What are the special challenges and opportunities for

teaching with technology in community colleges?

Question:   What special challenges and opportunities exist for teaching with technology for our 

                     foreign/ESL student population? 

 
We have a large and growing number of foreign and ESL students in the community college system in the Washington DC region.  Foreign students are often drawn to community colleges because of the reduced tuition.  Others are attracted by the shorter 1- or 2-year programs that allow them to enter the work force more quickly.  We have seen an increased number of foreign/ESL students in healthcare majors partly because of informal communication among members of the community, and because healthcare is seen as a reliable source for jobs and income.  Once students are admitted to the college’s program, there is a moral, legal, and administrative responsibility to help students successfully graduate and pass any required licensing examination for their profession.  

Several characteristics of this group contribute to the challenge of teaching with technology with this population:

· Many of the foreign/ESL students are on scholarships or in the U.S. on student visas that require them to remain in full-time student status every semester.  This limits the amount of time they can direct toward any one course.

· If student visas are not an issue, many of them are working in addition to attending school due to lack of family financial support in the U.S.  They may, in fact, be supporting family members in their home country.

 
The use of technology in our community college programs should provide a distinct advantage to our foreign/ESL students in several ways:  

· Audio- and videotaping of lectures can help reinforce lecture and skills material to allow replay after the class.  

· CD-ROM’s for course content can be used to reinforce concepts and promote interaction with the material, at a student’s own speed.  Some CD-ROMs and software can also provide feedback for the instructor on the student’s performance through the use of quizzes and other assessments.

· Courseware such as WebCT and Blackboard can help the student stay in line with course requirements, and allow 24/7 access to the materials, assignments, and resources for class work.  

· Internet web sites used as resources would help in providing additional content for the course, or review of content already presented in some other format.  

· Use of word processing skills can help with course assignment completion through the use of tools such as tables, and spelling or grammar check programs.  

· E-mail allows questions to be asked after class for the student not confident in spoken English, the student needing a less confrontational arena for asking for assistance, or the student who needs more time to reflect on material before questions or getting feedback.

Encouraging the student’s use of technology (especially computer-related skills and tasks) increases comfort with the technology in the health care field.  Equally as important, it may also help them pass any licensing exam that may be computer-based.


There are, however, many challenges noted with our foreign/ESL student population and the use of technology related to coursework:  

· Many students studied originally in foreign countries in another language.  

· Teaching-learning concepts may be based on different concepts that may not translate well into the American college experience, and not into the independent-learner environment for many courses where the emphasis is placed on computer-based learning.  

· Even if previous coursework has been done in English, the students often lack the cultural understanding and ability to grasp the nuances of the language.  

· Most have not learned adequate, or even basic typing skills in any language, and particularly in English.  

· Most lack even basic computer skills.  

· They often perceive themselves as “outside the loop” and fail to request assistance when it would be most beneficial—as the beginning of their studies.  

· Foreign/ESL students may not understand basic instructions, even if given to the student.  

· They may perceive that computer or technology use is an optional experience, which may be incorrect.


Our foreign/ESL students are often unable to seek help or to take advantage of the help that is offered.  

· They may have limited access to computers, even if available on campus, due to transportation difficulties or work commitments.  

· Many lack computer access or Internet access at home.  

· The time available to use technology outside of the classroom may be limited due to work and family obligations, and course workload if full-time.  Reading in English is particularly time-consuming.

· They are often unaware of service and support that is available, and may wait too long to ask for help.  This may be cultural in nature, or from personal experience in other education settings.  Many perceive that they have to “go it alone” or that there is bias in the educational setting.  

· They may resort to having a more technology-savvy cohort do part or all of their work.  Although this may be acceptable for some projects, it further reduces their own opportunity to interact with technologies.  

· They often have less time available to seek or respond to assistance due to class work overload. 

As colleges and instructors integrate greater use of technology in their courses, the intended result is to improve learning content and skills.  Instead, this may work against the foreign/ESL student population as they struggle with basic technology skills.


What could the institution or faculty offer that would be of assistance to the foreign/ESL students?  

· Mandatory technology training—that would teach and reinforce the basics for using technology during and outside of class.  

· Mandatory (or by-request) teacher training for dealing with the special needs of the foreign student population.  

· Sensitivity training for working with students of other cultures.  

· Offering some of the basic workshops for computer/technology use in other languages.  

· Perhaps looking more carefully at English (TOEFL) scores or other admission criteria to predict success or to suggest remediation in advance of regular coursework.  

· Assisting students to select English and computer core courses prior to initiating course work in their major field.  

· Followup with faculty “advisors” to build a support network that could increase student confidence in the education system.  Advisors could initiate study groups or outreach groups that could (with guidance) encourage group activity, learning, and mutual support.  To be most productive, these groups would need continued faculty guidance.

· Choose or develop software that is less dependent on advanced English language and cultural understanding.

If we try some are all of these support measures to help our foreign/ESL students succeed, how will we determine our success (or failure)?  

· Faculty could compare results using different approaches, or could look for differences in grades compared to previous classes.   

· Graduation rates over a long period of time could be compared.  Faculty should examine pass rates for program testing such as comprehensive exams and professional entrance exams.  Results should be compared to similar groups at other colleges and/or previous groups within the same college.  

· Finally, faculty and administration should look at the community of learners.  Are they encouraging other members of their community to apply to this program?  Do they express satisfaction with college, faculty, and administrative support?  Have they suggested ways that the system could offer improved or additional support?

 
Although the foreign/ESL student population may be at a disadvantage in accessing and utilizing various technological aspects of the college curriculum, they may also serve as a catalyst for faculty and administration to improve course work, access to the technology, and ways of determining the effectiveness of the approach.  Making the technology more user-friendly to foreign students will also benefit other student populations who have special learning needs such as the older adult, ADD, and special education students.
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