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NEW ERA INTERACTIVE ENGLISH:
INFORMATION FOR USERS

1. INTRODUCTION

‘New Era Interactive English’ (NEIE) represents an exciting new approach to English learning,
using a blend of technology-based and printed materials, together with classroom sessions with
teachers. It has been designed specially for Chinese university students who are not English majors,
to develop speaking and listening skills in authentic modern spoken American English, in a way

which is stimulating, effective and efficient.

The ‘blended learning’ methodology which is used in ‘“NEIE’ has three principal elements:

i)  Private study using interactive multimedia. This includes a wide range of activities, such as
video stories and dialogues, computer-assessed pronunciation exercises, comprehension
tests, reading activities and marked assessments. ‘

ii) Group and private study using a ‘Companion Book’ with audio cassette. This provides
extended reading and listening practise, additional vocabulary, and communicative
activities to try out in pairs or small groups.

iii) Classroom meetings with teachers to practise and extend what you have learned.

‘Blended learning’ is widely regarded today as the most efficient way for adults to learn new skills,
combining as it does the independence and flexibility of self-instruction with the guidance, feedback
and motivational effect of teacher-led classroom lessons. So the most important thing to understand
about ‘NEIE’ is that it is an integrated program: each element of it is designed to work with the
rest, and the elements should be studied in the correct sequence. The rest of this guide explains to
both students and teachers how and why the program works, and how to derive the maximum benefit

from it, in an easy-to-follow question and answer form.

2. USING THE COURSE

2.1 Students’ information
Q — What's the purpose of the online (computer) part of ‘NEIE’?
A — The online material has four main aims:

i) to ‘immerse’ you in modern spoken American English, with a video story, video
dialogues and interviews, and participation exercises where you can play a part in the
dialogue, and record your own voice.

ii) to present new vocabulary, idioms and structures in a clear and memorable context, and to
enable you to practise using this new language yourself in an appropriate context.

iii) to assess your understanding of what you hear and your ability to reproduce it — it includes
a specially developed tool for precise assessment of your pronunciation and intonation.
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iv) to enable course administrators (and you yourself) to monitor and assess your progress as you work your

way through the exercises and tests.

Q —What’s the purpose of the companion book?
A —The companion book has three main aims:
i)  toserve as a printed reference guide to the online course, with vocabulary and idiom lists, exercises and
explanations.
ii) to extend your knowledge of vocabulary, through additional reading passages and exercises.
iii) to help you to prepare for the classroom meetings and practise speaking English with friends and fellow-
students.

Q —What’s the purpose of the classroom meetings, and why aren’t they called ‘lessons’?

A —The classroom meetings are not lessons, because they’re not intended to teach you anything new. They’re
designed to help you practise what you learned when studying by yourself, in simulated real-life situations.
Above all, they give you the opportunity to develop your speaking skills (while the rest of the course focuses

principally on listening and reading).

Q —How do the three elements (online, book and classroom) relate to each other?

A —The online material is designed to present new language to you in a vivid and memorable context, and to
enable you to practise and test your comprehension. The books take this new language content and practise
and extend it, while the classroom meetings enable you to use the new language actively in communication

with other people.

Q —If I'm very busy, can I just study online and forget about the books and classroom meetings? Or
Jjust read the books, and leave out the computer materials and classroom meetings?

A —We strongly advise you not to do this. The three components of ‘NEIE’ are closely integrated with each
other, and the effectiveness of the learning program depends on using all three of them in the recommended

sequence.

Q —Can I choose which parts of the online program to study, or study them in a different order? For
instance, can I just listen to the dialogues and leave out the rest of the program?

A —No, you can’t. The various online exercises are in a fixed sequence, and you have to do them in that
sequence, and finish one before you move on to the next. This is for the same reason that you have to do all
the online and offline work: as an integrated learning program, ‘NEIE’ only works if you follow it exactly as

designed.

Q —How much time a week should I spend studying ‘NEIE’, and how does this break down in terms of

online and offline study?
A —We recommend a minimum of 2 hours a week, or 4 hours every two weeks. The breakdown is as follows: 1-2
hours online, 0.5-1 hours on the companion book, and 1 hour on the classroom meeting.

Q —I’ve never used a computer-based language teaching program before. How will I know how to use
the program, and how the various different exercises work?
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A — Don’t worry, ‘NEIE’ is very simple to use, and every exercise has its own set of instructions, which you

can consult on the computer before doing the exercise.

2.2 Teachers’ information

Q —What exactly is different about ‘NEIE’, and how does it work?

A —As we explained above, ‘NEIE’ follows a ‘blended learning’ methodology. This means that compu-
ter-based multimedia, books and classroom teaching are used as parts of an integrated teaching program,

where each component supports and complements the others.

Q —So how does ‘NEIE’ differ from the innumerable English-teaching CD-ROMs available on the
market?

