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About the book

Hello and welcome to the first ELTjam Digest. We wanted to offer some
of our posts from the last couple of months in a format that is easy for
people to read offline, on the move or at their own pace.

In this, our first edition, we kick off with a fascinating post from Scott
Thornbury looking into how SLA research could inform edtech. Here
Scott looks into some important findings and observations relating to
SLA research and suggests some questions that should be asked when
rating the efficacy of edtech language learning tools.

Royalties and writer salaries seems to have been hot topics for months
now. The next post in the ebook is from ELTjam's Nick Robinson and
looks into piracy and copyright in relation to language learning material.
Aimed at content writers specifically, the post asks why everyone is
stealing their stuff!

The next post is by Brendan Wightman, and looks at narratives
surrounding change in education, edtech and ELT. Are publishers slow to
change? Is education really the same as it was centuries ago? Here
Brendan looks at some of these narratives with a critical eye.

The final post in the inaugural ELTjam Digest ebook relates to early
stages of product development here at ELTjam, with Jo Sayers talking
about the how we’ve gone about developing a new vocabulary app called
flovo.co. The post has information about the product itself, what’s
happened so far and some ideas of next steps.

For some of you all these posts may be new, while for others that won’t
be the case and you’ll already be familiar with the content and
arguments included here. We hope that wherever you are on that
spectrum you enjoy the ebook and find it to be of some benefit.

We’d love to hear your thoughts on the first ELTjam Digest, and any
suggestions for future ebooks.

The ELTjam team
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How could SLA research inform EdTech?
by Scott Thornbury

The criteria for evaluating the worth of any language learning software
must include some assessment of its fitness for purpose. That is to say,
does it facilitate learning? But how do you measure this? Short of
empirically testing the software on a representative cross-section of
learners, we need a rubric according to which the learning power of the
item can be estimated. And this rubric should, ideally, be informed by
our current understandings of how second languages are best learned,
understandings which are in turn derived from the findings of
researchers of second language acquisition (SLA).

This is easier said than done, of course, as there is (still) little real
consensus on how the burgeoning research into SLA should be
interpreted. This is partly because of the invisibility of most cognitive
processes, but also because of the huge range of variables that SLA
embraces: different languages, different aspects of language, different
learners, different learning contexts, different learning needs, different
learning outcomes, different instructional materials, and so on. 
Generalizing from research context A to learning context B is fraught with
risks.

There is also a tendency, inevitable perhaps, for advocates of particular
learning methods or materials to cherry-pick the evidence in order to
bolster their own cause.  I’m not sure I’ll be able to avoid this charge
myself. But, in an attempt to be as impartial as possible, and in order to
draw up a useable set of criteria for gauging the learning power of any
new edtech tool, I’m going to borrow from a selection of ‘state of the art’
papers on SLA (see bibliography below). Following VanPatten and
Williams (2007), for example, I’m going to draw up a list of ‘observations’
about SLA that have been culled from the research. On the basis of these,
and inspired by Long (2011), I will then attempt to frame some questions
that can be asked of any educational technology in order to predict its
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potential for facilitating learning.

Here, then, are the 10 observations:

1. The acquisition of an L2 grammar follows a ‘natural order’ that is
roughly the same for all learners, independent of age, L1, instructional
approach, etc., although there is considerable variability in terms of the
rate of acquisition and of ultimate achievement (Ellis 2008), and,
moreover, ‘a good deal of SLA happens incidentally’ (VanPatten and
Williams 2007).

2. ‘The learner’s task is enormous because language is enormously
complex’ (Lightbown 2000).

3. ‘Exposure to input is necessary’ (VanPatten and Williams 2007).

4. ‘Language learners can benefit from noticing salient features of the
input’ (Tomlinson 2011).

5. Learners benefit when their linguistic resources are stretched to meet
their communicative needs (Swain 1995).

6. ‘There is clear evidence that corrective feedback contributes to
learning’ (Ellis 2008).

7. Learners can learn from each other during communicative interaction
(Swain et al. 2003).

8. Fluency is an effect of having a large store of memorized sequences or
chunks (Nattinger & DeCarrico 1992; Segalowitz 2010).

9. Learning, particularly of words, is aided when the learner makes strong
associations with the new material (Sökmen 1997).

10. All things being equal, the more time (and the more intensive the
time) spent learning and using the language, the better (Muñoz 2012).

On the basis of these observations, the following questions can be
formulated:

1.  ADAPTIVITY: Does the software assume that learning is linear,
incremental, uniform, predictable and intentional? Or does it
accommodate the often recursive, stochastic, incidental, and
idiosyncratic nature of learning, e.g. by revisiting material, by adapting to
the user’s learning history, by allowing the users to set their own learning
paths and goals?
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2. COMPLEXITY: Does the software address the complexity of language,
including its multiple interrelated sub-systems (e.g. grammar, lexis,
phonology, discourse, pragmatics)?

3. INPUT: Is material provided for reading and/or listening, and is this
input rich, comprehensible, and engaging? Are there means by which the
input can be made more comprehensible? And is there a lot of input (so
as to optimize the chances of repeated encounters with language items,
and of incidental learning)?

4. FOCUS ON FORM: Are there mechanisms whereby the user’s attention
is directed to features of the input and/or mechanisms that the user can
enlist to make features of the input salient?

5. OUTPUT: Are there opportunities for language production? Are there
means whereby the user is pushed to produce language at or even
beyond his/her current level of competence?

