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A few years back you could hardly attend an English Department meeting without the issue of computers detonating mindlessly. A bland agenda item on word-processing could suddenly go off, spoiling a good meeting, showering participants in prejudices, and leaving us all shaken and unnerved. There would be pressure from the progressive wing to get more IT (the “C” hadn’t really arrived at this point) into English lessons. The conservative flank saw this as a threat to traditional English skills  – chiefly reading literature – and muttered that it wasn’t our responsibility to teach IT: it was the Technology Department’s, or the senior management team’s, or anyone’s.

If this seems like something of a parody, it didn’t at the time. This was the battleground of IT in English.

Now, I think, we’ve all accepted that information and communication technology can play an important part in English. The argument that computers don’t have any direct relevance to English is unsustainable. You’re reading this on your computer screen. I’m writing it on an Apple laptop 300 miles from my normal study (it’s half-term), ready to email it to Longman for the deadline in an hour’s time. As I type, journalists, novelists, advertisers, academics – all those in careers traditionally associated with English – are working with ICT in similar ways. None of us is any less attuned to language than we might have been, or less sympathetic to literature, or more dismissive of books.

That’s where the old prejudices foundered. They assumed that increased use of computers would automatically squeeze out other valuable parts of the English curriculum. In fact, skilfully planned ICT can help us to revitalise the subject and to enhance the motivation of students who might otherwise become disaffected by a sense of failure.

ICT in English has two main strands. It can be used for delivery of content, and for production of responses.

Delivery of content might include:

· Programs designed to enhance our understanding of Shakespeare, other authors, or media texts;

· Programs designed to improve students’ basic skills or help them to revise

· Websites aimed at students

This, for me, is the weaker end of ICT provision in schools. Compare the level of creativity and excitement in commercially-produced computer games, and the products for schools look like the equivalent of watching Blue Peter on a 14-inch portable black and white set. Even the best of the revision websites still too often deliver content that is blindingly unchallenging, dull or patronising.

But have no doubt: the future of English teaching will bring us a hugely-enhanced weaponry of computer-aided learning packages, whereby individualised learning programs and interactive study will become a key part of our teaching.

The second strand to ICT in English is for production of texts. This might include:

· Word-processing written responses

· Designing websites of informative/persuasive texts

· Using advanced desktop publishing packages (the phrase is looking old-fashioned) to produce newspapers, magazines, and so on

· Using video editing packages to film and edit responses to literature

This is where some of the most exciting work in English is taking place, and a new generation of students are finding real motivation in producing work often of exceptional quality. Students who in the past were locked in a world of technical inaccuracy and low self-esteem are now able to produce websites and other media documents that are astonishing in their presentation and content.

My students regularly email work to me. They use websites to develop their knowledge. Occasionally they make the tactical mistake of cutting and pasting other people’s work into their own, but plagiarism isn’t new to English teachers. The next stage, in my view, will be students who regularly use programs like iMovie (Apple’s ground-breaking movie software) to film responses to texts, create TV commercials, host chat shows, explore media methodology and, at the same time, to deepen their engagement with English.

I am, as you can see, hugely positive about the impact of ICT in English, looking forward to new interactive developments that will help us to bring the literature of the past more convincingly to life, help students to explore the language of texts more creatively, and produce their own creative resources more easily than before.

In the meantime, until technology delivers software that rivals anything as exciting, stimulating and flexible as a paperback novel, I include my own list of the most useful websites for English teachers. I hope you find some useful new discoveries here.
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