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Foreword

That this book came off the ground is a miracle. It was produced during a time of
enormous personal stress. The balancing act of holding together the countless
individual components, together with coping with the volatility of the technology,
often bordered on the overwhelming. In the end the task was made possible
through the unerring reliability of my research assistants, the generosity of the
numerous contributors and the no-nonsense and speedy professionalism of the
publisher.

All are being thanked in appropriate places throughout the book but I am
especially grateful to Nina Dow for her contribution to the data gathering and
statistical analyses; to Judith Bothroyd for her ability and willingness to attend to
any emergency at any time with supreme calmness; to Ria Hanewald for recruiting
and coordinating participants in one of the research studies; to Peter Stagg for
producing the CD-ROM and wonderfully creative ideas for the cover; and to Dave
Tout, Nicole Hayes and Gabrielle Markus for producing this fine version of the book.
Most of all I am indebted to my husband David Askew, who in the face of very
serious illness, committed grumpily to endless hours of Web searching and laborious
proofreading well beyond the call of any research assistant on the market.
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About th.is book

Rationale

This book follows on from Virtual Language Learning: Finding the Gems Amongst the
Pebbles published late in 1998. While it updates some of the information in the
earlier book — Part 2 provides a variety of example language sites in an expanded
set of categories — this work is essentially a new book that provides information
about the development of online resources for language learning, practical examples
across a large variety of approaches and results of research into student responses
to this form of learning.

Two new parts have been added. Part 1 includes a series of contributions exploring
the development of specific language resources on the World Wide Web in a large
variety of settings and approaches. Part 3 presents a substantial body of new
research into students’ perceptions of the environment and the relative influence of
learning strategies, learning styles, study preference and gender.

Presented in jargon-free language, the emphasis is on what can be done with few
resources and relatively little expertise. The information is intended to be relevant
to teachers of all languages in all sectors of the education system.

Audience
In preparing this book we had several groups of readers in mind:

Teachers who wish to develop their own courses or materials on the World
Wide Web.

Part 1 provides a peer perspective on how resources might be developed and Part 2
includes a large number of examples of approaches to the task. This latter section
is not intended as a training manual but rather as a first port of call for novice
developers. The major rationale here is to discourage the reinvention of the wheel
and to encourage global cooperation. In many cases desired materials may already
exist, so there should be more to gain from developing complementary resources
than duplicating what is already available.

8
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Teachers who wish to integrate interesting Web sites and ideas into their
curriculum.

Part 2 will save many hours of searching the web by providing access to a range of
online materials classified in categories relevant to the curriculum. Teachers will be
able to augment their own resources without expending large amounts of money or
time negotiating permission from respective authors to use the materials.
Experience during the writing of the book has continued to be very positive in
terms of the content providers’ generosity.

Teachers and researchers who are interested in student perceptions of the
environment.

Part 3 gives a jargon-free insight into how such research might be carried out and
reported. It contains the views of a broad sample of students engaged in Web-
based learning at a variety of levels, settings and languages on a large number of
aspects related to successful language learning. Readers are invited to use the
instruments developed here for their own research purposes.

Anyone who wishes to refresh or improve a language, or get a feel for a
new one in the comfort of their own home.

We are reluctant to describe this simply as learning a language because it takes a
very special person to learn and, especially, speak, a language without face-to-face
communication. Nonetheless, Part 2 provides instant access to hundreds of hours of
interesting learning materials, most of them available free of charge and often
including feedback and opportunities to delve into the authentic environment of
the target language culture. This section gives a detailed insight into the design
implications and set-up prerequisites for Web sites.

People who wish to learn more about approaches to Web-based language
teaching, and, in general, to delivering courses on the Web.

Parts 1 and 2 allow for a comprehensive exploration of different types of delivery in
terms of content and interaction. Language teaching is such a complex task that it
lends itself well as a model for Web-based learning, because whatever can be
achieved for languages will ultimately be possible in virtually any other subject.

9
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About the CD-ROM

We have included on the CD-ROM the content of Part 2 of this book, “Virtual

Language Learning Revisited”. This will not only allow easy access to all external
sites, but instant cross-referencing. The plan is to update the CD-ROM every two
years. For this we would gratefully receive information about relevant resources.

Since Parts 1 and 3 of the earlier publication Virtual
Language Learning: Finding the Gems Amongst the
Pebbles are still relevant, we have also included its
entire contents with some cross-references between
the two books.
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PART 1 - DEVELOPMENT: DOING IT WITH MORE OR LESS

Introduction

This part of the book is not intended as a best-practice guide to developing online
resources — excellent publications of this nature already exist and are referred to
throughout this book. What is important in successful online activities, as in any
teaching or learning, is the combination of the teacher/developer, the students and
the setting, which is what we intended to demonstrate here.

We were interested in how practising language teachers were integrating the Web into
their courses, and particularly, in their personal experience of the process in reqular
teaching environments where support of any kind is often difficult to come by.

Contributions range from the financially impoverished at one end, as in Claudia
Popov’s account, to the enviably rich at the other, as described in Jane Orton’s
contribution. We were keen to emphasise the poorer end of the spectrum because
that is the environment in which most of us find ourselves, and so would provide
the most benefit.

I am indebted to all contributors for their generous, often warts-and-all, accounts
that faithfully reflect their struggle with a new but exciting and promising
environment. Their commitment to students is obvious, a refreshing element
notoriously absent in materials developed by state-of-the-art sole programmers.
Interestingly enough, I had to prompt most of the contributors to reveal more of
their personal frustrations and disappointments because they believed that these
accounts would be of interest to no one. I believe, however, that these comments
will be a great deal of use to colleagues embarking on a similar path.

If contributions from Monash colleagues dominate the group, this is not because we
think that we do things best. Several colleagues from North America and Europe
had promised papers which, for reasons of time, they were not able to deliver.

After all, it is much easier to hassle local contributors about deadlines with a raised
eyebrow or a tap on the shoulder — one of the upsides to synchronous live
communications!

I am therefore most indebted to two virtual colleagues, Miriam Schcolnik and
Claudia Popov, whom I have never met in person, but who contributed with great
enthusiasm and reliability. Miriam, whose students also participated in the research
study reported in Part 3, was the first to submit her chapter and has patiently
waited for the book to appear, making insightful comments on the write-up along
the way.

We have attempted to present a variety of languages, settings and approaches, with

BEYOND BABEL — LANGUAGE LEARNING ONLINE
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PART 1 - DEVELOPMENT: DOING IT WITH MORE OR LESS

writers following a more or less common structure along with a brief for language
that is accessible, non-convoluted nor overly academic.

Since relatively little is still known about the MOO environment, especially when it
is used for language teaching, we also asked Truna, a respected guru and veteran in
the field, to demystify it for us in her delightful jargon-free language.

To put relative costs into perspective, at the time of publication, one Australian
dollar (A$1.00) was equivalent to approximately US$0.50.

I hope readers will enjoy reading the papers as much as I have enjoyed editing
them.
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InterDeutsch - Going solo:
First steps into virtual teaching on a zero
budget.

Claudia Popov
Leipzig

InterDeutsch
Claudia Popov (all materials), Sven Liese (special applets),
and Anton Popov (graphics).

$0
Distance education

http://www.interdeutsch.de
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PART 1 - DEVELOPMENT: DOING IT WITH MORE OR LESS

Context and rationale for development

InterDeutsch is a substantial commercial site offering individualised German
courses, each consisting of four lessons designed to take four weeks. The courses
are exclusively distance education courses, and provide intermediate and advanced
learners with the opportunity to practise their German in an efficient way. Students
work with an experienced native German teacher and receive more individual
treatment than in normal classroom lessons. Authentic up-to-date materials give
the feel of being in Germany. An individual study program is created for each
student, taking his/her particular needs into account. Since that means a lot of
preparation for the teacher, the courses are more expensive than usual on the
Internet. For this reason, and because we started out without any promotion, we
did not expect more than two or three students a month.

In addition, the InterDeutsch homepage contains the Studienbibliothek which
provides open access to a lot of games, exercises and tests.

So far, InterDeutsch has been a sort of one-person attachment to the Internet
company www.virtuelles-kaufhaus.de. We started in 1998 as a team of people with
ideas for setting up something new (for Germany') on the Net — a regional virtual
department store, a virtual art gallery and a virtual language school. For each of us
it was an experiment and an adventure. What would happen when we opened on
the Internet? What we learnt was that things turned out very differently from
what we had been expecting.

As a newcomer, InterDeutsch needed to become known in cyberspace. We registered
with 360 international search engines but did not have any other promotion other
than, from April 1999, the Internet-based bCentral Link exchange. This site
provides data about visits to main pages, and its statistics showed there were up to
500 visits a day just in the Studienbibliothek. Our inclusion in the substantial
database at Heinrich Heine University (Diisseldorf) probably attracted visitors, as
well as having links on the Web sites of German language departments in
universities like South Florida and North Carolina.

InterDeutsch started with no budget! All the technical support provided by the
parent company was “paid for” by some kind of work in return. It is difficult to say
what it cost in time and dollars to produce the materials for the courses and the
Studienbibliothek. Everything was designed within a particular teaching process,
and working out the idea for a game or an exercise took as much time as the
technology or the page layout. What's more, developing interactive materials is a
learning process which initially imposes far greater time demands on a language
teacher than it would for a professional programmer. On the other hand, it is
almost impossible to separate the linguistic and methodological aspects of the
process from the programming aspect. For this reason, it is easier ultimately to do

Q 1 S
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INTERDEUTSCH — GOING SOLO

everything yourself! Once familiarity with inserting an applet into a simply
structured Web page is gained, an average of one hour per exercise can be expected.
Designing a whole lesson for an individual course takes at least three to four hours,
depending on the subject.

From classroom to Web-based learning

The whole project, from initial conception to final realisation, involved a personal
journey for me as an EFL learner. When I used the new media for communication
with English-speaking friends, I discovered that chatting via the Internet greatly
enriched the methodological repertoire because of its middle position between
spontaneous spoken language and planned written language. The initial course
design consequently included a weekly chat, a Web task with authentic materials,
and homework transmitted and marked by e-mail. At this point, the target
audience was intermediate German as a Second Language (GSL) learners who were
working and living in Germany, who needed special help to improve their German,
but who had neither the time, nor the patience, to attend a standard class-based
course at the local adult education centre. What these students enjoyed most was
the independence of time and place that we offered. At that stage, one face-to-face
conversation a week was included, and that mixture of face-to-face and virtual
modules made the courses very intensive and effective.

The next stage of development started with the discovery of authoring software like
Hot Potatoes. From this point, it was possible to create interesting interactive
exercises and tests that fitted with the other materials. Soon more and more ideas
for games and new types of exercises were realised and added to the
Studienbibliothek.

The structure and materials of the three courses that we finally offered — General
German, Brush up your German, and Business German — resulted from the
experiences and feedback from this first GSL course. The idea of offering the same
service to learners of German as a Foreign Language (GFL) worldwide on the
Internet was the logical outcome. Commercial aspects were not our main concern
but, rather, the question of what German learners might need and expect from Web-
based courses.

A surreptitious market analysis on the Web in autumn 1998 showed that, outside
the universities, no other teacher-led GFL distance courses existed and, importantly,
none conducted in German from Germany. So it seemed to be a good idea to start
by approaching those who wanted to improve their German. Of course, it was
obvious that there were many more beginners in the world than intermediate and
advanced German learners, but we decided to restrict ourselves to the latter group.

16
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PART 1 - DEVELOPMENT: DOING IT WITH MORE OR LESS

Meeting the requirements for a high quality online‘course for beginners seemed
almost impossible, particularly if it was all up to one person. Such a course can
advance only in small steps, so, setting Web tasks with authentic materials would
be difficult. Even if a lot of pictures, video and audio files were provided, giving
students opportunities to speak German would be a serious challenge. Not even the
best Web-based distance course could promise that with a good conscience, unless
it used more complicated technology like voice mail, Web phone or
videoconferencing.

The preferred approach was to create interactive material complementary to a
published German course. We needed a powerful partner for such a project and
contacted the leading GFL publishing houses Langenscheidt, Klett, and Hueber. All
reacted in a friendly and complimentary way, but only one of them was really
interested in further cooperation. The idea of offering Web materials to accompany
the latest course book for young adults seemed to interest the company’s GFL
department as much as it did us.

The features we planned included the following:

* A Web gallery where students could post personal descriptions with interests
and photos and find German learners from other parts of the world with whom
they could communicate.

