Diane Blackman

Presentation Prowess
1.  Overview

This unit, American Country Music, was originally used two years ago as part of an intensive speaking and listening ESL class. It was delivered in a classroom to university freshmen in China who had studied English for six to nine years.  The unit on country western music was followed by units on Classic Rock (teacher/student produced) and Hip Hop (student selected and produced). These three music units made up about 15% of the course. 
Covered by these design documents is the final learning object for the country music unit. It is a music video. Its purpose is to bring together the language and concepts from materials I have previously made available (a vocabulary lesson and a series of handouts), to demonstrate the characteristics of country music and expose learners to the icons of country music. The music video format was a natural for my project since my purpose was to present the music piece of country music. 
2.  Audience

I feel I know these learners well - our class meets 20 hours a week and we have been together for three and a half months when this unit is studied. 

My students are 50 Chinese freshman university students 

· 18 – 20 years old

· Balanced male/female mix

· 98% Han Chinese; 2% minorities, although they are well assimilated to the dominant culture

· Between 65 – 75% are from rural areas on the SE China coast; the remainder are from other provinces, but none are from major metropolitan areas

· 80% are from low to moderate income homes

· All speak Mandarin Chinese; for about half, however, their first language is a another dialect of Chinese spoken in the home

· No disabilities

Students will have studied English for six to nine years: their reading level will be equivalent to a freshman in university; their speaking, writing, and listening abilities will be about the level of an American high-school freshman or sophomore.

As uniformity and conformance are widely held cultural values in China, it is fair to make an informal assessment of my class as a whole using the MBTI personality types. Roughly 80% of my students will exhibit a preference for the following learning styles: Introvert, Sensing, Thinking and Judging. 

In general, this means they are energized by analysis and reflection, they respond to facts, they are primarily concerned with principles and things, and they are driven to closure (Abela, 2008, p. 21).  The implications for my teaching are that I need to provide materials in advance; make (optionally) available all relevant facts and details; identify principles, costs, and benefits; and, present conclusions up front (Abela, 2008, p. 21).

3.  Learning objectives

Learning objectives of the course

In general, the purpose of the course is (1) to develop speaking fluency, (2) to increase listening comprehension, (3) to improve pronunciation, and (4) to contextualize American English in its cultural and historic background. 

Learning objectives of the unit
The learning objectives for the unit (and its related activities) are:
· Improving fluency in all the components of language learning (speaking, listening, writing, and reading)

· Practicing integrated language skills 

· Acquiring self-selected vocabulary from the environment

· Acquiring content to enable extended discussion 

· Understanding the social and historic place of country music (i.e., putting it in context)
Learning objectives of the presentation

The learning objectives for the presentation are, when finished, learners will be able to:
· Use the language of country music clearly and correctly

· Explain why something is or is not country music
· Explain why a song is or is not pleasing
4.  Problem/Evidence/Solution

The success of my teaching hinges on my learners’ passing rates on standardized exams – TOEFL, IELTS, BEC, CET and so on – and their assessment of the relevance of the materials.  Learners need vocabulary and context to pass standardized tests, yet they feel that most of the ‘test words’ have little or no relevance to them. Hence their motivation is affected and their learning is impaired. 

Fact: From personal analysis of past tests, ten out of 185 TOEFL topics published by ETS are about music and can be answered with this vocabulary. Similar questions appear on IELTS and CET exams. 

Fact: Personal taste in music, movies, etc. is the #1 topic for dates and casual conversations. (http://www.askmen.com/top_10/dating_top_ten_list.html)

The problem my audience has is that it has not heard country music before. Until it hears representative examples, the audience will not be able to recognize it or express a response to it.  I will solve the problem by producing a music video that introduces representative songs, singers, genres, themes and so forth. 
5.  Design Decisions
Using Roam’s SQVID matrix, I analyzed my design problem as follows:

	
	Problem
	
	S
	Q
	V
	I
	D

	Characteristics
	What
	Portrait
	Simple
	Qualitative
	Visionary
	Individual
	As Is


The analysis indicates that the music video is a ‘what’ problem, since my objective is to present “the recognizable qualities that differentiate objects” (Roam, 2008, P. 153). To present this overview, I balanced styles, eras and sexes around a single theme and limited instrumentation.  In addition, a ‘what’ problem calls for a portrait (Roam, 2008, p. 152). The portrait is the story each song tells and the story they all tell together.  The solution must be qualitative because its objective is to produce an emotional response that, in follow-on activities, the learner can articulate. The video is presented as it; in fact, it is realia, told in the vernacular. Finally, the video is individual because the response it evokes is unique to each learner. 

