“LITTLE AND OFTEN": USING AN ONLINE MARITIME VISUAL DICTIONARY
TO CREATE BITE-SIZED DIGITAL CONTENT

Laura D. Cizer
Assoc. Prof., PhD, ,,Mircea cel Batran” Naval Academy of Constanta

Abstract: Currently, there is no doubt whatsoever that with the advent of the Internet and its ever-
changing innovations every aspect of our lives has changed. The digital usage and innovation have
skyrocketed and our means of communication have changed, even more so during the pandemic
which brought about dramatic changes to adapt to. It is only natural that this new era should come
with new educational trends. Since the beginning of the pandemic, there have been a number of major
advances in education, such as online education, hybrid learning and the use of apps while the field of
education is likely to continue to depend on technology in the foreseeable future as well. However,
alongside technology there comes a significant set of challenges and drawbacks.

Among these downsizes, the fact that online learning has led to an increase in screen fatigue and a
decline in attention span. How to deal with this learning/teaching issue?

The methodological answer seems to be in the microlearning. It provides learners with information in
smaller amounts in a short period of time.

Learning in this manner, more precisely in short doses, is a proven method of increasing our ability to
absorb and retain information. By giving students less information, educators are much more likely to
capture their attention, pique their curiosity, increase their proficiency, as well as their ability to
study.

In this context of reference, the teaching/learning of naval vocabulary in English — a must for the
students at the Naval Academy of Constanta, Romania — in the form of bite-sized digital content found
its way into the English class. In this respect, a previously developed in-house material (an online
Maritime English Visual Dictionary) was divided up and used to create separate bite-sized tasks with
the specific objective of practicing naval terminology.

This paper is the actual account of this endeavor to devise such practical activities and resources to
implement and incorporate into the Maritime English class.
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1. Introduction

The 2020 COVID-19 pandemic brought about an extensive use of ICT when
education went online as the solution to schools getting shut down. Nowadays, a couple of
years later, back to the new ‘normal’, the education sector has to bridge the gap between the
rapid switch from the online and traditional approaches to teaching. In this referential
context, the learning methodology is continuously evolving and refining itself to keep pace
with the changing trends. Due to changes both in the educational environment and in teaching
technologies, it has become mandatory to modernize the learning process.

The truth is that the digital era is not passé, in fact, it is here to stay. However, with
technology also comes a significant set of challenges and drawbacks. Online learning has led
to an increase in screen fatigue and a decline in attention span. When bombarded with
notifications and alerts day in and day out, the human brain responds to these signals with an
increase in cortisol, the stress hormone. The result is that after spending a short amount of
time in front of the screen, we become physically unable to focus and process large amounts
of data.

193



Therefore, education providers need to keep the balance and find the right way to
integrate judiciously only the positive features provided by the online technology.

So, how can we deal with this problem? The answer is: through microlearning.

2. What is micro-learning?

The first published use of the term microlearning dates back to 1963. It was
mentioned in Hector Correa’s book called “The Economics of Human Resources” where he
defines microlearning as an example of “a simple skill, a manual operation, and how a person
learns the operation once he’s taught how to perform it.” (Correa 1963, p. 106)

However, definitions of what constitutes microlearning vary. For example, “an
educational approach that offers bite-sized, small learning units with just the necessary
amount of information to help learners achieve a goal” is one of them. (Gutierrez, 2018)

Another significant example is Karl M. Kapp and Robyn A. Defelice’s book. In
“Microlearning: Short and Sweet”, they attempt to provide a universal definition of
microlearning, gathering all definitions that have been formulated so far. (Kapp & Defelice
2019, pp. 3-20)

Microlearning also goes by other names. It is also known as bite-sized learning,
chunked learning, modular learning, or nano learning. Nevertheless, this term seems to be
already well defined. It is a skill-based approach to learning in which all educational
materials have one essential characteristic in common: they present information in a concise
manner. More precisely, they come in small learning units (lessons, steps, courses, etc.) or
short-term learning activities. Microlearning involves structuring a content (for example, a
chapter of a textbook is compressed and focused in several short lessons) into several smaller
pieces (in terms of volume and/or time), which are accessible to the student, making the
learning process easier to “digest”.

The content itself can take many forms, but it is important to keep it short and
concise. Here are some examples of content used in microlearning: text in short sentences,
images (pictures, illustrations), short video lessons of a few minutes, audio content (music or
podcast), quizzes and multiple-choice questions, or digital games.

3. Why using microlearning?

Bite-sized eLearning is gaining popularity. An Elucidat (an industry-leading authoring
platform) analysis of over 65,000 pieces of digital learning revealed an average session time
of 15 minutes. In contrast, more conventional eLearning modules can take between 30 and 60
minutes, or longer. (Greany, 2021)

Also, in the wake of lockdown Zoom fatigue has also meant that average learning
session times have decreased from 20 to just over 4 minutes, on average. (Greany, 2021)

Micro-learning does not necessarily imply sitting in front of a computer or laptop
screen for hours a day, it is also mobile phone friendly. Thus, it ensures connectivity from
anywhere, anytime, full engagement with the digital content so, it circumscribes to mobile
learning. It is already a known fact that 30% of the mobile users have opted for on-the-go
learning.!