® A bulletin board with local travelling tips in German where students from all
over the world could suggest favourite places in their own countries.

* An international cookbook created by students.

* A weekly chat discussion.

For each lesson of the course book:

* one or two Web tasks with additional exercises

* one phonetic exercise

® one or two interactive grammar exercises or games

¢ a final test covering all the content of the lesson.

Everybody could visit the Web site’s home page and other sites like the gallery, but
an ID login system would restrict access to the online lessons to those who had
bought the book.

The final offer to the publishing company included a login service, a database
which would provide it with information about users’ activities (who, how long,
how often), design of the front page and lesson sites, and an initial set of 12
lessons. The budget required was 70.000 DM. This was a very modest estimate on
our part, but the publishing company withdrew because it was more than twice
what they were expecting. So InterDeutsch had to continue on its own.

Q 1’7
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INTERDEUTSCH — GOING SOLO

Linguistic-methodological approach

The courses, as currently offered, are intended to provide:

¢ asupplement to other types of learning, such as self-instructional tape or video
courses, and standard classroom courses which do not offer individual attention;

* help for learners to retumn to a former higher state of linquistic competence;
and

¢ the opportunity to learn from a native speaker.

The idea is to set up a system of modules that meets the students’ special needs
resulting from their learning history and the rules of their native language. In a
four-week course, three or four individual learning problems can be identified and
addressed. The lessons are designed to improve writing and reading skills, and to
focus on personal grammar problems.

Every course contains the following elements:

¢ Entrance test
This is a set of four Cloze tests of increasing difficulty. A score of more than
30% is necessary for joining a course, otherwise the exercises would be too
difficult. The structure of the enrolment site ensures that this test is done
before a student can subscribe for a course.

¢ Information meeting in the chat room
This next step gives the student and the teacher the opportunity to specify the
possible outcomes of the course. Questions that are important for the teacher
include students’ learning history, their communicative needs, what they are
interested in and why they want to do the course. Students may want to know
how the course is structured and whether it is what they expected based on
reading the description on the Web site. This conversation also serves to reveal
a student’s real level of communicative competence, and leads to a concrete
proposal for four lesson subjects and their general contents, which the student
is free to accept or not.

Once the proposal is accepted, each lesson of the study program contains the
following elements:

* A reading text on a weekly topic, questions, vocabulary and grammar exercises.
The reading text is usually something of current interest from magazine Web
sites, like Der Spiegel, Geo, and Fit for Fun, or from a cultural institution like a
museum. Exercises ensure that the student extracts the main information from
the text, learns some vocabulary, and practises a special grammar item.

e Writing (approximately 200 words) about the weekly topic, getting the teacher’s
corrections and revising the essay.

D
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PART 1 - DEVELOPMENT: DOING IT WITH MORE OR LESS

® A weekly meeting in the chat room where the student communicates with the
teacher about the topic for the week.

® Additional exercises, tests, games and links in the Studienbibliothek.

The following example illustrates how an InterDeutsch course runs and how the
design takes into consideration the main principles of the natural approach
(Tschimmer 1999) — namely, the principle of perceptive learning (input), the
principle of awareness, the interactive principle (output), the lexical principle, the
emotional principle, and the intercultural principle.

The student in this example is a teacher of biology and chemistry working in
Germany. He has signed for the General German course. His school German is not
sufficient for more ambitious communicative needs. His particular problems are
writing official letters in German and reading specialist German literature.
Linguistic problems that emerge during the information chat are the past tense
(Prédteritum), the past participle, reflexive verbs, the passive and the phonological-
orthographical problem of -ie-/-ei-.

The agreed subjects for the four-week course are:

* Lesson 1: Travelling experiences, grammatical focus on the past tense.

® Lesson 2: Formal complaints, structure and style of official letters.

® Lesson 3: Natural phenomena, grammatical focus on reflexive verbs.

® Lesson 4: History of the computer - a walk through the German Web computer

museum, grammatical focus on the passive.

An overview of Lesson 3 will give an idea of the structure of an InterDeutsch
lesson. The first learning experience in each lesson is reading or listening texts on a
subject of interest. New vocabulary has to be learned in the context of explanations
in German or exercises in the target language (see the first two exercises below).
The student in this example was asked to visit the beautiful Alfred-Wegener-Institut
Zentrum der deutschen Polar- und Meeresforschung Web site, where a text about
different sorts of polar ice contains a lot of reflexive verbs. These are the exercises
from that lesson (translated into English):

* Find all the reflexive verbs in the text. Look up the meaning of unfamiliar
words in the dictionary.

* Practise the new verbs in the following passage (a Hot Potatoes Cloze exercise).

After the student has understood the main contents of the set text, the identified
grammar problem is dealt with:

* Now try to repeat the text from memory (a TexToys exercise). How far can you
get without looking it up?

. 19
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INTERDEUTSCH — GOING SOLO

The next step for the student is to express an opinion about the topic for the week,
first in the writing task, and then, within a wider context, in the chat with the
teacher. It is interesting to see how students use segments of the given text, and
how they vary usage during the chat. It is important for both teacher and student
to be genuinely interested in the other’s opinions and experiences. This is not
simply a language lesson, but a meeting between two individuals of different age,
profession, culture, personal experience and, perhaps, gender. This is an important
and natural driving force for the student’s output.

* You will need these verbs when you want to describe a process: sich entwickeln,
sich sammeln, sich bilden, sich trennen, sich vergrdfern, sich unterscheiden etc.

Choose a natural phenomenon that you can explain (for example, the origin of a
thunderstorm or of a volcanic eruption) and describe it.

In general, students feel insecure and seek the teacher’s help for certain grammar
problems. Additional exercises help them fill the gaps in their linguistic knowledge.

¢ Relevant additional exercises in the Studienbibliothek:
The article game, Wortrix: Nature

The word search game: Weather

¢ Topic for the week’s chat: Global climate change

In your opinion, who is to blame for the changes in the climate from which
mankind has been suffering in recent years? Industrialised nations? Natural
processes of change? Should or can we put a stop to the process? In your
opinion, what needs to be done now?

At first sight, this might seem to be too little material for anything of great
substance to be learnt, but for the students, such a lesson means a lot of very
intensive work, particularly as communication with the teacher is conducted
entirely in the target language. Usually, students are highly motivated to give their
best in German, even in a simple e-mail exchange about the next chat date, and
the power of what might seem a trivial activity should not be underestimated. Most
students have never experienced such intensive communication in German as in the
InterDeutsch course. It is worth mentioning that most students need more than a
week for each lesson, and we give them up to three months for the whole course to
make sure that they have the time to use all the additional materials the teacher
might have suggested.

A very important part of the InterDeutsch site has turned out to be the
Studienbibliothek. This section contains freely accessible interactive exercises, tests
and games on three levels (basic, intermediate and advanced), Hits fiir Kids, links
to Web dictionaries, publishing companies and sites about the German spelling

o
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PART 1 - DEVELOPMENT: DOING IT WITH MORE OR LESS

reform — materials which give a picture of the quality that can be expected in the
courses. The section contains many different types of exercises and games in the
areas of grammar, vocabulary, text comprehension, semantics and phonetics.
Exercises take the form of multiple choice tests, short answer questions, Cloze tests
or gap-filling, correct order exercises (syntax and semantics), crossword games
(with audio files), matching lists, drag and drop, text reconstruction exercises,
storyboard, hangman, jumbled words, the magic board, a word search game, the
memory game, Wortrix, and the listening exercise “Find the way”.

The last three games, all created by InterDeutsch, are variants of well-known
models. The memory game requires antonyms to be found. “Wortrix” is a linguistic
variant of the well-known Tetrix, with students having to assign words to the
correct article, generic terms or some other categories. It seems to be a favourite of
German teachers and we have several times been asked for the applet. “Find the
way” is an exercise in aural comprehension, with students having to move a car
through a city map according to the oral information provided.

The obvious success of the Studienbibliothek might be ascribed to the fact that
most of the exercises are accompanied by comments that give a summary of the
relevant grammar rules, help with vocabulary, or explanations of the answers. This
means that students have a real opportunity to improve their language skills.

Hits fiir Kids has been created for young people who like German pop music and
1ap. It contains four German hits that spent some weeks in the Top Ten. Students
are directed to the stars’ home pages where they can hear the original sound files
and try to understand authentic information about the singers. This section gives
an idea of how the Web tasks of the InterDeutsch courses are designed. It contains
the following elements:

* MG by Die Fantastischen Vier which is a satirical song about German
abbreviations;
* Suparichie where students have to correct the grammatical chaos of the original

* Xavier Naido's Fiihr mich an Licht — a listening and text reconstruction
exercise;

* 10 kleine Jigermeister by Die toten Hosen — a fill-the-gap exercise on the past
tense.

o 2 1
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Technical approach

The programming equipment used for all the InterDeutsch materials is quite
unspectacular. Most tests and exercises were created with the authoring programs
Hot Potatoes 3.0 and TexToys. Another interesting source is Quia which stores
exercises created by users. Its weakness is that it requires English as the language
of navigation and comment. Much better in that respect is Headlines-Makers. The
following exercise, which requires the names of parts of the body to be dragged into
the appropriate position, was created by one of its programs, PlaceMaker3:

Other JavaScript applets
— like probably the most
popular InterDeutsch
game Galgenraten — were
found, free for the taking,
on private Web sites. So
far, only three applets
have been created

srperteile des Menschen

Zighen Siw die Wsrter aut dis nchtige Stelle suf dem Bild! .~ = richtigt

LIE Y 0 rland
das gy dasben

G Brav! aarmm

o '”: o especially — the article

' m game Wortrix, the
memory game, and the
listening exercise Find the
Way — but others will

;

follow.

The layout of the exercise pages has been made with the simple and free HTML
editor Arachnophilia which allows beginners to learn HTML. It can accommodate
changes in the page sources, such as inserting JavaScript applets. Arachnophilia
writes pure HTML code without any disturbing additions such as those produced by
FrontPage. This has meant that the site layout, especially of Hot Potatoes exercises,
could be improved step by step. JPEG and GIF graphics were created with the help
of the usual graphics programs. The animated GIFs were also created by freeware
like GIF Construction Set.

Audio files were created using Syntrillium Cool Edit 96 and the Real Encoder. The
production of phonetic and listening exercises, especially, would not have been
possible without the professional advice and technical know-how of our parent
company. In any case, the production of audio files was one of the more time-
consuming tasks.

Certainly, more could be done to make the InterDeutsch sites even more attractive
and professional to match the excellent standard of sites like Lina und Leo, the
online course of the Goethe-Institut. On the other hand, we deliberately chose to
minimise special effects, like background sound, video sequences and the use of a
ooy
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Web phone, in order not to distract visitors from the essentials, and to keep the site
user-friendly for the average student who might otherwise feel overtaxed by the
technology. There is no need to implement everything that is technically possible!

Feedback and problems

At the end of each course the students were asked to provide a short critical
summary. Generally, the reactions to the content were positive. What students
enjoyed most was the personal contact with the teacher; the majority of them were
at an advanced level of German and needed, above all, a native speaker’s
pedagogical input.

The following aspects proved problematical:

* Because of German consumer protection laws, and technical aspects like the
costs of a secure server, payment has only been possible on presentation of an
account after enrolment. Some students in Arab countries have obviously still
not received the bill! Others gave up when they found they had to pay
considerable bank fees for a money transfer to Germany.

* A further problem was the enrolment of minors since, under German law, they
are not allowed to sign contracts.

® Some students were not aware of the difference between their entrance test
score and their own evaluation of their German skills, requested in the booking
form.

* Some students were not very familiar with the use of the Internet. They could
not handle the installation of the chat program which was needed right from
the beginning for the information chat, and had problems with the required
plug-ins.

* Others did not expect the work to be so intensive and gave up for lack of time.

The well-known disadvantages of Web-based courses mentioned in Felix (1998) did
not really scare off the students. They had obviously already faced them.

The feedback on the exercises in the Studienbibliothek has been of interest. Many
teachers from universities and schools all over the world wrote to report on how
they were using the material, and how much their students enjoyed the exercises
and games. The same response was received from across all user age groups. The
data we collected provided us with information about who the typical German
learners are, and what they are hoping to find on the Internet. As the experiences
of the first two years of InterDeutsch have shown, there are many beginners and
students at a low intermediate level, who are struggling with difficult German
grammar, and who are grateful for interesting and varied exercises with clear and

)y
O ‘-3
ERICsevonn aser — Lancuace LEARNING onLINE

Full Tt Provided by ERIC.