6. FEEDBACK: Does the user get focused feedback on their
comprehension and production, including feedback on error?

7. INTERACTION: Is there provision for the user to collaborate and
interact with other users (whether other learners or proficient speakers)
in the target language?

8. CHUNKS: Does the software encourage/facilitate the acquisition and
use of formulaic language?

9. PERSONALIZATION: Does the software encourage the user to form
strong personal associations with the material?

10. INVESTMENT: Is the software sufficiently engaging/motivating to
increase the likelihood of sustained and repeated use?

This list is very provisional: consider it work in progress. But it does
replicate a number of the criteria that have been used to evaluate
educational materials generally (e.g. Tomlinson 2011) and educational
technologies specifically (e.g. Kervin and Derewianka 2011). At the same
time, the questions might also provide a framework for comparing and
contrasting the learning power of self-access technology with that of
more traditional, teacher-mediated classroom instruction.

Any suggestions for amendments and improvements would be very
welcome!

6



References:

Ellis, R. 2008. The Study of Second Language Acquisition (2nd edn).
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Kervin, L. & Derewianka, B. (2011) ‘New technologies to support language
learning’, in Tomlinson, B. (ed.) Materials Development in Language
Teaching (2nd edn). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Lightbown, P.M. (2000) ‘Classroom SLA research and second language
teaching’. Applied Linguistics, 21/4, 431-462.

Long, M.H. (2011) ‘Methodological principles for language teaching’. In
Long, M.H. & Doughty, C. (eds) The Handbook of Language Teaching,
Oxford: Blackwell.

Muñoz, C. (ed.) (2012). Intensive Exposure Experiences in Second
Language Learning. Bristol: Multilingual Matters.

Nattinger, J.R. & DeCarrico, J.S. (1992). Lexical Phrases and Language
Teaching. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Segalowitrz, N. (2010) Cognitive Bases of Second Language Fluency.
London: Routledge.

Sökmen, A.J. (1997) ‘Current trends in teaching second language
vocabulary,’ in Schmitt, N. and McCarthy, M. (Eds.) Vocabulary:
Description, Acquisition and Pedagogy. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Swain, M. (1995) ‘Three functions of output in second language learning’,
in Cook, G., & Seidlhofer, B. (eds) Principle and Practice in Applied
Linguistics: Studies in Honour of H.G.W. Widdowson. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Swain, M., Brooks, L. & Tocalli-Beller, A. (2003) ‘Peer-peer dialogue as a
means of second language learning’. Annual Review of Applied
Linguistics, 23: 171-185.

Tomlinson, B. (2011) ‘Introduction: principles and procedures of
materials development,’ in Tomlinson, B. (ed.) Materials Development in
Language Teaching (2nd edn). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

VanPatten, B. & Williams, J. (eds) 2007. Theories in Second Language
Acquisition: An Introduction. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

7
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Why everyone is stealing your stuff
by Nick Robinson

Interview with a pirate

On the 9th June 2014, the following exchange was posted by a well-
known ELT author in the ELT Writers Connected Facebook group. I’ve
reproduced it here with his full permission, although he has asked to
remain anonymous. It is a conversation with the manager of a blog that
had been making copies of the author’s book available for illegal
download.

Author: Am I right in thinking that you manage this site? If so please
remove the illegal version of my book [REDACTED] from it.

Pirate: lol

Author: That’s your reaction?

Pirate: Are you high or something like it ?

Author: So are you saying this site is nothing to do with you?

Pirate: Please stop sending illegal book links to our message box.

Author: I’m trying to find the person who manages this site to get my
book removed from it. If it’s nothing to do with you then my sincere
apologies. Are you saying it is nothing to do with you?

Pirate: Actually it is my blog. I’m just messing with you. Send me all
books you want me to remove.

Author: [REDACTED LINK TO BOOK] This is my book. I’d like it removed
immediately.

Pirate: Sure

Author: It’s not just me you’re ‘messing with’ ! It’s the authors of all the
illegal books on your blog. That book took me three years to write – time
which could have been spent earning other money had I not given up
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time to do it. It sells pretty well but last year I earnt only around £100 in
royalties for it. How much money do you make a year out of ‘free’ books?

Pirate: ok. This is really very little money for you book. Would you like to
work with me ? I can pay that amount of money monthly even weekly.

Everything you need to know about the piracy of ELT materials is right
here in this one exchange.

Image by Flickr user Chris Campbell. Attribution-NonCommercial 2.0
Generic (CC BY-NC 2.0)

Confessions of a newbie teacher

Since the day the first photocopier was delivered to a private language
school, ELT materials have been widely and very openly pirated. Fresh off
my CELTA course, I worked in a PLS in Barcelona where the photocopier
was in the teachers’ library. The school owners may have intended us to
only use it for the materials that you’re actually allowed to copy –
teachers’ book photocopiables, for example – but nowhere was that ever
stated. And many teachers – myself included – saw it as carte blanche to
copy anything we wanted.

I had a fairly consistent MO: I’d copy a few pages of a coursebook unit –
Inside Out Advanced was a favourite (sorry, Ceri and Tania!) – and pair it
with a bit of Murphy (sorry, Ray!) or one of the Vocabulary in Use tiles
(sorry, CUP!) to create a nice little package of lesson content and
homework. No one ever challenged me – not the school owners, not my
fellow teachers, not my students. In fact, I don’t once remember a
student ever asking why we were using photocopies.

