10
Student 5 5
Student 6 10
Student 7 9
Student 8 9
Student 9 5
Student 10 10
Student 11 4
Student 12 10
Student 13 1
Student 14 10
Student 15 7
Student 16 5
Student 17 5
Student 18 5
Student 19 9
Student 20 9
Student 21 10
Student 22 10
Student 23 6
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Writing off-line meant absolute freedom of expression and my role as a teacher became one
of acollaborator more than one of a censor.
Besides, typing a message on a computer keyboard was to the children an extra excitement.

What could have been an ordinary school to school correspondence including painstaking
letter writings and postal delays, not to mention delays in answering, became a weekly,
sometimes adaily excitement owing to the speed of e ectronic mail.

Besides, as far as SLA is concerned, the yearning to exchange fostered a strong demand for
vocabulary and phrasing.

At times, the children asked for more academic lessons in English in order to write as
appropriately as possible.

Evaluation:

The charts represent an evaluation of our computer messages during the first two months of
the academic year 1991/92.

Carrying out awhole year evaluation would have been too time consuming an activity for the
teacher...

However, the results stand for themselves.

The human adventure

The trip to America, the young 'Quéméneurs of century 20", some of them from Araby,
others from Portugal, some from Brittany ...-)

We left Paul Dukas Primary School on a gloomy, greyish morning, round about 7 O'clock.
Although we all were pretty excited, everyone seemed serious and quiet. The coach was at the
school entrance, waiting for the group. 20 children, their teacher (me), my wife (not to worry,
she paid for her plane ticket ), an educator speciaized in young delinquents (he also was
our theatre director and had been so for the 3 years | worked in Keredern), a social worker and
alady of the district who was to make avideo of our trip to the USA.

20 children and 5 adults:

Michel Malgorn, teacher.

Claudine Malgorn, my wife,

Bruno Herbet, educator,

Marianne Béon, social worker,

Viviane Le Fdl, our video camerawoman.

A couple of years before, the children and | had written a play in which we were taking a plane to America
(strange, isn't it ?) and in the story the plane crashed and we all were stranded on a desert island.
The story came from a reading textbook designed for inner city pupils.
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The coach drove usto Brest's airport.

And there, aterrible surprise was expecting us.

The anti-fog device was out of order that morning, which happened to be a ...foggy morning !
| went to the counter and the hostess asked me if it was al right if we took the following plane
to Paris.

That was the shock of the century to me. As my budget had always been so tight, |1 had not
allowed myself to contract a cancellation insurance.

| gathered the children and told them the terrible news. We had fought so hard to achieve our
project and this stupid machine destroyed our beautiful dream...

| then proposed to take atrip to Paris on the next flight and, even if we were not to perform
our part of the play in Minneapolis, we could always visit Paris and climb the stairs of the
Eiffel tower.

It was decided so.

We took the following Air Inter flight and landed in Paris (Orly airport).

The Orly authorities had heard about our misfortune and proposed to freight, free of charge, a
shuttle coach to Roissy International Airport. Again, | gathered the children who were decided
to go as far as we could on this project. As the shuttle was to drive us around Peris, it was a
second trip we could afford, so why not? After all, as our project had reached an unexpected
end, we could draw the best of what was |eft and so, visit the ring freeway around Paris...

We arrived at Roissy Airport. | immediately made my way to the TWA counters.

An African-American lady welcomed me and told me she had heard of our misfortune.
Suddenly she had a brilliant idea. It was obvious she was feeling for us. She proposed that we
should take the next plane to NY C. Part of us would fly in the ambassador part of the plane,
the other part at the back of the plane, between the smokers' section and the toilets...

| gathered the children as before and proposed atrip, not to Minneapolis, but to New York !
They said they were ok with that. After al, we had already managed to take a sight of the
Eiffel tower, why not this time, fly over the Atlantic Ocean and check that skyscrapers are
really as high asis said in geography textbooks?

So we boarded the huge 747 and off to America.

At least, part of our dream was going to be fulfilled!

To be noticed that the children who flew with me in the ambassador section of the plane
behaved superbly. It was a moving sight, these young deprived children just out of their inner
city, sitting next to businessmen who kindly offered to lend them their luxury laptops...

So, after 7 hourswe landed in NY C, La Guardia Airport.

| did as | had donein Paris.

| rushed to the TWA counters were two young |adies welcomed me with a sympathetic smile.
Don't ask me how, but they managed to board us on a plane whose destination was Baton
Rouge or some other place in the south of the States ! | gathered the kids ... etc.

They said "bingo". So we flew down south. It was the end of a very long day. And | till
wondered how we could ever reach the twin cities, or if we would have to fly back to France.
Eventually, we were directed to a plane that flew up north to Minneapolis. Up in the air, the
captain saluted our crazy adventure and we (the adults) were served champagne while the
children had coke.

