
Starting from Scratch: building narrative multimedia to create a meaningful context for 
grammar structures and creative writing 

 

PART 1: SCHOOL’S OUT AND SCHOOL’S OUT REVISITED 

Both parts of the exemplar can be found at http://scratch.mit.edu/projects/davegat/1771245 and 
http://scratch.mit.edu/projects/davegat/1771238.  Both programs are also attached on Blackboard 
as Scratch (.sb) files, as part of this assignment. 

During the rationale, references are made to the class wiki.  Though not intended as part of this 
assignment, it is attached here for reference: http://junior5alive.pbworks.com [user name: guest; 
password: password]  

 



PART 2: RATIONALE 

In order to fully realise the potential of interactive multimedia for language learning design models 
need to be learner-based rather than technology-driven.  Design models must focus on learners’ 
needs and “utilise to the maximum” the technological resources available for learning purposes 
(Watts 1997: 1). 

This rationale shows how School’s Out meets the needs of its intended users: a group of seven 11-
12-year-old, B1-level Catalan learners of English.  It details how it could be used, both in its current 
exemplar form and in a more fully realised form.  In doing so, it highlights how considerations 
related to language learning, learning styles, narrative multimedia, multimedia design principles and 
feedback have shaped the choice and creation of the material. 

 

Educational context: understanding the learners at British Council Barcelona 

“If our academic knowledge remains abstract and formal, without any meaningful interpretation, 
then it is useless: it does not enable … effective action in the world, which is the primary value of 
academic knowledge” (Laurillard 1995: 181). 

Young learners attend the British Council in Barcelona to supplement the English classes from their 
regular schools.  In Spanish schools English is often taught using a conventional, transmission 
approach, with a firm emphasis on grammar and translation into the students’ L1.  Learners are 
expected to listen passively as a teacher talks through abstract, decontextualised structures on the 
board. 

This impacts on British Council students’ expectations in several ways, each potentially detrimental 
to their learning experience.  First, learners tend to regard their progress in terms of the mastery of 
grammar structures.  They feel they “know” grammar structures already since they have “done” 
them at school, and resent covering them again.  Yet it is frequently the case that learners have not 
internalised these structures, or are unable to apply their formal knowledge in written or spoken 
output.  Moreover, learners are not trained to take responsibility for their own learning by, for 
example, asking questions in English, taking notes, reading in English, or using a monolingual 
dictionary and other reference materials to research new language points outside the classroom.  
Ultimately, bored by their school English lessons, learners come to the British Council expecting to be 
entertained with “passive” media such as films, and with no desire to actively use English. 

Nevertheless, the learners I taught showed an interest in computers, creative writing and drawing, 
and sport, with basketball appealing equally to girls and boys.  This felt like a good starting point for 
the creation of the multimedia material. 

 

Language learning: the benefits and implications of using interactive multimedia 

Educational research suggests that interactive multimedia (IMM) is more effective in developing 
students’ English language skills if learning tasks are situated in a context that is meaningful and 
authentic for learners (Herrington and Oliver 1997, Klassen and Milton 1999).  Thus, for 11-12-year-
old learners, enhancing instructional materials so that they not only provide interactive games and 
activities in English but also help students understand free time activities and school subjects (and 
encourage them to use English creatively in storytelling) should result in increased motivation and 
improved performance in English. 



Watts (1997) identifies a mismatch between the commonly held view among teachers that students 
learn by making realistic use of language and the assumption implicit in CALL that students learn by 
drilling and mastering grammatical rules (2).  In addition, there is a discrepancy between the 
technological sophistication of IMM and its generally uninspiring content, which fails to provide for 
creativity or initiative on the part of the user (Ibid.: 1).   

In order to avoid technology-driven behaviourist approaches and ensure IMM design is genuinely 
learner-based, it is important to start with an analysis of users’ learning requirements: their needs, 
situations and goals (Watts 1997; Kennedy and McNaught 1997). 