INTERDEUTSCH ~ GOING SOLO

helpful comments. The more general the vocabulary and grammar subjects are, the
better the exercises fit into any curriculum, and the more they are used by teachers
and students.

The fact that not many German learners are at a level that allows fluent
communication, has changed our future directions. Instead of relatively expensive
individualised courses for intermediate and advanced learners, what seems to be
worth developing is a set of simple, general and cheap units of about five exercises
per subject that would supplement other teaching materials at every level. This may
be the central lesson to be drawn from our experience, and may well serve as a
guideline for future projects.

The main problems for any further development are technical. We need to install
password-controlled access to the new units, create a chat room or a MO0, with
special features like different font colours and invisible remarks directed to
individual chat partners, and arrange secure payment by credit card. The
investment required is considerable. At this point, unfortunately, nothing more can
be done with so little funding.

Future plans and prospects

Regardless of the critical issue of the financial resources required, the future
progress of InterDeutsch is clear. New materials are ready to be offered. Typical
subjects like shopping, health and food, as well as grammar problems like the
subjunctive or verb tenses, can be worked on. New features, like more listening
texts and exercises, new types of tests and games, and comics, will be included in
the units.

The aim is for materials to go beyond what is available in the Studienbibliothek in
various ways:

¢ (learly explained grammar hints for each subject

¢ Effective vocabulary training with a large number of audio files

¢ A well structured order of items (exercises, games and tests)

®  Web tasks and links to motivate visits to authentic German Web sites

¢ A final test for each unit as a guide for self-directed work

¢ A glossary in English and French to ensure complete understanding.

More than the one-off exercises in the Studienbibliothek, these units are intended

to supply teachers and students with additional materials that they can use.

No matter how much of this turns out to be realisable, we have been surprised that
so many people from so many different countries have located the InterDeutsch

A
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Web site and have had fun using the materials. I would like to thank all those who
have encouraged my work by providing helpful feedback as well as compliments.
Their responses will be a stimulus to tackle the hurdles that we are currently facing.

Biodata

Dr. Claudia Popov is a GSL teacher in Leipzig, Germany. She has worked for the
Saxon Ministry of Culture and Education on the Commission for the GSL curriculum,
and has experience in teacher education and the in-service training of teachers in
linguistics, language acquisition and CALL.
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Advanced EFL online:
How can it help?

Miriam Schcolnik
Division of Foreign Languages, Tel Aviv University

English for Students of Humanities — Middle Eastern Studies
The course is a one-semester university course. Number of
students enrolled: 35

Miriam Schecolnik

$0 (No special budget was allotted. The OLE was developed
as a completely voluntary instructor initiative and project.)

Face-to-face teaching and Web-based complement

http://www.tau.ac.il/~smiriam
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Context

In the Division of Foreign Languages at Tel Aviv University, students generally
satisfy the university’s requirements by taking one or more courses in English for
Academic Purposes (EAP) reading comprehension. Since students’ assigned readings
are increasingly in English, in 1991 the Faculty of Humanities requested the
creation of a unique advanced course that would enhance students’ abilities to cope
with academic texts in English, in particular, texts closely connected to the content
of the students’ mainstream course work. Several specialised English courses were
set up. These advanced courses build upon the students’ previous experience with
text, and foster the evaluative analysis of various authors’ discussions of a common
topic.

The following description applies specifically to the course for Middle Eastern
Studies. For a number of years the course has incorporated the use of technology
and electronic resources: CD-ROM encyclopaedias and journalistic programs (e.q. the
Time Magazine® CD-ROM, Desert Storm) for background knowledge, documentary
videos, and the Internet. For the independent reading project, students are
encouraged to give their oral presentations using presentation software (Schcolnik
& Kol 1999).

Students in the course are undergraduates (usually first year students) typically
aged 21 to 28. They perceive English lessons as a necessity, a prerequisite to get on
with their studies. Most students are native speakers of Hebrew, some are speakers
of Arabic, and some speakers of other languages such as Russian or French. They are
placed at this level of English either as a result of an "exemption score” on the
national psychometric test, or because they have successfully completed previous
courses. Although the situation has somewhat improved in the last couple of years,
most humanities students have little or no previous experience using computers. All
students attend classes on campus and for that, as well as for independent work in
the library or computer laboratories, they come to campus four or five days a week.

Rationale for developing the Online Learning Environment

A few years ago, due to policy changes, the four-hour course was reduced to two
weekly hours. While the objectives of the course remained, contact time was greatly
reduced, and so was the possibility of getting to know the students and of having
true student-student and student-teacher interaction, or any significant impact on
skill acquisition. The teacher and the students meet once a week for two academic
hours, for a total of 24-28 academic hours during one term.

The goal of the development project was the creation of an Online Learning
Environment (OLE) that would not replace face-to-face interaction but would

N
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complement and augment it. The learning environment was meant to provide
further opportunities for information searching, meaningful interaction, and
sharing of both educational processes and products.

In the experimental implementation of the pilot Web page for the course in 1999,
several difficulties became evident. Only 15% of students in the course had e-mail
addresses. Most students expressed enthusiasm for using the Web but admitted they
had very little computer literacy and almost no experience using the Web. Only 25%
of the students had computers at home, and only 15% had Internet connections.
These problems were addressed in the development of the Online Learning
Environment and in its implementation.

Firstly, as of October 1999, the university requires students to open a university e-
mail account. Secondly, to overcome the problem of lack of computer literacy, the
course includes orientation sessions (Hillman, Willis & Gunawardena 1994), so
students can learn to use the technology. Finally, to ensure equity of access and
overcome the lack of personal computers, students are informed that they can
access the OLE from the Division of Foreign Languages Learning Center, or from any
of the computer laboratories in the Faculty of Humanities.

Several questions were addressed in the development of the OLE for the course.

¢ What instructional activities are best planned for face-to-face or online
encounters? Are the characteristics of the Web environment well-balanced with
the components of face-to-face instruction in the course?

¢ Simply making an online environment available and telling students that they
can use it does not ensure its use (Hiltz & Wellman 1997). In addition to
problems of inhibition or lack of motivation, the student may be unable to
interact successfully with the technology (Hillman et al. 1994). What is required
to ensure effective and comfortable use of the learning environment?

¢ Does the OLE enhance learning by providing additional opportunity for “learner-
learner, learner-content, and learner-teacher interaction” (Moore 1991)?

* Are group cohesiveness and communication enhanced in the new course format
even though collaborative learning activities are not compulsory (Anderson &
Garrison 1998)?

* Do learners perceive the OLE as an effective and pedagogically meaningful tool?
Do they recognise it as “a familiar and comfortable place where learning can
occur” (Dringus & Terrell 1998)? This would entail a perception of improvement
in their reading skills as well as an awareness of side benefits such as access to
interesting materials, or more communication with peers.

¢ Do both learners and teacher become actively engaged in the OLE?

«9
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Aims of the Online Learning Environment

The OLE is aimed at providing further opportunities for information access and

student-content interaction by offering links to quality Web resources and

augmenting time on task (time spent learning). It is meant to provide further
opportunities for meaningful student-student and student-teacher interaction

through the utilisation of the mailing list and by increasing contact time.

Table 1. Implementation of the instructional objectives

Instructional Objective Face-to-face | Home/Library

(paper
medium)

O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

1. Learn the technical basics for utilising
Web resources and participating in online v
discussions through e-mail. Recognise the
layouts, conventions, tools and navigation | (training
techniques in the Web in general, and in sessions)
their course’s online environment in
particular.

OLE

2. Extensively read authentic academic and
journalistic materials in English dealing v
with the subject matter of their major.

3. Write short responses to questions
concerning key issues in the texts & v/
include adequate support for their
conclusions.

4. Write brief summaries of the texts read.

5. Evaluate the arguments presented in the
texts & judge the author's level of v v
objectivity.

6. Given a variety of resources, locate
suitable materials for reading & topic
investigation. Select suitable resources
for completing their assignments (by v
selecting the texts that are most relevant
to their interests or needs). Interpret and
analyse the ideas and views presented.
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Instructional Objective Face-to-face |Home/Library
(paper
medium)
7. Express personal views about the topic or v/ /
the texts orally or in writing.
8. Report on their findings orally and in v/ v/
writing.
9. Participate in discussions about the v/ v/

reading assignments & the news.

10. Compare & contrast the arguments
presented in a variety of texts dealing
with the same topic. Synthesise and v
integrate ideas from multiple sources.

11. Organise the information gathered from
several sources, prepare presentations
based on their readings and present v v
them in class.

12. Cooperate with their peers in task / /
preparation by providing personal input.

13. Evaluate their own & their peers’ tasks & / J
presentations using the criteria provided.

Instructional objectives

The OLE and the tasks are built so as to enhance access to information and
interpersonal communication. The question of “what is the best method for
delivering learning objectives” (Neufeld 1997) guided the division of activities for
the course (see Table 1).

New assessment needs that resulted from the incorporation of the OLE in the course
were identified. Students are now also assessed on their use and selection of online
resources, as well as their interaction, information-sharing and cooperation.

Table 2 shows the distribution of assessment activities in the course and the means
used for each.
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Table 2. Distribution of assessment activities and means used.

Objective OLE Regular
assessment assessment
1. Check reading / / worksheets,
comprehension summaries & test
2. Check utilisation & self-assessment
selection of Web v & face-to-face
Tesources meetings
3. Check participation in content analysis of
online discussions Ve e-mail interactions

& self-assessment

4. Check written analysis, online discussions
interpretation & / / & written
reactions to texts & summaries
news

5. Check written content analysis
expression of personal Ve of e-mail
views interactions

6. Check oral expression / oral presentations
of personal views & discussions

7. Check synthesis & final assignment
integration from v & test

multiple sources

8. Check cooperation / content analysis of

with peers e-mail interactions

Development criteria

The following criteria were developed together with an expert panel based on the
product objectives:

* The OLE must follow clear organisation and presentation principles to avoid
disorientation (Heller 1990; Hill & Hannafin 1997). An important goal of menu
design is “sensible, comprehensible, memorable, and convenient organisation
relevant to the user's tasks” (Shneiderman 1998), and the OLE must adhere to

that principle. "
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Both its content and its format must motivate students to become actively
engaged.

It must provide clear and helpful tutorials. In many of the online courses
described in the literature (Nunan 1999; McCormack & Jones 1998; Dringus
1999), study materials are included.

It must provide links — based on the course syllabus and organised by topics to
maximise access to relevant materials (Bannan & Milheim 1997). This is based
on the assumption that an organised OLE can reduce memory loads of
participants while looking for information sources (Dringus 1999).

It must include tasks that promote student-content interaction. This type of
interaction is a “defining characteristic of education” (Moore 1991).

It must include tasks that encourage discussion and promote collaborative
activities (Anderson & Garrison 1998; Hiltz 1997; Hiltz & Wellman 1997).

It must include elements that encourage learner-leamner and learner-teacher
interaction. Regarding learner-learner interaction, Moore (1991) reports on
research by Phillips, Santoro and Kuehn in which they found that there was
more learner-learner interaction through asynchronous e-mail and synchronous
chats than was attained in face-to-face classrooms. The teacher will provide
assistance and support (Bannan & Milheim 1997; Kirkley, Savery, & Grabner-
Hagen 1998), such as scaffolding, feedback on performance, and questioning.

It must include instructional activities that are suitable for online learning.
Different media come “to fulfill their own unique functions within the
teaching/learning process” (Nunan 1999:66). It is possible for the same
activities to be carried out both face-to-face and online, but ideally, after a few
terms of implementation, it should be possible to determine which activities are
best done online.

It must include tasks that require working online. If online activities are not a
“required” and graded, integral part of the course, most students will never use
them (Hiltz & Wellman 1997).

It must provide clear links with class activities — e.g., preparation tasks,
questions for reflection for face-to-face discussion, etc. Online activities must be
coordinated with what happens in the class (Neufeld 1997).

It must include assessment tools (Mason 1998; Kemp, Morrison & Ross 1998;
Bonk & Cunningham 1998).

The OLE must reflect the pedagogical approach (democratic, learner-centred)
underlying it.

33
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Technical approach

For the pilot implementation of the product, it was decided to develop the OLE using
Microsoft FrontPage and the reqular LISTSERV service provided by the university
computation centre, rather than an integrated Web classroom builder. If the first
year of implementation proves successful and other instructors decide to adopt the
model for their courses, an integrated tool for educational development will be
purchased. These tools are available to help educators build Web-based classrooms
and offer a complete system for information distribution, communication, student
assessment, and class management (McCormack & Jones 1998).

