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Teaching with Technology:
What Is at Stake?
Gilberte Furstenberg

IT IS clear that computer technology is here to stay. It is
all around us. It has entered our daily personal and pro-
fessional lives through word processing, e-mail, online
libraries, and the Web. We are all using it to varying ex-
tents, not because anyone forces us to, but because we
have discovered that it is valuable in many areas of our
professional life—in facilitating our writing, our research,
our communication with colleagues worldwide. It seems,
however, that if we are very comfortable with these private
uses, we are not with public uses. Thus, in our teaching—a
public situation by virtue of our students’ presence—the
story is altogether different. Interestingly, then, the real
value of technology is often not obvious to us.

The Value of Technology in Foreign Language Learning

There are good reasons for our confusion and reluc-
tance. Many of us have not been trained to use technol-
ogy and may therefore feel vulnerable using it in public.
It may be unfamiliar to us, and we may not have the time
or may not want to take the time to learn about it. Or we
may not perceive its role in the classroom. The result is
that many of us just don’t integrate technology into our
teaching. Or if we do, we often only have students use it
on their own in the language lab. That approach is easy
for us: it does not require any change in our teaching or
our curriculum. Besides, we often perceive technology’s
most valuable function as providing students with essen-
tial drills for improving specific grammar, vocabulary, and
pronunciation skills. Technology’s main value, many of us
assume, lies in freeing us from drudge work so that we can
focus in the classroom on “real” work, “real” exchange,
“real” communication.

From this perspective, it makes perfect sense not to in-
troduce technology into our classrooms. For us to make
full use of technology rather than to marginalize it, we hu-
manists first have to make sense of it, for ourselves as in-
dividuals, for our field, and for our teaching. Technology
will reach its full potential only when we see it as a tool
that can assist us and our students in our loftier endeavors.

Technology can indeed add enormous value to our hu-
manistic enterprise. Multimedia materials, for instance,

are an intrinsically appropriate tool for language learning.
They provide the user with a rich context for learning, a
high degree of immersion, and the potential for varied in-
teractions. The convergence of full-motion video, sound,
still images, texts, graphics, and animation reconstructs
for the learner the multidimensional nature of language—
its visual, nonverbal, and cultural as well as its linguistic
dimensions. Users can do a lot more than just vocabulary,
grammar, or pronunciation exercises. Interactive tech-
nologies enable the user to isolate, combine, and recom-
bine in an unprecedented way the various elements of
communication: words, speech acts, discourse, pragmatics,
intonation, nonverbal signals. The traditionally hidden
aspects of language, such as connotations and implicit
values, are thereby made accessible.

Technology is useful not just in language learning but in
the study of literature, culture, and film as well. Ten years
ago, it would have been difficult to connect the words
technology and culture or technology and literature or to find
synergy between those fields. Interestingly enough, tech-
nology may end up being the medium that binds together
the different areas of our departments, namely language,
literature, culture, and film. Hypertext and hypermedia
grant users access to the many dimensions of a text: lin-
guistic, literary, cultural, historical. Technology then finds
itself, as Claire Kramsch says, at the intersection of lan-
guage, literature, and culture.

A hypermedia poem, for instance, is not simply a
poem. With the hypermedia application Talking Poetry,
developed by Edna Coffin at the University of Michigan,
students of Hebrew can

have the poem read, record themselves reading the poem, pay-
ing attention to the sound, rhythm, individual phrases and
words and their effect; decipher the poem on both a literary
and poetic level; learn about poetic devices and traditions;
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learn about the poet, his biography, anecdotes about his life,
important personal documents; have access to the historical
context in which the poem was written; have access to other
poems written about the same topic; have access to a bibliogra-
phy of critical essays about the poem, etc. . . . (45)

Well-designed software combined with rich content
offers users an extraordinary context of authentic cultural
background and historical information that can be ex-
plored, observed, and analyzed ever anew. The many dif-
ferent types of texts, subtexts, and layers also provide
many different perspectives on a topic. Thus users can
explore multiple perspectives on a subject—a crucial skill
in our multicultural world. The Berliner Sehen CD-ROM,
for instance, provides the learner with West Berliners’
and East Berliners’ perspectives on the same reality. Simi-
larly, the interactive documentary Dans un quartier de
Paris presents multiple viewpoints on a neighborhood
(viewpoints of store owners and inhabitants, of people
who have worked in the neighborhood for forty years and
others who have worked there for two, of a representative
of city hall and a private citizen, etc.) Resources such as
these offer invaluable access to the cultural framework
within which individuals express and define themselves.
In the process, these materials help the user move from
the perspective of an outsider to that of an insider.