This is how we eventually landed in Minneapolis and finally met Mireille Bardy and our
correspondents and... we performed our play.

The 10 days we spent there were wonderful.

The children attended a few classes, got acquainted with life in the US, but also worked very
hard on their play. We rehearsed everyday and Bruno was aterribly demanding director.

We performed our part of the play in Breck school's theatre. We then watched the part of our
Breck correspondents which was a video they had been preparing and shooting the whole
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school year as their part of the project. We heard them sing songs they had written
themselves. One of the most moving experiencesin our lives, | am sure.

We flew back to France, full of friendship and wonderful memories.

It was the accomplishment of the Brest-Breck project.

Main objiectives of this pedagogy

... C'est laraison pour laquelle le pédagogue est amené aréintroduire ce que le linguiste a
exclu intentionnellement et ce qu'il areeté pour des raisons méthodol ogiques: le caractére
parlé du langage, safonction de communication, son instauration en tant qu'acte, et ce qui
impligue un acte vrai: des possibilités de choix, I'avenement d'une liberté.'

(Raymond Ball, p.23)

A pedagogic approach of Communication technologies should take in account the four basic
skillsasfollows:

. learnto listen and understand

. learnto say in order to be understood

1
2
3. learntoread
4. learntowrite

empower studentsin thelir approach to L 2:

... (pour le pédagogue) lafin sera non seulement I'acquisition et I'accroissement d'un savoir,
mais encore la communication d'un pouvoir.' (Raymond Ball p. 23)
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1 2

teaching / teacher student praxis/ student

teaching method message, retrieving information
computer work

learner personal input / output

test of one's skills

teacher for help, acknowledgement

In paradigm 2, learners become full-time actorsin their acquisition of L2

expressfeelings and ideas

Thisis one of the objectives of the Communicative Approach.
Learn languages as tools for one's use.

‘A I'école, au lycée, nous |'avons dit, I'enfant, le lycéen renoncent a exprimer leur affectivité
pour correspondre a l'image stéréotypée qu'on attend d'eux. Cette distorsion entre le vrai Moi
refoulé et le Moi de surface, le 'Je' authentique et le 'Je' de bienséance, produit des jeunes
conformistes, moutonniers, qui deviendront des figurants en uniforme.’

Guy Leperlier, 'La Communication Pédagogique'

Ed. Privat, 1992.

Is the Communicative A pproach dealing with real communication or isit to foster this social
"Je'?

Most textbooks base their syllabuses on grammar and topics.

Unfortunately, 20 to 25 students in the classroom do not always get an opportunity to express
an opinion in the course of alanguage class period.

On the other hand, computer correspondence is a solution. Topics and debates can be tackled
in amore persona way by students exchanging ideas with native speakers from abroad.

(not o mention shy students who get an opportunity to express ideas and concepts by way of
‘written speech'.
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Collect, send, retrieve information

Ideas, feelings, news of the world, documents, data, legends, song lyrics, pictures, ...€tc.
Anything is liable to be communicated.

The Paul Dukas pupils exchanged information with the Breck students on the following
subjects:

Native American myths, Violencein L.A., being a pupil in the U.S., school schedules,
Physical Education...etc.

Givereality and relevance to L 2 through human
contact with L2 native speakers

What students in modern languages generally lack isreal speech and conversation with real
people (vs. textbook situations).

One learns alanguage for communication purposes and the more real the experienceis, the
more motivated the student will be;

Notional-functional approaches were concerned with this fact.

But role plays and pair works are communication on command, thus, fake communication.
The value of human communication in thistype of exerciseis extremely low.

| consider these as training.

What communication is about isreal exchange of information.
This can easily be achieved by e-mail or video correspondence, not to mention MSN
nowadays...

This does not mean to me that learning languages from textbooks is to be discarded or looked
upon as outdated.

Both approaches are complementary.

With communication by computer, language is no more studied in a vacuum.

Language is given again its human dimension.

Writein L2

Writing in L2 is one of the 4 skills that are expected to be mastered by pupils in the Communicative
Approach, aswell asin most nationa curricula.

Class to class correspondence is often recommended by linguists so as to foster performance by direct
communication with native speakers.

The only difference between traditional mail and recent technologiesis:

Speed: text and documents travel at the speed of light.

Incentive: answers may come very fast and foster more communication owing to short delay in
answering.

Power of transmission: |etters, documents, photos, drawings, maps, ...etc. can be exchanged quickly
and easily on demand.

Thisis how Breck students and Paul Dukas pupils managed to establish a sort of coherence in the two
parts of the drama they were writing on the 2 sides of the Atlantic Ocean.
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Try, test, ask, asin real life speech

Requests for clarification, confirmation, paraphrases, were frequent between Brest & Breck.