Structure

The OLE was developed following the organisational principles demonstrated in
sample Web sites created with integrated tools (McCormack & Jones 1998). The OLE
is made up of four different kinds of components: Information, Study Material,
Communication and Assessment (see Figure 1).

r—

R T —l Information contains
information about the
course, the syllabus, the
class lists, and links to the
news. Using an Internet
service that allows users to
custom select the type of
headlines and number of
headlines to display on the
_ home page, a customised
R ——" Mm‘nws headline page was prepared
Figure 1. The course homepage for the course.
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Study Material contains tutorials on a variety of skills and topics, guidelines for
preparing the final assignment, worksheets (based on the readings), tasks and
assignments (to be presented in class or submitted online), and links to a variety of
Middle East resources.

Communication contains weekly announcements, an explanation of the functions
that can be performed through the mailing list, and students’ e-mail addresses.

Assessment contains a sample final exam with an answer key, assessment criteria
for a variety of tasks and skills, and two self-assessment forms.

Figure 2 shows the components and organisation of the OLE.
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. English for Middle East OLE
About the
course
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Figure 2. The OLE's organisation

Product evaluation

Evaluation at the pre-implementation stage consisted of two parts: a usability study
(Dringus 1995) and a pedagogical assessment (Willis 1995). The purpose of the
usability study was to assess the OLE's design and navigability, focusing on features
such as screen layouts, consistency (Grudin 1989; Shneiderman 1998), use of
terminology, learnability (Dix, Finlay, Abowd, & Beale 1998; Shneiderman 1998),
and ease of operation/navigation (Trochim 1996). The purpose of the pedagogical
assessment session was to assess the OLE's suitability from the pedagogical point of
view (Fitzelle & Trochim 1996). The results of these two formative assessments were
used to revise the OLE. 3 .

J
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In addition, a summative student questionnaire was developed (see Appendix 5)
and administered at the end of the course (spring term, 2000). The questionnaire
has seven sections using a scale of 1-4 as well as a few open questions at the end.
Section 1 taps students’ previous experience with computers, the Web and Web-
based courses. Section 2 focuses on technical and pedagogical support from the
staff. Section 3 deals with the interface, its organisation, clarity, and ease of use.
Section 4 focuses on the learning that takes place, accessibility of materials,
communication opportunities, skill building, and general pedagogical value of the
OLE. Section 5 taps the content of the OLE. Section 6 asks about the e-mail
interactions and their contributions. Section 7 taps attitudes towards the OLE and
the course.

The usability study

Two instruments were developed for this study: a task (see Appendix 1) requiring
basic orientation and navigation and the performance of basic functions in the OLE,
and an observation protocol sheet (see Appendix 2) to record the subjects’ moves,
comments and reactions.

In addition to the new instruments, the QUIS (Questionnaire for User Interaction
Satisfaction) developed at the University of Maryland to measure computer users’
subjective satisfaction with the interface (Harper & Norman 1993), was adapted for
this study. The QUIS (Chin, Diehl, & Norman 1988; Shneiderman 1998) includes a
demographic questionnaire, a measure of overall system satisfaction along six
scales, and measures of specific interface factors. The questionnaire was shortened
to include only items pertinent to the OLE.

The method chosen was observation with think-aloud. To get more insight into
their decisions, users were asked to think aloud as they worked with the system,
and to describe what they were doing and why (Dix et al. 1998; Lewis & Rieman
1993 1994).

Since relatively short testing periods render reliable usability results (Harrison &
Mancey 1998), the task in this study was designed to last no longer than one hour.

After the test was over, the QUIS was administered on paper. A debriefing session
was conducted after each subject completed the task and the questionnaire. The
subjects were asked how they had felt during the test and what they thought about
the OLE. They were taken back to the problematic steps they had encountered so
they could comment.

Both subjects expressed overall satisfaction with the program and they were able to
perform all of the task steps. The observation and what the subjects said in the
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think-aloud showed that both subjects made the same “erroneous moves” in the
task (see Appendix 1) and for the same reasons. For example, they both looked for
the worksheets, the sample exam and the book dealing with the Gulf War in Study
Material (these had been placed elsewhere), and they searched for the grade
breakdown for the course in Information (originally placed in Assessment), thus
pointing to inadequate categorisation/organisation in the OLE.

Pedagogical assessment

The teacher questionnaire (see Appendix 3) was developed in order to get teachers’
input on whether the OLE meets the development criteria established. The items
were organised according to the structure of the OLE components to facilitate
evaluator orientation. The general items are at the end, based on the assumption
that by then teachers would have a better picture of the OLE and would be able to
provide a more holistic assessment. The questionnaire consists of five sections:
Information, Study Material, Communication, Assessment, and Overall Evaluation.
The questionnaire uses a four-point scale (“Strongly agree” to “Strongly disagree”)
and has room for additional comments at the end.

Seven teachers participated in the assessment session. All of them are experienced
university English teachers (experience ranging from 10 to 40 years), and all of
them use technology to enhance language learning, mainly CD-ROMS and
applications such as MS PowerPoint, but this was their first encounter with an
Online Learning Environment.

All seven teachers were impressed with the OLE and the possibilities it offers (see
Appendix 4). Observing the teachers and answering their “navigation” questions
was informative, as their moves and questions pointed to the same organisational
issues that came up during the usability study, such as the fact that worksheets
more naturally belong in “Study Material” than in “Assessment”.

Based on the findings, the following changes were made:

¢ The internal structure of the four components (Information, Study Material,
Communication, and Assessment) was modified.

* The instructions for tasks were subdivided and clearly labeled to avoid long lists
that are difficult to read.

* The objectives of the course and the mailing list functions were condensed for
the same reason.
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Student feedback/perceptions

Since the online learning component was not announced in the course description
in the university handbook, the students were surprised to learn about it on the
first day of class. They were concerned about the extra effort that it would demand
of them, as most of them had never taken such a course before (see Appendix 6,
question 3) and had minimal to no computer literacy skills (see Appendix 6,
questions 1-2). Even though the university had granted each student an e-mail
account at registration, most students were not aware of it. Two students became
angry when told they would have to use e-mail. One because she felt it would be
very time-consuming, since she had no keyboarding skills in English; the other
simply refused to open an e-mail account.

The number of students enrolled in the course (two classes) was 35, but three
dropped out. The student questionnaire was administered on the last day of class.
However, since many students were absent on that day (N of responses = 20), the
results do not reflect how all students felt. An additional problem confounding
results, particularly those for questions dealing with online discussions and
student-student interaction (questions 40, and 45-47), was that the questionnaire
1ating scale should have included “not applicable” as an option, but did not. Due to
the difficulties and the time it took for students to get and leam to use e-mail, the
ambitious nature of the program, and the limited time available, the teacher
decided not to implement the original plan regarding LISTSERV interactions. In the
absence of a “not applicable” option, many students had trouble answering the
aforementioned items.

The results of the questionnaire show that students were divided in how they felt
about the OLE and its components, but most students felt the OLE was clear and
easy to use (see Appendix 6). This is an encouraging finding, considering the lack
of computer/Web literacy at the beginning of the course. In class, some students
said that they would prefer working in the library to using Web resources,
particularly because they were not used to the medium and found it too time-
consuming. Others, however, were extremely pleased to find out “all there is out
there” and particularly enjoyed the newly discovered feature of hyperlinked articles
pointing them to additional online resources. Some students reported to the teacher
that the course had opened up a completely new world to them, a world they had
been unaware of until then. Another student felt grateful because “I never would
have sat in front of a computer screen if it hadn’t been for this course.”

Many of the students used their e-mail to communicate with the teacher, but not
with their peers. Only a few students went through the whole semester without
using e-mail even once. A content analysis of the e-mail written by students
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revealed that most of the interactions they initiated had the purpose of submitting
homework, or additions or corrections to homework (see Table 3).

Function Percentage of instances

Submit homework, corrections or additions 53%
Clarify/explain or make excuses 18%
Notify/announce (e.g. reason for absence) 14%
Ask for clarification/information 10%

Make appointment with teacher

5%

Table 3. Functions of students’ e-mail

A guestbook was incorporated into the OLE for students to sign and write
comments. They were told that the teacher would check the contents of the
guestbook once a week to see “who had been there” and for what purpose.
Students often forgot to sign the guestbook, so the information collected could not
be used as a reliable “attendance book”. However, when they did sign, they
explained what they were doing/planning to do (see Table 4), which was
informative, if not truly representative.

Activity Number of

Look for articles 24
Look around/explore 12
Check grades 9
Look for information 9
Read task 8
Check for messages/announcements 7
Read the news 5
Read an article (online) 5
Do task/homework 4
Send e-mail 3
Print task/worksheet 2
Check syllabus 1
Show the OLE to friends (from other courses) 1

Table 4. Students’ activities in the OLE
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Personal observations/experience

There are numerous examples of sites and environments devoted to language
learning and instruction (Felix 1998), most of which cater to beginning or
intermediate language learners. But the Web also offers new and exciting
possibilities for advanced students of English, who can cope with authentic texts
and thus take advantage of the plethora of quality materials available in their
various fields of study.

Several problems were encountered during this first implementation of the OLE,
namely, a lack of Web literacy and resistance to spending “extra time” learning how
to use the new medium. However, upon looking back at the aims of the OLE — to
enhance student-content, student-student and student-teacher interaction — one
can see that two out of the three aims were achieved.

The OLE with its links and tasks certainly augmented student-content interaction.
It was very interesting to see some students’ awe at the wealth of relevant materials
available on the Web. For this generation of humanities students, technology is not
yet a part of their normal, everyday life, and the introduction of the new
technology-related skills is often painful and unnatural. However, if the course was
the first eye-opener that made them aware of other ways of learning, then it was
well worth the effort. These students’ English is not perfect. They still have a lot of
language to leamn, but they can now learn it through meaningful activities
performed in real time with authentic materials that are useful to them in their
studies.

The second aim of the OLE was to increase student-teacher interaction. This
increased as well. As mentioned above, not all, but many students took advantage
of the e-mail facility to communicate with the teacher. The teacher, on the other
hand, was empowered by the ability to write both personal messages and general
messages to her students throughout the course, It is true that students often
forgot to check their mail. For many this was still not part of their daily routine.
But student-teacher interactions were certainly much more frequent than in a
reqular face-to-face course meeting only once a week.

Conceming the aim of augmenting student-student interaction, it is obvious that
cooperative tasks enhance cooperation. There was indeed a lot of cooperation in the
course, but it was mainly face-to-face. Students met to do homework and to prepare
their final assignments together. These students studied other subjects together as
well, so they saw their peers several times a week. It is possible that in such
situations, students cannot perceive e-mail communication as a necessary tool.

It is clear that the Online Learning Environment would have been a lot more
popular among students under different course circumstances. Students taking this
compulsory two-credit course often feel that, instead of focusing their efforts on
the subject matter that interests them, they are forced to take “yet another English
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course”. As a result, there was a gap between the teacher’s expectations and the
time and effort some students were willing to put into the course. The addition of
the Web component increased time spent on tasks, and students, therefore, may
have felt the course was too exacting.

Regarding the questions addressed in the development stage, the following
observations can be made:

¢ The Web environment was well-balanced with the face-to-face part of the course.

¢ In order to ensure more comfortable use of the learning environment, additional
training sessions are necessary in the framework of the course.

¢ The OLE did enhance learning by providing additional opportunity for
learner-content and learner-teacher interaction. In order to enhance
learner-learner interaction through the LISTSERV, structured tasks and questions
specifically designed to encourage e-mail interactions need to be incorporated
into the course.

* A lot of face-to-face collaboration took place in the course. Further investigation
is needed to determine whether it is realistic to expect online collaboration in
situations where students meet several times a week in face-to-face courses.

¢ Many leamners saw the OLE as a pedagogically meaningful tool (see Appendix 6,
questions 48 & 51), and many felt that the OLE improved their reading and
writing in English (see Appendix 6, questions 18-19).

The organisation and content of the OLE proved to be successful, and can be used
as a model for the development of additional online courses in the department.
Several workshops on Web-based language learning and the development of Online
Learning Environments were given to teachers in the Division of Foreigh Languages
this year. This school year, similar OLEs will be developed for other EAP courses at a
variety of levels.

