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Introduction

The literature of CALL, or computer-assisted language learning, dates back a third of a century to the proceedings of an American conference of 10-12 October 1961 on ‘Application of Digital Computers to Automated Instruction’, which featured a paper describing how a PDP-1 mainframe computer was programmed to accept typed English renderings of German words, to keep a record of wrong answers, to print scores and to make comments varying from ‘Dummkopf’ to ‘hot dog’ (Licklider 1962; Wilson 1992). Though methodologically and technologically innovative then, the principle of drill-and-practice, thinly disguised as game-playing, still dominates foreign language courseware development in an age when ‘communicative’ goals have come to the fore. German seems to have inspired more than its fair share of these vocabulary and grammar tutors and testers, reinforcing its ill-deserved reputation as a ‘hard’ language.

Telematics, or electronic communications via computer, modem and telephone line, has made a more recent and less pronounced impact on foreign language education. Some language teachers using this technology have limited their horizons to the exchange of messages between British and continental schools by ‘e-mail’, but the Centre for Information on Language Teaching and Research (CILT) and the National Council for Educational Technology (NCET) have also raised awareness of the wealth of authentic information of interest to foreign language learners waiting to be accessed in the remote databases TÉLÉTEL, DATA-STAR and CAMPUS 2000 (Brown, 1988; Hewer 1989; Rendall 1991). Although investigations into the educational potential of online information services have yielded positive results, they may well have persuaded foreign language teachers to leave the initiative to school librarians and to exclude all but GCE Advanced level students from the experience (Irving, 1991; Butterworth, 1992). 

The German national public viewdata system BILDSCHIRMTEXT is directly comparable to, but less well known than, Britain’s PRESTEL and France’s TÉLÉTEL. All three offer thousands of colourful pages of graphics and text. PRESTEL and TÉLÉTEL, but not BILDSCHIRMTEXT, despite a Training Agency report to the contrary (Fox et al. 1990), may be accessed via British Telecom’s online information service for schools, CAMPUS 2000. In June 1992 Steve Sansom, BT’s Product Manager - Education, visited me to study my work on German, Austrian and Swiss viewdata, expressed a strong interest, but to date no progress has been made in implementing BILDSCHIRMTEXT as a CAMPUS 2000 service. So BILDSCHIRMTEXT can only be accessed at international telephone rates, which would impose a very heavy burden on cash-strapped schools.

The comprehensive school where I worked had diversified the first foreign language provision, so that one half of each year-group took German, while the rest did French. As Head of German I was keen to ensure that pupils of that language should have access to as many resources, including computer software, as their French-learning peers. BILDSCHIRMTEXT appeared to be a rich but neglected source of cultural information which could be exploited in the teaching of German. The educational potential of BILDSCHIRMTEXT had, of course, been recognised by others, whose rather narrow vision of the system was of a delivery medium for language courses (Zettersten, 1986; Raasch/Jung, 1988).  

Accessing and downloading frames

A computer, a modem, a telephone line and suitable communications software are required to access BILDSCHIRMTEXT. If a PC is used, then a commercial or public domain ‘decoder’ such as Amaris Btx/2 plus must be obtained from Germany (Winterer, 1991). Peter Gaunt‘s ArcComm for Acorn 32-bit computers, published by Longman Logotron, appears to be the only British communications package able to emulate the CEPT 1 terminal which BILDSCHIRMTEXT and, incidentally, the national public viewdata systems of Austria, Switzerland, Luxembourg, Spain, Portugal, Denmark, Finland, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Sweden, Slovenia and the Czech Republic, require; far more numerous are CEPT 2 software emulators, which only offer access to TÉLÉTEL and its Belgian counterpart.

Between 1990 and 1993, I regularly used my own Acorn Archimedes 420/1 computer with 4MB RAM and 20MB hard disc, ArcComm (upgraded later to ArcComm 2) and an Amstrad SM2400 modem to access BILDSCHIRMTEXT.  I was unable to obtain funding to cover the telephone charges, which were very high in the early stages when I was learning how to ‘navigate’ the system. At that time, I could log on to BILDSCHIRMTEXT as a ‘guest user’, dialling a telephone number which was published in a German business magazine (Müller-Scholz, 1989) and explore any of the thousands of ‘free’ pages available on the system. Guest user options have recently been severely curtailed. 