Clearly, the study of language is no longer just an end
in itself but a means to explore a multidimensional world.
Through technology, language study takes on a different
and richer dimension. As Diane Birckbichler says, lan-
guage is finally being reconnected to “its cultural, literary,
and historical moorings.”

Technology also allows the learner to make choices
and thus provides autonomy, a sense of empowerment,
and the opportunity to become an active participant in
language learning. Software that exploits interactive
technology can even generate new modes of learning. A
hypermedia environment, for instance, encourages ex-
ploratory and research-oriented inquiry and fosters the
ability to observe, analyze, question, and synthesize.

Interactive technologies also focus students’ attention
on the process of learning, of acquiring and building
knowledge. Using a writing program focuses the users’ at-
tention not just on the final written product but also on
the process of writing. The process of searching for a
word, selecting one, and checking its use through a con-
cordancing program, for instance, allows students to re-
flect on the correct use of a word. Collaborative computer
writing, made possible by interactive technologies, pro-
vides the learner with a means to reflect on and to ex-
change views on the writing process: how to structure an
idea, how to emphasize a point, how to make revisions,
how best to present an argument. Users become more
aware of the process of finding and organizing informa-
tion. The same phenomenon occurs with the process of
reading. Reading a text in a hypertext or hypermedia

form allows the reader to discover a text’s many layers and
helps the reader better understand the nature of reading.

Finally, technology can be an asset in research about the
different ways students learn. Tracking systems, as Nina
Garrett points out, can help us develop valuable insights
into the language learning process itself and can inform
research in second language acquisition. The information
thus gained can subsequently be applied to software design.

The assets and benefits of technology are numerous in-
deed. We need to acknowledge technology’s intrinsic
power and to learn how to harness and exploit it in ways
that will facilitate and expand our humanistic endeavors.

Teaching with Technology

It is important to view technology not as a panacea but
as a tool. Technology will not replace other tools, such as
the pencil, the textbook, or the blackboard. Nor will any
one technology replace all others, since no single tool
can serve all functions. What matters most is to use each
technology for its best features, to exploit its specificity.

Before we can do so, however, several things need to hap-
pen. Teachers need to become autonomous in their use of
technology. Teachers need to understand how different
technologies work, what purpose they serve, and how they
can best be used.We need to realize that there are many dif-
ferent types of software, to understand how software is de-
signed, and to discover the underlying pedagogical intent.
We must realize that every CD-ROM, for instance, is cre-
ated by someone who has a certain idea of what that tech-
nology does, of what learners will learn by using it, and of
how learners should learn.We need to become aware of the
teaching philosophies embedded in this software, so that
we can critically appraise it before putting it in the hands
of our students. We need to learn how to be selective.

We also need to learn how to use these materials ap-
propriately, and we need to know what “appropriately”
means in this context. We should ask ourselves, for in-
stance, whether listening or fill-in-the-blank exercises are
appropriate activities for use with multimedia: should we
use video to listen? Should we not instead focus on the
visual aspect of the medium and develop visual activities
that would be better suited to the medium? We need to be
careful about the kinds of tasks we assign our students. We
can certainly ask them to search the Web to do research
papers and make oral presentations. However, students al-
ready go to the library and come back with research pa-
pers and presentations. Shouldn’t we have other goals for
using the Web? Shouldn’t we try to develop uses that
take into account the Web’s treelike structure?