Biodata

Miriam Schcolnik is Director of the Language Learning Center at Tel Aviv University.
She teaches advanced English for Academic Purposes and has published numerous
EFL textbooks, teachers' resource books and courseware packages. She also works as
a pedagogical consultant for multimedia and Web-based language learning materials
development.
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Appendix 1: The Task

YOUR TASK
* This test is not meant to test you but rather the Online Learning Environment.

* Please tell me what you are thinking as you work.

* Please check each step as you complete it,

Find information about the course.

1]

Return to the main menu (home page) of the course.
Find an online book that deals with the Gulf War.
Read one piece of news about the Middle East.

Find a tutorial that explains how to create summaries on your word
Pprocessor.

From within the Online Learning Environment, send e-mail to Miriam
Schcolnik.

Locate the announcements for the course,

Find a sample exam.

Read the grade breakdown for the course.

Find criteria for evaluating oral presentations.

Print the worksheet for “The Middle East in the 21st Century.”
Find Task #3.

Uogoo o odo

Thank you so much for your cooperation!
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Appendix 2: Observation Protocol Sheet

Name:

ADVANCED EFL ONLINE

Date:

Time spent on test:

Time:

Steps & Time Observations

Find information about
the course.

Return to the main
menu (home page) of
the course.

Find an online book
that deals with the
Gulf War.

Read one piece of news
about the Middle East.

Find a tutorial that explains
how to create summaries
on your word processor.

From within the Online
Learning Environment, send
e-mail to Miriam Schcolnik.

Locate the announcements
for the course.

Find a sample exam.

Read the grade breakdown
for the course.

Find criteria for evaluating
oral presentations.

Print the worksheet for
“The Middle East in the
21st Century.”

Find Task #3.

1

T
4

A
X

C
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Appendix 3: Teacher Questionnaire

Name:

Years of teaching experience:

Levels you teach:

The Online Learning Environment (OLE) for Middle East students is meant to
complement the face-to-face component of the course and will be implemented for
the first time in the spring semester, 2000. Please answer the following questions as
you go over the different components of the environment and feel free to add
comments. The questionnaire is organised according to the organisation of the OLE
to facilitate your assessment.

Thank you so much for your cooperation!

Note: Each item was followed by the following scale:

[ ] 1 strongly agree [ ]2 Agree [ ] 3 Disagree [ ] 4 strongly disagree

Information

1. The objectives of the course are clear.

2. The OLE provides opportunities to access relevant, quality resources.
3. The links are well organised.

4.  The links are helpful.

5.  The Mideast news feature is useful.

Study Material

6. The tutorials are clear.

7. The tutorials are helpful.

8. The study material is relevant and meaningful.

Communication

9.  The OLE takes advantage of the collaborative potential of the WWW.

10. The announcements option is useful.

11. The mailing list functions are clear.

12. The OLE can enhance communication with the teacher.

13. The OLE can increase communication with other students.

14. The OLE provides increased occasions for feedback from teacher and peers.

Assessment
15. The assessment fits the philosophy and objectives of the course.
16. The assessment taps students’ use and selection of online resources.

o 4 6
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17.
18.
19.

20.
21.
22.

23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.

ADVANCED EFL ONLINE

The assessment taps students’ sharing and cooperation.

The assessment taps team as well as individual performance.

The assessment taps students’ presentation, reading and writing skills in
English.

The assessment includes criteria to enhance students’ metacognitive awareness.
There are opportunities for self-assessment.

The self-assessment questionnaires help students reflect on their learning
behavior.

The sample test is helpful.

The tasks are meaningful and engaging.

The purpose of the tasks is clear.

Questions and instructions are clearly worded.

There are tasks to encourage student-content interaction.

There are tasks to encourage discussion and collaboration.

There are tasks that require working online.

The tasks and assignments are pedagogically sound.

Overall Evaluation

31.
32.

The degree of computer literacy the OLE requires is realistic.
The OLE can be used as a complement to face-to-face instruction in the course.

33. The OLE is well integrated with the face-to-face component of the course.
34. The OLE can constitute an effective and pedagogically meaningful tool.
35. The OLE follows clear organisation and presentation principles.

36. The OLE content reflects an underlying educational philosophy.

37. The OLE reflects a democratic, leamer-centred approach.

38. The content reflects the course objectives as stated in the syllabus.

39. The OLE can contribute towards the achievement of the course objectives.
40. The OLE adds valuable elements to the course.

41. The pedagogical approach is suitable for the target populations

42. The content is suitable for the target population.

43. The OLE maximises student involvement.

44. 1 would consider using this type of OLE in my courses.

Comments

BEYOND BABEL — LANGUAGE LEARNING ONLINE

49



PART 1 - DEVELOPMENT: DOING IT WITH MORE OR LESS

Appendix 4: Teacher Questionnaire Results

Questions Mean SD
1. The objectives of the course are clear. 1.57 72
2. The OLE provides opportunities to access relevant, quality resources. 1 0
3. The links are well organised. 1.28 45
4. The links are helpful. 1.14 34
5.  The Mideast news feature is useful. 1 0
6. The tutorials are clear. 1 0
7. The tutorials are helpful. 1 0
8.  The study material is relevant and meaningful. 1 0
9. The OLE takes advantage of the collaborative potential of the WWW. 1 0
10. The announcements option is useful. 1 0
11. The mailing list functions are clear. 1 0
12. The OLE can enhance communication with the teacher. 1.14 .34
13. The OLE can increase communication with other students. 1.28 .69
14. The OLE provides increased occasions for feedback from teacher

and peers. 1 0
15. The assessment fits the philosophy and objectives of the course. 1.14 34
16. The assessment taps students’ use and selection of online resources. 1.14 .34
17. The assessment taps students’ sharing and cooperation. 1.42 .49
18. The assessment taps team as well as individual performance. 1.57 .72
19. The assessment taps students’ presentation, reading and writing

skills in English. 1.42 .49
20. The assessment includes criteria to enhance students’

metacognitive awareness. 1.33 47
21. There are opportunities for self-assessment. 1.14 .34
22. The self-assessment questionnaires help students reflect

on their learning behavior. 1.28 .69
23. The sample test is helpful. 1.42 .49
24, The tasks are meaningful and engaging. 1.14 34
25. The purpose of the tasks is clear. 1.14 34
26. Questions and instructions are clearly worded. 1.33 47
27. There are tasks to encourage student-content interaction. 1.28 .45
28. There are tasks to encourage discussion and collaboration. 1.42 .49
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Questions Mean SD
29. There are tasks that require working online. 1.16 .37
30. The tasks and assignments are pedagogically sound. 1.14 .34
31. The degree of computer literacy the OLE requires is realistic. 1.57 .72
32. The OLE can be used as a complement to face-to-face

instruction in the course. 1.14 34
33. The OLE is well integrated with the face-to-face

component of the course. A 1.33 47
34. The OLE can constitute an effective and pedagogically meaningful tool. 1 0
35. The OLE follows clear organisation and presentation principles. V 1.33 47
36. The OLE content reflects an underlying educational philosophy. 1.28 .69
37. The OLE reflects a democratic, learner-centred approach. 1.57 .72
38. The content reflects the course objectives as stated in the syllabus.  1.14 34
39. The OLE can contribute towards the achievement of the

course objectives. 1 0
40. The OLE adds valuable elements to the course. 1 0
41. The pedagogical approach is suitable for the target population. 1.5 5
42. The content is suitable for the target population. 1.28 .45
43. The OLE maximises student involvement. 1 0
44. T would consider using this type of OLE in my courses. 1 0

Scale: (1) Strongly agree (2) Agree (3) Disagree (4) Strongly disagree
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Appendix 5: Summative Student Questionnaire

Age: Gender: D male D female

I used the Online Learning Environment

D at home D on campus D both at home and on campus

Note: Each item was followed by the following scale:

[:] 1 Strongly agree [:] 2 Agree [:l 3 Disagree [:] 4 Strongly disagree

Previous experience

1. Before starting this course I had experience using computers.
2. Before starting this course I had experience using the Internet.
3. Before this course I used the Web in other courses.

Training and support
4. The technical training we got in the learning centre was suitable.
5. 1 got help from the teacher when I needed it.

6. I got help from the learning centre technicians when I needed it.

The interface

7. I encountered technical problems.

8. The Online Learning Environment was clear.

9. The Online Learning Environment was easy to use.

10. The Online Learning Environment was consistent (the style, the terminology,
etc.).

11. The Online Learning Environment was well organised.
12.  The options of the Online Learning Environment were clear.
13. Navigation in the Online Learning Environment was easy.

14. It was easy to enter, go back, and exit the system.

r.
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Learning
15. The Online Learning Environment was useful.

. 16. The Online Learning Environment helped me access relevant materials.
17. The Online Learning Environment helped me learn about the Middle East.
18. Reading the online texts helped me improve my reading in English.

19. Writing e-mail helped me improve my writing in English.

20. The Online Learning Environment helped me achieve the objectives of the
course.

21. The Online Learning Environment added valuable elements to the course.

22. The Online Learning Environment helped me develop my computer skills.

The Content

23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31
32.
33.
34.
35.

36.
37.
38.

The objectives of the course were clear.

The content of the Online Learning Environment was suitable.
The links were useful.

The links helped me save time.

The Mideast news link was useful.

The tutorials were clear.

The tutorials were helpful.

The announcements were useful.

The tasks and assignments were clear.

The tasks and assignments were interesting.
The tasks and assignments were useful.

The sample exam was useful.

The self-assessment questionnaires helped me reflect on my online learning
behavior.

The assessment criteria made me more aware of what I should do.
The assessment criteria helped me focus on important learning strategies.

The Online Learning Environment was well integrated into the overall course.

The e-mail interactions

39.
40.

41.

The Online Learning Environment enhanced communication with the teacher.

The Online Learning Environment increased communication with other
students.

There were enough interactions among students and between the teacher and
the students.

o1
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42. The teacher's replies were timely.

43. T got sufficient feedback on my work.

44. The feedback from the teacher was helpful.

45. The feedback from my classmates was helpful.

46. The online discussions were helpful.

47. The online discussions were interesting.

In sum

48. 1 felt comfortable using the Online Learning Environment.

49. The Online Learning Environment was motivating.

50. My experience with the Online Learning Environment was positive.

51. The Online Learning Environment has advantages over traditional classroom
instruction.

52. I would like other courses to have Online Learning Environments.

53. I would recommend this course to other students.

54. List strengths of the Online Learning Environment:

55. List weaknesses of the Online Learning Environment:

Comments

O
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Appendix 6: Student Questionnaire Results

20 students responded to the questionnaire. The following table presents the

results.

Questions Mean SD
1. Before starting this course I had experience using computers. 2.2 .81
2.  Before starting this course I had experience using the Internet. 2.1 .88
3. Before this course I used the Web in other courses. 3.45 .97
4.  The technical training we got in the learning centre was suitable. 2.15 T4
5. I got help from the teacher when I needed it. 1.4 48
6. I got help from the learning centre technicians when I needed it. 1.68 46
7. I encountered technical problems. 2.72 .80
8.  The OLE was clear. 1.9 .53
9. The OLE was easy to use. 1.85 .72
10. The OLE was consistent (in style, terminology, etc.). 1.95 .73
11. The OLE was well organised. 2 .63
12. The options of the OLE were clear. 2 7
13. Navigation in the OLE was easy. 1.9 7
14. It was easy to enter, go back, and exit the system. 1.7 .78
15. The OLE was useful. 2.1 .87
16. The OLE helped me access relevant materials. 2.1 .76
17. The OLE helped me learn about the Middle East. 2.3 .78
18. Reading the online texts helped me improve my reading in English.  2.35 .79
19. Writing e-mail helped me improve my writing in English. 2.35 1.02
20. The OLE helped me achieve the objectives of the course. 2.42 .81
21. The OLE added valuable elements to the course. 2.3 .84
22. The OLE helped me develop my computer skills. 2.25 .69
23. The objectives of the course were clear. 1.9 .53
24. The content of the OLE was suitable. 1.95 .58
25. The links were useful. 1.8 .6
26. The links helped me save time. 1.95 .58
27. The Mideast news link was useful. 2 79
28. The tutorials were clear. 1.64 .58
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Questions Mean SD
29. The tutorials were helpful. 2.1 .65
30. The announcements were useful. 2.22 1
31. The tasks and assignments were clear. 1.83 .68
32. The tasks and assignments were interesting. 2.27 73
33. The tasks and assignments were useful. 2.05 .62
34. The sample exam was useful. 1.68 46
35. The self-assessment questionnaires helped me reflect on my online

learning behavior. 2.38 .82
36. The assessment criteria made me more aware of what I should do. 2.37 .65

37. The assessment criteria helped me focus on important

learning strategies. 2.47 77
38. The OLE was well integrated into the overall course. 2.05 .62
39. The OLE enhanced communication with the teacher. 2.12 .69
40. The OLE increased communication with other students. 2.81 .80

41. There were enough interactions among students and between

the teacher and the students. 2.66 .81
42.  The teacher’s replies were timely. 1.75 .55
43. 1 got sufficient feedback on my work. 1.77 .53
44. The feedback from the teacher was helpful. 1.66 47
45. The feedback from my classmates was helpful. 2.88 .67
46. The online discussions were helpful. 2.93 .89
47. The online discussions were interesting. 2.57 .97
48. I felt comfortable using the OLE. 1.94 .99
49. The OLE was motivating. 2.31 .79
50. My experience with the OLE was positive. 2 .88
51. The OLE has advantages over traditional classroom instruction. 1.88 .87
52. I would like other courses to have OLEs. 2.52 1.04
53. 1 would recommend this course to other students. 2.16 .89

Scale: (1) Strongly agree (2) Agree (3) Disagree (4) Strongly disagree
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Comments written by students at the end of the questionnaire:

Strengths of the OLE:

“It makes me see and learn a lot of things that I wouldn't see if didn't have this
course.”

