 

EVALUATING LANGUAGE TEACHING SOFTWARE   
1. SEVEN DIAMONDS published by EDGARD Multimedia.  

This piece of software is directed not only at language learning but also at playing games. Using the programme children can learn over 1000 English words and phrases. Most of them have been illustrated with funny pictures and the other part has been presented as charts or dialogues with translation in Polish. What is important, the whole material is spoken with good British English voices, which allows learners to practise correct pronunciation and intonation. It is also an opportunity to learn basic grammar rules like forms of to be and to have verbs ( in present and past simple ),pronouns,prepositions, adjectives and many more. The pack is quite extensive including the alphabet, a dictionary, an option of recording students’ speaking with a microphone, too. However, the most exciting and motivating part of it appears to be just playing the game. It begins with a nice story of King Przemysl and his crown lost jewels. The player is asked to find seven diamonds from the King’s crown. Such a challenge makes  every student busy not realising even how much English he or she can learn.  

 As regards the level of learners I would say this software is addressed to the beginners, primary school students aged 9-12.  

Even though it is designed as a game the educational payoff will be much the greater, especially if you take into account a wide variety of both tasks, exercises and practised skills. There are: pointing words after listening, matching phrases with pictures, writing missing letters, looking for linking pairs of English and Polish words, lots of puzzles and crosswords. Access is good as well. At the beginning you are in a town with different objects and places to visit. If you click chosen place you are being moved there and your adventure starts.There is a bulb in the left top corner which explains what to do. Then you need to click on the white-red checked flag to begin. I enjoyed such a user- friendly menu. Unfortunately there is no possibility to get help from the producer’s internet site and the songs are simply boring. But, all in all ‘Seven Diamonds’ brings you a lot of satisfaction, fun and knowledge.  

2. Język angielski- kolekcja testów przedmiotowych by 2001 Premiere Multimedia Sp. z o.o.  

As the producers say, this pack assures the perfect revision before a test, an exam or matura. It consists of five sections: 1) grammar, 2) vocabulary, 

3) communication in typical situations, 4) use of English, 5) reading comprehension. The whole set of tests covers 250 tasks presented in a form of multiple choice or gap exercises. After solving a separate section of the test the programme shows user’s results in details and also allows to print a special report of progress or a certificate for the student.  

Starting an application is a little bit time-consuming because you have to click on File, choose Open, then the window with a selection of tests appears and again you choose the one you want with clicking, next you should accept it and finally you can come back to the main screen and click once again Start button. Having begun at last you can observe the number of questions you work on and the time you use to perform your task. There is a separate answer panel where you need to mark the correct letter (A,B,C or D ) of your answer and accept it to follow. So you can also have a lot of fun running with your mouse on a screen.  

This programme is recommended for senior high students and adults as well, covering levels from beginners to advanced.  

From my point of view there is not much of interest in that pack of tests since it is not probably aimed at evoking any excitement but only checking learners progress before taking a real exam. Assuming that apart from checking yourself  a learner would like to know correct answers, it seems strange enough there is no opportunity to find them. You need to make as many mistakes as you can to read in the end that the answer B is the good one. Nevertheless, there are pluses I have spotted and appreciated as a teacher. The good things are reports and certificates (graphically well-designed) as well as a possibility of getting other tests from the internet service of the producer.  

3. e-Teacher English.Version 4.03, 2000 by Nahlik Soft.  