It is important that we think about these issues so that
we teachers can develop a more apt vocabulary and more-
appropriate pedagogical practices and can eventually influ-
ence the quality of materials developed. Let us understand
and domesticate technology before it dominates us.
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The idea of using technology in the classroom typically
calls one of two sets of images to mind. We might picture
a teacher using a computer, a laser disc, a CD-ROM, or
the Web to illustrate a particular point or to present a
particular text or film sequence; students look on, and
the teacher makes comments and has students make
comments. This use is certainly valid, but it should by no
means be the only way technology is used in the class-
room. If we are to take full advantage of technology, we
cannot allow it to be merely an extension of the teacher’s
hand and voice. This perpetuates the traditional mode of
teaching: presenting, illustrating, and commenting. In-
stead of using a book or the blackboard or a video, we use
a new medium, but we use it the way we would use the
old one, for presentation. This technique does not funda-
mentally change the way we have been doing things. It
also ignores the potential of technology.

The other image technology conjures up is of students
sitting in the language lab, working at their own pace and
level to develop specific grammar, vocabulary, or pronun-
ciation skills. This too is a valid and appropriate use of
technology. In a self-study environment, students work
on specific skills and are provided with individual feed-
back, tutoring, and monitoring. But again, it would be a
mistake to restrict ourselves to that use and to view tech-
nology only as a tool for individual or remedial tasks to
be done outside the classroom.

This point brings up an important issue: where should
computers be located? in the language lab? in the class-
room? in both places? Clearly, the location, amount, and
availability of equipment will greatly affect the way it is
used. If there is just one computer in the classroom, for
instance, technology can be used only in the presenta-
tion mode, whether the teacher presents or a student or
even a group of students does so. This situation will au-
tomatically, as I have suggested, re-create the familiar
arrangement in which someone (usually the teacher)
shows and the rest of the class looks. We end up only re-
placing the blackboard with a multimedia tool and the
chalk with a keyboard.

We all have to deal with spatial and administrative
constraints, but we also need to think about what equip-
ment the ideal classroom should contain, and we should
ask for a setup that supports the type of interactive work
that we want our students to do. We should not transform
the classroom into a language lab, with computers occu-
pying center stage. The language lab still needs to exist in
some form (for example, as the place where students do
preparatory work), but the classroom needs to remain the
privileged space for human exchange and interaction.
The ideal classroom, as I see it, is equipped with work-
stations placed not at the center but against the wall,
available at all times as resources to multiply channels
of communication and to diversify forms of interaction.
For communication and interaction to change, we need
to alter the physical space of the classroom as well.

Using Technology in the Classroom

I would now like to paint a different picture—of the
classroom as a place where computers are resources for
students and teachers alike, where teachers and learners
work side by side, where teaching and learning come
together. The classroom is the crucial link. There needs
to be a place where we and our students can evaluate
what they have apprehended from electronic materials,
whether the work was done in the language lab or some-
where else. (I am talking here not about evaluating drill
and practice work, which is done appropriately by the
computer itself, but about the more exploratory work stu-
dents can do on the Web or with multimedia or hyperme-
dia materials.) We should not only assign work to be done
in the language lab or have our students do only written
reports and oral presentations. We must create new goals
and new strategies. I would also argue that instead of free-
ing time for “real” interaction, computers can be the tool
that enriches and expands classroom interaction.

If we limit ourselves to the two models described ear-
lier, we will ignore the interactive, collaborative, and
process-oriented features of technology. We would be by-
passing the best assets of technology, shortchanging our
students and consequently failing in our role as teachers.
Our goal should be to establish new pedagogical practices
that serve our instructional goals in ways that exploit the
best features of interactive electronic media. Let us use
these materials to foster more authentic exchanges and to
enrich students’ interactions. Let us use technology to
expand the language-learning experience.