“Different from other classes.”

"Using the Intemnet improved my English.”

Weaknesses of the OLE:

“It is very hard for someone who never touched a computer before to use it in the
course. I felt stupid and hated every minute.”

“People that are not acquainted with computers need to put in more work.”

Comments:

“I think it was useful to learn in a different way and to use the Internet, but I
didn't really have time and opportunities to surf in the Web, and that's a shame.”

“The links were very good.”

“The course was good but sometimes there was too much to do and with all other
things we have plus work, even if I wanted to do more, I just couldn't find the
time.”

“The course was good because we read interesting articles and we used the
Internet.”
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A resource centre on the Net:
A model for Less Commonly Taught
Languages

Injung Cho
School of Asian Languages and Studies,
Monash University

Name of site:  Virtual Centre for Learning and Teaching Korean
Name of developer: InJung Cho
Budget:  A$14,560

Mode of delivery: Computer laboratory classes /
online distance education courses

URL of site:  http://www.arts.monash.edu.au/korean/centre/
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Context

With the emergence of the Internet, there is the tendency to use “computers as
Iesources in a more open learning environment in which all sorts of learning tools are
fully utilised” (Tella 1996). And project or task-based approaches have been perceived
as a way of getting the most out of this networked learning environment (Barson 1997;
Debski 1997; Chun & Plass 2000). However, there are serious obstacles to implementing
a project-oriented approach for Less Commonly Taught Languages (LCTLs). For learning
activities to be carried out successfully, the project-oriented approach, based on
constructivism, requires rich learning environments which most LCTLs lack.

This article describes how Monash University has been developing a resource centre
on the Internet and implementing a project-oriented approach for the program in
Korean. The centre does not necessarily have to be network-based, but such a
structure has many advantages over a conventional centre, including the provision
of a foundation for multi-site online delivery of Korean courses, which are essential
for the future viability of the Monash Korean Studies program.

The development of the centre started in August 1999 with a grant of A$14,560
from the Faculty of Arts’ Teaching Initiative Funds. Currently it contains mainly
materials for beginners, along with Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC) tools
such as a Web Bulletin Board System (BBS) and mailing lists.

Korean Studies at Monash is a typical LCTL program, with a learning environment
characterised by the typical problems of inadequate numbers of staff, few teaching
and learning resources, and a low exposure to the target language outside class.

Staff numbers are far from the minimum of three or four full-time staff suggested
by Barko (1995) — one full-time convenor runs a three-year major sequence of
Korean language subjects along with additional language and studies subjects with
the help of one or two sessional teachers. Teaching and learning resources, apart
from textbooks, are few. In particular, the lack of good dictionaries and grammar
reference books makes it difficult to encourage the autonomous learning that is
particularly important for LCTLs where there is a lack of provision for language
maintenance after the course. Finally, students have few opportunities for
exposure to the target language outside class; the Monash Language Centre, like the
main university library, has very few Korean resources, the Korean community in
Melbourne is very small, and the number of overseas Korean students at Monash is
limited.

All of this means that the teachers are the most accessible resource. This leads to
heavy student dependence on staff, particularly on the convenor. The resulting
time pressure makes it difficult to pursue a better learning experience for the
students through the development of new learning materials and methodologies.
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Rationale for development

In order to create a better learning environment and promote autonomous learning
in this deprived situation, Computer-Assisted Language Learning (CALL) was
introduced in 1996. Since many CALL programs contain materials of various media
such as audio and video clips, and materials of various types such as dialogue,
grammar explanations and exercises, they provide the means of creating a richer
learning environment. CALL also has the potential to promote autonomous learning
as well as to increase student motivation (McKay & Robinson 1997).

The introduction of CALL began with two projects in 1996 — Incorporating Tested
CALL Programs into Mainstream Language Courses, and Innovative Teaching of Asian
Languages of Low Enrolment — Korean, Thai, Vietnamese.

The first allowed the Korean program to incorporate the CD-ROM Korean Through
English into the first and second year courses, by turning a weekly one-hour
tutorial into a computer laboratory class. The CD-ROM, developed by the Korean
Ministry of Culture and Sports, contains audio and video clips and a dictionary, as
well as dialogue, grammar explanations, vocabulary and some exercises. The
dictionary and video clips were the components that students liked most, and they
have found the dictionary useful for writing tasks, including scripts for their video
projects.

In the absence of advanced CALL materials, the second project allowed the
development of Web-based courseware for Korean III
(http://www.arts.monash.edu.au/korean/korean3/index1.htm), consisting of
authentic newspaper articles, related video clips from authentic TV news,
vocabulary, grammar explanations, and background information in English. Again, a
computer laboratory class replaced the tutorial.

CALL classes were successful in several aspects because they:

® increased autonomous learmning;

¢ increased flexibility in class time but reduced contact hours for the program;

¢ provided more personal attention;

¢ encouraged peer learning; and

¢ fostered worldwide promotion of Monash Korean.

Increased autonomous learning

Students tried to solve difficulties on their own with the help of CALL resources
before they asked the lecturer for help. Students also used the computer laboratory
outside class.
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Increased flexibility in class time but reduced contact hours for the program
Before the introduction of the laboratory classes, students did not have many
choices about the class schedule. They had to come to class three times a week, so
some students had timetable clashes. Since Korean was not perceived as a core
subject, they tended to skip the Korean class to attend their other subjects. There
was also no extra class available when they missed a class for some other reason.
Offering CALL classes has eased these problems, with one tutorial replaced by a
CALL class at each level. Further, CALL classes, which encourage students to study
on their own with occasional help from a teacher, made it possible to put students
from different years into the same class, while small enrolments at each level meant
that only two mixed-level CALL classes could be offered rather than three. Students
needed to attend only one of these classes, which suited their timetable. So, from
the students’ point of view, there was increased class time flexibility with no
reduction in contact hours while, from the program’s point of view, there was a
one-hour reduction overall.

More personal attention

The teacher could give more personal attention to the students in the CALL class,
and was free to help anyone who needed it — something which is difficult to do in
conventional teacher-led classes. Further, when students missed a non-CALL class,
CALL classes gave them the opportunity to catch up with the help of the teacher.

Peer learning

Students in the CALL classes were encouraged to help one another. In particular,
the mixed-level classes allowed students at lower levels to ask students at higher
levels for help. Sometimes students formed pairs to tackle difficult activities
together, rather than depending entirely on the lecturer. In these ways, CALL
classes have encouraged peer learning.

Worldwide promotion of Monash Korean

Korean III, which is open to the public, and other resources have attracted many
visitors from all around the world, making the Monash Korean Web site one of the
most linked sites in Korean language education. The benefits of making the
learning materials available include not only the worldwide promotion of Monash
Korean and the Korean language itself, but also the potential of connecting Monash
students with Korean native speakers and learners from all around the world.

Although the CALL classes were reasonably successful, we found shortcomings and
room for improvement in the following areas: compatibility between CALL programs
and existing courses, the lock-step approach, accessibility, and opportunities for
communication outside class.
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Compatibility between CALL programs and existing courses

It was not easy to incorporate Korean Through English into the first and second
year courses as the courseware was quite different in content and approach from
the Monash courses. As a result, some students regarded the CALL class as an add-
on, rather than an integral part of the course.

Lock-step approach

The lock-step approach used in both pieces of courseware was not suitable for the
promotion of autonomous learning. Typically based on “behaviourist instructional
strategies, which rely on the development of a set of instructional sequences with
predetermined outcomes” (Lefoe 1998), the approach forces students to follow a
learning path prescribed by the designers, rather than allow them to create their
own learning path and select what they want to learn.

Accessibility

There was a problem of accessibility to Korean Through English outside class, due to
its commercial unavailability and the fact that it was delivered on a CD-ROM.
Students had to attend the CALL laboratory to access the program, and the
laboratory was open only 9.00 a.m. to 5.00 p.m. on weekdays. Worse, access was
further restricted during semester because the laboratory was used for other
language classes more than half of the time.

Opportunities for communication outside class

There still remained the problem of low levels of contact with native speakers
outside class. The CALL projects offered the potential for connecting Monash
students with Korean native speakers and learners from all around the world, but
they stopped short of providing a means of connecting them.

What all this meant was that we had to retain the benefits produced by the
introduction of CALL, but find a way to overcome the shortcomings of the existing
programs, and take advantage of the new opportunities.
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Economies of scale

Korean has not yet appealed to the public sufficiently for student numbers to
support the teaching effort. What is worse, Australian universities have recently
suffered severe cuts in government funding. To ensure its viability, Monash Korean
had to seek economies of scale by making courses accessible to larger numbers of
students at low marginal cost without sacrificing quality. Two ways of achieving
the economies of scale are cross-institutional enrolments and short courses online.

Now that Monash is the only provider of Korean language courses in Victoria, it has
an opportunity to enrol students from other universities who want to take Korean
courses. Since physical distance and timetable clashes constitute major obstacles to
students’ taking courses at other universities, it is essential to develop existing
subjects in flexible multi-site delivery mode. In addition, Korean has received
hundreds of enquiries from all over the world about online courses. Given the
demand for non-credit short courses in distance education mode, we need to cater
for students seeking such courses as well as those enrolled for university degrees.

It is, however, costly and time-consuming to develop the entire three year program
in flexible delivery mode. It is also difficult to obtain grants for teaching
development since many funding schemes are increasingly giving priority to
subjects with large enrolments. Although we secured a grant for initial
development, it was not sufficient even to develop half of a single subject. This
meant that economies of scale could not be achieved in the short term. Instead, we
sought to devise a way to achieve cost reduction in the short term by having fewer
contact hours for staff, which would lead to economies of scale in the longer term.
Our solution was to develop a resource centre on the Internet which would provide
the foundation for some future multi-site online delivery, as well as making CALL
materials and activities available for existing CALL classes. The more CALL classes
there are for existing subjects, the lower the costs, and the more the chances of
attracting students from outside Monash.

Instructional design principles

Before discussing instructional design principles, we should mention the closely
related medium of delivery. Our goal is to develop a resource centre which will
progressively increase the time and place independence of the courses. In other
words, the centre should be able to support multi-site delivery and growth in
resources. The Web is the best medium for this as it provides platform
independence, easy maintenance, extensive storage, easy usage, accessibility, ready
access to external resources, a means of communicating with native speakers, and
short turnaround times.
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The Web is also a good medium to implement our three major principles of
instructional design — constructivist approaches, economies of scope and the
empowerment of teachers.

Constructivist approaches

Instead of a lock-step approach, students should be allowed to create their own
learning path and select what they want to learn in relation to their individual
needs. This concept reflects the constructivist theories of Piaget (1959, 1980),
Vygotsky (1962, 1978) and Papert (1980) who believe in focusing on students’
motivation and their ability to construct learning for themselves.

As with the communicative approach in language teaching, there are various
definitions of constructivism. However, all of the approaches agree that
constructivism is a theory about knowledge and learning not about teaching
(Reagan 1999). And most of them seem to share the following views:

® Learning is an active process of constructing knowledge rather than a passive
one of receiving knowledge.

¢ Learning is facilitated through cooperative group work (Roblyer, Edwards &
Havriluk 1997).

® Rich learning environments are essential if learning activities based on
constructivist models are to be carried out successfully (Lefoe 1998; Roblyer,
Edwards & Havriluk 1997).