Perhaps the most important need is for greater learner autonomy.  In the context of IMM, this 
requires open ended activities which allow users to take different routes in carrying them out.  
Learners must also be given opportunities to engage with instructional materials and become active 
contributors to their language learning rather than passive recipients of knowledge: they must be 
cognitively involved.  Central to this is developing learners’ strategic competence: IMM should assist 
them in learning to learn (Watts 1997).   

School’s Out seeks to promote autonomy by presenting users with “decision points”, where learners 
make choices and are confronted with results.  Although very limited in the exemplar, these foci of 
interaction do, to an extent, allow learners to control the pace and direction of their learning 
(Plowman 1996; Watts 1997).  Careful selection of visual and sound components is intended to help 
contextualise language forms and assist learners in clarifying meanings (Watts 1997).  Developing 
the story and illustrating different grammar points, using Scratch, on the class wiki, or using pen and 
paper, is intended to foster mindful engagement.  The prompts at the beginning and end of School’s 
Out Revisited are designed to build strategic competence, although in a future version of the 
program, learners might be shown how to highlight grammar structures, use a dictionary and write 
example sentences. Nevertheless, this could still be done collaboratively in class or via the wiki. 

Consideration of the literature on learning styles can offer a greater understanding and awareness of 
individual approaches to study and differences in learning, resulting in improved multimedia design 
(McLoughlin 1999: 226).  In its fully realised form, School’s Out would provide opportunities for 
concrete experience, reflection, conceptualisation, and practical application and testing (Kolb 1984, 
discussed in Ibid.).  For wholists, it can be viewed as one, interconnected story; analytics could see it 
as a collection of learning tasks.  In its current “exemplar” form the multimedia already caters to 
verbalisers and imagers through dual coding (Riding 1991, in Ibid.), and, admittedly to a limited 
extent, allows learners to choose how to access ideas, based on their own learning style preference 
(Ibid.: 224).  A more fully realised version would include a wider range of activities for kinaesthetic 
learners, both within the narrative (perhaps graffitiing a wall, dancing, or controlling the movement 
of a character) and in the language review section (drag and drop, or controlling the movement of 
various sprites).  In its current form, tactile learners may only key in responses.  

It has already been mentioned that the program design allows for use in cooperative, as well as 
individual learning situations.  It can also be used in both formal and informal contexts.  Tasks 
focusing on form and function (such as the reported speech activity in the exemplar) are combined 
with puzzles and games (such as the basketball quiz) where language is used “as a means of 
accessing knowledge” (Watts 1997: 6).   

If learners use the multimedia autonomously, it is hoped that they will benefit from the 
uncomplicated instructions and interface; clear, uncluttered screens; storyline format; use of 
graphics; opportunities to personalise the characters; and the prompt, friendly feedback provided 
(Ibid.: 6). 

Ideally, learning goals for 11-12 year-old students when using School’s Out could include improving 
their grammatical range and accuracy, developing their writing (and storytelling) skills and learning 



about subjects such as sport in English.  Subsequent versions of the program could cater to different 
levels, or offer learners a choice of grammatical and lexical areas to focus on, as shown here: 

 

language point	   examples 

basketball words ball, players, shoot, pass, throw, hoop, referee, three-pointer 

past simple I saw a girl. 

She threw the basketball to me. 

I lost the basketball. 

narrative tenses I thought she had disappeared. 

It was getting dark when I got to the forest. 

conditionals If you take too long to answer the questions, I’ll keep the ball.  

If my eyesight was better, I could be a basketball referee. 

If your shot had gone in, you would have got three points. 

 

Other contexts for grammar practice are likely to emerge as the narrative develops: some of these 
possible developments are outlined in the following section.   

 

Considerations for using narrative in interactive multimedia  

Narrative is fundamental for learning and the construction of meaning on a personal as well as on a 
community level (Gjedde 2005: 101).  Teachers may draw on narrative for motivation, and use 
narrative for experiential and contextual learning by using stories or having learners develop stories 
themselves (Ibid.). Narrative can be a means of expression, as well as a cognitive tool for the 
construction of knowledge (Applebee 1978, and Bruner 1990, discussed in Plowman 1996: 96 and 
Gjedde 2005: 102).   