A —In the use of a blended learning approach. Self-study CD-ROMs don’t incorporate any classroom lessons, nor
any companion books, and they generally don’t follow a consistent and controlled learning path either.

Q —How does the role of the teacher change in a blended learning context?
A —It depends on what one thinks of as the role of the teacher at the moment. If the teacher is seen as an educator,
whose task is to use a variety of means and methods to develop his or her students’ English skills, then
‘blended learnirig’ simply offers some new and more effective tools to achieve the same aims. However, to
those who insist on seeing teachers as mere imparters of information, we would respectfully recommend that
they widen their view, and acknowledge the broader and more ambitious educative role of the teacher today,
in a world where young people have ever easier access to information of all kinds via electronic and other

media.

Q —How can a computer teach English, when it has no understanding either of the language or of the
people who are studying it?

A — Computers can’t teach English, but people can learn English from computers, or rather from structured learn-
ing materials presented in a vivid and organised way on computers. The blended learning approach focuses
on creating the optimum conditions for learning and retention, and the computer has a significant role in this

context.

Q —What are the main benefits that the computer brings to English learning?
A —There are five main benefits:
i)  presenting authentic spoken American English in a vivid and memorable way to students with little or no
exposure to native speakers, and who are studying in an entirely Chinese-speaking environment.
ii) enabling students to practise using and repeating the new phrases and expressions they have learned in a
safe, private and totally non-threatening environment.
iii) enabling students to work at their own pace and their own convenience, without the time and other re-
strictions imposed by classes running according to fixed timetables.
iv) enabling students to assess their own progress and performance, so as to become more effective and effi-
cient learners, able to direct their own learning process.
V) enabling teachers to monitor students’ progress and performance, so as to provide academic reporting,
and, if desired, guidance to students to help them make the best use of their time studying.
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Q —If the computer brings so many advantages, does this approach not diminish the importance of the
teacher’s role? To put it another way, is the aim of ‘NEIE’ in the long run to replace teachers by
computers?

A —Definitely not. The teacher has two roles which can and should never be substituted by machines:

i) creating contexts for authentic person-to-person language use, monitoring what students say and provid-
ing guidance and feedback.

ii) guiding and supporting students’ work using the feedback information and reporting which comes from
the online part of the study — so that teachers can continue to guide their students, even when they are

not physically in the same place.

The philosophy of ‘NEIE’ is very simple: to allow people to do what they do best, and computers to do what
they do best. The computer, for us, is an extension of the teacher, not the other way around.

Q —How does the conduct of the classroom lessons change in a blended learning program, compared
with a traditional teacher-led and mainly book-based course?
A —If we follow the standard schema for a language teaching program, we can see it as divided into three phases:
i) Presentation, where new language is presented to students in a context which enables them to understand
at least the gist.
ii) Practice, where students repeat and use what they have learned, initially mechanically (exact repetition)
and then more creatively, with feedback from the teacher on accuracy and fluency.
iii) Extension, where this new language is used in an authentic communicative context, and combined with

other language which is already part of the student’s repertoire.

In a conventional program all three phases are conducted by the teacher, whereas in a blended learning solution the
first phase and most of the second phase (especially the mechanical repetition) take place online, with feedback
from the system on comprehension, fluency and accuracy. The classroom is used exclusively for the final (creative)
phase of practice and for the whole of the extension phase. This means that the teacher’s primary role is to elicit
and guide communication, affording the students the maximum of opportunities to speak. The term °facilitator’

is sometimes used to describe this new and vital function.

Q —Are the skills needed for this new role the same as those needed for a conventional teaching
program, and, if not, how can I develop the new skills needed?

A —The creative practice and extension phases are sometimes neglected by English teachers, while the presenta-
tion phase is often overstressed, with excessive weight being placed on imparting information. Teachers who
know how to avoid this danger, and to give their students authentic communicative practice, will be able to
transfer their skills directly to ‘NEIE’ ; those who have some difficulty in this aspect of teaching should im-
prove their skills by observing colleagues and seeking extra training if possible.

Q —What about the monitoring of students’ online work? Do I need to be a computer expert to do this,
and will it add substantially to my workload?

A —The answers are: no and no. The learner management system which is incorporated into ‘NEIE’ is extreme-
ly simple to use, and has a full online help system. The extra workload is very modest, involving no more

than one data access per student per month on average.
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Q —How can I tell if students are not following the program correctly, or if they’re having difficulties
which are slowing their progress—and what should I do in such cases?

A —The learner management system will show you your students’ study records, from which you can see whether
they’re studying regularly and at a sufficiently fast pace to complete their courses. They’re obliged by the
system to all the exercises in the correct order, so you don’t need to monitor this, but you can tell whether
students are having difficulty with aspects of the program by observing that the time they spend on certain (or
all) activities is either too high or too low. In such cases you’ll also notice when they come to the classroom
meetings that they’re below the level of their fellow-students, and you may either recommend more time
spent in private study or putting the students down to a lower level, as you judge appropriate.
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