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Chapter 1 

Teach Differently
“ The most dangerous phrase in the language is ‘We’ve always done it this way.’” 
- Grace Murray Hopper

Goals
By the end of this chapter, 
you will be able to:

• describe how to use
technology to improve
learning outcomes.

• explain how activities can
be passive, interactive,
and creative (PIC).

• describe how to use
technology to replace,
amplify, and transform
(RaT) activities.

• use the PIC-RaT matrix to
plan effective online and
blended English-language
instruction.

a student participates in an online class using  
her laptop at home.
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2 Chapter 1

Before You Read

Before you begin this chapter, think about the ways in which you integrate online 
technology into your English-language instruction. You might teach a fully online class or 
a blended class that uses both in-person and online elements. Think of the different ways 
you use the Internet to plan your instruction and the online software and applications 
you use to teach English. Also think about what types of online technology your students 
use to learn English. Brainstorm a list in the table below. Write the purpose for using the 
technology for teaching or learning as well as the advantages and disadvantages. 

Name	of	technology	
(tool,	software,	
application)

Who	uses	it	(you,	your	
students,	or	both)

For	what	purpose(s) Advantages	or	
disadvantages

Google Docs My students To type their writing 
assignments and submit 
them to me for feedback

Advantage: Students 
engage in collaborative 
writing and peer feedback.

Disadvantage: Sometimes 
students delete each 
other’s writing!
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Chapter 1 3 

Introduction
english as a Global Language

Internet access and use have grown dramatically, and recent innovations will soon 
bring reliable Internet to even the most remote areas of the world. Billions of people 
now also use social media. This combination of easy Internet access and social media 
proliferation has resulted in an explosion of communication and learning.

Much of this communication is occurring in English, with over 2.3 billion speakers, 
including those learning English as a first or an additional language (Crystal, 2019). The British 
Council (2013) says of English: “As the language of communications, science, information 
technology, business, entertainment and diplomacy, it has increasingly become the 
operating system for the global conversation” (p. 5). Not only has English become the most 
widely used language in areas like science and technology, it is also the most widely used on 
the Internet (w3techs.com). At the time of publication, w3tech’s analysis of known websites 
showed 63.6% of web content in English, with the next highest at 7% in Russian, 3.9% in 
Turkish, and 3.7% in Spanish. As the dominant language of the Internet, English gives people 
access to a wealth of information as well as direct communication with people around the 
world for both personal and professional purposes. 

How does communication in the 21st century affect how we approach teaching 
English as a global language? As noted by the Partnership for 21st Century Learning, 
“all learners need educational experiences in school and beyond, from cradle to career, 
to build knowledge and skills for success in a globally and digitally interconnected 
world” (Battelle for Kids, 2019, p. 2). In this world where seemingly infinite information—
particularly information in English—is only a click away, it isn’t enough to simply integrate 
technology into English-language instruction. It’s also important for students to develop 
the 4Cs: communication, collaboration, critical thinking, and creativity skills (Fig. 1.1). 
Without those skills, our students may learn English, but they won’t necessarily be able to 
use it effectively in real-world digital and multimodal contexts.  

Access to technology has dramatically changed every sphere of our lives. Our 
world is becoming more personalized and connected. We communicate differently, we 
shop differently, we travel differently, we entertain differently, we form and maintain 
relationships differently, we work and earn differently—but do we teach differently?	

C
Communication

C
Collaboration

C
Critical Thinking

C
Creativity

4Cs 

Fig. 1.1  
The 4Cs of 21st century 
skills  
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4 Chapter 1

Why We Need to Teach Differently 
Schools have a long history of telling students what to learn, how to learn, and how to 

show that they have learned. This one-size-fits-all approach to teaching and learning has 
left some students feeling disengaged and teachers feeling exhausted. Furthermore, this 
model is unlikely to help students to develop the communication, collaboration, critical 
thinking, or creativity skills they will need to find fulfilling careers.

