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The article presents experience from the junior school in the Czech Republic. Multimedia and Internet are extensively used for teaching various subjects.  The article compares classical and modern approach and underlines ups and downs of CD-ROMs and the Internet.  It also deals with very complicated issue as the motivation of teachers for acquiring of new knowledge is.  

If possible, let everything be perceived by all senses, things seen by the eyes, things heard by the ears, things smelt by the nose as well as things tasted by the tongue. If possible, let something be perceived by all senses together, let it happen. There is nothing in wisdom, which hasn't been perceived by senses. So, why should learning not start by material presentation rather than by oral explanation. 

J. A. Comenius, Didactica Magna

This principle is perhaps the oldest one and the most natural rule of teaching and as well as of all methodologies. It requires that, wherever possible, the acquisition of knowledge and skills should be founded on sensations, reality and perceptions of actual. Perception is the key point in education. To quote Comenius in an article dealing with white boards and sprites is presumptuous, but after all he was a courageous educator. Indeed, computer virtual reality is not able to fulfil all his demands for teachers and for learning.

The primary aim is to combine the observation completely with the analysis of natural, social and economic matters, followed by their expression in the light of student experiences. The clear structure of this process is an indivisible part of his pedagogy. It attracts interest for various reasons, stimulates attention and makes it easy to remember knowledge and skills, as well as facilitating clearer understanding of the lesson. The main key to the success of any methodology is student exposure. From the multimedia point of view … we are immediately facing the first problem. The introduction of Internet or virtual classrooms represents a group effort in a number of schools (with excision of home computing). A typical situation in an average school all over the Europe (if the average school has computer lab) is that the teacher goes with a class to the computer lab for a whole lesson. Exposure time is then between 40 and 50 minutes.  According to sources and according to our own experience the ideal application of IT is less then 30 minutes, if the lesson is properly prepared. The most efficient time is from 15 to 20 minutes. We of course speak about real "computing" time when everything goes well. In fact, if you apply Murphy's computer laws you need the whole lesson anyway. I must mention "fleshware" troubles here, because these are the main sources of problems.

After half an hour in front of VDU, attraction goes significantly down, motivation is reduced, as is the systematic approach of kids. I am persuaded that there is no universal remedy. Each teacher must choose his or her own approach, because multimedia as well as Internet again underlines the first rule of teaching. This limited "active" time is widely acknowledged and that is why some producers include into their programmes some game or relaxing activities. The best of course is to switch off the device.

The second crucial point is the way in which the imaginations of kids are created. Classical education creates them gradually and seeks links between their imaginations and the facts. Virtual classrooms present pre-ready links but unfortunately without logical connections and according to ideas of inexperienced programmers. Only a few commercial programs respect this rule.

We should not neglect to mention another principle, which is for internet introduction relevant: pupils activity. Self-access should attain typical features of independent and self-minded work if the kid really works with the program. 

In our experience pupils mostly receive better results in final tests when using Internet. But we mustn't overestimate some examples. In literature we can find more controversial results. Even the best selection of internet materials requires teacher preparation and all experiments in leaving education to depend only on the kid's own motivation have failed disastrously

Exploitation of multimedia and Internet can also have more "general" educational impacts. Multimedia education becomes an important means of motivating students back to books. 

We should also mention remarkable independence of students, which is used to acquire knowledge for the solution of daily problems. We can observe significant differences among kids in this point, because, especially in this, individuality, sex, advanced computer knowledge and other factors closely interact. This situation on the other hand calls for another educational rule - adequacy.

What is the position of the teacher or parent in the world of virtual classrooms? It is very close to the traditional one, if not even more difficult. A lot of teachers after ten years of practice regrettably become a "living" tape-recorder. If this situation arises, his or her class is doomed. Multimedia and Internet represent a remarkable interruption of this trend. The teacher no longer has the simple choice of playing only forward or back. There are too many choices and possibilities where a child can go, so the teacher must at least follow him or her. The best motivation for a teacher to work with IT is his advanced class. A major teacher disadvantage in multimedia time is that he or she must devote twice as much time to lesson preparation as in the past.