When I enjoyed virtually the free run of the system, I located the keyword ‘Großbritannien’ in BILDSCHIRMTEXT’s index in quest of German-language information about the United Kingdom. Though valued as a skill in GCSE syllabuses and National Curriculum documents, the ability to speak or write in German about Britain is largely neglected in language textbooks. The use of foreign-language information about the home country also reduces the background knowledge element hindering comprehension. BILDSCHIRMTEXT’s keyword ‘Großbritannien’ takes the user directly to the British Tourist Authority‘s Frankfurt am Main office‘s database ‘Großbritannien Urlaub’. Over a period of time, I downloaded almost 200 pages of this database, including the hotel accommodation section of the ‘sub-provider’ British Airways. Each page occupied 7K of an ArcComm CEPT 1 file, which could be viewed later offline in a carousel.

Recreating the British Tourist Authority’s database offline

Because ArcComm cannot emulate offline the branching options of the original online database, the downloaded files were converted to bitmapped graphics which could be displayed in Oak Solutions’ Acorn information management system Genesis II. The latter software was chosen for its very powerful file-compression and page-linking facilities. Recently, a modern language teacher has reported using HyperCard to emulate a TÉLÉTEL database offline on the Apple Macintosh - a comparable initiative with similar economic considerations in mind (Tetley, 1994).

Each BILDSCHIRMTEXT page was transformed by ArcComm into a Mode 15 256-colour sprite, then ‘dropped’ into a Genesis II frame. Invisible ‘buttons’ were embedded in the sprite where a branching option was indicated. When the user ‘clicked’ the mouse pointer over the printed option, the page would close and the appropriate new page open, just as it would if he were working online. The ‘tree structure’ of the online database was fully recreated. The recreated database had certain technical limitations. First, it would not run on an Acorn computer with less than 2MB of RAM. Secondly, it occupied almost 1.4MB of disc space, so a hard disc and/or a high-density floppy disc drive was required. Since my school only had one hard-disc Acorn machine with over 1 MB of RAM, the database could not be trialled on a whole-class basis.

Trialling the recreated database

The recreated ‘Großbritannien Urlaub’ database was trialled twice, first in the autumn term of 1991 and then during the summer term of 1994. On the first occasion, the subject was a Year 10 German learner of average ability - I shall call him Peter - who was given a 40-question quiz to complete using a 90-page subset of the database. He had volunteered to interrogate the database at an Open Evening for new parents. By the end of the two-hour session, he had managed to answer the majority of the questions and claimed to have quite enjoyed the experience. In summer 1993, Peter obtained a GCSE grade ‘E’ in German, which was broadly in line with expectations.

The second subject was a Year 9 boy studying German as a first foreign language and French as a second. I shall call him John. Although he had opted to do two languages, his progress in German was hindered by learning and behavioural difficulties. In Year 8 he had been placed, in accordance with subject examination rankings, in the fifth of five German sets. Now he found himself in the second of three sets of ‘double-linguists’, very much out of his depth. He had been wrongly allocated to the second, rather than the third set, in September 1993 and a later transfer to set 3 would have caused an enormous upheaval involving a change of several subject teachers. Why he opted for two foreign languages in the first place was obscure, but his choice was probably influenced by the fact that he would not be in the same class as boys who had bullied him in Year 8; his school file contained a ‘yellow’ card, indicating a victim of bullying.

The second ‘double-linguists’ set included a small number of disaffected pupils who were brighter than John and largely indifferent to, or contemptuous of, his antics. In German lessons, John often strove to curry favour with this group by making feeble and sometimes racist jokes and by interrupting the lesson with irrelevant and over-familiar comments. When individual work was set, he made constant demands on my attention and clearly expected me to do the tasks for him. When pressed, he was able to complete an exercise or two on his own, but to a very low standard. Even when simple tasks were devised for him, he tried to monopolise my attention, making it very difficult to spread my assistance to other pupils. During the spring term of 1994 I was supported in the classroom by a student teacher who was also a native speaker of German; she was able to give John the full attention he craved, releasing me to help others, and he responded positively to this development.

The room in which I taught this set had an unnetworked bank of Acorn computers, comprising one BBC Model B with 32K RAM, one BBC Master with 128K RAM, seven Archimedes 310s with 1 MB RAM, one A3000 with 1 MB RAM and one Archimedes A440/1 with 4 MB RAM and 50 MB hard disc. Throughout the academic year 1993-1994, I used these computers to reinforce normal paper-and-pencil practice or to reward pupils who had finished their work early. The software used was largely BBC language games, ported across to the Archimedes and run under the BBC emulator.