At the risk of being threatened with prosecution after the fact, I’m going
to argue that I’m just outside the statute of limitations for prosecution
and that I’m pretty sure I wasn’t the only teacher doing this. That’s no
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excuse, of course, but it’s telling that as a 23-year-old, newly qualified
teacher, it didn’t even occur to me that what I was doing was
problematic.

It’s now almost 13 years later, and what’s changed? The photocopying is
still there, of course, happening in the shadows where no copyright
owners have to see it – easy to classify as unavoidable, collateral damage
on book sales or to simply ignore. But we’re now dealing with something
altogether more sinister-seeming and brazen: the plethora of sites that
upload and make available copyright-protected ELT materials for free
download. I’m not going to do these sites any favours by listing them
here. Actually, I probably could, and it wouldn’t make much difference.
They’re getting plenty of traffic, I’m sure, and a few inbound links from
ELTjam.com isn’t going to cause much of a ripple; I doubt they’d be
clamouring to advertise with us.

These sites are actually nothing really new, of course. When I last worked
in-house at a major ELT publisher – back in 2009 – one of my authors
would email me regularly with links to copies of his books on Scribd. I’d
forward his email to the Legal Services department, and they’d contact
Scribd demanding them to remove the material. Scribd often obliged
almost instantly. A while later, the material would appear again. Repeat
ad nauseam.

For authors who find their work available to download for free (and, for
the record, I’m one of them – I can download a free copy of Cambridge
English for Marketing almost as fast as I can buy a legal one on Amazon)
the usual course of action is to let their publisher know (often leading to
a formal take-down notice) or to contact the site owner directly
themselves, as in the exchange at the start of this post. In both cases, the
effect is usually the same: the file will be taken down. It’s a moral victory,
at least. But a hollow one. It makes us feel like we’re doing something. It
rights the wrong. But it does nothing long-term to stem the flow of illegal
downloads. It’s like winning a bout of hand-to-hand combat during a
thermonuclear war.

Free or fair?

Pirate: lol

Author: That’s your reaction?
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Pirate: Are you high or something like it?

Image by Flickr user Andrew Becraft. Attribution-NonCommercial-
ShareAlike 2.0 Generic (CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)

I actually LOLLED myself when I first read that. Something about the blog
owner’s attitude amused me a little. There’s something so brazen about it
as to seem absurd, like he’s some kind of larger-than-life pirate
caricature. And there is, in fact, something absurd here: the pirate finds it
absolutely absurd that someone might contact them directly to have
their work taken down. Why is that? Has the concept of copyright
become so worthless that it’s literally a laughing matter? Is the only
possible explanation for someone caring enough about their work to
assume that they’re on drugs?

Some people, mostly those that hold it, still take copyright very seriously.
One strong, positive reaction against the tidal-wave of illegal download
sites that have recently appeared is the creation of a new Facebook page
called Free and Fair ELT. In their own words, the page aims to provide
free and LEGAL language learning resources from around the net –
shared by resource creators themselves. They have a bold mission
statement that explains why they came into being and what they want
their users to do (their emphasis):

We are writers, publishers and teachers. Just like you, we got into
education because we want to help. So please ‘Like’ this page and enjoy
the best free language teaching materials we collect here. In return, be
fair: please pay when you can. Respect our copyright. It’s how we make a
living.

Since its inception on 4th June, the group has gained 1,873 likes. That’s a
phenomenal achievement, and the people behind the group – several of
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whom I consider friends – should be proud.

But it’s worth unpicking why a group like that has got so popular so
quickly. The answer may be in the mission statement, which is a great
piece of marketing copy – the bold text having been very carefully chosen
to trigger certain responses in the reader. The owners of the group want
to be primarily identified as teachers, not writers or publishers; that’s
surely a way to better connect with the target audience of the group,
most of whom are likely to be teachers themselves. There’s an attempt to
connect with what we hope is a trait common to all educators: the desire
to help and to do something good with our lives and careers. There’s a
clear call to action – please ‘Like’ this page – and there’s a direct appeal to
the target audience’s sense of morality: In return, be fair: please pay
when you can. Respect our copyright. It’s how we make a living. There’s
also one other word in bold: free.

If any of you have been following the changes going on in ELT publishing
this last year – and the attempts by some publishers to implement
elements of Agile Product Development into the publishing process –
you may be aware of the concept of A/B testing. It’s a technique used to
test two different variables – for example, two distinct marketing
messages for a product – to see which resonates most with the audience
and produces the most desirable results. I’d kill to find out how the
number of likes that Free and Fair ELT have gained in the last few weeks
might have been affected if all mention of fairness, of respect, and of
copyright had been expunged, to be replaced by one clear message: this
is where you can get free ELT resources.

I’d like to hope that what people are reacting to with Free and Fair ELT is
the fair part. But the cynic in me thinks it’s the free part. The cynic in me
thinks that no one cares about your copyright. That no one cares how
long it took you to write your book. That no one cares how much money
you’re losing. That’s what the 23-year-old me would have thought. The
23-year-old me wanted free stuff, as quickly and easily as possible. And I
wonder whether the same is still true for most people, no matter how
much we wished it wasn’t.

Steal my stuff please!

Author: I’m trying to find the person who manages this site to get my
book removed from it. If it’s nothing to do with you then my sincere
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apologies. Are you saying it is nothing to do with you?

Pirate: Actually it is my blog. I’m just messing with you. Send me all
books you want me to remove.

Author: [REDACTED LINK TO BOOK] This is my book. I’d like it removed
immediately.