I have learned several lessons from using the interac-
tive fiction A la rencontre de Philippe in a French language
course. When first using exploratory interactive materi-
als, we are faced with the apparent difficulty of students’
having taken different paths and having picked up differ-
ent information. However, what initially seems like a
problem quickly turns out to be an extraordinary advan-
tage: an information gap. Indeed, the Web and explora-
tory CD-ROMs necessarily present multiple fragmented
blocks of information. This situation is ideal for fostering
authentic interactions and exchanges among students
and between students and teachers. Under the teacher’s
guidance, students can gradually construct meaning from
these diverse materials. Through various links and associ-
ations, they can work together to create, re-create, build,
construct, and reconstruct from their individual frag-
mented views a coherent whole, whether it is, for exam-
ple, a story, a space, or a context. Since students have
different information, the classroom becomes the place
where the puzzle pieces come together and where students,
in exchanging information and insights, gradually con-
struct and refine their knowledge of the subject matter.

This process can happen only if we design for our stu-
dents appropriate tasks, both for individual or group work
to be done outside class and for collaborative classroom
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interaction. Classroom tasks need to build on the work
students have done in the language lab either individu-
ally or in groups. What happens in the classroom must
not simply duplicate work done in the language lab but
should extend it through collaboration. For instance,
after independently making their way through A la ren-
contre de Philippe, students pool their information and
construct a flowchart for the story. Each student adds a
piece to the puzzle until, with the eventual participation
of the whole class, the picture is complete. In re-creating
the different itineraries, students automatically ask one
another questions, try to understand the connections be-
tween the different parts of the story, raise issues, fill in
the holes, raise new issues (lack of clarity or inconsis-
tency, perhaps), and search for and find possible answers.
Their exchanges, like the program, are thus richly inter-
active and authentic. Although A la rencontre de Philippe
is unique, the same principles can be applied to many
open-ended materials.

Tasks also need to be appropriate to the medium used.
When working with multimedia materials, we should be
careful not to limit the students’ task to a simple search
for discrete elements. If we do so, we turn their task into
a linear one, similar to searching through a text for spe-
cific answers. This type of task negates the exploratory,
multidimensional, interactive assets of multimedia. It is
important to design tasks that are not so broad that stu-
dents wander aimlessly through the material yet open
enough to provide multiple paths, outcomes, and inter-
pretations, which can form the basis for subsequent class-
room interaction.

The tasks we create need to exploit the associative na-
ture of hypertext or hypermedia so that students can col-
laboratively discover and construct new connections,
which they combine in a coherent whole. For example,
instead of just using the Web to gather information for a
written or oral report, students can use a search engine to
see what kinds of texts various words retrieve and to ex-
amine the associations thus formed. Students can create
new meanings from those associations (Palka).

When using multimedia materials, which are essen-
tially visual, we need as much as possible to give our stu-
dents tasks that focus on video content. For instance,
students can select images, edit them, and make a photo
album or create meaningful, coherent sequences. Such
tasks add a crucial dimension to students’ language-learn-
ing skills; in selecting images, students automatically be-
come sensitized to the importance and meaning of facial
expressions, gestures, intonation, and other aspects of
nonverbal communication.

We need to design tasks that put our students in cre-
ative roles, that turn them into photographers, guides,
videographers, investigators, or reporters. If students are
working within an exploratory multimedia world, we
should provide them with tools and tasks that will turn
them into true explorers. Students should not use a new

medium to do what they could do with a simple com-
puter program, such as filling in blanks or unscrambling
sentences. Sometimes images replace words, but the exer-
cises do not change. We must be sure that we create real
multimedia tasks.

Of course, we are greatly limited by whatever features
and tools the specific computer applications provide. The
more cognizant we become, however, of the many possi-
bilities offered by computers and the more aware we are
of appropriate pedagogical uses, the more we will be able
to influence the content and quality of the materials on
the market. It is our responsibility as well as the responsi-
bility of software developers to make sure that new media
are used to their full potential. We must invent new vo-
cabulary, new tools, and new types of tasks that will help
expand our students’ language-learning experience. Tech-
nology can be our agent in that endeavor.

New technologies shift teachers’ roles in the classroom
because the new materials are learning materials. The
question then becomes, What is the teacher’s place in a
learner-centered environment? Our primary responsibil-
ity in an interactive electronic environment is no longer
to make sure that students learn what we think they
should learn, know what we think they should know, or
understand what we think they should understand. Our
role, I believe, is to design tasks that enable students to
tell us what they have seen, learned, or understood and
that enable students to work collaboratively to create
valid arguments, contexts, and stories that they can sup-
port, illustrate, and justify.