Major Decisions
Given these parameters, I first needed to make some overarching decisions that had presentation-wide implications.

Simplicity

The first overarching decision was that the presentation needed to be simple because the cognitive burden of academic content for non-native speakers is intrinsically high. For second language learners and especially for those from cultures that do not share similar iconographies, the decoding of language and images may require just as much processing as making meaning of the content. According to Sweller’s cognitive load theory, learning is maximized by ensuring that as much of a learners' working memory as possible is free to attend solely to making sense of to-be-learned information (Sweller et al., 1990). This idea of presenting only that which is relevant is supported by Medina (2008, p. 210) and Reynolds (2008, p. xx). Simplicity also focuses attention on the message of the lyrics (Abela, 2008, p. 110; Duarte, 2008, p. 106; McCloud, 2006, p. 18).

Type of Music Video

Music videos can be primarily narratives or they can be anti-narrative – “a pastiche that actually gains energy from defying narrative conventions” (Vernallis, 2008, p. 4). Once the narrative format is selected, a decision must also be made about whether to underscore the music, highlight the lyrics, or showcase the star (Vernallis, 2008, p. 4). I chose to use a narrative format that highlighted the lyrics because my purpose was to illustrate the songs. 

Making the emotional connection

One of the characteristics of country music is that it tugs at our emotions. The lyrics themselves describe emotions and the music is slow and sad. Given these features, I decided that the visuals should be representational. According to Abela (2008, p. 95) and Medina (2008, p. 79 – 80), this matching of lyrics and images supports learning by creating multi-channeled connections. In addition, learning that engages the emotions is stickier than intellectual learning.  To quote Abela (2009), “If you want to communicate effectively, you have to engage your audience’s emotions as well as their reason” (Abela 2008, p. 63).  Finally, as Medina (2008) states, “[e]motion gets our attention” (p. 79).
Content 

Selection of the content was constricted by time limitations of 5 – 15 minutes. This meant I could present three complete songs.

I chose the top three artists and three of the top four songs. Taken together, they were representative of country music in genres, themes, music, instruments, time, and so on. In addition, each of the songs told a good story, was memorable/enjoyable, evoked emotion, and was relevant to my learner. Because good stories facilitate understanding and memory, I was particularly intent on selecting songs that were engaging. “One important reason that stories are so powerful is that information delivered through stories is more memorable.  Linking information together strengthens memory, and stories link information in multiples way.  Also, stories engage the emotions, and this too aids memory” (Abela, 2008, p 65).  
From an ESL perspective, the voices needed to be clear, the speed needed to be relatively slow, the story needed to be easy to follow, and the vocabulary needed to be familiar. Three out of the top four country songs met these criteria. 
Anecdotes

There are four anecdotes in this music video. Each of the three songs tells a poignant story of love lost, a topic of prime interest to my audience. All follow the SCoRE format (Abela, 2008, p. 75) more or less, but most dramatically is George Jones’ ‘He Stopped Lover Her Today.’ The ordering of the story into situation, complication, resolution, and example is textbook clear. 

The fourth anecdote is the use of radio format to deliver the music. My enactment of this role was weak – it would be better professionally acted. 

Sequencing

Sequencing of songs

A sequencing decision needed to be made about the arrangement of the songs as a whole.  Adopting radio tradition, I sequenced them backwards with the idea that building suspense would also build engagement in the video. 
Sequencing of images in the songs

Because each song told a story, having the sequencing “operate quietly in the background and letting the content of the work speak for itself” (McCloud, 2006, p. 18) seemed like the best approach. Where lyrics or ideas were repeated, I put the weakest images first and the most powerful last. The intention was to leave a strong audio/visual impression on the learner at the climax of each song. The exception to that decision was the first song, where I put the most powerful images in the first few frames to create tension right from the beginning (Abela, 2008, p. 77). Medina (2008) also makes the case for putting the most compelling material in the introduction (p. 116).

Images

The importance of careful selection and use of images cannot be underestimated. According to Medina (2008), pictures tell a better, more memorable story, than narration or written descriptions (p. 238). 
Representational
I chose to use representational photographs that “tell stories, show cause and effect, and engage audiences emotionally” (Duarte, 2008, p. 79). I further was careful to be sure that their meaning was easy to interpret (Abela, 2008, p. 110; Duarte, 2008, p. 93; McCloud, 2006, p.26).
Relevance

I was careful to use images that were closely related to the lyrics played with each slide (Abela, 2008, p. 97; Duarte, 2008, p. 249), as well as ones that would play on the interests of my audience. 