Pirate: Sure

It’s interesting to see how quickly the pirate agrees to take the author’s
book down. But consider, too, how easy it was for him to to put it up in
the first place. One of the biggest challenges that the copyright owners of
print books are facing right now is that their product has a killer,
irrevocable flaw: it’s entirely too easy to steal it.

My book Cambridge English for Marketing has never been made
available in PDF or ebook format; it exists only as a print version. Yet
PDFs of it are easy to download. It’s like Ford manufacturing a car that
has no windows, no locks and a key that you can’t take out of the
ignition: it would be stolen in seconds, not only because of the thief’s
moral decrepitude – although let’s not discount that factor – but because
it’s as if someone designed it be stolen. It’s simply too easy.

Image by Flickr user Paul Gallo. Attribution 2.0 Generic (CC BY 2.0)

The phrase copyright protected returns 2,900,000 search results on
Google, yet it’s almost entirely meaningless. At best, it’s a misnomer; at
worse, it’s tricked millions of skilled, creative professionals into thinking
that something is actually stopping people from stealing their work.
Copyright in itself – the concept and the lacklustre legal framework
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behind it – does almost nothing to protect your work. It’s like a suit of
armour made of silk. If you’re a copyright holder, the quicker you accept
that fact, the quicker you can start really doing something about it.

The real problem

Author: It’s not just me you’re ‘messing with’ ! It’s the authors of all the
illegal books on your blog. That book took me three years to write – time
which could have been spent earning other money had I not given up
time to do it. It sells pretty well but last year I earnt only around £100 in
royalties for it. How much money do you make a year out of ‘free’ books?

Pirate: ok. This is really very little money for you book. Would you like to
work with me ? I can pay that amount of money monthly even weekly.

This is my favourite part of the whole exchange. How have we got to the
point where a pirate feels sorry enough for an author that he offers him
paid work to compensate for the lacklustre royalties he earns on legal
sales of his book? It’s easy to dismiss this offer – and I’m sure the author
in question did – but there’s a serious point here. Many authors aren’t
earning enough from their work, especially given the amount of time,
blood, sweat and tears that went into producing it. As an industry,
publishers can’t seriously expect to survive long-term on authors
performing labours of love. It’s not right and it’s not fair. What we need to
find is new ways for authors to be truly, fairly compensated for the work
they produce. We need to start working in formats that can’t be copied
and stolen in seconds. We need to find new business models. We need
to find ways to work outside of the current ecosystem. The furore around
the illegal downloading of ELT materials risks obscuring a scarier, more
serious reality: that the days of making anything close to a decent living
as an ELT materials writer may be coming to an end. And that’s nothing
to do with illegal downloading.

In the coming weeks, we’ll be looking at some of the different ways ELT
authors might be able to monetise their work in the future. Stay tuned.
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Narratives of change in education
by Brendan Wightman

Here’s a story, first expounded by Seymour Papert in 1993. It has since
been recounted manifold times, though with floating variables.

A doctor and a teacher from the 19th century climb into a time machine
(possibly built by a Silicon Valley dude trying to disrupt the past) and
travel to the 20th/21st century. The doctor visits an operating theatre,
where he witnesses triple-bypass heart surgery. He emerges from the
experience in a state of rapturous wonderment at the achievements of
modern science. The teacher finds himself, coincidently – this isn’t a set
up – in a modern classroom, where he sees a chalkboard, some desks
and books, and a fellow teacher in front of rows of children, dictating
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notes to them. However, he questions whether he’s really travelled in
time at all – for surely, this classroom is almost identical to the one he
left behind in a smog-filled Victorian metropolis?

This type of story has a name: it is called a ‘no-change’ narrative, and it is
used as a stick to prod, poke, and sometimes to bash both teachers and
the education system, depending on who’s holding the stick. The
message, regardless of narrative variation and embellishment, is
consistent: education hasn’t changed or progressed in centuries: Levine
(Udacity investor) suggests 1000 years of stagnation, whilst Mitra, in his
acceptance speech for his TED award in 2013, represented the schooling
system as an uninterrupted legacy of colonialism, designed to mass-
produce clerks to service the expansion of a now-obsolete, commercial
empire.

It’s a good story, and which forward-looking educator wouldn’t rally
behind such a cause? The problem is that this narrative misleads as
much as it informs because it negates and denies the huge progress
(giant steps for all of mankind) made in education over the last half
century. If we return briefly to the 19th century classroom, you would
probably wonder where the girls are (learning to sew, maybe?), where the
handicapped kids are (possibly locked up in an asylum), and the ones
with learning problems (in the asylum, too?), why the curriculum is
focused exclusively on reading, writing, arithmetic and religion, why no
one is talking about contraception? The list, by the way, could go on for
ever. And, we haven’t even discussed the thousands of schools that are
using technology in the classroom now on a daily basis: the UK alone
has invested more than £1billion in the last decade in education
technologies for state primary and secondary schools.

One of the huge ironies of being lectured at by education technology
companies and some of their apologists is that their own track record
and rhetoric are often soaked in conservatism – a key factor that they
censor out of their narrative. The incessant insistence, for example, that
we have to change our schools to service the needs of the modern work
environment is an argument straight out of the Victorian handbook. The
Education Act of 1877 was driven by the demands of Britain’s transition
from a mercantile to industrial economy, where a literate workforce was
essential for all the trade data that flooded in. However, we have moved
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on, and while it is true that preparing young people for the workforce is
one important factor, we are now smart enough to realise it is not the
only consideration. Schools are precious social institutions where people
of disparate backgrounds come together in a social contract, where
young people are socialised, and where learning enriches lives. We have,
in short, a concept of the public good, which must necessarily involve a
large number of interested parties, and this needs to be recognised
within any alternative manifesto for the future of schools. Not that
EdTech has one (a manifesto), but if they ever get around to writing one,
they would do well to remember this.

