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A BARE-BONES SUMMARY

Abstract

The presenters will explore ways to overcome the barriers commonly associated with
instruction via interactive television in an effort to create an environment conducive to
communicative language teaching.

Overview of Interactive Television

Since 1991, Arizona Western College has “narrowcast” through interactive television
college courses to other sites within and outside of Yuma County, a sparsely populated
area of southwestern Arizona. This method of course delivery reaches students at distant
sites not large enough to support a class and also allows teachers at several sites to offer
courses to a larger student pool. It allows for more variety of courses available, and thus
enables students to take courses necessary for a certificate or degree program. A
partnership established between AWC and Northern Arizona University has allowed for
the sharing of ITV facilities.

Each site has one or more classrooms with television cameras, large TV monitors, and
microphones for both students and instructors. The classrooms are similar at all sites and
also contain pad cameras and Internet connections.

The ITV synchronous technology uses two-way audio and video allowing all participants
to see, hear, and interact with each other. Remote-controlled television cameras are
mounted above large monitors in the front and rear of the classroom. The instructor wears
a wireless microphone that allows him or her to move freely about the classroom using
the pad camera or whiteboard as needed. Students sit at tables equipped with a
microphone for each student.

The technicians play an important role in ITV courses. They control the cameras, the
volume of each microphone, and what is seen on the monitors. They troubleshoot
technical problems with the remote site technicians and keep the instructor informed.

The number and variety of course offerings has increased greatly since the inception of
ITV at AWC nine years ago. Currently courses are offered on ITV from nearly every
department in the college. Speech, law enforcement, accounting, anthropology, and ethics
are among the courses offered in Spring Semester 2000. On past course listings for ITV
are language classes: Spanish 101, Mexican American Literature, and ESL.
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Sample Case — Language Workshop I
Language Workshop I is a beginning level listening and speaking class taught two days a

week. Encouraging language development through student made storyboards, it is one
component of the first of five levels of ESL offered on AWC’s main campus. Students
brainstorm various topics in order to plan a storyboard using Polaroid pictures with
appropriate captions. After taking the pictures needed for the topic and pasting them to a
large piece of cardboard with the captions, the students practice and present the
information to other members of the class.

In 1998, the ESL department offered Language Workshop I on the main campus and
through ITV to San Luis, Arizona, a community about 25 miles south of Yuma, on the
U.S.-Mexican border. Approximately 20 students enrolled in the main campus section of
the course and 4 students in San Luis enrolled. The students at both sites indicated that
they learned from, enjoyed, and were satisfied with the course.

The communicative activities typically used in a listening and speaking format can be
adapted for use on ITV. Information gap activities are a natural across sites because of
the different sets of information available to the students. The activity shown on video
tape to those attending this presentation is one in which the students are answering
questions about the college services available at the different sites; i.e., snack bar, library
facilities, and transportation. The students at both sites learned information previously
unknown to them.

Barriers Typically Associated with ITV

Any instructor who has taught via interactive television, regardless of his or her
discipline, will tell you that this medium presents a set issues or variables that one does
not normally have to deal with in a traditional classroom setting.

First of all, you have the issue of distance. The instructor and students are not all in the
same room.

The technology and classroom configuration may create a less-than-warm environment.
The furniture may be stationary. Each student has a microphone right in front of him or
her. They have to be careful not to tap their pen or rustle papers as these sounds will be
carried across the system. (Such sounds are very annoying to those at other sites.) They
will have to look at a monitor to see their instructor or fellow classmates at distant sites.

You might encounter some reluctance on the part of students. All the microphones,
cameras, and monitors may intimidate them. They might want their instructor in the
same room. (They may not really know what an ITV class is when they sign for one and
s0, they might be a bit surprised when they walk into the classroom for the first time.)

For the instructor, all those communicative/collaborative activities you’ve had success
with in a traditional classroom setting become a little trickier when you try to get students
to interact with each other across sites.
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Spontaneity in instruction becomes limited. You can’t always take that brainstorm you
came up with while driving to work and implement it that day, especially if the students
will need materials for this activity.

And finally, video and audio materials you use in a traditional classroom are not
necessarily cleared for use in ITV because what you are now doing is broadcasting these
materials. This adds a whole new dimension.

Ways to Overcome Barriers and Help Make Students More Comfortable

There are a number of things instructors and support staff can do to overcome most of the
issues we’ve just described.

First of all, the instructor should try to contact the students before the first session
through a letter which clues them in as to what they can expect in an ITV class- the mode
of delivery, the types of activities they will be involved in, etc. It could also contain
some personal information about the instructor. This will help the students at distant sites
to see their instructor as a real person and not just an entity they see through a television
monitor. If you are unable to contact the students before the first session, it’s a good idea
to have this letter waiting for them at their places when they arrive on that first day.

(In the handouts, you will find a couple of sample letters- one that Lee wrote for an
introductory class and one I prepared for a higher-level class.)

As students arrive for this first session, it is also a nice idea to have a little music playing
in the background to put them at ease in this high tech. environment.

Before instruction begins, it is important to give students a thorough orientation to ITV,
the system and equipment. At our school, the ITV coordinator handles this in person.
Other schools will use a video. It is important that students know right from the start the
Do’s and Don’ts-

Don’t tap on the mike.

Don’t rumple papers or whisper to your neighbor.

Push the button before you speak (if that’s the kind of system you have).

Identify yourself and your location when you speak so the control room operator
can find you easily. :

Remember that you are being taped. (All our ITV classes are taped and held for
two weeks. We’ll explain the purpose of that later on.)

