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I have been teaching full distance CALL courses in an English Education Program in Brazil at Universidade Federal de Minas Gerais/Brazil [http://www.ufmg.br] since 1997. This undergraduate program prepares students for English teaching and its curriculum is composed of language, literature, linguistics, applied linguistics, pedagogy, and computer literacy.  
This is a face-to-face degree program, but part of the content (no more than 20%) can be taught through the Internet using forums, discussion lists and blogs. It is difficult for our students to find opportunities to use the language outside the classroom, so the net has been a useful tool to bridge that gap. In order to promote online interaction among students, our syllabuses are designed to integrate technological and communicative functions to the maximum extent possible. As there are no face-to-face encounters, all students from part-time, day and evening courses, in groups of 25 participants, can asynchronously work together either at the university labs or at home. Although they usually know how to use the computers to surf the net, to chat and to send e-mails, most of them do not master the full potential of the digital world.
The courses aim at offering non-artificial opportunities for students to practice the English language and develop computer literacy within a sixty-hour course, divided into four hours a week. Communication through e-mail or chat with English speakers and learners from other countries is also encouraged. I design most of the learning activities and also include free ones found on the net.
Students are assigned weekly tasks and feedback focuses on the content and not on the form of the output produced by them. Little attention is given to grammar, since the theoretical basis of our course is anchored in the strong version of the communicative approach, that is, using the language to learn the language, and the same principle underlies computer literacy – using digital tools to learn how do deal with them. 
Describing one CALL course

In 2005, the students enrolled in the Computer Assisted Language Learning course were invited by e-mail to sign up a list hosted by YahooGroups and to visit our page [http://www.veramenezes.com/call205.htm] for instructions. All their tasks and doubts where shared with the whole group with no face-to-face activities. 

They learned to deal with online dictionaries and concordancers, and also to use search engines to find texts (quotations, tutorials, netiquette, homepages etc.), images (ClipArt’s, photographs, animated gifs), and sounds (human sounds, songs, listening exercises). They learned how to create hyperlinks for texts and sounds and how to use Microsoft Word options, such as drop caps, WordArt, inserting and editing images, borders and shading, applying background, including shapes (ex. balloons), and using 3D effects, such as blinking background, shimmer, marching black or red ants, Las Vegas Lights and sparkle texts. The new acquired skills were used to create blogs and to produce multimedia narratives. 
Following Vygotsky’s (1978) and Freire’s (1970) ideas, our courses are rooted in a socio-cultural perspective and collaboration among the students is the core of the course dynamics. Learning experience is both collective and individual. Students are supposed to read every task produced by their classmates and to give feedback to them. Teachers and students become partners and language is used not only to provide information, but mainly to do things and to promote a collaborative social network. Students with poor computer skills are helped by more experienced ones and even the teacher increases her technology knowledge as some students are real computer experts and often come up with solutions for different problems. Students can act as coaches for their classmates, giving feedback, scaffolding, and arousing their partners’ curiosity. Any message or task sent to the group can trigger a new experience, leading students to venture out on their own virtual quest for learning opportunities. 

Multimedia narratives

The turning point of that course was the multimedia narrative task when students shared their English learning histories. Writing about their past individual learning experiences was a good opportunity for them to increase their language knowledge, to develop their computer literacy and also to reflect on their learning experiences. 

Twenty narratives were produced and can be seen at [http://www.veramenezes.com/narmulti.htm]. The narrators usually use the journey or the adventure metaphors to describe their learning experiences and some of those metaphors can be found in the very titles of their texts – “A long Journey...”; “The adventure of learning English”. Other titles emphasize unexpected events which worked as the initial motivation – “How it all started…”; “By an accident”; “The first contact”.