Although teachers are increasingly using technology in their classes, there isn’t any 
guarantee that it’s improving learning. Giving students access to a laptop, for example, 
will not necessarily help them learn English. Technology is a tool that can have a positive 
impact when used well and a negative one when used poorly. Often teachers ask if 
technology impacts students’ ability to learn English. The simple answer is “no.” For 
instance, if a group of students reads a book in print and a similar group of students reads 
the same book in e-book form, their reading comprehension will be the same  
(Margolin et al., 2013). This is because it’s the learning activity—not the technology—that 
impacts learning. The more nuanced response to the question of whether technology 
impacts learning is “Yes, if teachers use the technology to make meaningful changes to 
the learning activities.”  

Building on previous research and frameworks such as David Merrill’s (2009) e3 and Liz 
Kolb’s (n.d.) Triple E frameworks, Borup, Graham, Short, and Shin (2021) have identified the 
following four goals of using technology to teach English:

•	ENAblE	 Technology can unlock activities that teachers and students would not 
be able to do easily without it.

•	ExtENd	 Technology can extend the time, place, and ways that students master 
learning objectives. This requires students to have access to digital scaffolding and 
resources anytime and anyplace.

•	ENgAgE	 Technology can help increase three types of engagement—behavioral 
(hand), emotional (heart), and cognitive (mind). Too often students are not 
emotionally invested in their learning because they are given passive learning 
activities. If technology is used in ways that encourage students to be more active 
participants, they will discover more enjoyment and emotional engagement. Not 
only should activities be hands-on, they should also be minds-on and encourage 
students to think deeply about what is being taught. When using technology, 
teachers should try to engage students’ hands, hearts, and heads.

•	ElEvAtE	 Technology can help to elevate learning activities to include higher-
order and 21st century skills such as communication, collaboration, critical thinking, 
and creativity. 

Elevating learning is frequently accomplished by using technology to situate 
learning tasks in real-world problems and projects.
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Chapter 1 5 

These four goals of technology use, often called the 4Es (Fig. 1.2), focus on the 
areas most likely to impact learning outcomes. There are clearly other goals for using 
technology. For instance, teaching and learning take time and resources, and school 
administrators, teachers, and students may turn to technology to make the process more 
efficient and cost-effective. While improved efficiency is a worthwhile goal, focusing on 
efficiency alone will not directly result in significant improvement to learning outcomes 
because the learning activities will stay largely the same. Furthermore, it has been our 
experience that while technology may make specific activities more efficient, it does not 
necessarily make the overall learning experience more effective. However, if you focus on 
using technology to enable, extend, engage, and elevate student learning, you will see the 
real value of technology.  

FO
UR

  G

OALS   OF  TECHNOLOGY  USE
EN

ABLE  •  EXTEND  •  ENGAGE  •  ELEVATE
   •

   4Es
Fig. 1.2 The 4Es
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6 Chapter 1

Improving the 4es using online and Blended Learning
Over the last two decades, online and blended learning has increased in English-

language teaching (Digital Learning Collaborative, 2019; Hockly & Dudeney, 2018). In 
some countries like China and Brazil, private language schools have been offering online 
English classes for students of all ages, even as young as five years old. While online 
course enrollments have been growing rapidly in the last 20 years, the COVID-19 outbreak 
dramatically increased the number of students learning online in a very short time. The 
number may be well over a billion worldwide or 3 out of every 4 students (UNESCO, 2020). 
The pandemic will likely have a long-lasting impact on learning. As Tarek Shawki, Egypt’s 
Minister of Education, stated, “We have made more progress with digital and distance 
learning in the past 10 days than in the past 10 years. Without a doubt this crisis will change 
the way we think about the provision of education in the future” (UNESCO, 2020). 