Color

I chose to use black and white photos because these colors are somber and help create mood. This decision is supported by Vernallis (2004) when he says, “videos can be memorable for the way their color relates to the music (p. 122).” Furthermore, the use of only these two colors builds cohesion and establishes consistency (Duarte, 2008 p. 80), which aids retention and learning (Medina, 2008, p. 115).
Text & Font

Text is an insignificant part of the video. There is no room for it; with emotionally charged lyrics and visuals, adding text would overload the senses. The only text I used was between songs to help learners make the connection between the names of the singers/songs and the music. 

According to Abela (2008), there is no point in “… spend[ing] any time worrying about fonts; just pick a readable one and stay with it” (p 102). Consequently, I chose a sans-serif font because it is easier to read from a distance (Duarte, 2008, p. 143). As for font size, I chose 42pt., which passed the squint test (Duarte, 2008, p. 152). I chose to use only one font because there was such little text that I felt changing fonts might be confusing. 

Slide layout

I used full sized images for slides that contained music so as to keep the focus on the image and lyrics. In addition, filling the frame with the image helped create the impression of a scene, rather than a slide (Duarte, 2008, p. 192). 

I used a white slide when I presented information (as opposed to narrative or music), arranging pictures and words using the rule of thirds (Duarte, 2008, p. 161). I used white space to focus the message (Duarte, 2008, p 106). Finally, I used different pictures of microphones to signal that the announcer was transitioning from music to information. 
Movie Direction

Using lots of photographs meant that I needed to use different types of transitions and effects to create variety (Vernallis, 2008, p. 36).  Consequently I used several types of zooms to create intimacy and draw attention to those parts of the image that carried the essence of the message (Medina, 2008, p. 237). The zooms force the viewer to focus on critical visual cues (Vernallis, 2008, p. 29). In addition, motion heightened the video’s drama (Vernallis, 2008, p. 31), causing it to be more memorable (Reynolds, 2008, p. 2).  

6. Measurement
Measurement of the success of the instruction occurs in three stages. The first is proof of learning, which occurs during and at the end of the term. The second is attitudinal and behavioral changes that are measured 3 – 6 months following completion of the term. The final stage occurs at annual intervals and measures the impact of the learning on students over time, including performance on standardized tests.
Stage 1

The purpose of this presentation (and its related activities) is to help learners use the language of country music clearly and correctly, to enable them to identify what is and isn’t country music and, by engaging in critical analysis, to explain why a song is or is not pleasing. To measure whether these objectives are met, I need to establish what constitutes proof of learning, what the measurement criteria will be, and what tools will be used.

What is to be measured?

· To measure successful language use, I will use a rubric that establishes criteria for the quality, accuracy and variety of the vocabulary used, the clarity and fluency of its use, the structure and cohesiveness of utterances, and so on. I have used refined this rubric over five years.

· To measure a learner’s successful grasp of the materials presented, I will use a rubric that measures the quality, depth, thoughtfulness, cohesiveness and clarity of conceptual understanding.

· To measure the development of learners’ aesthetic appreciation, I will use a rubric that establishes criteria for evaluating the learner’s ability to articulate values, make judgments about beauty and pleasure, and engage in critical reflection.  

What evidence constitutes proof? 

· 80% of the time they are measured, learners will be able to show that they can use the language of country music clearly and correctly
· 80% of the time they are measured, learners will be able to explain why a song is or is not country music 

· 80% of the time they are measured, learners will be able to explain why a song is or is not pleasing
What tools will be used?

Learners will demonstrate competencies through a final presentation. Using internet software, learners will produce their own radio program about American country music to be aired on the university's radio station. Students will also manage the business and technical sides of radio production.
I will use the following tools to assess learning:
· The teacher will complete the rubrics discussed above

· Learners will complete peer assessments

· In blogs, learners will reflect and self assess

Stage 2
What is to be measured?


At this stage, attitudinal and behavioral changes are the focus of measurement. I will be looking to ascertain that learners feel the unit was useful in their interactions with other speakers of English and when responding to questions on standardized tests.
What evidence constitutes proof of? 

· 80% of the time they are asked, learners will respond that the country music unit was useful to them in their interactions with other speakers of English.

· 80% of the time they are asked, learners will respond that the country music unit was useful to them when responding to questions on standardized tests.
What tools will be used?


I will use a survey/questionnaire.

Stage 3

What is to be measured?


Measurement at this stage is aimed at collecting evidence about how my learners perform on standardized tests. The goal is to collect enough data to do a trend analysis.
What evidence constitutes proof? 

