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" the World
Wide Web
a n d  e m a i l
offer
l a n g u a g e
professionals
the twin
virtues of
topical i ty and
authent ic i ty"

In this paper we attempt to relate Internet use to realistic MFL
teaching practice. This is done both crit ically and practically,
and in the l ight of a survey of teachers' attitudes. We define
different Internet functions, identifying intrinsic pedagogical
advantages and constraints. Internet use is placed within the
frame of existing language learning methodology.

MOTIVATIONS

Language learners and teachers in the late nineties
increasingly find themselves unable to resist the
pull of the Internet. Part of this compulsion rs
undoub ted l y  t he  push ing  o f  t echno logy  by
interested parties: the NCET (now BECTa) has said
that the Internet "cannot be ignored" because it
"is currently receiving considerable attention in
the media and has become so prominent" (NCET,
1995). If there is any market push, it would appear
to be coming f rom hardware and sof tware
compan ies  ra the r  t han  f rom c lass room
pract i t ioners desperate to use the Internet .  In
higher education, many researchers work in the
hope that  " Internet-based teaching wi l l  a l low
educators to accommodate more students wi th
diminishing funds" (Thomas et al. 1998: 149).

The same language teachers frequently operate
within a general culture of disaffection from, or
lack of confidence in, Information Technology (IT).
In an earlier study of general IT use in modern
language classrooms, Gray (1997) found an under-
use of existing resources, with modern languages
departments work ing in  iso lat ion f rom school
provision, and consequent diff iculties in access
to technology and i ts  in tegrat ion in to normal
classroom practice.

In purely educational terms, however, the World
Wide Web and email offer language professionals
the twin virtues of topicality and authenticity. The
Internet provides uniquely powerful facil i t ies to
cross borders and d ive headlong into a bain
linguistique of authentic texts and communicative
possibil i t ies. The value of the Internet to teachers
and  l i ngu i s t s  i s  s t i l l ,  howeve r ,  l a rge l y  more

potential than actual, more commercial promrse
than educational practice. We often make do with
a rather vague idea of what it might be able to do
for us, and feel our way forward in the dark,
through the promise of  l is ts  of  fur ther  page
addresses.  When the NCET remarks that  "our

knowledge of  the t rue potent ia l  o f  wi le  area
ne twork ing  techno log ies  f o r  educa t i on  i s
comparatively l imited" (NCET, 1995: iv), it is with
enthusiasm rather  than caut ion.

P E D A G O G I C  V A L U E  O F  T H E
I N T E R N E T  -  S O M E  T E A C H E R S '
RESPONSES

Whatever the external pressures may be to use
new technologies,  fore ign language teachers '
engagement with the Internet can have various
intrinsic motives. Teachers are conscious of their
dual role as l inguists and educators. As language
pract i t ioners,  teachers may real is t ica l ly  regard
foreign language Internet use as a tool in their
own personal resourcing. In May 1998 a survey
of l5 secondary schoois in the Merseyside area
targeted language teachers involved in in i t ia l
teacher training. The returns broadly supported
this perspective: comments such as, "it 's good for
me personally to keep up high-level French", and
"I use it for my own purposes", imply that the
time-consuming and complex tasks of sift ing and
sorting through a great range of foreign language
mater ia l  are bet ter  su i ted to conf ident  adul ts
familiar with the language and its contexts. Further,
the fore ign language teacher is  appropr iate ly
ident i f ied as a l inguist  and l i fe- long learner ,
swimming readily and habitually in the undiluted
waters of the target language.

In their role as educators, however, teachers
will be anxious to assess accurately the pedagogic
value of the Internet. The same survey netted
cautious responses, with teachers keen to submit
Internet use to the test of economic value. "It 's a
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costly way to expose learners to authentic texts",

says one respondent ,  summaris ing a common
perception. In addition to initial outlay, the spiral

of increasingly sophisticated software requiring

increasingly sophisticated hardware (otherwise

known as 'upgrading') ensures that the cost is

such  tha t  i t  cou ld  on l y  be  j us t i f i ed  on  an

institution-wide basis. This is particularly true of
the World Wide Web, where an increasing number

of sites deploying the latest web technologies are

s imp ly  i naccess ib le  f r om lower -spec i f i ca t i on

setups.  Tra in ing and support  are a lso ongoing

costs. Existing init iatives at governmental level to

equ ip  schoo l s  w i t h  cu r ren t  I n fo rma t i on  and

Communications Technology (ICT) such as the

National Grid for Learning make some impact on

the cost consideration (Connecting the Learning

Society, 1997), so that inventive and useful foreign

language applications can be harnessed to already

existing school wide infrastructures.