By its nature, online learning extends learning opportunities to whenever students 
have the time and Internet access. However, many online courses fail to fully engage 
students or significantly improve their learning. In fact, students are significantly less likely 
to pass their online courses compared to their in-person courses (Freidhoff, 2020). This is in 
part because often when teachers transition from an in-person environment to an online 
environment, they try to simply digitize what they have been doing in person. These 
teachers will commonly say, “I need to put my course online.” This is not a good approach 
and may end in failure. Rather than digitizing what you’ve always done in person, a more 
effective approach is to consider the new opportunities that the technology and learning 
environment can afford you and your students and then design learning activities that 

Why	do	You	Use	technology? 

Think of a recent time when you or your students used technology. What was your 
goal in using technology or having your students use it? 

The following guiding questions can help to show how the technology impacted 
you and your students: 

EnablE Did the technology unlock activities that you would not be able to do 
easily or at all without technology?

ExtEnd Did the technology provide students with flexibility in where, when, 
and how they learned?

EngagE Did the technology engage students behaviorally (hands), emotionally 
(hearts), and cognitively (minds)? 

ElEvatE Did the technology help students to situate their learning in the real 
world in ways that allow them to develop higher-order and 21st century skills (e.g., 
communication, collaboration, critical thinking, and creativity skills)? 
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Chapter 1 7 

leverage those affordances to enable new types of learning, engage students, and elevate 
their learning. 

In addition to offering purely online courses, teachers are increasingly combining 
online and in-person learning. These “blended courses” allow teachers to make the most of 
the advantages of online and in-person teaching and may even enable them to provide 
students with more support than they can in in-person courses. However, if teachers aren’t 
careful, blended courses can result in a passive learning experience that fails to leverage 
the transformative potential of technology. 

Online and blended courses are increasing, but both require a new skill set. In fact, 
the skills needed to teach blended or online courses are so different from those needed 
to teach in person that even the best in-person teachers may not succeed in these new 
environments. Nervous? Don’t be! We’re here to help. We’re going to be on this journey 
with you. Each of the remaining chapters of this book will provide you with ideas and 
examples that can improve your online and blended teaching. We only ask that you keep 
an open mind and be willing to try new things and—teach differently! 

Teaching English Differently with Technology 
Simply digitizing a learning activity may extend the activity and make it more 

efficient to complete, but it’s unlikely to directly improve learning outcomes. Much of 
the technology use we observe in classrooms and in online courses is simply digitizing, 
distributing, and/or disseminating information. Consider how technology has been 
historically used in delivering a lecture. Teachers have long used technology to make 
lecturing more efficient. Starting with the chalkboard, teachers were able to present large 
amounts of information for students to passively consume. Then came the overhead 
projector, which allowed teachers to write on transparent sheets of plastic and project 
on a large screen for all students to see. This was helpful because they could reuse the 
transparencies year after year. Then came digital projectors, which allowed teachers to 
create presentations using tools such as PowerPoint or document cameras. These digital 
tools allowed teachers to incorporate graphics and videos in their presentations. More 
recently, teachers have been making video lectures that they post online for students 
to access. 

However, what’s really changed with all of this technology? Chalkboards, overhead 
projectors, digital projectors, document cameras, and video lectures all support passive 
learning. Digital projectors and document cameras are digitizing what was previously done 
on a chalkboard or overhead projector. Switching from a previously used technology to 
a new technology will not result in improved learning outcomes unless that change also 
significantly changes the learning activity. Richard Culatta (2013), the former director of 
the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Educational Technology, said in a TEDx Talk, 
“My fear is that if we continue on this trajectory, very soon we will have successfully 
replicated in digital format exactly all of the traditional teaching methods that we use 
today.” Simply digitizing old practices or replacing older technology with newer technology 
will not improve our ability to teach English or prepare students for the future. 
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8 Chapter 1

Rather than simply using new technology to replace or digitize an activity, you should 
seek to use technology in a way that amplifies or transforms learning activities. Royce 
Kimmons and his colleagues at Brigham Young University suggest that technology can 
replace, amplify, or transform (“RAT”) learning activities (Kimmons, Graham, & West, 2020).