Emotions are represented by means of images and sounds which go along with texts. In Fig.1, one student describes how she felt when she traveled to Europe and could not communicate with people from different countries.
Something like that had happened with my lack of communication:
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                                                                                        AAAhhhhhhhh!!!!!
With this experience abroad I saw how important English as a second language is, principally when we want to communicate. At that time I was not aware of the globalization through the internet and all the communication it provides because I had no access to it. 
http://www.veramenezes.com/multi8.htm
Fig. 1 
Text, image and sound together worked well to represent her feelings. The student told me that she already knew The Cry, painted by Munch, and that it came to her mind when she was trying to explain her despair during her experience abroad. She thought the painting was similar to what she had felt. If one clicks at AAAhhhhhhhh!!!!! [http://www.freeaudioclips.com/music1/Sound_Effects/scream.wav], a cry of terror is heard. According to her, finding that sound was the most difficult part of the task. 
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Another good representation of an affective experience can be seen in Fig 2. 
One day, I asked a friend if she would like to study with me, in order that we both could refine our English. Then she answered: "No, thank you. I don’t want to study with someone that knows less than I do. It’s no use." I got so embarrassed that I could hardly find an answer to this. Then I said: Ok, thank you anyway.          http://www.veramenezes.com/multi15.htm

Fig. 2
Our perception of the narrator’s sorrow is intensified by the picture of a man, an animated gif, with teardrops repeatedly falling from his eyes. 
Cartoons, rock bands, movies, radio and cable TV programs are recursively mentioned in their narratives. It shows how important mass media are in the language acquisition process. The narrators included several hyperlinks which lead the readers to the homepages of their favorite bands and singers and we can even listen to some of the songs which are meaningful to those students. Excerpt (1) shows that songs can increase learner’s motivation.

(1) Another point that made me enthusiastic about learning another language was the possibility of, for the first time, being able to understand what my favorite English singers were saying in their song lyrics. In fact, since my early childhood I was very interested in music and this indirectly made my interest for English also increase.
      [http://www.veramenezes.com/multi15.htm]
[image: image3.wmf]Each narrative portrays a unique learning experience. Some students referred to family members who spoke English; others talked about traveling abroad and included their pictures; others regretted about their economic conditions and the consequent poor learning experiences in high schools, as we can see in excerpt (2). After complaining about the poor English teaching in high school, the student added figure 3 and stated he did not want to be just one more brick in the town wall, a reference to Pink Floyd’s song, The Wall.
Fig.3      

(2) As I did not want to be just one more brick in the town wall, I thought that by learning English I could be different from the other men in my town. But as it was not so easy for me to learn the language there, I got frustrated. I did not have enough money to pay for a course, so the only way that I had was to learn it by myself. Then, I learned lots of grammar rules but not how to speak the language. [http://www.veramenezes.com/multi18.htm]
Another student made use of the same song and reproduced the lyrics to support his criticism of the educational system.
We don't need no education 
We don’t need no thought control
No dark sarcasm in the classroom
Teachers leave them kids alone
Hey! Teachers! Leave them kids alone!
All in all it's just another brick in the wall.
All in all you're just another brick in the wall
One interesting aspect of the multimedia narratives is the recurrent visual representation of schools and teachers.
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Fig. 4                Fig. 5                             Fig. 6                         Fig. 7
Figures 4 to 7, taken from 3 different narratives, represent the traditional teacher-fronted classrooms with students sitting in rows and raising their hands to get permission to speak. 
The students feel that their experiences can motivate others. One of them wrote at the end of his narrative “I hope my own learning experience can help someone to get inspired to carry on also.” Another one opened her text with optimistic advice: “Makes no difference who you are!!! Anything your heart desire will come to you!!!.” A third one offered a piece of advice enriched by links leading readers to sites where materials to learn more English can be found:
(3) The learning process never ends and we must be aware to catch the best of the moment such a TV program or the net, where we can find sites with listening materials, reading materials, and complete English courses…So it can make a difference in my learning process. 
[http://www.veramenezes.com/multi1.htm]
Outcomes
Words, images and sounds together were much more than the sum of them. The multimedia texts enhanced the students’ creativity and imagination and had profound and significant impact on our learning community, given that participants not only produced and shared a new kind of text, but reflected on their past and present learning processes and helped their peers to develop and improve language and computer skills.

 After reading all the narratives, students and teacher could realize that language learning does not necessarily come out as a product of formal learning contexts. Those narratives have shown that learning processes are influenced by individual cognitive and affective factors and that second language emerges out of the interaction of different social networks such as family, cultural production, and school. 

Quoting the narrator in (3), I can say that the learning process never ends and I have been learning a lot with my students and their language learning histories.
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