As for tech companies teaching us all about innovation – we need look
no further than the annual yawn-fest of predictability that is the BETT
‘Education’ show. The BETT show is where all the educational technology
companies, publishers and tech giants gather to show off and hawk their
most recent products every year in London.

To this point I present Exhibit A (see accompanying pictures): a free mug,
acquired last year, from a company selling space on their VLE (Virtual
Learning Environment) to British schools. The VLE is used to upload and
archive homework assignments, nothing else, and its central selling point
is one of delivery and surveillance. This is something that our Victorian
teacher would have responded to immediately (not to mention the Stasi,
too), and it presents one of the interesting paradoxes of education
technology: new technologies can be (and often are) used to reinforce
the most restrictive of instructional practices. I keep this mug, by the way,
on my desk (for reasons I may unpick one day with a therapist) in pristine
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condition: it’s not a vessel for beverage consumption, it’s a reminder.

Further evidence came this year at BETT, where the newish, shiny kid on
the block was the tablet, or rather the controlling software that allows the
teacher to lock the screen of students’ tablets to a single course book
page – a control mechanism beyond the wildest dreams of most
unreconstructed educators. In one fell swoop, a potentially powerful
constructivist tool is reduced to a dull, creatively blunt artefact. The book
remains infinitely more radical than a tablet used in this way.

Please forgive me, then, given the points above, if I look the technology
‘innovators’ in the eye and ask: you are shitting me, right?

Another no-change narrative that I’m starting to see more frequently
within the framework of discussions on EdTech is that of ‘slow-to-change’
publishers, who will no doubt pay the ultimate price of obsolescence for
their inherent conservatism: there was one such ‘trope’ on the eltjam
infographic on EdTech recently. Also note Laurie Harrison’s comment on
publishers not surviving the EdTech onslaught at ELTjam’s IATEFL talk this
year. This could be partially true, but I feel that it won’t (if it happens) be
because of a refusal to change, but rather the costs incurred as part of
the change; or, simply because of different economic factors that have
little to do with EdTech.

In the ten-plus years I have been working for one of the larger publishers,
I have seen remarkable change across the board. The level of investment
in digital content, products and platforms has veritably exploded, as have
the digital teams employed in-house: the investment demands have
been immense, and they have all come with an opportunity cost. The ‘no-
change’ commentary just doesn’t add up or make sense to me.

And, over the years I have sat through the talks of more digital gurus
preaching imminent change to my employer than I can shake a stick at.
We engaged with them all, and in some cases invested a lot of money
that never came back – in retrospect, what we were doing was gambling
on the future. Needless to say, none of these digital fire-and-brimstone
sermons ever showed us the true path to future salvation – in fact, they
were all wide of the mark. And here is the one thing that I have learned:
narratives about future change are not ‘predictive’, they are ‘prescriptive’.
When someone tells you ‘this is what will happen’ what they really mean
is ‘this is what I think should happen’ or ‘this is what I want to happen.’
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This of course leads me to the EdTech ‘movement’ – what does it mean,
what are they really saying?

The prevailing narrative of EdTech is that the education system is broken.
Is it? It certainly isn’t universally successful, and it does leave too many
behind, and like any system it can always be improved. But is it broken?
The problem with the EdTech story is that it has no real trajectory, not
even one that engages with the present – they won’t tell us what is
broken, nor how it will be fixed, and with what? In this sense, we are
invited to employ blind belief in a process that elevates EdTech ideology
beyond story and myth into the realms of dogma. The EdTech afterlife of
education will be better than what we are suffering now – we just need to
have faith. For all the criticisms levelled at Mitra, he is at least trying to
chart a map towards an alternative, and he deserves credit for this – we
can critique Mitra, regardless of his cartographic skills, because he is at
least giving us something. It is much more difficult to do this, though,
with the vague, idealistic slogans of EdTech – it feels like we’re chasing
shadows.

So can we disentangle key EdTech (minus Mitra) coordinates within a
nebulous vision? Let’s start with the EdTech poster project: MOOCs. The
origins of MOOCs could be argued or discussed ad infinitum, and there
are now too many MOOCs in the cloud to discuss each one of them in
detail. A simple case study, though, might start with Sebastian Thrun, a
former professor at Stanford University, who placed his course
Introduction to Artificial Intelligence online in 2011. What followed was
truly extraordinary: 160,000 students enrolled from 190 different
countries, and, what’s more, when the end of course assessment was
conducted, none of the top 400 places were taken by his Stanford
students – they were all cloud students. The vision was taking shape:
free, open access education of the highest level, delivered at almost no
cost, direct to the consumer. Or, as an investor in Thrun’s company,
Udacity, put it: ‘Imagine – you can hand a kid in Africa a tablet and give
him Harvard on a piece of glass!’. Or even better (according to the New
York Times’ Thomas Friedman): ‘Nothing has more potential to lift more
people out of poverty.’

These are big, bold and noble statements. Unfortunately, there has been
a mismatch between the early ambition and euphoria associated with
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MOOCs and actual results. A plethora of data has now become available
on student performance and demographics in MOOCs, and they conflict
very much with the MOOC narrative. Consistently across MOOCs, we find
that less than 10 % of students who take a MOOC course complete it, and
not all of those pass. Additionally, the majority of students who progress
through the courses already hold degrees – these are not
underprivileged street urchins from the developing world. In fact, MOOCs
might be instrumental in exposing one of the darker secrets of
educational technology – that it is very likely (unless regulated) to
become a tool that cements further the advantages of the educationally
privileged.