•	REplacE is when the teacher uses technology to digitize the learning activity or 
swap one technology with a similar technology without changing the core activity.  
Example: Rather than have students hand-write an essay, a teacher has their 
students use a word processor. The essay is largely the same, but the technology 
has digitized what would have been handwritten. Similarly, replacing a computer-
based word processor with an online word processor will not necessarily make a 
meaningful change to the learning activity (unless the collaborative features are 
utilized in a way that amplifies the experience). 

•	AmpliFY is when the teacher uses technology to change the activity in ways 
that improve teaching and learning.  
Example: Rather than have students hand-write or type an essay, the teacher has  
their students write blog entries. The essay is largely the same, but the technology 
allows students to embed images and videos and share their blog with others who 
can respond with comments on the blog.  

•	tRansfoRm is when the teacher uses technology to do an entirely new 
activity that wouldn’t be possible without the technology.  
Example: Rather than type an essay or create a blog post, the teacher has their 
students create an edited video. Not only is the product different but so is the 
process that students go through to create it. In this example, students can practice 
the same target language (vocabulary and grammar) as in the essay but in a 
technology-enhanced activity (Fig. 1.3).

Fig. 1.3 Replace, amplify, transform

REPLACE

R
AMPLIFY

A
TRANSFORM

T
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Chapter 1 9 

Kimmons et al. (2020) also categorized technology use as passive, interactive, or 
creative (“PIC”). 

•	passivE is when technology is used to deliver information to students but 
doesn’t necessarily require student response or interaction. In a passive learning 
environment, students are watching and listening to language. They are asked 
to absorb and remember what is presented to them. Keep in mind that a passive 
activity (according to this framework) does not mean students are not doing 
anything! The teacher can make sure that students are listening, learning, and active 
in their efforts to comprehend English. 
Example: A student watches a video or attends a webinar lecture.

•	 intERactivE is when students need to respond or take action. Students 
become active participants in the online learning environment. With language 
learning, it’s very important to provide students with opportunities to use language. 
Online activities that give students a chance to interact with you and one another 
afford students these opportunities. 
Example: Students watch a webinar lecture and interact by making comments 
either verbally or in the text chatbox. 

•	cREativE is when students use technology to create a product. Encouraging 
students to use English to create a product allows them to explore new uses of 
language. Online technologies are making it easier for students to create products 
that they share with their teacher, classmates, and/or the world. Of course, 
depending on your students’ ages and your teaching context, you might encourage 
students to be creative and share only with you and their peers. When students are 
able to share their digital products more broadly, it’s important to ensure that they 
follow safety, citizenship, and copyright guidelines.  
Example: Students create digital presentations, infographics, digital stories, blogs, 
websites, edited videos—the possibilities are endless (Fig. 1.4)!

Fig. 1.4 Passive, interactive, creative

PASSIVE

P
INTERACTIVE

I
CREATIVE

C
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10 Chapter 1

Now that we’ve learned about the PIC and the RAT, let’s put them together and 
categorize technology use with the PIC-RAT matrix. Take a moment to look at the PIC-
RAT matrix (Fig. 1.5). Starting with the vertical axis, you can see your students’ technology 
use as passive, interactive, or creative (PIC). Along the horizontal axis, you can then see 
if the technology you are using replaces, amplifies, or transforms (RAT) the activities. 
For instance, if you use a digital projector to project slides rather than writing on the 
chalkboard (Replace), and then ask students to look at the slides and listen to a lecture 
(Passive), the activity would be categorized as PR on the matrix. In comparison, if you 
change an activity from writing an essay to creating a website, it would be categorized as 
creative and transformative (CT). 

