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with multimedia software developed at Concordia University
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Giuseppe Filippelli (left) of Leonardo da Vinci Academy in Rivi•re des Prairies uses the ePEARL and A bracadabra software
developed by Concordia's Centre for the Study of Learning and Performance. "We need to be getting children started on the right
foot," the centre's director says.
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Wearing headsets and staring at computer monitors, the Grade 2 students at Leonardo da Vinci

Academy look like they are standing by to take your call.

But they've actually got more pressing things to do.

The 20 students at the Rivi•re des Prairies school are using multimedia software developed at

Concordia University.

Their first task is to read excerpts from a story while recording themselves to work on their reading

fluency.

As excerpts from a story pop up on her computer screen, Emilia Polletta reads aloud in a confident,

fluid tone.



"I heard myself when I finished recording, and it was sounding weird," says 7-year-old Emilia.

For the second exercise, students listen to sentences, then type the words onto the animated screen.

"The dove flue," one girl writes. When the screen highlights the misspelled word, she tries again with

"fleu."

"Ah, it's a 'w'," the girl says when the correctly spelled word - "flew" - finally appears on the screen.

The students are using the ePEARL and Abracadabra software developed by Concordia's Centre for

the Study of Learning and Performance.

"We get requests for the tools from around the world," says Philip Abrami, the centre's director.

All nine English school boards in Quebec have installed the Learning Toolkit and many French boards

have as well, Abrami says.

The kit consists of three Web-based tools, including ePEARL, a multimedia container for students' work

that focuses on learning strategies, and Abracadabra, an interactive literacy program for kindergarten

to Grade 2 that promotes reading and writing.

In addition to being free, Abrami says, what makes the centre's educational software unique is that it is

designed according to scientific evidence, then validated through research in schools.

Abracadabra contains 17 stories and 32 activities that are organized into four categories: alphabetics,

fluency, comprehension and writing. "The activities are all derived from the best available research on

the skills that emerging readers need," Abrami says.

To develop and validate the program in its current form cost more than $2 million, Abrami says, with the

money coming from different partners.

After Quebec, Abracadabra is probably most widely used in Alberta, he says. It's also being used by

aboriginal learners in Australia's Northern Territory.

While ePEARL is bilingual, Concordia and the UniversitŽ du QuŽbec ˆ MontrŽal want to get

Abracadabra adapted into French.

"We need to be getting children started on the right foot," Abrami says. "We know that if children can't

read by Grade 3, they are at risk for school difficulty throughout their school career. Literacy is the

single best predictor of school success."

The software is "really one of the best collective investments that we can make to encourage school

success," says Monique Brodeur, dean of education at UQËM, who is spearheading the bid to get

Abracadabra adapted into French. If she were on a deserted island and had access to one resource to

teach a child to read, Brodeur says, Abracadabra would be "my first choice."

Brodeur says $400,000 of the $1 million needed for the adaptation has been lined up. They are still



waiting for funding confirmation from Quebec's Education Department, she says.

The project is of great interest to Education Minister Michelle Courchesne, says her spokesperson

Tamara Davis, adding that the file is still being analyzed.

At Leonardo da Vinci Academy, where she teaches students in the computer lab, Tanya Beccat says

students love Concordia's software and look forward to using it.

It's also helpful for students with special needs, says Irene Tsimiklis, who teaches Grade 2 at Hillcrest

Academy in Laval. "It's interactive. They are engaged. They're excited about learning - and usually they

have a very hard time."

The centre's studies looking at the efficacy of Abracadabra found an overall percentile gain of 17 per

cent for phonics, 9.5 per cent for fluency and 11 per cent for comprehension relative to the control

group - results that Abrami characterizes as "moderate."

The technology isn't meant to compete with teachers but to support and enhance teaching, he says.

"Some students struggle to read and these tools help significantly."

To try out a version of the Abracadabra software, visit abralite.concordia.ca
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