We need to realize that the teacher is no longer the
only interlocutor and is no longer at the center of the in-
teraction. We now have a triangular arrangement, where
students interact in various ways with one another, with
computers, and with us. An equalization between learner
and teacher shifts the roles of learners and teachers. Lan-
guage learners become more active and more enlightened
as they are provided with direct and multiple access to a
complex foreign world and are empowered to explore
that world in multiple ways and to create new connec-
tions for themselves. Learners become researchers, au-
thors, collectors of information, and in the process, we
ourselves become, or at least must be willing to become,
our own students’ learners.

Our main role, then, is to design tasks. This role is cru-
cial in an interactive multimedia or Web environment
since the task is what gives meaning to the learner’s ex-
plorations. Only a well-designed task can ensure the
quality of the learning process—which is a teacher’s ulti-
mate responsibility.

The Role of Department Chairs

The most important contribution chairs can make to
this endeavor is support for faculty members interested
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in using technology. Technology cannot be imposed, and
not every faculty member will express an interest. But
it is desirable to support those who do or (if none do)
to identify one or two who might form a group and in-
spire others. Faculty members need to be provided with
the following:

opportunities to acquire at least minimal technical
know-how so that they will not feel helpless and vul-
nerable in manipulating technology, to have hands-
on training in the use of various technologies, from
installing a CD-ROM to navigating the Web

opportunities to be educated about various electronic
media, to learn how software is created, what an in-
terface is, what interactivity is

opportunities to take workshops and classes at their
own institution or at neighboring institutions

opportunities to see what their colleagues in other de-
partments are doing and thus to develop a broader
understanding of possible uses of technology in vari-
ous fields

opportunities to organize meetings within depart-
ments, across departments, or across institutions so
that interested faculty members can discuss issues re-
lated to teaching with technology

opportunities to play a direct role in determining how
language labs are set up, where equipment is located,
and how electronic classrooms are laid out

opportunities to travel to conferences and to other col-
leges and universities to learn how technology is
being applied elsewhere

Chairs also need to support faculty members who are
interested in developing electronic materials: to help
them identify grants and write grant proposals; to pro-
vide them with the necessary technical support; to en-
courage them to work in teams, with experts in other
fields, or with colleagues in other institutions; to chal-
lenge them to determine how their initiatives would con-
tribute to the learning and teaching processes and to the
field in general. This support is extremely important, since
it is closely related to the issue of tenure. If we produce
only mediocre materials, we will not be seen as worthy of
tenure. But, if we develop materials that advance the
field in bold new ways, we benefit not just ourselves but
our profession at large.

We also need to accept the fundamental changes tech-
nology may bring to the foreign language curriculum and
the new vistas it may open. It is clear that technology to
some extent defies the notion of levels. Generally stu-

dents are classified as beginning, intermediate, or ad-
vanced and are given access only to materials deemed
suitable for their level. In a multimedia environment,
those distinctions tend to blur; students of all levels can
interact with fairly complex materials. They need only
choose from a wide array of tools those that best suit their
level of proficiency and their learning style. The tasks,
not the materials, need to be tailored to various levels.

In multimedia programs, which are increasingly multi-
disciplinary, the traditional boundaries between disciplines
tend to disappear. Many CD-ROMs and Web-based proj-
ects eliminate the boundaries between such disciplines as
language, history, literature, and art. Language becomes
more and more not an end in itself but an entry point into
a multidimensional cultural world. Language study is no
longer a separate entity, and language recaptures its nat-
ural function as a tool for exploring a foreign reality.

Language teachers and chairs have an important new
responsibility. We need to make sure that the technology
we create or use, as well as our pedagogical practices,
truly enhances our students’ learning experience. Let us
heed a warning Henry David Thoreau gave almost 150
years ago: “Our inventions are wont to be pretty toys,
which distract our attention from serious things. They
are but improved means to an unimproved end” (49). We
must make sure that technology does not distract us from
the serious process of language learning.
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