What should You think about when evaluating software to fit your context? 

Your context

· Where is your school? 

Is it in a rural or urban area? Is it in a township, suburb, or informal settlement, farm or village? Is it in an affluent, middle class or disadvantaged area? 

The location of a school can influence what learners consider relevant and appropriate to them when using software. While township youth may respond well to an urban grunge scene, with reference to gangsters and a fast paced life, rural youth may find this theme alienating or foreign. Of course they could engage with it as a study of urban life – but if the software assumes that they are in a similar context this may be off putting. You should investigate whether there are any examples, graphics or images in the software that are recognisable and are about your learners and your location. 

Location more broadly may be about the continent or country. Software packages that use examples of big cities such as Beijing or Brussels may work well for foreign studies, but are unlikely to bring up comparisons with African centres like Maputo, Johannesburg or Lusaka. Similarly the accents used in software may be foreign or unfamiliar – making it difficult for your learners to relate to and/or understand. Of course, once again, you may choose to use this software deliberately to expose learners to a global environment, but this choice should be made deliberately and the lesson plan encourage comparison with the local context. 

You and your school’s location is an important factor in choosing the relevance and use of educational software for learners.

· How many learners are there in your school?  And your class?

If there are many learners in the school it is very likely that they have limited access to the computers. They may only have half an hour a week or a month. Does the software lend itself to such limited use? The class size is also an important context consideration. If there are 50-60 learners in the class, pair or group work is likely to be very important. In contrast, a class of 25 with access to a computer laboratory may comfortably work individually. The school and class size therefore influences software choices.

· What subjects and grades do you teach? 

The subject taught and grade or age of the learners limits software choices. If you teach multiple grades you may look for a product that has different degrees of difficulty and allows users to move through increasingly difficult tasks at their own pace. If you are responsible for more than one subject you may find cross-curricular software to have great value. Where you teach only one subject you may want to collaborate with colleagues teaching other subjects in the same grade when choosing software. In addition each subject may have unique requirements. For example mathematics may require lots of repetitive tasks that require regular computer access, while language teaching may allow for more sporadic use to stimulate creativity or a writing process which then leads into pen and paper activities. Again subjects and grades affect your choice of software.

· What access do you have to computers? (one computer in the staffroom, a computer lab with 20 machines, computers in the classroom?)

Like the class and school size question, access to computers may have a significant impact on the choice of software. The type of computers, how many there are how regularly learners may use them, and for how long, all impact on software choices. 

With limited computer access per learner it is important to look for software that facilitates group work or that could be done in pairs or small groups. 

With limited time on computers it is important to look for software that tracks learner progress. If they finish one session, their next session should pick up again at the point at which they left off. In this way they are not wasting valuable time and energy repeating what they have already done. 

· What are the special needs in you class?

Like many educators you may now have special needs students included in your classrooms. Does the software cater for learners who are partially sighted, deaf, or have learning disabilities, or other special needs? Some educational software may be an excellent way to keep an ADD learner focused and concentrating for a lesson - or a way of allowing self paced learning for stronger students while you focus on those with special needs. 

· What are the home language(s) of the learners in your class and what is their language level in the medium of instruction? 

In many African classrooms there is a diversity of languages and cultures in a single classroom. It is also common for learners to learn in a language other than their home language. This greatly affects the appropriateness of education software - most of which is designed for learners proficient in the language of the software. 

Age recommendations and grade levels may be misleading in this regard and you must take the language levels of your class into consideration when choosing and reviewing educational software.

