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ABSTRACT

Gerry will demonstrate a number of Freeware and Open Source programs that can assist students in their study. The programs, utilities and applications can assist all students, particularly those who struggle with the creation of text, planning, capture and organisation of data as well as presenting information. Software will include mind and thought mapping, note taking applications, diagrammatic and art/design software as well as a collection of Web 2 tools. A number of Office type suites will be included as well as utilities that make text easier to manage, see and hear.

1. ENGAGEMENT

The ways in which students communicate and the methods that they use, define how they perceive themselves and their role in society. Emphasis on acceptance and being an active and accepted member of a group is regarded as being very important in this generation. How effectively they communicate often indicates or predicts success. This sense of digital belonging and being valued is critical for self worth. 

Some students find working within the constraints of a society and schooling system, that values knowledge systems predominantly focussed on the ability to create, edit, read and extract meaning from text, difficult, alienating and restricting. They often feel less threatened and more confident working within visual contexts or with audio content. 

The traditional approach to developing and using writing skills can create problems and conflict with struggling students or those with dyslexia and other learning disabilities. Schools promote text based learning and assessment. Students often rebel and regard this approach as being irrelevant. Behaviours, acting out, truancy, disengagement and poor performance often result.

Literacy support tools afford opportunities for assisting struggling students with text creation, planning, spelling, reading and editing. Nonetheless, some students require a different approach.

2. RELEVANCE 

Different means of conveying ideas and expression are available. Software programs that work with photographs, cartoons, animation, video and other forms of graphic representation appeal to a generation that now rely on Web 2.0 tools such as Facebook, MySpace, Bebo and Twitter. Most likely, these tools and mechanisms are accessed and used at home.

Social software sites provide scope for expression and creativity. Sharing of experiences and maintaining contact has witnessed new technologies and functions that cater to a generation that is more connected to specific local and global communities. Being connected is being accepted. Students consider online social groups as being important to their emotional welfare. It is increasingly becoming representative of maintaining cultural aspirations and relevance. To older generations, the notion of becoming immersed in sites such as Second Life or other metaphysical universes is hard to countenance.

Many students blog and enter ideas, thoughts and comments on their own Wikis and blogs and post up suggestions and feedback to friends and acquaintances. They also comment on other friend’s web sites about music, video, preferences, current events and social gatherings. Messaging mechanisms provide private and public forums for information interchange, dialogue and critique. 

The language used and the shortcuts and abbreviations are challenging traditional writing conventions. These can be in conflict with ‘good English’. Languages are dynamic. Immature and idealistic notions of what is and is not acceptable create tension and conflict as competing viewpoints and ideologies clash.

Working in classrooms within closely defined conventions and adhering to rules can lead to robust discussion. More capable students are able to work within numerous sets of expectations and rules. Others are beginning to flounder and cannot see the relevance of maintaining or learning traditional English and all of its spelling rules and structures.

3. A RANGE OF OPTIONS

Visual media software programs cater to the struggling writer, the disengaged learner or to those students who require alternative means of communicating and expressing their ideas. 

Still and video camera editing software is normally bundled with these devices. Freeware and Open Source programs provide features and functions that allow students to experiment with photographs, scanned images or graphics acquired from the web and other sources. Given the opportunity to undertake assignment and class projects within agreed parameters using software programs such as MS PowerPoint or Open Office Org Presenter, students often surprise their teachers with innovative and unique presentations.

Visual arts programs and courses specifically offer skills and provide computer access in order to extend student knowledge and capacities. The opportunity and scope to use these programs in all key learning areas and subjects should be countenanced and deliberated. Equitable and timely access to these resources, as well as acceptance from teachers may need to be resolved first. Changing the perception and attitude of teachers, trainers, lecturers and instructors will also need careful deliberation. Professional development, training and appropriate time and opportunity for implementation with adequate resources, will be critical elements in exposing educators to these new prospects.

Many educators and students have adopted the PhotoStory 3 program, as it caters to visual learners. IT managers and coordinators are happy with the fact that it is a free resource, available from Microsoft. Students quickly create videos using single images such as photographs, drawings, maps and other graphics. They add simple words, phrases or sentences to each image. Narration or sound effects using a microphone can accompany images.

Transitions and visual effects are automatically added between images. The facility to alter time frames and change these effects, including panning and zooming in and out, is easily performed. Before completing the video, students can elect to add one or more MP3 music, or speech files to their production or use selections of music from within a wide range of music genres.

The resulting video can be saved as an editable file. Options for saving the end product, a video, includes computer, PDA and mobile phone. Reversioning of this video format can be performed using numerous software programs so that it can be streamed, shared and replayed on sites such as YouTube, MySpace TV or Digg.

Other simple programs such as SketchIt 2 can be used to transform photographs into other formats quickly and without the need for intensive skilling. FotoTagger software provides scope for adding captions and labels or tags. Visual images can be the catalyst for a student adding text-based information, resaving the merged image and then reproducing or including it in other programs or contexts. Students can post up their merged or tagged graphic to sites such as Flickr, from within the FotoTagger application.

Yet other approaches include use of animation, still camera animated effects and transitions. Flash and programs such as Scratch appeal to students as well as the older hypermedia and multimedia applications of the past. Kahootz is widely used in schools and this caters to employing alternative approaches to literacy through story boarding, planning and use of cameras and blue screens.

Free graphic manipulation, editing, painting and drawing programs are available that students can use on desktop, notebook or mini notebook computers to enhance and transform graphics. Popular applications such as The Gimp, Irfanview, Paint.net and others can be used at home, school, TAFE or University at no cost. Commercial applications including Corel Draw and Photoshop represent significant cost to disadvantaged students. Parents increasingly find keeping up with new software versions challenging and so students must find ways to use the software at their place of learning or other venues. Use of Freeware and Open Source software alleviates some or all of these concerns.

Increasingly, online applications are becoming more popular. Google Docs and other office applications are slowly evolving and becoming mainstream. Students can work from any domain on the same file or document without specific software or versions of software. More USB Memory sticks or thumb drive versions are appearing and being developed so that students can consistently use the same software anywhere at anytime.

New genres of software such as WriteOnline provide capacities and functions that can be accessed and used at school, home or local libraries on fixed or portable devices. Student’s preferences, tools and configuration are constant. Access is by Internet connection. Productivity is assured and the delivery is elegant and universal. This seems to be the future delivery mechanism.

4. CONCLUSION
Delivery, acquisition and deployment of software is constantly evolving and changing. We need to continually appraise new opportunities to advance our understanding of how students perceive and encounter learning. Engaging reluctant learners is always difficult. 

From experience, we know that younger people regard computer based and related technologies including mobile phones, digital cameras, video devices, MP3 players and digital recorders as being ubiquitous and commonplace in our culture. If we can harness the power and functionality of portable digital technologies and their related applications in order to promote learning, then educators will be able to cater to differentiated approaches. 

Our task is to find ways to incorporate new and emerging technologies and develop systems whereby students feel empowered to participate in meaningful contexts. As participants, they have a right to voice their opinions and guide us as to how they use technology. It is in identifying and promoting the positive outcomes that accrue benefit to the learning process that are paramount in realising the successful integration of all elements.
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