Fictional and imagination-based experiences may offer a context for experiential learning that may 
provide material for expression and reflection.  Experiences might involve engaging with the action, 
identifying with the protagonist, role-playing and moving the storyline forward by using imagination 
or factual knowledge.  Participating in the development of the plot engages the learner at multiple 
levels of involvement (Ibid.: 104).  By placing the learner in role of storyteller, the task can be 
approached from a range of perspectives, using different modalities of expression: images, sound 
and movement (Ibid.: 104). This also entails researching different information and themes related to 
the narrative, such as (in this context) free time activities and grammar structures. 

Possible developments in the story could include singing karaoke in English, after an activity based 
on song lyrics, and being awarded points; graffitiing a wall, and cleaning it up (perhaps to avoid 
punishment) by completing an art quiz; being allowed to listen to loud music, or their choice of song, 
after successfully completing a music quiz; or being able to buy the toys or clothes of their choice 
after helping out on a shopping trip.  It could turn into a mystery, surrounding the basketball and the 
mysterious teleporting girl.  Ideally, this would be student-led, with members of the group pooling 
ideas (via the wiki or in class), and developing the material within Scratch. 



Creative writing activities could also take place on a smaller scale, outside the context of the existing 
narrative, with learners creating animations, cartoons, and comic strips to represent different 
examples of the grammar structures they were learning.  In any of these scenarios, using Scratch 
could address a range of learning styles and combine diverse areas of the students’ school 
curriculum, including maths, music and art. 

By involving learners at a personal level, the boundary between formal and informal learning 
environments becomes blurred and the focus moves from the instructor towards the learner.  
Learning is no longer a mere transmission of information but a process of interpretation and 
construction of meaning, combined with reflection on the learner’s own expression (Ibid.: 111).  The 
reflective process could take place in groups, in class or via the wiki, or individually, via a learner 
diary or blog.   

Narrative structure is fundamental to comprehension, and when it is absent, learners’ understanding 
is undermined.  Though one benefit of interactive multimedia is its lack of imposed structure and 
greater freedom of control, this risks becoming pedagogically disadvantageous if IMM fails to offer 
coherence (Laurillard 1998: 230).   

IMM challenges traditional definitions of narrative: it can be suspended, or altered, at various 
decision points, giving rise to a new text and new meanings; the combination of video, text, 
animation, freeze-frames and voice-over frequently changes; it requires periods of group discussion 
or individual reflection, as it is task-oriented; and there is no fixed running time, because learners 
can control the pace, choice and repetition of each part (Plowman 1996: 92). 

In order to provide continuity and coherence, IMM must “lay down the foundations of narrative and 
… capitalise on learners actively producing their own sense of a text” (Plowman 1996: 103). 
Providing a strong narrative guarantees learners a clear sense of direction that can accommodate 
some diversions, such as discussion, reflection, or the insertion of text.  Central to this is the 
integration of faster-paced, fictional elements (which develop the story) and slower, pedagogical 
elements (concerned with tasks).  Decision points, which Plowman (1996) terms foci of interactivity, 
ought to be written into the overall narrative, and employed as a means of stimulating interest in the 
unfolding narrative (Ibid.: 102). 

Laurillard (1995) reflects that multimedia is often regarded as a way of “repurposing” material 
originally developed for narrative media (179).  Given of the pitfalls of doing so, the narrative in 
School’s Out has been created specifically for IMM, seeking to exploit the unique features of the 
medium.  Interaction is used sparingly, to maintain the narrative dynamic, with tasks (such as the 
basketball quiz, shown in the exemplar) kept to short, manageable units, arising logically from the 
narrative rather than creating a diversion from it.  Each task is presented as a decision point, at 
which the story is suspended, and the range of possible narratives is made explicit (Plowman 1996: 
102): in this instance, recovering or not recovering the missing basketball.  To an admittedly limited 
extent, the narrative can take different directions depending on the decisions a learner makes.  
Progression through School’s Out is essentially linear, providing structure, yet arguably multi-linear, 
given the interruptions at decision points. 