It is not as a whole English learning course but it can serve as a helpful tool to deepen and test the knowledge of language learning students. Thanks to e-Teacher you can practice vocabulary, idioms, grammar structures and pronunciation too. An interesting function of this application is a possibility of creating their own exercises by its users.  
Program shows a different picture every time you open an application (there are mainly photos of famous London places). Such a picture is a background for eTeacher main menu which consists of items like: File,Vocabulary, Tests, Options, Handbook and Help. There are two ways of choosing exercises from the main menu. First,the unrolled File menu allows a quick access to all types of tasks. Second, you can search an appropriate exercise through Grammar, Vocabulary or Tests. In File a user can find 8 forms of language practice ( from multiple choice questions or filling blanks to translation of phrases) that give quite a wide range of choice. There are plenty of grammar topics as well. Needless to say, section of Vocabulary divided into six parts like Man, Home, Food, Nature, Civilization and Various is evenly rich. In Tests you can decide which level (easy, medium or difficult) is suitable for you. While using the application I have especially enjoyed Handbook where you can simply have a direct access to the grammar coursebook with very good examples shown in sentences. I am by no means able to describe all the benefits a learner can gain using this software although I was able to detect some of its limitations. The most significant of them is trouble with learning how to learn. It took me quite a long time and effort to go through all these „windows”, paths, directories to do a chosen exercise at last. For an impatient young learner such obstacles can appear discouraging. There is not much of visual interest in it too. I think primary or junior high school student would expect interesting photos, cartoons, any kind of animation or quizzes which would add more colour and excitement to the valuable on the other hand software. In theory, this course provides vocabulary practice and grammar revision exercises for any age or level, but in practice, mentioned earlier shortcomings limits its use for older, with a hard-work approach students. They can presumably appreciate the positives (the opportunity of getting hint,seeing all possible answers or hearing invective and complimentary comments in addition to described at the beginning) of the software better. There is no evidence the programme is interactive with the internet-site of the producer but in case of technical problems the user can get the help by e-mail.   

To summarize, contemporary demands require any learning tool to be highly motivating. So it should be not only educational but also fun.  

4. Profesor Henry-Słownictwo by EDGARD Multimedia  

This pack is a multimedia computer programme which serves to learn an English vocabulary. It is addressed to the beginners and intermediate learners   

( more or less to the level of FCE ). Profesor Henry can be used both by children at age of six (they can learn vocabulary in connection with pictures) and the youth or adults who can absorb 7000 words, phrases and idioms by means of 7 sorts of exercises. Using this software you will be provided with an impressive choice of vocabulary divided into 42 topic groups ( for instance: Proverbs, Microeconomics, Collective Nouns, Adjectives+Prepositions, Expressing Point of View and many more), three levels of advancement, several hundred pictures with English and Polish captions and checking exercises. What is unique among other comparable tools this programme teaching vocabulary , at the same time teaches all four language skills. There is also a chance of choosing words to learn, a varied revision system, good quality sound and six hours of recordings. Moreover you can get invaluable support because it is possible to incorporate your own exercises and record your own voice as a practice in pronunciation.  

For a while I would like to focus on what makes the best use of the educational content that is available in this piece of software. I mean here four basic language skills: listening comprehension, speaking, reading and writing. They should be taught  in such an order but unfortunately quite a lot of teachers and surprisingly most of computer programmes insist on reading and writing. So let me show the types of exercises included in Profesor Henry. In the first one- recognizing after listening- the user hears an English word and should point which one of four heard is correct. Only after answering he or she can see Polish translation of the word. Next is reading comprehension- seeing an English word you are to choose one out of 4 translations. In the third one-association- you need to match appropriate Polish and English words. Then the user learns listening comprehension- that’s chooses Polish word after listening to an English one. Only just two exercises require you to use a keyboard that is to say teach writing. It is a dictation where you need to write the heard word and a translation with a neccesity to write as well. Specifically for children but also for young people and adults who enjoy funny graphics the authors have prepared about 500 words on the full screen pictures in the presentation format.  

On the whole, the analysed software provides you a wealth of interesting materials that can help you absorb even more varied vocabulary but you cannot forget about its narrow dimension and a subsidiary function in learning English.  In addition, not everyone likes such a mixture of children aimed activities with adult problems and topics unless they are going to grow up or get back to the childhood with a possessed English vocabulary package. As I managed to deduce there is also lack of access to the internet-site of the producer what can be seen as a minus.   
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