According to the Journal of Applied Psychology, learning in bite-sized pieces makes
the transfer of learning from the classroom to the desk 17% more efficient. (Gutierrez, 2018)

In our fast-pacing world, we tend to quickly change activities. Or, in Jade Blue’s
words: “In a sense, we are living bite-sized lives: multitasking and quickly changing between
modes of work, travel, socializing, etc. As a result, learning needs to be ubiquitous: to
happen everywhere and not just in the classroom.” (Blue, 2019)

! EDUME. Markovic, Isidora Six Statistics That Highlight the Power of Mobile Learning in eduMe Blog
Available from: https://www.edume.com/blog/mobile-learning-statistics. [Viewed 2024-06-20].
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Obviously, there are other reasons for delivering content in bite-sized format. For
example, the attention span. Adam Hayes? mentions a research study that has shown that
between 2000 and 2015, our attention spans shrank by almost 25%. So, in the space of 15
years, the average human attention span decreased from 12 secs to 8.25 secs.

4. Don’t forget the “forgetting curve”, or the microlearning theory

The microlearning theory is based on a concept by German psychologist Hermann
Ebbinghaus. In 1885, Thanks to Ebbinghaus the ‘forgetting curve’ was drawn. which
illustrates how much information the brain can retain over time, and how quickly people
typically forget new knowledge they have acquired. He demonstrated its exponential nature
through a memorization experiment. He realized that the speed of forgetting information was
not entirely due to chance. (Praveen, 2017)

It was therefore shown that 40% of the content learned after 20 minutes is forgotten,
then it rises to 60% after 9 hours. According to the Ebbinghaus Forgetting Curve, people only
retain 21% of what they learn within a month. (Lemov, 2021)

Fig. 1 Annotated Curve

Microlearning, through its “little and often” approach, provides a solution to this.
Learners are much more likely to retain information when it is broken up into digestible
pieces that they can revisit on a regular basis.

5. Here we go!

Once well equipped with all the necessary information, we embarked on the ideation
of our first micro-learning type of content. The purpose was to find ways of building personal
online collections of interactive materials to be selected and used when deemed necessary
during face-to-face classes. The material that was transformed into nuggets of information
was an-inhouse online Maritime English Visual Dictionary (MEVD)3. It was conceived by a
team of ME lecturers within a project at the Romanian Naval Academy “Mircea cel Batran”
with a view to improving students’ lexical acquisitions in maritime contexts. MEVD is hosted
on the Naval Academy platform as it was intended as both classroom-use and/ self-study

2 INFOGRAPHIC. The Human Attention Span updated on 22nd February 2023 Available from:
https://www.wyzowl.com/human-attention-span/. [Viewed 2024-06-20].
3 https://www.anmb.ro/dictionar/
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resource, and it contains such fields as: the English word, its explanation, its translation and
the corresponding picture.

The next search was the appropriate tool to bite-size the learning tasks. A general
belief that quizzes are an effective way to assess retention of information was also shared. In
this context, the best choice seemed to be LearningApps.org* for its categorical advantages.

Firstly, it is a free application. After the free account is created, the devised activities
are saved and shared with learners (link, QRcodes) who do not need an account. The
activities are private unless chosen to go public, or get published on the app.

Secondly, the design is easy to create since there is a wide variety of templates to
choose from. These include text, audio, video contents, graphical input, and so on. There are
games and quizzes such as matching, identifying, categorizing, gap-filling, crosswords,
filling in answers, ordering, putting things on a line and multiple-choice tasks. LearningApp
is a versatile and user-friendly tool that allows for exploitation in a microlearning context as
shown in the illustration below.
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Figure 2. Screenshot of the Create App page

6. Let’s explore! When the Dictionary meets the learning app

Keeping in mind that the visual support provided by MEVD - through its pictures or
illustrations — is in itself an essential key to developing learners’ capacity for long-term
storage of maritime terminology, while broken down into small pieces of information
according to the microlearning theory and strategy, this combination was thought to capture
users’ attention and interest.

Here are some screenshots of one of activities devised by help of LearningApps.®
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Figure 3. Screenshots of the MCQ - type of activity

This activity was tailored in accordance with the major features of bite-sized learning
tasks. First of all, it follows the general rule regarding the length of microlearning. More
precisely, it can be done under one minute. Also, it focuses on one objective: being able to

4 https://learningapps.org/
5 https://learningapps.org/display?v=puwuggtx223
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identify the devices used during mooring operations. So, it closely sticks to the keep-it-short-
and-simple rule of thumb. Most importantly, it is mobile-friendly, engaging, and regarding its
accessibility and privacy also checks all the boxes. This characteristic of micro-learning (only
one goal to achieve) determines the learner to absorb information gradually so that the
information is understood and clear to them before moving on to the next step in the learning
process.

Unlike the traditional way of delivering knowledge which includes two types of
information — essential information, which the learner must memorize and remember, and
information that the student would do well to remember — the microlearning helps them save
time by focusing on essential information. It provides answers to specific questions and the
information is much better targeted.

Conclusions

The general education trends in the last years have inclined more towards digitization
and the technological transformation of the learning and teaching methods.

The education sector now has much more to offer learners and also a much more
diverse audience. Indeed, microlearning helps learners get the information they need about a
specific topic in a concise manner at a given time. However, this type of learning does not
provide a detailed, more comprehensive content delivery of a topic like a traditional course
does.

Therefore, regarding integration into the language setting, microlearning with an
online lesson app is ideal for recap or knowledge consolidation purposes within a pocket of
time, especially when skimming only the gist of denser content is targeted.

Undoubtedly, bite-sized lessons do not necessarily equal perfect learning, but in the
right context, it proves to be highly effective.
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