John was more interested in ‘true’ Archimedes applications such as the document processor Impression Junior, which I had demonstrated to the class towards the end of the autumn term 1993 as a means of creating German Christmas cards. He asked me if I would mind staying behind with him after school to assist him with his project on football teams, which he wanted to enhance with laser-printed text and pictures. I agreed to this arrangement, hoping to improve my relationship with the boy. John’s form tutor was very enthusiastic about this move. At first all went well, and the completed project drew much praise from the teacher for whom it was intended. John then expressed an interest in graphing software as he wanted to impress his mathematics teacher with a computer-drawn graph illustrating a football team survey he had done. ChartDraw, a public domain program, was harnessed to the task and soon very presentable pie charts emerged from the laser printer via Impression Junior.

Towards the end of the spring term 1994, my support teacher returned to Germany and John's classroom conduct began to deteriorate again. His attention-seeking behaviour could be assuaged by neither blandishments nor easier work and I resolved to use the principle of withdrawal of privileges as a sanction. I informed him that I was not prepared to remain behind unless he controlled his natural urge to monopolise my attention. Sometimes this ploy worked, but more often than not he claimed that he did not care about using the computer after school. It was abundantly clear that he wanted my complete attention both during the lesson, when I could not give it, and after school when I could devote myself entirely to him.

I decided to break the deadlock by offering him the opportunity to assist me with the trialling of the German database ‘Großbritannien Urlaub’. He agreed on condition that I would continue to help him with his work on Impression Junior, which I promised I would. During the first session, I loaded up ‘Großbritannien Urlaub’ from the A440/1’s hard disc and explained to him how clicking with the mouse pointer over an option would bring up the relevant page on the screen. The task for the day was to find out what the database had to say about the North of England. This involved navigating five pages.
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1. We began with the opening page of the database, which comprises ten main options, numbered 10 to 19. I directed John to option 11, which is the keyword index. I clicked the right-hand mouse button when the pointer was over the word ‘Schlagworte A - Z’.


[image: image2.wmf]

[image: image3.wmf]

2. The keyword page appeared, with more choices to be made. The German for ‘North of England’ being ‘Nordengland’, option 15 was the logical selection. The choice was confirmed with a mouse click.

3. A further menu page appeared, with ‘Nordengland’ as option 12. This choice was confirmed with the mouse.
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4. The first of a two-page sequence on the North of England appears, with details about famous buildings such as Alnwick Castle and York Minster. A further click over the ‘#’ at the bottom right brings up the next page.

5. The second ‘North of England’ page lists the main cities and the typical landscapes of the region. A click over the ‘0’ at the bottom of this and subsequent pages eventually brings up the opening page again.

Thus concluded the first session. During the second session, I asked John to select for himself a topic using the database. He decided to find out what information it contained about sport in the United Kingdom. He was particularly interested in football teams. This also involved navigating five pages, the first two identical to the first search.
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3. After choosing option 18, ‘S’ for ‘Sport’, on the keyword page, John located ‘Sporturlaub’, which he selected.

4. At the ‘Sporturlaub’ page, John could find no mention of ‘Fußball’. He decided to continue his search by investigating ‘Wassersport’ instead, Option 6.
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5. When prompted to identify the kinds of watersport listed, he immediately located the bulleted text and translated correctly three-quarters of the items.


I took the opportunity to praise John for successfully completing his database search. He had identified a need; consulted the keyword index; determined the absence of the required information; identified a new, associated need; recognised and understood the key data. In response to his question ‘What do you want to know now?’ I asked him what topics other than sport in the database might interest him. He cited shopping and hobbies.

My next step would have been to have John complete some of the quiz questions which I had set Peter two and a half years previously.

Conclusion

This contribution to ‘Special Needs German’ is by no means unique in modern language teaching. One of the schools in the Flexible Learning North East project of 1989-1990 found that the skimming and scanning of downloaded TÉLÉTEL screens also came well within the capabilities of ‘low ability pupils’, as long as they had the assistance of a glossary (Nichols/Shepherd, 1990).

Why John succeeded with the database after school when he failed with pencil-and-paper tasks in class is a complex question to answer. The one-to-one attention he was receiving undoubtedly had a significant and perhaps overriding rôle in his success, as did the relationship of partnership which I tried to foster as he carried out the tasks. His fondness of, and aptitude for, information technology both as a school subject and as a hobby must have played a part too. John certainly continued to exhibit behaviour and learning difficulties in normal German lessons when I was unable to satisfy his intense craving for attention at every moment.

What this research appears to suggest is that, properly handled, an authentic foreign language viewdatabase with its colour, graphics and measured doses of text can provide a suitable basis for the development of the reading skills of even low achievers. Further research is needed to determine which database types are conducive to browsing, to design appropriate differentiated tasks to accompany such resources and to evaluate the range of outcomes.
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