In School’s Out, the narratorial role is performed by plain text boxes at the beginning and end.  
However, at decision points, the questions that move the narrative forward are asked by characters 
(the boy and the bat), thus adding coherence (Plowman 1996: 100).  In School’s Out Revisited, the 
boy becomes the narrator: it is hoped that this will lend coherence to a task that aims to develop not 
only learners’ grammar skills, but also their writing skills, through reconstructing a text. 

 

 



Multimedia principles that inform the design of School’s Out 

Having considered the context of language learning, the users’ learning requirements and the role of 
narrative in IMM design, it is now time to examine the material in terms of Mayer’s (2009) 
multimedia design principles.  Seven of these are considered relevant to School’s Out, particularly 
given Mayer’s Individual Differences Condition: Design effects are much stronger for low-knowledge 
learners than for high-knowledge learners (Ibid.: 269).  Although by no means novices, the students 
in question are far from “high-knowledge” learners. 

 

Reducing Extraneous Processing 

1 Signalling Principle: People learn better when cues that highlight the organisation of the 
essential material are added 

 Each part of the program (as well as individual parts of the story, quiz, and grammar and re-
telling activity) is cued with text-based instructions: “Help me remember what happened 
today.” 

2 Spatial Contiguity Principle: People learn better when corresponding words and pictures are 
presented near rather than far from each other on the screen  

 and 

3 Temporal Contiguity Principle: People learn better when corresponding words and pictures are 
presented simultaneously rather than successively 

 During the grammar activity, corresponding pictures and animations are shown in the 
background, immediately before learners read and complete a summary of each part.  This is 
designed to aid memory. 

 

Managing Essential Processing 

1 Segmenting Principle: People learn better when a multimedia lesson is presented in user-paced 
segments rather than as a continuous unit 

 The pace of some parts of the story and all of the basketball quiz and reported speech activity 
is controlled by the user.  In an improved form, the program could include an option to skip 
parts of the story (or provide extra feedback on students’ answers). 

2 Modality Principle: People learn better from graphics and narration than from animation and 
on-screen text 

 Mayer qualifies this, noting that “printed words may be more appropriate when the learner is a 
non-native speaker” (2009: 200). Text is kept to a minimum in School’s Out, and not 
presented simultaneously with animation, making it easier to follow.  Furthermore, users can 
control the pace of instructions, which reduces the need for narration. 

Kalyuga (2000) supports this design choice, arguing that “if [visual material] is sufficiently self-
contained and intelligible in isolation, then any accompanying text (in written or auditory form) 
explaining [the material] which provides no additional information may be redundant and 
should be omitted … For learners who can understand one source of information, concurrently 
presenting them with other sources generates an extraneous working memory load”.   



In School’s Out, the images and speech bubbles provided are understandable on their own, and 
audio narration in English, far from aiding understanding, would only cause additional working 
memory load.  Audio is reserved for sound effects to convey movement (walking, throwing) 
and emotions (fear).  

In addition, part of the story activity is for learners to imagine what happens, why things 
happen, or what would have happened at certain points, and auditory narration would detract 
from this.  Ultimately, this activity is designed to develop learners’ grammar and creative 
writing skills, not their listening skills.  

 

Fostering Generative Processing 

1 Multimedia Principle: People learn better from words and pictures rather than from words alone 

 In School’s Out, images help students create their own narrative and follow the existing story 
without the need for copious amounts of text.  Together with animation and sound effects, 
images also add context to aid learners’ understanding of different reporting verbs. 

2 Personalisation Principle: People learn better from multimedia lessons when words are in 
conversational style rather than formal style 

 Instructions, key decision points and the quiz are presented in a conversational style, as much 
as possible by the characters themselves (Plowman 1996).  Students can personalise the 
content of the material, to some extent: choosing names, and making decisions on narrative 
and direction.  