These views have provided us with some basic directions for the development of the
resource centre. Firstly, it should provide a rich learning environment, offering a
wide range of learning materials to meet a wide range of students’ needs,
preferences and learning styles. Secondly, these materials should be structured so
that students can create their own learning path. Finally, the centre should provide
CMC tools to facilitate cooperation and collaboration among learners, and between
learners and native speakers.

Economies of scope

Given the high cost in time and money of developing multimedia learning materials,
it is critical to achieve economies of scope as well as economies of scale by making
courseware components re-usable in multiple courses at low marginal cost. These
issues are addressed in Clarke’s educational scalability (Ip et al. 1997). Considering
that there is a dearth of resources at every level in most LCTLs, economies of scope
become more important. We should maximise the use of the little that is available.
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Our long-term goal is to create online courses using learning materials housed in
the resource centre. These should be flexible enough in content, structure, and the
containing and navigation system to be easily incorporated into many courses. This
high degree of flexibility could be achieved in the following ways.

Micro-components of learning materials

Learning materials are made as small as possible. These micro-components can be
compared to LEGO blocks. Just as we can construct an endless variety of structures
with LEGO blocks, subject designers can construct an endless variety of courseware
by interlinking the micro-components. This also allows students to construct their
own learning path.

Web page as versatile container

The learning material is represented in the form of Web pages. The Web page is a
simple but powerful and interactive medium; simple, because it is easy to create,
powerful, because it can contain a wide range of media such as text, audio and
video. And interactive, because it can contain a wide range of interactive learning
materials written in computer languages.

Site independence of navigation system

The navigation elements in the learning material should not assume any specific
location or structure. It is essential that we can assemble micro-components in
different configurations required by any particular courseware. The navigation
system should allow multiple entry points and enable users to return directly to
wherever they came from.

This “plug and play” approach increases not only re-usability but also
“shareability”. “Shareability” is important for easy collaboration, not only within
the institution, but also between institutions. Collaboration enables us either to
develop more materials of better quality in any given time, or to shorten
development time for a given amount of materials. Sharing between institutions is
very important for LCTLs in which there is a dearth of resources. This will also help
to avoid the “not invented here” syndrome.

Empowerment of teachers

CALL has not yet appealed to a majority of teachers. There are several reasons for
this, but the most fundamental is that, most of time, teachers do not have much
influence over the content of the programs. They are usually not involved in the
development of CALL materials, and so have to use externally developed programs
which tend not to be highly compatible with their own courses, in either content
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or methodology. We should empower teachers with regard to CALL by offering them
choice over materials and participation in their development, as well as helping
them use the computer as a communication tool.

Choice of materials

Teachers should exercise choices over learning materials and the resource centre
provides exactly this. Teachers can select what they want from among a wide range
of micro-components of learning materials. With each micro-component focusing on
one small area of language learning, teachers can incorporate them into their
courses more easily.

Participation in development

Although teaching is very time- and labor-intensive, teachers always manage to
develop their own materials. The development of CALL materials should not be an
exception. The resource centre should be designed to accommodate teachers at
various levels of computing skills and knowledge. As these improve, they will be
able to create more sophisticated and interactive materials. The development of
CALL materials has become much easier thanks to authoring software. The entry
level for participation in the development of the resource centre is the ability to
produce a Web page, and anyone with this ability can participate in the
development of language materials.

The computer as communication tool

The Internet has brought a new dimension to CALL; in addition to interaction with
pre-programmed computers, we can communicate directly with human beings.
Furthermore, the use of various communication tools, such as e-mail, BBS, and
chat, requires only entry level computer knowledge. As long as teachers know how
to use these communication tools, they can design various learning activities which
will facilitate communication between learners, and with native speakers.

The success of CALL is dependent on the empowerment of teachers. In particular,
their active participation in the development of materials and their acquisition of
computer knowledge and skills, are both important if materials are to be
maintained, modified and updated. The resource centre has been designed to
provide a very low barrier to the active involvement of as many teachers as possible.
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Structure of the Resource Centre

The Resource Centre at Monash (http://www.arts.monash.edu.au/korean/centre/) is
basically divided into two sections — the directory and learning resources. The
former is organised into categories and sub-categories covering things like language
areas, skills, topics, functions and themes (Figure 1). Students navigate their way
through a hierarchy of categories to the learning resources that they want or need.
In other words, they can construct their own learning path. This category-based
structure not only ensures easy look-up, but also makes it simple to expand or
restructure individual categories, or even the entire site if necessary.

* Imeractiwe Story

° Mot

*. Review

RESOURCES

ot
* USENET Newsgroups
* RC

* Teaching
+ Matenals
* Papers
« Joumals
« Teaching Tips

Figure 1: The Resources section of the resource centre

The learning resources
section contains resources
supporting the two major
uses of computers for
language learning
distinguished by Herrmann
(1992): the agentive and the
instrumental. In the agentive
use, which is usually based
on behaviourist theory,
computers are used as tutors
and take over some of the

work of human teachers. The typical example of an exercise is drill and practice,
with computers providing practice in the four language skills through repetition
and reinforcement. In the instrumental use, which is based on constructivist
approaches, computers facilitate the learning process by providing access to a word
processor with its spell checker and thesaurus, or to the language materials, or by
facilitating communication with other learners and native speakers. Both uses are
required to create the rich learning environment in which all sorts of materials and

tools will be drawn upon.

Greeting

Choose the corect answer for each quastion.
= Monash

Copyright € 200, iy

EnE

Figure 2: Example of micro-components
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They are as small as possible, largely to increase incorporability, but there are other
advantages also. A small size provides for fast downloads, is optimal for the human
working memory, gives students more chance to finish lessons without disruptions,
and requires minimum screen scrolling.

Fast downloads

When we provide learning materials over the Internet, we have to make sure that
they download fast, since the download time which people can stand is known to
be very short.

Optimum for human working memory

“In 1956 G. A. Miller coined the famous term, ‘the magical number seven plus or
minus two’ to describe the number of distinct items humans could hold in the
working memory” (Miller, 1956). Since then, the exact number of items has been
shown to depend on a number of factors such as age, health, the type of item,
familiarity with the content ... However, without doubt the capacity of the working
memory to deal with distinct items is quite timited” (Tuovinen 1999).

More chance to finish lessons without disruptions
“Many learners find it is hard to learn at the office or at home because of the
constant interruptions” (Horton 2000). We have to make lessons and topics shorter.

Minimum screen scrolling
Computer screens are limited in its size and Web users do not like screen scrolling
(Nielsen 1999). We should minimise the need for screen scrolling.

As for the navigation system, we tried to make it simple in terms of its structure,
and small in terms of the number of navigational items on display. As Figure 2
shows, the navigation system has only one button, “Back to the previous page”,
and one back-up link, “Korean@Monash”. The “Back” button is written in
JavaScript and is not hard coded to link to a specific Web page, but always takes
users to the page from which they came, ensuring the site independence of the
navigation system and, consequently, the greater incorporability of the micro-
components into any particular courseware.

The back-up link is for people who may have entered, not through the resource
centre or courseware with links to micro-components of learning materials, but
through search engines. Since the Back button will return them to the results display
pages of search engines, creating a dead end, it is important to provide a link which
will allow visitors to find their way to upper level pages in the resource centre.

In addition to its site independence, this simple and small navigation system, not
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only allows us to utilise most of the screen for content, but also does not contain any
unnecessary navigational buttons, links or wording specific to a particular course.

CMC tools

Two types of asynchronous CMC tools have been set up — a BBS and three mailing
lists. The aim was to create a virtual community of Korean learners, native
speakers and teachers, and to provide teachers with the means to use computers as
instruments of communication. Since the Monash site had already attracted many
learners and natives, it did not take long for a virtual community to be formed,
while the tools have also been used in class for the purposes of communication.

Synchronous CMC tools such as Web chat or Internet Relay Chat (IRC) were
deliberately not included for two reasons. Firstly, personal experience of the trial
use of a Web chat, along with reports from Lewis (1996) and Turbee (1995), showed
that typing skills are essential for the successful use of synchronous CMC tools, so it
made sense to introduce asynchronous CMC tools first to improve students’ typing
skills. Secondly, synchronous CMC may be independent of place but not of time. It
is not easy to arrange synchronous sessions with native speakers or students of
other institutions. The virtual Korean community established through asynchronous
CMC tools will make it easier to arrange synchronous sessions in future.

Web BBS

The BBS was set up in July 1999 and, as of 12 June 2000, more than 320 messages
had been posted. These messages are very diverse in content — they discuss
exchanging study partners, requests for help, Korean recipes, the end-of-semester
get-together, scholarships, seminars, job opportunities, events and so on. The most
frequently posted messages are seeking exchange study partners both online and
off-line, and informal interviews with Monash students have revealed that many
have found face-to-face exchange study partners through the BBS.

The unique feature of the BBS is the way it notifies new messages. When a new
message is posted, an e-mail notice is sent out to the members of the new message
notice list. This function is very useful in that it lessens the transitory nature of
the BBS and encourages the visitors to return to the BBS again and again. Most
BBSs do not provide a mechanism that encourages visitors to come back, leaving it
to them to check if any new messages have been posted since their last visit. Many
forget and never return. Even if they do return, it can be too late to reply. People
expect prompt responses when they send e-mail messages and quickly lose interest
if they do not receive a reply in a short period of time (Makin 1994). This applies
to BBSs as well. The notification function for new messages is helpful in lessening
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the time gaps and allowing users to make timely responses to posted messages. All
of this leads to a more rapid creation of the virtual community.

Mailing lists

Mailing lists were set up in November 1999 — two for learners and one for Korean
language educators. They are topic-specific discussion groups to which people can
subscribe by e-mail. Fifty-nine primary and secondary schools that offer Korean and
all the tertiary level Korean program coordinators in Australia were notified about
the lists by post or e-mail, and more than 100 tertiary Korean programs, centres,
and associations throughout the world were notified by e-mail.

As of 12 June 2000, there were 111 subscribers in the beginners list (LearnKorean1-
L@arts.monash.edu.au), 74 in the intermediate and advanced learners list
(LearnKorean2-L@arts.monash.edu.au), and 110 in the list for educators (TKFSL-
L@arts.monash.edu.au). The total number of messages exchanged through the
learners lists is more than seven hundred. A special feature of the leamners lists is
that the author trained thirty native Korean speakers in Korea, via e-mail, on how
to provide feedback on learners’ writing, as well as how to reply to their messages.

Incorporation into courses

As the resource centre was designed to support various types of courses to
accommodate the diverse needs of students, teachers and courses, we could
incorporate it differently into first, second and third year courses in Semester 1,
2000.

However, we had to limit the instrumental use of computers due to past experience.
In 1997 a project that involved running a Web magazine publishing company
demonstrated to us that without a rich learning environment, this approach creates
a greaf deal more work for the teachers. The resource centre was not sufficiently
developed, nor were needed resources, like dictionaries and grammar reference
books, available commercially. As a result, we were not able to create projects which
would meet the demands of authentic communication within authentic settings,
because we could not require students to go beyond their linguistic resources. In
addition, project or task-oriented approaches generally require more work from
students and teachers than other methods. Further, if they are employed in the
absence of a rich leamning environment, there will be crippling increases in
workload, with students seeking help from teachers as the most accessible — or in
some cases the only accessible — resource.

Our solution has been to use more manageable small-scale projects until we build
up sufficient resources, or until commercial resources become available. One merit
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of this solution is that we can gain the experience and skills required for the
successful instrumental use of computers. Such use — of CMC tools, in particular —
is still in its infancy and is largely uncharted territory. From this point of view,
gradually increasing instrumental use over time seems more desirable.

First year course

The coordinator of the first semester subject created a subject Web site
(http://www.arts.monash.edu.au/subjects/korean/kor1110/) to provide guidance
for beginners who generally had no experience with CALL materials (Figure 3). This
site was created with a basic knowledge of Web page authoring acquired in five
half-day sessions of a workshop run by the Faculty of Arts just two months before
the semester began. Although a template for the Web site was provided, the main
reason for her success was that the resource centre served as a learning materials
database, which meant that all she had to do was to make links to ready-made
learning materials in the resource centre and to external Web sites of mostly Korean
cultural information.

CMC tools were not used
because the students were
complete beginners and it
was thought premature to
expose them to the tools.
Instead, we decided to
introduce them in semester 2.

" KOR1110: Unit 3 220 ZolstAl 22
In this unit,

you will learn ... you.willdo ...