Teachers in schools as well as parents at home are changing their roles. They are becoming advisor and methodologist, who only lead pupil, son or daughter to proper results. This approach constantly develops basic logic operations in the child's brain, such as analysis, synthesis to induction and classification. But there is again a very serious objection.

Teachers can be divided now into three main groups. Ferocious fans of IT, raging enemies and let's say conservatives. Only few teachers are conscious of the real power and the danger of IT in the educational process. The references of Bill Gates to "Education on your fingertips" are maybe real in America, but not for the next decade in Europe. Fingertips will no doubt be an effective tool for gathering information, but the brain will sort and use the information. Therefore it is a disastrous mistake to organise courses only on CD’s, Internets and so on. All these media are tools. Maybe better and more powerful than old fashioned ones, but still only source of information. In the light of my last nine years experience with it and virtual teaching I am happy that fingertips are only a tool for a gathering of information, not an issue which can decide something.  

It also means that without skilled teachers and teacher trainers the pedagogy will fail. This indicates that certain aspects of the present educational system must be changed. 

Computers remarkably also develop systematic features, overcome formality and limited drill learning. A teacher with a computer can't depend only on speaking, he or she must create a lesson and in this way influence student understanding.

The teacher has a key to the selection of different learning conditions. Virtual classroom doesn't respect the principle of adequacy. Especially in Europe it is very often the case that a teacher or parent, in the quest to contribute to a modern pedagogical approach, will forget learning goals. Indeed, Internet has got its downside. 

In European non-English speaking countries, especially in Eastern Europe, the foreign language represents a barrier.

90% of world production of multimedia is in English. It effectively means that both teacher and pupils must understand English at some level. Everybody knows the real situation among teachers. Especially in the Czech Republic, if you know English and are computer literate, it would be considered ridiculous to stay in school and teach, if the glamour of the business world is calling.

We can generally say that there is a chance to successfully exploit Internet even in schools with time limitations. Therefore it is quite an urgent matter in this period to use programs facilitating "scraping" information from disk, Internet and other sources to prepare your own presentation. It is quite surprising that this approach is very efficient, economic, less expensive and moreover educationally more efficient.

It is only a matter of time before our popular school reports gain new dimensions. Even today we have the example of an 11-year-old boy presenting multimedia report about space.

So we are back to formative education. It would be a fatal mistake not to show students the real possibilities of these media.

But how can virtual classroom be used for language education?

Language is a complex issue: vocabulary, intonation, pronunciation, grammar, semantics and so on. In many aspects, to create good language software or using authentic text is more difficult then to create a normal lesson. These parts of language require specific technological approaches, from statistic random repetition, vocabulary matching and essay writing to speech recognition in the latest programmes. 

Technology in languages is not solely a recent phenomenon. 

However, Professor Higgins taught flower girl Eliza to pronounce "h" with an open flame - these days he would use the Virtual classroom with Promethean whiteboard and he would give up his efforts to describe all slangs and dialects. But we should be relieved that in his time such devices didn't existed. If Eliza´s poem hadn't been burnt we wouldn't have been able to enjoy the classic film ”My Fair Lady”.

Enough of this speculation - on with the task!

Our ten years experience with multimedia and Internet in last year in education shows increasing motivation, increases learning speed and, the main advantage, creates new very open relationships between teachers and kids. New relationships are a direct consequence of the changing role of teachers. IT significantly changes student attitudes to literature and to knowledge and facilitates easier understanding of natural laws.

INTERNET is the school of the 21st Century. 

I have quoted J. A. Comenius in this article several times, so let him have the final word:

"Let the beginning and the end of our didactics be: seek and find the methods where the teacher teaches less but they who sit in the desks, learn more. Let schools have less rush, less antipathy and less vain effort, but more well-being, convenience and permanent gain."

www.isss.cz
1



[image: image1.wmf]