 

Further considerations for the use of animation in School’s Out 

Much of the debate on animation focuses on the role of animation in instruction, where learning of 
technical procedures takes place by watching or interacting with animated pedagogical agents, 
simulations, or diagrams (Mayer 2009: 230; Ayres and Paas 2007; Betrancourt 2005; Tversky et al. 
2002).  Yet as Paas et al. (2005) and Moreno (2007) argue, dynamic graphics may also perform 
important affective and motivational functions: animation may improve students’ attitudes towards 
learning and their motivation to engage in learning, and can make the overall learning experience 
more meaningful (Moreno 2007: 768).  In School’s Out, the intended purpose of animation is partly 
to create a motivating learning environment.  However, it also aids learning by providing a context 
for grammar structures, such as reported speech (shown in the exemplar) and reducing cognitive 
load, by conveying the story visually without the need for large amounts of printed text. 

Though arrived at in a context fundamentally different from the one outlined here, Wang et al. 
(2010)’s conclusions are also relevant to the design of School’s Out and its possible development.  
Interactive animation must not be overly complex: increased program complexity might impair 
learners’ ability to use the program, negatively affecting their motivation and learning.  However, 
this is likely to depend on individual differences (Ibid.: 310). 

 

 

 



Considerations for the use of feedback in School’s Out 

During the basketball quiz in School’s Out, and during the reported speech text-reconstruction 
activity in School’s Out: Revisited, learners are asked to choose from a range of possible answers 
(numbers 1-5, and a list of reporting verbs), which diminishes as questions are answered and 
previously used options are eliminated.  In the reported speech activity, possible answers are 
displayed in the top-left of the screen, although the additional cognitive challenge of re-writing each 
verb in the past tense means that, even when faced with just one option on the final question, 
regret, learners must still think carefully before entering their final answer: regretted.  In the quiz, 
though the questions become progressively more challenging, having an increasingly narrow range 
of possible responses makes the task achievable within the allotted time.  

Herrington and Oliver (1997) highlight the importance of feedback in “providing coaching and 
scaffolding at critical times” and in encouraging reflection (1997: 127).  In both activities, feedback 
is provided in a combination of two modes: answer until correct (AUC) and knowledge of correct 
response (KCR) (Morrison et al. 1995).  Upon entering a correct response, learners receive 
confirmation of their answer and either additional information (in the quiz), or the completed 
sentence (reported speech activity).  In a more fully realised version of the grammar activity, correct 
answers might be followed by flashbacks to parts of the original story, presenting the verbs in 
animated context.  Incorrect responses are followed by additional scaffolding in the form of a 
reminder: either of possible answers (in the quiz), or the need to use the past (reported speech 
activity).  If the second attempt is also unsuccessful, individual answers are displayed and the 
activity continues.   

Morrison et al. (1995) highlight the benefits of delayed feedback in computer-based instruction.  
However, while it could conceivably be combined with other forms of feedback in the reported 
speech activity (including a review of the story and an analysis of verb forms), providing and 
confirming correct answers after each question and not at the end was a conscious decision.  As 
mentioned above, in both activities, knowing previous answers makes subsequent questions more 
achievable, and being able to view different reporting verbs in the context of each part of the story 
might help students better understand their meaning. 

In addition to simply receiving feedback, it is essential that learners are encouraged to reflect on 
their answers, before and after submitting them (Moreno and Valdez 2005: 44).  Clearly, this is more 
difficult to achieve, though the exemplar does seek to promote this through a series of questions and 
advice at the end of each activity. Ideally, learners would take notes which they would then discuss 
in class, or post about their experiences on a class wiki. 

 

Conclusions 

Davey et al. (1995) state that “new technologies deserve new materials: antiquated materials are 
not magically transmuted into useful, motivating, learner-centred ones by the addition of sound and 
vision” (31).  With School’s Out I have attempted to create something original using the 
technological resources at my disposal.  Clearly, more advanced programming skills would result in a 
more sophisticated product.  If the ideas shown in the exemplar and in a fully realised version prove 
at all useful and motivating, I hope that this will reflect a design process which has considered a 
range of factors related to multimedia in the context of the learners’ needs.  It remains to be seen 
what the learners themselves think of the material. 
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