P
P
A
S
S
IV
E

I
IN

T
E
R
A
C
T
IV
E
C

C
R
E
A
T
IV
E

REPLACE

R
AMPLIFY

A
TRANSFORM

T

CR

IR

PR

CA

IA

PA

CT

IT

PT
Fig. 1.5  
The PIC-RaT matrix 
(adapted from 
Kimmons et al., 2020)

Application to English-Language Teaching
When teachers of English are first introduced to the PIC-RAT matrix, they tend to think 

that every activity should be creative and transformative (CT). While your goal may be 
to have students use technology to create original work, not everything that students 
do should be creative and transformative. Not only is that impractical; you wouldn’t 
necessarily be providing effective instruction. Students need to have a variety of language 
activities from receptive (listening and reading) to productive (speaking and writing). 
There is a time for everything on the PIC-RAT matrix. For instance, reading an article 
online would be categorized as PR (passive and replace), but this is still a valuable activity. 
However, if the majority of learning activities are passive and don’t promote interaction 
or production, then students won’t have opportunities to use English for communication. 
English-language teachers should explore transformative uses of technology and discover 
new ways to encourage authentic uses of English.

Let’s look at some examples of how to apply PIC-RAT to teaching young learners.
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Chapter 1 11 

read-aloud examples: replace, amplify, and Transform
Many teachers of young learners like to read aloud to help students learn language 

while also teaching students reading skills through modeling. Using the PIC-RAT matrix, 
consider how technology can replace, amplify, and transform this literacy activity, which in 
the PIC-RAT matrix is passive (Fig. 1.6). 

P
P
A
S
S
IV
E

REPLACE

R
AMPLIFY

A
TRANSFORM

T

PR PA PT
Fig. 1.6  
Passive-RaT

PR (PASSIVE-REPLACE)

You can simply digitize this activity for an online course by reading aloud to students 
with online video conferencing tools. If you are reading a small book, you can point to 
the pictures or words with ease. You can also digitize the pages of a book and project on 
a slide. Instead of holding the book in your hands while making sure students can see 
you in their screens, you can share a presentation with any video conferencing software. 
With your hands free, you can help make input comprehensible by using gestures and the 
highlighter or pointer to focus students on any part of the page or text (Fig. 1.7).

This use of technology is an example of PR in the PIC-RAT matrix because technology 
simply replaced the original activity done in face-to-face environments. 

Fig. 1.7  
Using a pointer to 
focus students on 
part of a page
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12 Chapter 1

PA (PASSIVE-AMPLIFy)

The same activity can be amplified (PR to PA) by giving students a recorded video of 
you reading aloud while holding a book or sharing a slide presentation with book pages  
(Fig. 1.8). If you film yourself reading aloud, students can watch the video several times 
to help with their comprehension. This is an amplification from the in-person read-
aloud because students can rewatch and even pause the video to focus on difficult 
parts. In addition, you can include subtitles for learners who can read to support their 
comprehension with text.

Fig. 1.8
a passive-amplify (Pa) activity

PT (PASSIVE-TRANSFORM)

To move from PA to PT, you can use a professionally filmed video of the story told 
by an actor or the author. Such videos often include multimedia effects to transform 
the read-aloud. This kind of video can help students with comprehension and make the 
story more enjoyable. Storyline Online is a popular website created by the Screen Actors 
Guild - American Federation of Television and Radio Artists (SAG-AFTRA) that features 
popular picture books in English read aloud by famous actors. They come with moving 
images, subtitles, and adjustable speeds, in case students want to slow down the 
speech. Figure 1.9 shows a video that has been made for all the storybooks in a series 
called Our World. Another option that is perhaps even more transformative is to have 
an author or storyteller who doesn’t live locally attend your class as a guest speaker by 
video conference.

A simple search for popular storybooks will result in a variety of videos of stories read 
aloud, some even by the authors themselves. These can be viewed by students before, 
during, and after any synchronous online or in-person session.

Fig. 1.9  
Our World video, 
National Geographic 
learning
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Chapter 1 13 

Shared reading and retelling examples:  
completing pIc-raT

To continue with literacy activities, you can brainstorm ways to amplify and transform 
activities. Figure 1.10 shows different types of activities with technology that might be 
appropriate for young learners of English who are reading a particular book with the 
teacher. You may recognize the progression from P to I to C as one that aligns with an 
effective sequence of literacy activities used to replace in-person activities in an online 
setting. 