The set of cards that most universities are withholding in their MOOC
offerings are the three aces of accreditation, tutoring and placement.
These, students will have to pay for, as the benevolence ends with free
content. Going back to the Udacity project, it’s interesting that Thrun has
brought these in as part of a commercial package that requires payment,
albeit at a lower price than standard university modules. And even with
this support a recent comparative project showed the face-to-face
educational model to outperform the MOOC in a pass rates
measurement by 52%. This data, by the way, comes from Udacity
themselves: they may have underperformed, but they’re not cowboys. I
respect Thrun’s honesty – it certainly gives me hope.

Have MOOCs failed, then? The two flashpoints that underpin their vision
(free education and support for the underprivileged) have met with
disappointment, but … we now know more than we did before, and
MOOCs might still reinvent themselves in a way that really makes a
difference. For me, though, the reason I find the MOOC project (the
idealism and the unexpected disappointment) so interesting is because it
brings the tenets of EdTech ideology into sharp focus. It does so because
EdTech’s envangelism and insatiable appetite for change and disruption
ran headlong into some potentially immutable forces.

Here I defer to the analysis of Diane Laurillard. For those of you who
haven’t read Laurillard, please do: she is perhaps academia’s most
authoritative and experienced voice on online learning. She is also (in my
opinion) to EdTech and MOOCs what Charles Darwin is/was to creation
myths. One key point that Laurillard made in her Guardian article Five
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myths about MOOCs that stood out for me was this:

 ‘Education isnota mass customer industry: it is a personal client
industry.’

From this single statement, we get to the heart of the matter – education
as we know it today is ‘mostly’ about relationships, apart from one pocket
(the self-study segment). It is not (yet?) an entertainment product like
songs that can be distributed at lightning speeds across digital networks
on a Spotify platform, and the objective is not just content delivery – it is
knowledge construction (for most interested parties). This involves an
expert or experienced other to provide structure, guidance and, most
importantly, feedback. And it does cost money: education (and
educational publishing) is an industry that relies heavily on human
resources.

Taking Laurillard’s criticisms into account, I find Thrun’s Udacity project
particularly interesting because he has gone a long way towards
addressing many of the issues. Udacity started out with MOOC ideals,
and a vision that education could be provided through a ‘mass-customer’
model, with all the (apparent) cost-savings this might imply. However, in
order to improve the service and make it sustainable, Thrun had to pull it
back towards the ‘personal client’ model. And what we end up with is a
compromise of sorts, though one that looks very similar to many
university distance learning programmes.

Here’s the data: a face-to-face college course on remedial math cost $450
(at San Jose University), whilst a Udacity course (inclusive of online
moderators) cost $150. Students enrolled on a face-to-face course were
52% more likely to pass the course than the Udacity students. Simply put,
every additional $5/6 spent on face-to-face instruction resulted in a 1%
increase in the possibility of passing the course. These are, of course,
blunt and simple calculations, and this is only one example, but I like it
because we see a lofty EdTech ideal brought into the real world –
narrative turned to action, where the script has to be re-written and stage
set reworked (inclusive of the introduction of moderators, student
payments, a shift from academic to vocational instruction, and a re-
focusing of demographic targets). From this we see options emerge with
different levels of teacher involvement and realistic re-calibrations of
costing models, and (most importantly) the impact of selecting one
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option over the other.

Returning, then, to the EdTech narrative – education hasn’t changed in
100/300/1000 years (depending on the commentator), and is propped up
by slow-to-change educational publishers, and is therefore ripe for
disruption: what does this mean? Education is broken: what does that
mean? Why rip everything down and start from scratch, when you could
look at successful schools and identify best practise as a foundation
block for change? Why promulgate the no-change narrative with such
fervour when the facts don’t add up?

I’ve scratched my head about these questions for a while now in trying to
make sense of the EdTech ‘movement’. And the long-winding (long-
winded?) reflection on MOOCs (apologies) and Laurillard’s astute
statement has provided some clarity for me:

 ‘Education isnota mass customer industry: it is a personal client
industry.’

My view on the EdTech narrative is this: Silicon Valley start ups cannot
penetrate a ‘personal-client’ industry without a serious revision of their
modus operandi. It’s expensive, labour-intensive and you have to be a
‘stayer’ as Thrun has shown – you need to go the distance and slog it out,
which isn’t a sexy pitch to most venture capitalists. Their best bet is to try
and shift the relationship dynamics towards a mass-customer model,
which would blow the market right open. This is why education, for
EdTech, needs to be completely re-invented – and the re-invention has
nothing to do with a revolution in content design or methodology, it’s all
about the business model. When ELTjam post a blog asking what ELT can
learn from Spotify, the real question being asked is: can ELT shift to a
mass-consumer model? Would it work in any capacity? It’s a good
question, by the way – I’m not criticising the blog or the author.

When schools and publishers are painted with a large, messy no-change
brush by EdTech evangelists, what they are really saying is this: trade
publishers, the music industry and countless service industries have all
gone mass-consumer, why haven’t you?

