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ABSTRACT

The last decade has seen many changes in the university sector and European languages have been particularly hard hit as they are costly to deliver.  At the University of New England in Australia, where  the situation has been exacerbated by internal financial problems, strategies have had to be devised so that French students continue to receive  quality  courses.  The solution lies in using multimedia, although this may have a limited lifespan for some groups of students.  Online delivery is also seen to be a compensating factor where there are limited resources, but it is important that expertise in this area be acquired rapidly if its full impact is to be felt.  Online delivery per se does not necessarily lead to improved quality.
Literature review

A number of benefits have recently been shown for students related to the general use of technology  for foreign language learning.  These include improved motivation, self-concept and mastery of basic skills, increased student centred learning and engagement in the learning process (Stepp-Greany, 2002).  As technology adoption for language teaching and learning continues to grow, studies confirm that learners often display improved thinking skills, recall and active language processing (Dwyer, 1996; Weiss, 1994).  Use of multimedia technologies for low-achieving students have been shown to have facilitated learning when used to illustrate concepts and factual information (Nowaczyk, 1998).  For networked classrooms, Beauvois (1998) found that more student-student interaction promoted communicative awareness, as self-disclosure through conversation was common.  In addition, research has established that online learning fosters increased confidence, by enabling learners to routinise expressions, thereby promoting the development of automatic structures when speaking.

While technology-enhanced learning has been applauded in the research literature as improving and supporting language learning, it is the theory of constructivism that underpins instructional design of technology that drives new approaches to language learning (McLoughlin & Oliver, 1998).  Constructivism posits that students assume responsibility for their learning and that the teacher  is a facilitator rather than model.

Another major influence on language learning has been 'whole language' philosophy, which proposes that learning moves from part to whole (Schrum & Glisan, 2000).  Whole language theorists reject the view  that language is best acquired by mastering grammar and sub-skills that build towards speaking and writing (Weaver, 1990).  Instead, by experiencing language in whole, meaningful units, students learn to reorganise and restructure meaningful usage.  The present study provides evidence that technology-enhanced learning promotes successful outcomes when compared with more traditional methods of language learning.

Changes affecting French language teaching at UNE

In the past decade, there have been increasing resource restraints at UNE arising both from government cuts, growing competition for university places in the post-Dawkins era and severe financial problems specific to UNE which, although are now under control, still impact adversely upon faculties.  The problems in French are compounded by a drastic reduction in staff.  In 1995, there were eight full-time and two half-time members of staff, including a native  speaker.  In 2002, there are three full-time and one half-time staff members and no native speaker, with no likelihood of a further appointment, as European languages at UNE, as elsewhere in Australia, are in jeopardy.  Last year, Modern Greek was closed down at UNE and Italian survived by acquiring funding from the Italian government.   In addition, students began to need more flexible delivery of French courses.  They were no longer able to afford the time or money to attend intensive on-campus courses which were an integral part of the often-cited 'New England model'.

The New England model

The School of Languages, Cultures and Linguistics at UNE is the only one in Australia to offer French externally (by distance education) as well as internally (on campus).  The 'New England model' for teaching through distance education  was highly-successful over at least a twenty-five year period.  So far as first-year French was concerned, it involved holding a compulsory week-end school in the centre of Sydney, where most of our external students lived, at the start of each academic year.  The idea was to launch students into their tertiary studies with motivating and morale-boosting intensive sessions, to allay their fears and to establish good channels of communication between staff and students, so that students felt at ease about contacting  their co-ordinator throughout the year.  Students were then left to study in isolation, to submit regular assessment tasks and to receive both written  and recorded feedback  on these.  Importantly, there was also a compulsory four-day residential school in late September in Armidale, when substantial revision could be done and considerable opportunities for oral practice given.   This provided sufficient support to enable students to continue  their studies in isolation until the end-of-year examination and it was also possible to conduct  face-to-face oral and aural testing at the September residential school.  However, the New England model was costly to administer.  Clearly, it was necessary to devise a new, but equally effective model for teaching French at a distance.  The challenge was to continue to provide quality French programmes for our students with less money and fewer staff available to do so.