Ano the r  t eache r  repo r t s  t ha t  ICT  work ,

including use of the Internet, "doesn't seem to

make a real difference to the children's language

learning". Serious consideration must be given to

the effectiveness of our practices, and currently, a

limited amount of data exists to quantify the 'value-

added '  wo r th  o f  l ea rne rs '  engagemen t  w i t h

Internet language material.

Today ' s  schoo l ch i l d ren  can  ha rd l y  l ea rn

languages  by  unmed ia ted  immers ion  i n  t he

Internet - any more than they might do so by

watching fore ign sate l l i te  te lev is ion a l l  day,  or

working their own way through a series of foreign

language  v ideos .  The re  i s  a  c ruc ia l  need  to

evaluate the language learning possibil i t ies of the

Internet. A valid reason for its use l ies in the appeal

of  the main Internet  act iv i t ies,  i ts  resource and

contact  possib i l i t ies:  the Web is  a medium that

learners are l ikely to use recreationally. Different

teachers in  the survey expressed th is  rat ionale,

re fe r r i ng  t o  I n te rne t  ac t i v i t y  as  "a  un ique

motivator", "really engaging for the learners", and

in one case "a means for the learners to make

contact intemationally".

L' INTERNET, C'EST QUOI?

What is meant by 'Internet material ', or 'Internet

activity'? Internet learning could be as broad a

topic as book-based learning. It may be useful,

within a language learning context, to categorise

the Internet broadly as l) message 2) material, and

3) instruction.

Message :  Ema i l  p rov ides  the  po ten t i a l  f o r

reciprocal l inks between learners and speakers of

their target language. Group communication within

specific cultural contexts is also possible through

newsgroups (Usenet), as are collaborative projects

based on language interchange. Teachers may use

ema i l  and  bu l l e t i n  boa rds  t o  sha re  t he i r

experiences, and videoconferencing may also be
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util ised across the Internet. Considerable effort,

of course. is often needed to build and sustain a
genu ine  and  p roduc t i ve  commun ica t i ve

environment.

Material: The amount of 'material 'on the Web is

both colossal  and unstructured.  The k inds of

material that the language teacher needs first to

find, and then sift and put to good use, would

encompass any and all documentation, reference

and source material relating to the target Ianguage

countries. The authenticity of this material should

lend  i t se l f  s t rong l y  t o  cu r ren t  t each ing

methodology, offering valid sources of language

rooted in the context of the native speaker. An

inc reas ing  number  o f  webs i t es  a re  be ing

established by public or cultural authorities in the

countries of our most commonly learnt modern

fo re ign  l anguages .  The  In te rne t  t r ave l l e r  -

popu la r l y ,  t he  F rench  i n te rnau te '  Span i sh

internauta, or UK/US surfer - can use the lists or

directories of hypertext l inks provided by these

sites to locate topical and authentic information

within categories such as fi lm, current events,

health, population and pop songs.

Instruction: Dedicated instructional material on

the Internet usually takes the form of electronic

ve rs ions  o f  pape r -based  read ing  o r  exe rc i se

material - which is usually returned to paper via a

printer - and electronic material to interact with.

What we may call the 'virtual paper' material may

inc lude dedicated teaching mater ia l  -  expl ic i t

courses. exercises, tasks and activit ies designed

for language teaching and learning. In practice,

such material rarely offers much that could not be

more conveniently obtained in the form of 'actual

paper' materials, along with standard audio and

visual resources.

If the usefulness of web 'resources' were to be

rated against  thei r  convenience or  uniqueness in

re lat ion to t radi t ional  resources,  then the real

strengths of the web lie on the one hand in foreign

language news sources and st ructured topical

i n fo rma t i on  (ma te r i a l ) ,  and  on  the  o the r  i n

interactive communication possibil i t ies (message)

such as email or chat facilities (Internet Relay Chat)

with speakers of the foreign language. It is much

more convenient to access selections from online

versions of foreign news on the web' Such sites

come w i th  power fu l  compu te r -based  s i f t i ng

and search facil i t ies that elevate them above the
'virtual paper'category. Learners may pursue links

through related material, charting a course through

the data. Equally, no traditional distance methods

of communication between learners and native

speakers are as d i rect  or  textual  as emai l  or

organised Internet-based methods of reciprocal

contact such as newsgroups and bulletin boards'

While accessible and searchable online news

and topics are a reality, interactive online software

" ln their  role
as educators,

however,
teachers will

be anxious to
assess

accurately the
pedagogic

value of the
lnternet"
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" loca te

foreign
l a n g u a g e
In terne t
act iv i t ies
within known
patterns of
l a n g u a g e
learn ing  and
l a n g u a g e
acqu is i t ion"