Narratives are important, and we neglect them at our peril. A repeated
story over time acquires mythical status – by this I don’t mean that it
enjoys the status of the Loch Ness monster, but rather it starts to
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become an unquestioned fact, independent of context. Lindsay
Clandfield’s blog on tropes shed light on how certain ‘ideas’ if repeated
often enough anchor in our shared dialogue and then emerge without
being questioned or qualified. The problem, of course, as noted in many
of the comments, is that many of these ‘tropes’ contain an element of
truth. Our responsibility is to scrutinise and drill down to the details of
any story. This is crucially important now at a time when pressure for
change is coming from all directions (once it was just top-down), and the
rhetoric that accompanies it is often loud, inflated and loaded – enough
to make your ears bleed. Remember that narratives of the future are
prescriptive, rather than predictive – don’t let anyone unilaterally tell our
story (the story of education) for us.
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Product Development – Part 1

On my first day at ELTjam, I was pitched at. Tim, Laurie and Nick (the
ELTjam founders) sat me down in the meeting room at the Hackney Wick
co-working space where myself, Nick and Hristina are based, and they
tried to sell me their product ideas. This week, we take the first step
towards testing whether one of these ideas can become a viable ELT
product. Today sees the launch of the flovo.co landing page, our own
MVP, a little litmus test.

But how did we get to this point, what have we, specifically I, been up to
since the 12th May and why have we made a webpage before the app is
ready? This post explains the process that we’ve been through and some
of the decisions we’ve made. We wanted to share some of the things that
we are learning in the hope that it can help others involved in both ELT
and in EdTech, and we also wanted to get thoughts and ideas on how we
can improve the process we’re going through as we create digital ELT
products here at ELTjam.

Lean Canvas and Brainstorming

A business model canvas encourages business owners to properly think
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through the various aspects of a product or idea before investing more
time and money in making it a reality. In 2009, Ash Maurya created an
updated version, the Lean Canvas, reflecting the move towards leaner
working processes. The principles are the same; put simply, you think
about who might use or buy your product, what problems they have and
how you could solve them. From this you write a value proposition (what
benefit you provide, to who and why those people would choose your
product over any others available). You then look into how those people
would be able to find out about your product or service and how you’d
make enough money to make a viable and sustainable business out of it.
It can be a confusing and time consuming process and very often leads
to a realisation that the great idea you had has very little chance of
working or significant obstacles in its way.

In my first week I worked on, or looked at, initial lean canvases for
around seven different products and services. The idea is that the ones
that seem viable get added to and built up over time, the ones that are
problematic need a change of course, a pivot, in order to get them back
on track, or they can be scrapped. By the end of the first week there were
four product ideas that ELTjam decided to pursue (three of which are still
being actively worked on), this blogpost tells the story of just one, now
known as flovo.co.

The product idea

The product is based on three main assumptions: The first was that
learners need vocab, and lots of it. If learners can get a foundation of the
top 3000 words under their belt, the rest of the language
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learning process will be smoother and more productive. The second was
that learners needed to know more than just meaning, they needed
collocation, pronunciation, understanding of word families, synonyms,
range etc. too. The third was that if we harness the power of ‘flow’ (the
feeling you get when you’re totally focused on what you’re doing, you’re
‘in the zone’), more learners would be able to get through that volume of
content and more quickly.

Value proposition: flovo.co is a series of games that help users learn the
words that matter (high frequency), learn the things about these words
which matter (appropriate depth), and learn in a way that maximises
chances of reaching a state of flow (highly motivating).

We figured that enough learners knew that there was a need for vocab,
and enough teachers too, and that the market was therefore there. In
terms of business model, we felt that there were two possible routes,
either direct to consumer (B2C) or a business to business model (B2B).
These two routes vary greatly in terms of channels through which people
hear about the product and the ways that they generate revenue. We
looked at both of these options and decided that there was enough
potential to take the next step with the product.

Testing assumptions

The next step was to work out what assumptions we were making with
this product idea, and which ones were the most risky; it’s best to start by
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testing them first! We therefore had to research in more detail the
different things that we looked at in the canvas and think about what our
most risky assumptions were and go about testing them. The book Lean
Analytics by Croll and Yoskovitz says that it’s useful to think about
knowledge, or information as falling into one of four categories:

Things you know you know
Things you know you don’t know
Things you don’t know you know
Things you don’t know that you don’t know

Clearly the biggest risks, but also the biggest opportunities, are in the
unknown unknowns. Data can be gathered about the known unknowns,
but early stages of product development should be about finding out as
much as possible and in doing so you may stumble across something,
an opportunity or an obstacle that that you hadn’t even been looking for
in the first place. This will generally result in a pivot to a new product
direction, revenue stream, channel or proposition. The problem with
coming up with an idea and then just building it is that there may well
be, in fact almost definitely are, things you don’t know and have no idea
about and they could and should have a big impact on how the product
progresses.

So we had to decide what to test and how to go about it. We figured that
our first main assumption is that people would be interested in a
product as described above. Do learners care about vocab or is grammar
more important, do teachers and parents want learners to sit there and
learn a few thousand words in isolation? Would people be willing to pay
for such a product even if it existed?

The way we decided to test these assumptions is with a technique, now
not at all uncommon, whereby a web page is built that highlights the
value proposition and asks people to give some information to register
their interest. By building just a single page site we’re hoping to be able
to test some of the assumptions that we’re making, measure people’s
responses and gauge interest. The things that we learn from this stage
will help us to further define how the product should look, which markets
it should be aimed at and the types of people that are interested.