If you are teaching a lower-level class, you might want to arrange to have a teaching
assistant in addition to the control room operator at the distant site(s). In Lee’s case, she
had a workstudy. The purpose of this person is to give the students the extra attention
they may need at this level and to help the instructor make sure everyone in on the right
page, etc. '

Student feedback is important in any class but particularly in an ITV class. You want to

know how the students are feeling, any frustrations they may be experiencing and so on.

As you know, there are a number of ways to get feedback from your students such as
One-minute Paper (Cross and Angelo)

4 3
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Postcards (Some instructors will require their students to send them X # of
postcards throughout the semester to let them know how things are going and if there are
any areas they need clarification on.)

Informal visiting over the system before class. (This also helps them to get to
know you and you them.)

We encourage our instructors to visit the distant site(s) at least once a semester and teach
from there if at all possible. It’s good for the students to meet their instructor in person.
It is also good for the students that are normally with you to experience what it’s like to
be a student at a distant site.

In order to facilitate these visits, we provide travel assistance in the form of mileage or a
rental car, lodging and meals as needed. Our division chairs also help arrange for
substitutes for the classes instructors will have to miss due to travel.

Earlier Lee shared with you some of the communicative activities she’s had success with.
We’ve found that the types of activities one does in a traditional classroom setting can
also be done successfully in an ITV setting. It just takes a little more creativity and
planning to work through the logistics of it all.

For example, we’ve found that you can form a small group comprised of students from
one or more sites and that an instructor can work one-on-one with a student at a distant
site by way of cellular phone and a pad camera (also known as an Elmo). This is where
the control room operator and experienced ITV instructors in the form of mentors can
help.

Stephen Fleming from the University of Hawaii has a nice website for foreign language
instructors teaching via ITV. You’ll find the URL on the handout. Based on his
experience teaching Chinese via ITV, he offers a number of recommended activities.

Teaching via interactive television doesn't just involve overcoming obstacles. In addition
to being able to reach students at distant sites, there are also some advantages not
normally afforded in a traditional classroom setting.

To begin with, at least at our school, the sessions are taped. The tapes are kept for two
weeks and put on reserve. This enables students who miss a class to catch up. It also
allows students a chance to review parts of a lesson they are still a little unsure about.
(Taping sessions also provides a safeguard against technical problems. If the system
breaks down, the students at the distant sites will have an opportunity to view the
session(s) they missed.)

An added benefit of taping the sessions is that it cuts down on cheating. Students do,
however, eventually forget about all the cameras and monitors around them. We’ve had
a couple of instances at our school in which students have been caught cheating on tape.

And finally, the ITV classroom often has audio-visual aids not readily available in many
traditional classrooms such as the pad camera, which is a wonderful tool for showing
small objects and zeroing in on texts.

S
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Miscellaneous Considerations/Tips

Clothing and jewelry worn by instructors on ITV needs to be chosen with the camera in
mind. Solid muted colors are easier to view on television and are not distracting.
Jewelry should not make noise or be in a position to bump the microphone. If a wireless
microphone is used, a pocket or belt is needed to hold the battery pack.

The turnaround time needed for materials, such as tests, to reach a remote site, be used in
class, and then returned to the instructor needs to be planned for.

Using name cards for each student that are large enough to be clearly visible at the other
site is a way of helping the students get to know each other.

Periodic rephrasing, paraphrasing, and checking for clarity are necessary to insure student
understanding.

Training Program
As I mentioned earlier, it is important for students to feel comfortable in an ITV setting.

This is equally important for the instructor. For this reason, our faculty go through an
eight-hour workshop spread out over two days. This workshop is open to not just those
who will definitely teach an ITV course but also those that are interested in learning more
about the topic and exploring applications within their discipline as well as their comfort
zone. Teaching via interactive television is not for everyone. Fortunately we have not
had to force anyone to teach via ITV. (If the instructor is not comfortable, the students
will not be either.)

We use a very hands-on approach with the workshop. Our purpose is to have them
experience the medium as both an instructor and a student. We usually have participants
at a distant site. If that’s not possible, we will create a distant site in the ITV classroom
next door.

In addition to learning about interactive television (how it works, the technology
involved, ways to create a good learning environment, etc.), the participants have the
opportunity to present two 10-minute mini-lessons.
In order to give these mini-lessons the flavor of a full-length lesson, we ask them to
include the components typically found in a typical session:

Objective: Making students overtly aware of what they are to learn

Bridge-in: Motivating information that shows how lesson content is relevant
to students' lives; why it is important to learn this material

Pre-test: Quick check of students' prior knowledge of material

Activity: How the students will learn and utilize the new information
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Post-test: Brief affirmation that students have mastered lesson objectives

During each lesson, the other participants play two roles:
They play the role of students (on-site as well as distant-site).
They serve as a source for positive written feedback.

We encourage the participants to experiment in these lessons to find out what works and
doesn’t work. In addition to receiving feedback from their fellow participants, they also
receive input from the trainers, control room operators, and experienced ITV instructors
that are present.

If a particular activity doesn’t pan out as planned, chances are that someone will be able
to come up with a way for making it work.

By the time the workshop is over, the participants have a good understanding as to what
teaching via interactive television entails, as well as some practical experience under their
belts. At this point, they are ready to begin planning the course(s) they will teach should
this be something they wish to pursue.

Recommended References

Foreign Languages on ITV (web site sponsored by National Foreign Language Resource
Center - University of Hawaii), http://nts.111.hawaii.edu/flitv

Teaching at a Distance: A Handbook for Instructors - League for Innovation in the
Community College, 1999, http://www.league.org
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