(instruction) is sti l l  largely potential. In theory
language learners could interact with, respond to,
and receive feedback f rom, onl ine sof tware.
Software 'online' at present seldom offers anything
that normal off-line software (perhaps downloaded
from the Internet)  cannot  prov ide just  as wel l .
However, web pages have for some time had the
potent ia l  to  inc lude interact ion in  the form of
feedback, quizzes, and interactive maps. Courses
may be managed and assessed using specialised
web authoring tools; communication forums can
also be provided in the form of point-and-click
web bulletin boards; and it is increasingly practical
to embed sound and video components, as well
as run multimedia interactions using web browser
' p l u g - i n s '  s u c h  a s  F l a s h  o r  S h o c k w a v e .
Al ternat ive ly , 'v i r tual  c lassroom' serv ices (such
as Frangais Actuel )  increasingly  in tegrate the
mu l t imed ia  s to rage  capac i t y  o f  CD-ROM
techno logy  w i th  t he  t op i ca l  and  upda tab le
characteristics of the Internet in order to structure
and support Internet learning.

A key problem with instructional 'material ' ( in
the broad sense) on the web is that what is bil led
as teaching material frequently turns out to be a
reference to teaching material, or a list of further
l i nks  t o  t he  same ' t each ing  ma te r i a l ' .  Many
hypertext l inks can seem promising but lead to
'material' (whether authentic resource material, or
des igned  i ns t ruc t i ona l  ma te r i a l )  t ha t  can  be
variously thin, old-hat, irrelevant, or commercial.
Not uncommonly, a long trail of links can end up
in a blind alley, with a telephone number, an advert,
or yet another list.

AUTH ENTICITY AND TOPICALITY

Unarguably, then, the Internet can give access to
au then t i c  and  up - to -da te  news  repo r t s  and
(sometimes) structured topic data, from the target
language countries. Newspaper and press material,
often printed rn digestible, clearly presented form
with appropr iate search references,  br ings the
linguist far closer to the actuality of the country
than might any random purchase of a range of
da i l y  and  week l y  newspapers  o r  pe r i od i ca l s .
Access to foreign Internet newspapers enables
issue-based enquiry and topical research, where
the user may pursue a coherent theme (le procis
Papon, los gitanos, new German spelling) through
a great range ofnational publications. Possibil i t ies
for comparison in form and content are enhanced
and the diversity of treatment, register and 'house

styles' across different publications/sources wil l
be encountered in a real and visual way. Recent
emphases on language register, beginning with the
National Curriculum for England, point up a need
to familiarise young learners with text and style,
as part of a process that extends across the whole
curriculum. Scope for personal discovery and
investigation is enhanced, so that the acquisit ion
of key information - selected, extracted - in the
foreign language is within the reach of learners of

different abil it ies.
Med ia  and  p ress  ex t rac t s  a re  read i l y

signposted and reached, in contrast to the wider
range of  source mater ia l ,  on the Internet .  For
example, Internet directories (or catalogues) such
a s  Y a h o o ! - ( i n c l u d i n g  i t s  v a r i o u s  E u r o p e a n
inca rna t i ons )  p rov ide  easy  po in t -and -c l i ck
hypertext access to a wide range of newspaper
digests,  wi thout  the need to per form a search.
Other  nat ive 'd i rector ies '  inc lude l , {omade in
France, Apali in Spain, andweb.de in Germany.

T H E  T N T E R N E T  F O R  ( S O M E )
LANGUAGE LEARNING?

It is interesting to try to locate foreign language
In te rne t  ac t i v i t i es  w i t h i n  known  pa t te rns  o f
language learning and language acquisit ion. While
no single theory suits everyone, it is reasonably
safe to refer  to  an establ ished method which
underpins much language teaching and learning
in this country. Such a general method would set
out the largely l inear process of movement from
reception to production of the language, inspired
by Hawkins (1987). Later, we have the l inked steps
of  presentat ion,  pract ice and product ion (e.g.
Cajkler & Addelman, 1993) of new vdcabulary and
structures. Moreover, such teaching would aim to
foster ,  where possib le,  the ' in tent ion to mean'
(Hawkins. 1987) at the heart of communicative
methods, so learners may use, rather than merely
learn, language. (The National Curriculum for
England endorses this, with an early signall ing of
"using language for real purposes, as well as to
practise skil ls"). Engaging with Internet language
material in a structured setting would fulfil the first
recognised stage by introducing learners to old
and new language, so they familiarise themselves
with form and meaning. Carefully selected material
and  ac t i v i t i es  wou ld  hope fu l l y  p romo te  the
intention to mean, and address the 'real purposes'
ideal.