Different language teaching modes

Because of its considerable expertise in teaching both externally and internally, UNE French was invited in 1992 to provide language courses through Open Learning (based on the British Open University system) to students who would be studying with no face-to-face contact whatsoever.  Since then, French at UNE has been offered through three modes of delivery:

TABLE 1:  STUDENT  GROUPS  AND  MODES  OF  STUDY

	Student group 
	Study Mode
	Learning approach

	1. Internal (On campus)
	Face-to-face on campus
	Traditional ie teacher directed

	2. External (off-campus)
	Distance education, mainly off campus 
	Independent,  with some face-to-face sessions

	3. Open Learning


	Distance education, totally off

campus
	Independent, with no face-to-face sessions


Interestingly, it was the Open Learning students' experience which suggested a solution.  These students had been using a multimedia course, French in Action, with unexpected success and research in this domain led to the questioning of previous assumptions about the intrinsic value of face-to-face teaching.

Response to challenges

In terms of the three groups of first-year students learning French ab initio, how did UNE French respond to the challenges?  No changes were made to the internal student programme, as these students received face-to-face teaching throughout the academic year and their numbers were relatively small.  So far as the external students were concerned, as there were no funds for the compulsory week-end school in Sydney, this was abolished and students were expected to embark on their studies alone.  However, a compulsory four-day residential school in Armidale was put in place in April which, it was thought, would be a necessary lifeline.  Clearly, there was then no further face-to-face contact for the rest of the academic year and no face-to-face testing was now possible.  This seemed to be far from ideal, but the Open Learning students' experience cast a new light on the situation.  

At this stage, the internal and external students were using a traditional, non-technology based method of language learning:

TABLE 2:  DIFFERENT  METHODOLOGIES  USED  TO  TEACH  FRENCH

	Student Cohort
	Methodology



	Internal – On campus, face-to face mode of study
	Bonjour, ça va? is a  method of teaching French developed in North America.  It is a traditional, grammar-based course with explanations in English.  Each lesson is devoted to a new point of grammar  and the accompanying exercises in the textbook and workbook are meant to reinforce  the grammar.  The internal students were taught the grammar points and assisted with the exercises.

	External – Off-campus distance learners
	The external students self-taught and self-directed their own learning of Bonjour ça va? except for a brief, intensive week-end school at  the start of their studies and a four-day residential school six months later.  They received regular correspondence from academics to facilitate this process in written and audio form.



	Group 3 – Open Learning

(Self-paced, resource-based learning)
	The Open Learning students used an innovative multimedia course, French in Action, developed at Yale.  A semi-immersion course, it comprises twenty-six 30-minute videos entirely in French, filmed in France, together with related text/workbooks.  There is a continuous storyline involving key characters and less emphasis on grammar, but more on French being used for active communication in a large variety of situations.




It was decided to compare the overall performance of all three groups of first-year students in 1992, when the New England model was still being utilised for external students.  The statistical testing was necessarily of an exploratory nature because of the different methodologies used, although it was found possible to standardise the unit format over the three modes of delivery.  Surprisingly, it was found that the Open Learning students' performance was statistically significantly better than that of students in BOTH the other groups, despite their having learned French in total isolation.  In fact, their scores were quite outstanding, as the difference between means yielded a high z value of 5.34, which is statistically significantly better than the internals and externals combined:

TABLE  3      RELATIVE  PERFORMANCE  OF  STUDENTS  IN   FINAL  MARKS  1992
	Mode of Study
	Average Final Mark

(with standard deviation in parentheses)

	Open Learning
	78.28

(9.87)

	On campus
	66.1

(12.34)

	Off campus
	73.07

(10.55)

	On campus+ off campus
	70.75

(11.59)


 In 1993, further statistical tests were carried out on comparative groups of first-year ab initio students in order to determine whether the 1992 results had been merely a fluke, but once again, Open Learning students performed statistically significantly better than the students in the other two groups:

Table  4:    RELATIVE PERFORMANCE OF STUDENTS IN 1993 

	Mode of Study
	Average Final Mark (with standard deviation in parentheses)

	Open Learning
	77.80

(9.26)

	Internal
	68.47

(13.28)

	External
	72.46

(11.70)

	Internal + External
	71.18

(12.25)


It soon became impossible to ignore the continued positive response from the Open Learning students.  A talkback radio broadcast on the ABC resulted in the switchboard being jammed with enthusiastic Open Learning students and French in Action gained the University of New England fifth place in the list of the most popular Open Learning units in Australia in 1996 out of 250 units.  In 1996, therefore, it was decided to offer French in Action to all three groups of students  in order to see whether technology could continue to overcome the tyranny of distance and solve some of the resource problems.  Bearing in mind the impersonal nature of distance learning and isolation of students, it seemed reasonable to assume that those students with increased teacher-student interraction would acquire greater proficiency in communication.  However, again the Open Learning students outperformed the students in the other two groups in terms of the average final mark, although this time there was no statistical significant difference between the three groups of students:

TABLE 5.  RELATIVE PERFORMANCE OF STUDENTS IN FINAL MARKS 1996 

	Mode of Study
	Average Final Mark (with standard deviation in parentheses)

	Open Learning (using multimedia package)
	80.3

(12.72)

	On campus (using multimedia)
	74.3

(14.16)

	Off-campus (using multimedia)
	77.4

(11.71)


Nevertheless, the Open Learning students had continued to hold their own despite studying in complete isolation all over Australia and beyond and, what is also interesting, is that the students in the other two groups had improved their performance and narrowed the gap.  It seemed that an excellent multi-media course could do much to replace the presence of the teacher in the classroom.  Indeed, when a comparison was made of the performance over THREE years of all French in Action (multimedia) students with that of all students studying a more traditional method, the results WERE statistically significantly different, yielding a high z value (z = 7.3):

TABLE 6:  COMPARISON  OF  ACADEMIC  PERFORMANCE  WITH  MULTIMEDIA  VS.           TRADITIONAL  METHODS

	Method  of teaching
	Average Final Mark (with standard deviation in parentheses)

	French in Action
	78.37

(9.53)

	Traditional Method
	71.49

(11.75)


Furthermore, it was also demonstrated that  in terms of oral and aural proficiency, Open Learning students performed just as well as students in the other two groups and they, in fact, outperformed them in aural skills, where a statistically significant difference was recorded (z = 3.5):

TABLE 7.  AVERAGE MARK ORAL/AURAL/WRITTEN EXAM 1996 

	Skill 
	Off campus
	Open learning
	On campus

	Oral
	78.26

(13.42)
	76.89

(12.31)
	75.34

(13.88)

	Aural
	70.87

(18.36)
	87.15

(12.65)
	68.37

(19.36)

	Written
	74.35

(15.76)
	77.02

(14.81)
	70.00

(18.44)


Such results were the source of considerable encouragement, as there was every reason to believe  that this multimedia course was exceptionally motivational  and could lessen the impact of the increasingly severe financial constraints at UNE.  It is, of course, generally accepted that motivation  is the single most important factor in successful language acquisition.  The studies previously cited uphold these findings and are of vital importance at all levels, but particularly in first year.  If students can be encouraged by technological means to assume responsibility for their learning, then the teacher can be a facilitator rather than a model, which is of benefit in a climate of ever-decreasing language staff.

Attrition

However, the research  shows that  the issue of attrition is a complicating factor in that the highest attrition rates occurred amongst the Open Learning students:

TABLE  8.   ATTRITION RATES  1992, 1993, 1996

	
	
	Internal
	External
	Open Learning

	1992
	Starting numbers
	43
	104
	385

	
	Number sitting exam
	35
	68
	234

	
	% sitting exam
	81
	65
	61

	1993
	Starting numbers
	23
	61
	213

	
	Number sitting exam
	17
	36
	119

	
	% sitting exam
	74
	59
	56

	1996
	Starting numbers
	28
	57
	73

	
	Number sitting exam
	23
	34
	31

	
	% sitting exam
	82
	60
	43


There does seem to be  phenomenon worldwide that when there is no face-to-face teaching at all, there is a high attrition rate.   It is prevalent at the Open University of Hong Kong and no doubt explains why the British Open University is keen to offer support sessions for their language students, some of which are currently being offered in France and called Action in French (sic).  However, although attrition is a serious problem for all modes of delivery, it is by no means an indictment of the technological  approach  to language learning, which has been clearly shown to improve the performance of all students who remain enrolled.  The message is clear.  More multimedia language courses of the calibre of French in Action  need to be developed.

Additional strategies

Whilst it was felt that multimedia solved the problem of decreasing face-to-face contact in French, it was clear that other strategies still needed to be developed, as there is a dearth of multimedia language packages on the market.  In 2001, it was decided to continue to monitor the three groups of French students still using French in Action and also to expand this longitudinal research by including in the study first-year German, Italian, Chinese, Japanese and Indonesian students.  None of these students had the opportunity to study through Open Learning, but all these languages were offered in both internal and external mode.  By this time, staff numbers were low in all the language areas, French being the most buoyant with three and a half.  To accommodate changing student needs, residential schools became optional for all students in the School except French external students (the change occurred in French in 2002) and the upshot was that enrolments increased dramatically.  This  resulted in more security for language teaching, but there were many more students with no face-to-face teaching whatsoever when they opted not to attend the residential school.