Building the page
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It was tricky, at this early stage to decide how much time and money we
should put into different aspects of the page. Do we pay a web developer
or just build it ourselves in WordPress? Do we pay a designer or mock
something up as best we can? Is it worth getting someone to do copy, or
is that a place we can save money? The problem is that there is a certain
standard of website that consumers have come to expect, and no matter
how good the value proposition, if the design is poor, the site clunky or
the copy unappealing then people will be less likely to engage. But at the
same time we had to keep costs as low as possible so it was a tough
decision to make. I spoke to designers and developers from different
countries and in the end decided to work with Mark Bain for this stage of
the product. He had experience in working with other ELT products, could
do both the development and the design, we liked his work, and he
quoted a price we could afford to pay!

Then started a process of back and forth between Mark and myself as we
iterated on design, logo, layout, copy, functionality etc. We wanted some
images of app screens to give the impression of what the app could do,
so we spent some time discussing functionality and how best to show
the features of the product, despite not being 100% sure of what they
would be! We started with overall themes and impressions that we
wanted to give and then designed screens and wrote copy to match the
ideas. It was also really important that the website was responsive so
that it would look good on a mobile, a tablet and various sizes of
computer screen, and in order to store the email addresses and create
the signup forms we integrated our mailchimp account. But most
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importantly, we also had to decide on a name. The working title was
Flowjam3000, which still has a special place in our hearts, but once a
member of the ELTjam pointed out that it sounds like a different product
altogether, we realised it needed to change! We created a spreadsheet,
and all wrote down a load of terrible and a few good names, and after a
lot of domain name searching we settled on the achingly cool flovo.co!

SEO / SEM

As a general rule, in order to get people to your site you can optimise the
page to rank higher for certain searched terms (SEO) and you can pay to
have your page appear when people search a certain term (SEM).
Basically, it’s a market that Google have got all sewn up! You can
advertise in other channels such as facebook and twitter too, but at some
point you’ll have to put some cash google’s way!

In order to optimise a page, you need to include high quality and relevant
content for the people searching the phrases you are interested in. This
is therefore much more of a long game, and one that doesn’t really fit
with a single page website. You need a blog, info pages and various parts
of the site to populate with relevant content. For this reason, we felt there
was little we could do in terms of optimisation with the single page we
had, and we didn’t have enough time and money to get quality content
before we’d validated whether the idea had potential.

So we turned our attention to SEM. How many people would view our
site for £10? And how many for £20? It all depended on which words we
bid on. So do we bid for big terms like ‘learn English’ or go niche with
phrases like ‘English vocabulary app'?
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What would we learn from paying this cash? How would it influence our
decisions? Do we do it in English or Spanish? So many questions, and the
answers to each just threw up another few things that we didn’t have
enough information or knowledge about. So we decided on a slightly
alternative approach; first we’d release the page in English and get
feedback from our peers and a few focus groups of learners. From what
we learn we can decide whether the idea has enough potential to
translate everything to another language and then spend some money
on advertising in that language and see if there is genuine consumer
interest. Hence the first version of the page, the one you can see at
flovo.co is all English and not graded for language learners.

Building the app

Whilst the page was being built, we started looking into other areas that
were risky for us. Firstly was the question of whether or not we could
afford to build the app, even if people did want it. We had contact with a
company called Zzish, who provide back end modules for developers of
educational apps. Their idea is to reduce development costs by making
available the modules that are common to a large percentage of
educational apps and tools. So instead of every company spending
money on a gamification module, a learning analytics module, adaptive
algorithms etc. Zzish can provide you access to these modules through
their API. After approaching Zzish it seemed that there was a big overlap
between the functionality they offered and what we were aiming for.
They also seemed really interested in the project and so quoted to build
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the whole app as well as integrate their own modules through their APIs.
Zzish have a great team in place and do some really exciting work, plus
the price was affordable. So assuming that we validate the idea, things
are in place to build the app, hopefully within a month from getting the
green light.

In order to develop the games and exercises in the app, we need a
database of words to build upon. We need definitions, example
sentences, derived forms of headwords, links between words of the
same word family, words that share a sense, words that have opposite
meanings etc. Doing this ourselves through a process of natural
language processing would be theoretically possible, but very time
consuming. We expect that data that the app would generate would
hopefully be of some value in terms of finding out more about how
people learn different aspects of words and any regional and age
variations etc. So we approached a publishing company and we’re in
talks about how we might be able to use the dictionary data that
they have available and what implications there may be for the data that
we collect. Things are still in early stages but the hope is that this
dictionary data will form the main content layer for the app.

Games, progression and scoring

We’ve also been putting effort into what the games will look like, how the
adaptive algorithms will work and exactly how we’ll manage to achieve a
mental state of flow for our users. Again, it’s not something we want to
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spend a huge amount of time working on, until we know that there is
interest on the product. But as it’s the exciting bit, we haven’t been able
to help ourselves. We’ve got some exciting ideas, watch this space!

Next steps

A lot has happened since that first pitch day here in Hackney Wick, but
this really is only step 1. Over the next few weeks we’ll be refining the
copy and the offering before translating the site into another language,
probably Spanish. We’ll then make decisions about how much to spend
on advertising and which search terms would be most useful for us.
Hopefully, by early August we’ll know if there’s enough interest to get the
app built and then we’ll start testing with a small number of users.

So if you, or some learners you know, are interested in being part of the
initial group of people testing the app, sign up though the flovo.co page
we’ll keep you updated on the progress.

33

http://flovo.co


Fin.

We hope you enjoyed the first ELTjam Digest ebook. Please send your
thoughts and suggestions to info@eltjam.com.

The ELTjam team
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