Free accessto the machines

Here is an important aspect of the use of IT in the classroom:
- Createincentive
Foster personal self-expression & self-esteem
Achieve a cross-curricular objective (language + mastery of technology)
Free and responsible student attitudes

Read, understand, build hypotheses on a message, a
text ...

Reading a message is complementary to textbook activities.

The language used in student to student communication is more authentic and sticks to reality.
It iscloser to real spoken language.

It isadifferent kind of intellectual effort. Reading then is originated by the student. Reading
becomes his/her responsibility.

The reading activity becomes student research action. Reading takes a personal bias. The
information is'owned' primarily by the reader who discloses the message or the data
retrieved.

Open students mindsto L 2 culture and civilization

When teaching at Paul Dukas Primary, the pupils had afew on line conversations with their
American friends about the LA riotsin 1992. These exchanges led to further considerations
on our different versions of multi-cultural society, drug addiction, violence in inner cities,
'being French or American’, living in asuburb of Brest ... €tc.
Our fax connections with Drake Primary in Plymouth, GB, led to the same sort of awareness
of our mutual differences through Halloween and Valentine cards, La Toussaint, aspects of
culture and everyday life unknown in those days to children in GB and France. | am
convinced that this direct investigation on these cultural items was quite superior to a
traditional course on traditions and special events in the English Speaking World.
Hereisalist of the themes tackled over atwo year period by the Paul Dukas children and
their communicators in Minnesota:

Base ball

Snow storms

Theatre and playwrights

Halloween, Boxing Day, Thanksgiving ...

Housing

Pets
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Family life

TV series

National sports

Arabic caligraphy

Flags and national anthems

Use of drugs

Living in aFrench inner city ...etc.

Effects of theuse of I T at Paul Dukas France, Breck
Middle Schoal Minnesata, Drake Primary School Britain

Expected effects

| ncentive: use of machines, abolition of time and space, motivation due to the use of 'magic'
technology, testing one's English in live situations.

Discovery of a new medium: 'l used to think that computers were solely used by business
people to advance, make more money. | had no idea you could do such a thing as learn
another country's culture’. Adam Hagg, 8" grader at Breck Middle School.

M assive use of L 2:

"Immediately the machine was installed, faxes from the children started pouring from the

machine at our school, Drake Primary. Emma came rushing in excitedly exclaiming: There's

loads of them from France! Clutched in her hand, was a sheaf of 20 faxes from 20 French 8

and 89 years old with sketches de leurs maisons accompanied by personal information en

Francais, naturellement! It's all in French, Sir! Can | get the dictionary? Within the space of

half an hour, replies from Plymouth to Brest were buzzing their way across the Channel.'
Tony Gazzard, Head of Drake Primary School, England.

"The kids agreed that corresponding by computer works better than by phone because French
people talk too fast for their English ears. They also have access to French newspapers (US
elections as a hit) and reservation systems which they try out ordering —then cancelling — rock

concert tickets.'
Extract from an article edited in a Minneapolis local newspaper.

24



Curiosity: as to interlocutors world followed by investigations of aspects of English and
American cultures. We investigated in our small school library and at the district's library.

Same effects abroad:

"They come from very different social and economic backgrounds, and by themselves they
started speaking about their culture. They write in French about all aspects of their lives: the
weather, news, divorcing parents.’ Mireille Bardy, teacher of French at Breck Middle school.

It's fun to get to know what's behind the glitz and glamour of France, instead of watching
those commercias where they all say 'Vive la Paris said student Mike Shaw in an interview
for the Minneapolis local newspaper.

Write reqularly, read messages. in L1 and L2. (hundreds of messages, documents,
literature, sent and received)

Unexpected effects

Group identity: (fax page logo representing environment and a certain vision of acommunity
group. The Paul Dukas logo represented a block of flats.

Self created image: messaging enhanced the sense of personal freedom. Children gave away
what and only what they felt like communicating on their own lives, tastes ...etc.

Some even tried to create a glamorous image. Communication also was a way of escaping
from the social constraints of an inner city.

Poetry: Lali, a Breck student wrote a beautiful poetic song for the video part of the Brest-
Breck drama.

Self esteem: (write in correct English, give a correct notion of one's world, rectify prejudice
on immigration and immigrants, inner cities, France, the Arabs, the Koran, Brittany ...) This
isto be related with Bridget's letter as to the necessity of atranslator when subjects demanded
a high rate of communicability or a high rate of accuracy to establish communication on
serious matters.

Write and tell about oneself: some children gave information about their private lives to the
computer that they would have never disclosed to anyone in the classroom.

Curiosity: asto own world and environment: polls on living in the USA and the district of
Keredern.

Michel Malgorn - July 2005.
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