However, even more importantly, the PIC-RAT matrix is an excellent tool to see how 
you can teach English differently. It provides a foundation for the concepts we will explore 
in this book in order to help you transform your English-language teaching in online and 
blended learning environments. 

P
PA

SS
IV
E

I
IN

TE
R
A
C
TI
V
E

C
C
R
EA

TI
V
E

REPLACE

R
AMPLIFY

A
TRANSFORM

T

Students draw a picture about the 
book on paper and record 
themselves retelling that part of 
the story on video (e.g., using 
a smartphone or camera). Then 
students submit the video to the 
teacher.

Students draw a picture about the
book using an online drawing tool.
Students use an app to record
themselves retelling that part of
the story with background music
and sound e�ects. Then students 
submit the recording to the
teacher.

Students create an animated video 
using on online app 
(e.g., Powtoon, ChatterPix) to 
retell the story from one character’s 
point of view. Then students post 
the video on a class blog or wiki to 
share with the class (and parents).

The teacher does a Shared Reading
activity  through online video
conferencing (e.g., Zoom, Teams)
while holding a book or sharing
a slide presentation with the book
pages. The teacher encourages
student participation through
chat or video.

Students do a creative retelling of 
the book through video 
conferencing (e.g., Zoom, Teams) 
by dramatizing the story with each 
student being a di�erent character. 
Students can prepare virtual 
backgrounds with scenes from the 
story. The teacher types in the
chatbox which students have
which role and then begins the
retellling.

The teacher facilitates a Story Chain 
using an app like VoiceThread 
which allows the teacher to upload 
slides that students can then post 
video-recorded messages about. 
The teacher starts the story with 
the first sentence; then students
add one sentence to the
VoiceThread. Before adding their
sentence, they have to listen to all
previous posts.

The teacher reads aloud to
students through video
conferencing (e.g., Zoom, Teams)
while holding a book or  sharing a
slide presentation with the book
pages.

The teacher gives students a
recorded video of herself doing
the read-aloud while holding a
book or sharing a slide
presentation with book pages.

The teacher uses a professionally
edited video or invites a guest
speaker by video conference to
add voices that students wouldn't
be able to hear otherwise.

Fig. 1.10  a PIC-RaT matrix for reading activities for young learners
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14 Chapter 1

After You Read

task	1:  Review the activities you listed in the Before You Read section. Decide where each 
activity belongs in the PIC-RAT framework. Then reflect on the following questions: 

•	Can you amplify or transform the activity?

•	Can you make the activity more interactive or creative?

•	 If so, how will this enhance your students’ ability to use English?

Here is a sample response based on the example given above.

Name	of	
technology	

Who	uses	it For	what	
purpose(s)

Where	it	fits	in	the
piC-RAt	matrix

Google Docs My  
students

To type 
their writing 
assignments and 
submit them to me 
for feedback

This activity is CR—Creative	and	Replace. 
It replaces the handwritten paper 
assignments that I used to ask students to 
do in class. i	could	amplify	this	activity 
and make	it	more	interactive by utilizing 
the Google Docs collaborative writing 
features and encouraging students to give 
each other feedback by commenting in 
each other’s Google docs. this	would	help	
students improve	their	ability	to	write	in	
English not only by writing their own work 
but also by providing feedback on their 
peers’ writing. 

task	2:  It’s helpful to categorize specific activities, but it’s also important to take a broader 
view and look at an instructional unit or even an entire course. A balance between the 
different types of technology-infused activities can still provide a transformative learning 
experience for students. Consider a recent instructional unit that you’ve taught. Using the 
PIC-RAT matrix on page 15, write in the activities that you and your students participated 
in. When you’re finished, what trends do you notice? Are there transformative and creative 
uses of technology or are all/most of the activities only passive or interactive? The goal is 
not to have activities in every section of the matrix. Rather, the goal is to engage students 
in several different types of learning activities while also aiming for some creative and 
transformative activities. 
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Chapter 1 15 
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16 Chapter 1
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