· Passing rates on standardized exams

· Comparisons of my learners’ with other classes’ passing rates on standardized exams
What tools will be used?

· The University’s records of scores on standardized exams (available from class advisors)
· Learners’ self-reporting

· Anecdotal evidence gathered informally and through questionnaires

7. Peer review results

In my rough draft of the presentation, transitions were jerky and broken up. In my peer review, I raised the question about what to do about this? Elyse suggested that to solve this problem I might use Windows Movie Maker instead of Articulate. I redid the presentation with much more satisfying results.
Initially I had included introductory and concluding slides that faded in the song “Happy Trails.” I asked if these should be omitted and Elyse responded that she thought they “felt bit out of place.  I think you should start right into you broadcast.” I omitted the slides.
Although I was comfortable with my decision to omit almost all text from my video, I thought I should get a second opinion, and asked “Should I be using any words to overlay the pics?” Elyse responded: “I think you choose good representational images, and adding abstract words like "love" wouldn't help your meaning because your meaning is already clear.” I made no further changes.

Next, I asked, “It is possible that this is not a 'music' video at all? What do you think?” Again, Elyse concurred with my understanding, saying, “You are playing songs with representational images (the music video part) and you are tying it together with a story of the broadcast . . . it seems like a perfect fit for your topic.”
Finally, Elyse asked, “Will you be giving your learners the lyrics afterward?” In fact, I will supply the lyrics before learners view the video, as this is consistent with their collective Myers Briggs profile. In addition, because the songs are sung in the vernacular, I will annotate the hand out with an explanation of important idioms used therein.
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Appendix - Abela Worksheets

WorkSheet 1.a.1 Personality Type
	Audience
	
	Personality Type

	50 Chinese freshman university students 
	
	All types


	WorkSheet 1.b.1 Presentation Implications
√
	
	Provide the lyrics and a handout that covers idioms the class period before the presentation is given

	√
	
	Plan for lots of discussion and Q&A


WorkSheet A2 – From – To/Think - Do Matrix
	
	From
	To

	Think
	Being unfamiliar with the sound of country music
	Knowing what the top three country songs are, what they mean and why they are representational

	Do
	Not discussing or writing about country music in English
	Discussing and writing about country music in English 


What should they be able to do?

· Create and deliver a 30 minute country music radio program
· Carry on a discussion with a country music fan for 20-30 minutes or write a TOEFL-type essay about it. 
WorkSheet A3 Audience Problem 

The problem my audience has is: It has not heard country music. Until it hears representative examples, the audience will not be able to recognize it or express a response to it. 

Worksheet A.4. Spectrum of Solution 
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This presentation will solve part of the problem.

Worksheet A.5. Solution Evaluation
The solution is to create a music video that includes several genres, both sexes, traditional instrumentation and themes, and so on, so as to generally develop an aural and visual picture of country music.  The alternatives are to provide a play list for guided study or having students propose self-study as they develop a bottom-up understanding topic. 

	
	Music video
	Play list
	Self-study

	Learning style profile
	Top down
	Bottom up
	Very bottom up

	Efficiency - learning
	Requires least time
	Takes some time
	Takes lots of time

	Efficiency – learning
	Least frustrating
	Risk of some frustration 
	Risk of most frustration 

	Efficiency – teaching
	Requires most prep time
	
	Requires least prep time

	Efficiency – teaching
	Requires least coaching time
	
	Requires most coaching time


Worksheet A.6. List of Evidence
	Evidence to support need to learn

	Fact: 10 out of 185 TOEFL topics are about music and can be answered with this vocabulary. Similar questions appear on IELTS and CET exams.

	Fact: Personal taste in music, movies, etc. is the #1 topic for dates. (http://www.askmen.com/top_10/dating_top_ten_60/99b_dating_list.html)

	See if  I can find info on CET (more than my students anecdotal evidence)

	See if I can find info on preferred general conversation topics


Worksheet A.7. Stakeholder Analysis
	Whose help will we need for our recommendations to be implemented?
	Learners
	Teaching Assistant
	Department

	What must each of them think or do for my recommendations to be successful?
	Must confidently use the vocabulary and concepts in this speech and on tests
	She must see this unit is worthwhile; she must report this value to the department
	They must feel students are making progress in their English studies 

	Where do they stand on this?
	They have vocabulary and pieces of information – now they need to put those them into context of the music
	She may be skeptical
	They are taking a wait-and-see stance

	What needs to be done to close the gap?
	Create a video that provides a foundation (some scaffolding, if you will) for building a context for country music

.to put the vocabulary and concepts of country music into context
	Learners need to pass standardized tests
	Learners need to pass standardized tests