The next stage in such a sequence requires
learners to work with the new language in guided,
prompted contexts, thus, practising and reinforcing
new words and forms. Established techniques of
g i s t  comprehens ion ,  re fo rmu la t i on ,  t ex t
manipulation, translation and re-translation, cloze
procedures, rewrit ing and reordering, applied to
the new, topical authentic material, would meet this
objective, made easier perhaps by ICT facil i t ies
for textual intervention. However, this 'middle

stage' of language learning is enhanced by the
possibil i t ies of suitable Internet material lending
itself to interactive skil ls such as selecting and
ordering data, prioritising, sorting and discarding
information, pursuing and developing a l ine of
enquiry (often through hypertext l inks). All of
these funct ions may be language enhancing,
necessar i ly  augment ing previously  ass imi lated
vocabu la ry  w i t h  newer  i t ems ,  repea t i ng ,
consol idat ing and reforming them in a fa i r ly
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independent way.
The final stage, where learners actively use and

man ipu la te  t he i r  new  l anguage  i n  a  more
au tonomous  way ,  m igh t  be  re f l ec ted  i n  t he
l a n g u a g e  c l a s s r o o m ' s  u s u a l ' p r o d u c t s ' :  a
redrafting or presentation of material, a r6sume or
' answer '  t o  a  ques t i on  whose  answer  1ay  i n
research through fore ign language data,  the
i n d i v i d u a l i s e d  r e s p o n s e s  o r  r o l e - t a k i n g
engendered by the material would all represent
learn ing outcomes.  In addi t ion,  there ex is t  the
ac t i v i t y  and  i n te rac t i v i t y  o f  t he  message
possib i l i t ies of  the technology,  where a learner
might produce their own response, contribution
or  composi t ion d i rected to the in format ion,  or
correspondent, on screen. Gil les Bousquet (1997)
describes la logique of the lnternet: the learners
are no longer recipients ofmaterial but processors
and, ideally, creators. Access to the Internet must
not be confused with learning or teaching, he
asserts. which makes the educational method for
its use all the more crucial.

Fo r  p resen t -day  ang lophone  l anguage
teachers, a chief constraint of the communicative
classroom is its artif iciality, resulting in the need
t o  e l i c i t  r e s p o n s e s  t o  i m a g i n e d  ' a u t h e n t i c '

s i tuat ions.  The same ' log ic '  o f  the Internet 's
communication possibil i t ies mitigates this, to some
extent, by providing more real l isteners, or more
real sources and purposes for information retrieval.

A specimen plan for educational Internet use
follows, based on an examination of a one-stop
web site, "France 

@ la carte" . This example could
be  upda ted  fo r  t he  2000  Eu ropean  Foo tba l l
Championships or  adapted to a range of  other
con tex t s .  The  scheme o f  ac t i v i t i es  does  no t
constitute a lesson plan nor a prescribed set of
aims, but rather sets out a suggested approach to
t rea t i ng  I n te rne t  resou rces ,  w i t h  examp les ,
structuring learning and language use built around
a specific topic. Activit ies make progressive use
of both language and technology, requiring the
learner to become increasinslv autonomous. Work

may be undertaken singly or in groups, and the
language  o f  i ns t ruc t i on  s imp ly  re f l ec t s  t he
language of the site. The schema does not set out
to represent  s tandard pract ice,  and is  gener ic
rather than specifically intended for any one group
of learners, being but an attempt to dip one's toe
in  t he  l a rge l y  uncha r ted  wa te rs  o f  I n te rne t
methods.

R E F E R E N C  E S

Bousquet, G. (1997)'Internet et le frangais des affaires:

vers une nouvell e frontidre' . Le Jiangais dans Ie

monde No.293, Nov-Dec, pp.64-67.

Cajkler, W. & Addelman, R. ( 1993) The Practice oJ

F o re ign Language Te ac hin g, DF P.

DFE ( 1995) MFL in the National Curriculum.

Gray, C. ( 1997) 'lT in the West Midlands - facts and

views' . Language LearningJournal, No I 8 pp. 52-59.

Hawkins, E.W. (1987) Modern Languages in the

C urric u lum, Cambridge Universiry Press.

NCET ( 1995) "Highways for Learning. An

Introduction to the Intemet for schools and

colleges".

Thomas, P. et al (1998)'A holistic approach to

supporting distance leaming using the Internet:

transformation, not translation'. B ritish Journal of

Educational kchnology, Vol 29 No 2, pp.149-161.

WEB ADDRESSES

France @ la carte

L i n g u @ n e t

Directories

Yahoo :

Apa l i :

Nomade :

web.de:

E u r o p e a n  s e a r c h

ht tp: / /www. i rancealac ar te.  org.  uk/

ht tp : / /www. l inguanet.org.uk

ht tp : / /www.yahoo.co.uk

ht tp : / /www.apal i .com/

ht tp : / /www.nomade.f r l

ht tp: / /www.web. de

eng ine  h t t p : / /www.eu roseek . com
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