TABLE  9.
FIRST-YEAR LANGUAGE  OFFERINGS  AT  UNE  IN 2001

	Language
	Residential school

C: compulsory

O: optional

N: none
	Online component

	French 150 External
	C
	No

	French 150 open learning
	N
	No

	German 150
	O
	Yes

	Italian 100
	O
	No

	Indonesian  100
	O
	Yes

	Japanese  100
	O
	Yes

	Chinese 100
	O
	No


Since its inception, the School has consistently scored highly in terms of student satisfaction with its courses in the CEQ (Course Experience Questionnaire), which is sent annually to all graduating students from all Australian universities and it was determined to maintain this high level of excellence in changing times.  Consequently, a number of languages decided to include an online component, partly in order to satisfy increased student demand, but also to enhance their more traditional units with the aim of increasing language skills at a time when the demand for face-to-face teaching was declining.  French was the only multimedia course on offer in 2001 and relied on its previous success rates, involving a compulsory residential school in April, rather than an online component.  The average final mark for all first-year language students in the School is tabulated, as follows:

TABLE 10 
Average final mark 2001 (standard deviation in parentheses)

	
	Mode of Study

	
	Internal
	External
	Open Learning

	French 150
	68.13

(17.74)
	74.98

(12.54)
	83.13

(8.73)

	German 150
	67.91

(18.14)
	70.05

(14.87)
	

	Italian 100
	78.64

(10.25)
	77.95

(14.06)
	

	Indonesian 100
	73.11

(23.20)
	76.94

(9.77)
	

	Chinese 100
	74.71

(15.83)
	82.58

(9.57)
	

	Japanese 100
	69.54

(13.02)
	79.09

(14.07)
	


So far as French is concerned, the Open Learning students continued to outperform students in both the other groups, as there was a statistically significant difference between Open Learning and internal students (z = 3.55) and between Open Learning and external students (z = 2.79), but there was no statistically significant difference between internal and external students.  The Open Learning students remained solidly in the distinction range, whilst those of the external and internal students had dropped to a credit average.  The uncomfortable implication for academics is that students working without any direct teacher contact but with a multimedia course can outperform students with complete or partial face-to-face teaching, because the role of the teacher can adversely affect student performance to some extent once a freshness of approach has worn off.  It is arguable that some of the initial excitement would inevitably wear off after ten years of teaching even the best possible method.  Is there a boredom factor so far as teachers are concerned which can impede student learning?  Certainly, the Open Learning students would not have felt the effects of this phenomenon.  Perhaps a note of caution needs to be added to the plea for the development of more multimedia language courses, in that if they are to be used in conjunction with face-to-face teaching, they perhaps have a limited life cycle, although this would presumably also apply to traditional language methods.  However, the advantage of multimedia for students learning at a distance is that they are shielded from poor teaching  and the advantage for the provider is that the same package can be successfully used for much longer. 

What about the average final results of the other UNE language students in 2002?  There was no statistically significant difference between internal and external results of German, Italian, Indonesian and Chinese students, even though German and Indonesian did incorporate an online (bulletin board and chat room) component to enhance their offerings.  However, these were new additions to their programme and it may be that the impact of online support is not always felt in the early stages when both lecturers and students are feeling their way.  In the case of Japanese, which had been using online materials for a number of years, there was a statistically significant difference between the overall results of internal and external students (z = 2.19).  It is arguable that online delivery per se does not automatically lead to improved student performance, but what is clear is that academic language staff at UNE have no choice but to move forward in this direction in order to continue to provide high student satisfaction and cope with the rapid changes in the tertiary sector in Australia.

Conclusions

This longitudinal study investigating the comparative academic achievement of three modes of language learning at first-year level demonstrates that students studying without any direct teacher contact outperformed students in the other two groups because of the use of a multimedia package which allowed self-paced, self-directed learning to occur.  The lesson learned is that further multimedia packages should be developed by academics in the area of foreign language teaching at a distance, for both pedagogical and resource-based reasons.  The solid performance of students using a self-directed multimedia package when compared with students following a more traditional method, even with online enhancement, continues to be impressive, thereby overturning the previously-held assumption that face-to-face language teaching is essential. The pedagogical benefits of the multimedia learning environment and the microelements of learner interaction with these resources need to be further investigated and the results applied to the design and evaluation of online units of study, so as to compensate for the present insufficient number of multimedia language courses on the market. 
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