+ how to ask and talk about fikes
and distikes

* basic word order

+ yas/no questions |

* neyalive markers

+ style of speech.

* Miznc.un Dislegue £

The students’ response to
CALL classes was very positive
and encouraging. Class
observations and informal interviews revealed that students engaged actively in
CALL materials reported that they were useful, fun, easy to use, and reinforced
what they had learned in class. They also commented favourably on the fact that
they could work on the materials at their own pace, and at times and in places that
were convenient to them. These views were confirmed by a subject evaluation
questionnaire conducted at the end of the semester.

Figure 3: Web site for the first year semester subject

Second year course

Since second year level students were already familiar with the use of CALL
materials, no specific Web site was created. In each CALL class, the teacher simply
told the students to use certain CALL materials available in the resource centre.
Once they finished them, they were encouraged to create their own learning path
using the resources available at the centre and external Web sites.

The teacher also introduced the beginners’ mailing list (LearnKorean1-L) and asked
O 6 9
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students to post self-introduction and writing assignments so that they would have
opportunities to communicate with native speakers and learners in other
institutions. In the case of the Web BBS, the teacher did not give any particular
instructions, though students knew that it was available since it had been
introduced in the previous semester. What all this means is that the use of the
mailing list and the Web BBS was not tightly incorporated into the course.

According to the results of a subject evaluation questionnaire, students perceived
CALL classes very positively. Out of eight students, six (75%) disagreed or strongly
disagreed with the proposition that the use of computer-assisted learning materials
was not worth the time and effort, while seven (87.5%) disagreed or strongly
disagreed with the proposition that they not use CALL materials.

The mailing list and the Web BBS were successful in connecting Monash students
with native Korean speakers who provided feedback for the work of three of the
students’ writings. In addition, students were involved in computer-mediated
communication with native speakers and learners from other institutions in various
ways — regularly reading messages posted at the mailing list (100%) or the BBS
(80%), posting messages to the BBS (55.6%), and exchanging private messages with
correspondents other than classmates (44.4%).

In addition to opportunities for communication, the CMC tools provided more input
as students could read what other students had written for the assignments. Three
students commented in the questionnaire that this was very helpful.

Third year course

The CALL class for the third year subject was mainly organised to facilitate
students” weekly oral presentations and to follow up the classroom discussions that
were the core of the subject. For this, the mailing list for intermediate and
advanced level learners (LearnKorean2-L) was used for two main purposes.

Firstly, a copy of each student’s oral presentation was distributed before the
presentation. If students were to engage in lively discussions in the classroom, it
was vital for them to prepare themselves beforehand, particularly as the
presentations were bound to contain many new or unfamiliar words and structures.
This had never been easy in the past. Although students were asked to distribute a
copy of their presentations a week in advance, they usually failed to do so. Instead,
the presentations were regularly distributed in class, giving the other students no
time to prepare. This problem of comprehending other classmates’ presentations,
also reported by Kubota (1999), could be overcome by use of the mailing list.

Secondly, the mailing list provided opportunities for students to elaborate on what
they had just discussed in class and to continue discussions online. The writing
activities were carried out during CALL classes where students received personal
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attention and help from a teacher, or individually outside class hours. These
activities provided not only writing practice, but also much reading practice.
According to a subject evaluation questionnaire, many students felt that they had
improved their reading as well as writing skills. Of the six topics presented through
the mailing list, native speakers posted opinions on four.

The subject evaluation showed that the use of a mailing list was very successful,
with 83.3% agreeing or strongly agreeing that they enjoyed using it for
communication, both with classmates and with people from all around the world,
66.7% agreeing or strongly agreeing that posting presentations and responses
helped develop their ideas, and 50% agreeing or strongly agreeing that they would
use the list after finishing the course (the other 50% was neutral).

The mailing lists were also used as a separate vocabulary building activity. A
weekly vocabulary service exploited cooperation between teachers, native speakers
and students. When the lists manager sent out ten loan words (mostly English) to
the lists each Monday, native Korean speakers constructed sentences using each
loan word and posted them back to the lists. In turn, the third year students
provided English translations for the Korean sentences and posted them back. Not
only Monash students but also other learners on the mailing lists found this service
helpful in building up vocabulary.

Incorporation into development of resources

The Korean resource centre, and the CMC tools in particular, can create not only a
better learning environment but also a better development environment. It can be
used

* To obtain feedback on new learning materials.
* To provide a wide range of reading materials.

* To encourage collaboration with other developers and teachers.

All this can contribute to the development of high quality learning materials and a
reduction in development cost and time.

CMC as a source of feedback and information
Whenever new learning materials were added to the resource centre, members of the
mailing lists, both learners and teachers, were informed and asked to provide
feedback. Many of them responded and contributed to the improvement of the
materials. The mailing lists also worked as a good means of obtaining information,
such as current fares on public transport in Korea and the expressions that
shopkeepers use to greet customers. Many native speakers in Korea responded very
promptly to requests.
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Messages between the lists manager and native speakers also provided learners with
materials for reading comprehension as they were all conducted in Korean, teaching
students about everyday aspects of Korean society, or updating their knowledge.

CMC as a source of learning materials

A wide range of messages were sent through the mailing lists, including discussion
on specific topics, learners’ experience of learning Korean and comments on

learning materials. These can be developed easily into learning materials, with a few
error corrections and minor modifications, and incorporated into the resource centre
in the form of Web pages. Discussions between students not only provide the
existing group with reading materials but will also make useful reading for students
in future years, since most messages, written by students themselves, reflect their
proficiency levels. It will not be long before we accumulate a considerable amount
of reading materials on a variety of topics which will help to meet a wide range of
students’ interests.

Other types of messages can also be used to develop learning materials. For
example, learners’ experience of learning Korean can be used to develop information
on how-to-learn skills. Other sources of valuable information are other learners’
comments and reviews of learning materials, such as textbooks, CALL programs and
reference books — information requests for good learning materials are some of the
most frequently asked questions on the Internet.

Collaboration and professional development

Given the high cost and time-consuming nature of CALL materials development, it
is essential to collaborate with other developers and teachers and share resources.
By using the mailing list of Korean educators, an online workshop on the
development of Web tasks ran for about two months, with eleven participants
ranging from postgraduate students, to sessional teachers, lecturers, and professors
from Australia, Korea, and U.S.A. The participants produced tasks that require
students to go to a Korean Web site and gather information. This particular topic
was chosen for two reasons. Firstly, it allows us to create language activities which
are very close to real life tasks. Secondly, it is very time-consuming to locate
suitable Web pages, especially for beginners, so this exercise demonstrated the
benefits of collaboration.

In addition, the workshop was not just significant for collaborative work, but
functioned as professional development for in-service and pre-service teachers as
well. There is an urgent need for specialists in teaching Korean as a foreign or
second language (Sohn 1999), but there are not many opportunities available for
professional development in the area. Although the exchange of ideas, learning
materials and lesson plans via BBSs, mailing lists and Usenet newsgroups can help
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to ease the problem (Cho 1997), it cannot offer as many benefits as the more
structured form of professional development training, such as online workshops.

The workshop was conducted openly through the mailing list and proved beneficial
to more than the eleven participants, as many other members of the list reported
on its usefulness.

Conclusion

This article has explored how to develop an enriched learning network which
supports existing courses as well as providing a foundation for future distance
education. The interface design of the resource centre is unique in the re-usability
of learning materials and its support of multiple entry points for teachers. As well
as in its progress along a continuum in the development from consumers of ready-
made materials to expert producers of sophisticated interactive learning materials.
The various types of learning materials developed and the CMC tools mean that it is
possible to incorporate the material into courses of different levels in a way which
best suits the students and teachers of a particular course.

The article has also explored how to introduce the instrumental use of computers
for better learning experiences for students, without straining teaching staff too
much. Many teachers are apprehensive of full-blown project-based CALL since it
requires strong computer skills and changes in teaching methodologies and
assessment, and involves difficulties in integration into a syllabus (Debski & Gruba
1999). The gradual integration approach, which starts small, identifies weak and
strong points, and continues to build on strength and experience, was presented as
a solution.

The Korean Resource Centre is designed not only to grow and evolve, but also to
involve many teachers and developers. Collaboration and cooperation with those
within and outside our own institution seems to be a good way to overcome the
problem of limited human and learning resources from which many LCTLs suffer.
The CMC tools have provided a means of receiving feedback on the developed
learning materials, as well as opportunities to work with other teachers or
developers.

The model proposed, however, is not limited to LCTLs, but can easily apply to other
language programs as they develop enriched networked learning environments.
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Going online:
Can language teachers go it alone and is it
worth the heartache?

Sally Staddon
School of European Languages and Cultures,
Monash University

Name of site:  Beginners French at Monash: supplementary material
for French Studies Year 1 Level 1 at Monash University,
Melbourne.

Students study one or both semesters of the course.
Number of students enrolled: 80.

Name of developers: Sally Staddon (overall design, pedagogy, content)
Mega Media (programming and graphics)

Mode of delivery: An add-on to face-to-face teaching for self-access study,
revision, feedback and written assessment.

Budget A grant for A$4,000 from the School of Furopean
Languages and Cultures was subsequently supplemented
by a further grant of A$14,880 from the Faculty of Arts.
In addition, six months study leave was awarded to Sally
Staddon to work on the project.

URL of site:  http://www.arts.monash.edu.au/subjects/french/
frn1110/ (or .../frn1120/)
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Context and rationale for development

For many teachers of languages other than English in the Australian tertiary sector
today, the reality is that we teach larger groups and have shorter class contact
time. It is tempting, therefore, to fall back on Computer Assisted Language
Learning (CALL), Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) and the Web to plug the
gaps and try to resolve some of the problems. However, in the same way that
many articles about CALL stress the need to avoid being technology-driven, it is
also important not to be driven solely by the need to compensate for lost contact
hours and large groups. The pedagogical need for, and value of, what is intended
must drive the creation of any CALL materials.

That said, the developer must also consider financial and time development costs,
institutional policy (at Monash University, for example, an institution-wide move
towards flexible delivery), the pedagogical value of what can be achieved with
(probably) limited resources and what the technology can offer. In other words, do
I have to or want to do something and, if so, could I achieve the same pedagogical
aims as effectively using photocopies, transparencies and cassettes? There is
nothing inherently wrong in using a well-designed hand-written transparency. But
there is also a place for computer-based learning materials. The focus of this
chapter is, therefore, on how the Web can be profitably exploited to provide a
stimulating language learning environment for students and at the same time help
compensate for lost hours and large numbers.

Beginners French at Monash University currently consists of about 80 students with
no previous knowledge of French, or with up to three high school years of French.
The four contact hours per week comprise a one-hour workshop for up to 40
students, and three hours where smaller groups permit intensive integrated work
aimed at developing all four macro-skills (reading, writing, listening, speaking).
This split between large and smaller groups is not the most desirable in terms of
facilitating language acquisition and social bonding. (It should be noted, however,
that in its first semester of operation, this structure has produced better results
and a higher level of student satisfaction than had been anticipated.)

One rationale for the development of the Web site and related learning activities
has been to compensate for this structure by creating a “safe”, non-threatening
environment for language learning, student-student and student-tutor
communication and feedback. The site also offers flexibility, albeit limited, that a
face-to-face only course cannot.

Furthermore, it is hoped that the Web site will be used as an exemplar of good
practice and a design template, not only for tertiary colleagues, but also for local
primary and secondary teachers, for some of whom the Department of French
Studies already provides language upgrading courses.

AN
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When the site was launched in second semester 2000, students received a formal
“show and tell” induction session and were then required to access the site in their
own time, either from work stations within the University or from home. Within
the first few weeks of semester they were asked to use the bulletin board to display
(and, therefore, submit for assessment) a simple piece of writing, so that they
learnt how to use the most complex part of the site. The aim of this exercise was to
ensure that technological hitches and misunderstandings were dealt with early on,
and to demonstrate to students the potential of a bulletin board (and the site as a
whole) as a language learning tool.

This induction process will be repeated early in each semester involving
appropriately geared learning tasks that require students to access and use bulletin
boards and contribute to them.

Aims of materials

How will the Web site help meet learning objectives? Is there anything else cheaper
and/or quicker and equally effective that I could do to meet those learning
objectives? What does the Web allow me to do that cannot be done, or be done
better, some other way? How can a Web site help to balance the time "“deficit” and
the student “surplus”? What am I not doing, or not doing enough, in class at
present?

Whilst pedagogy should come first, in practice there is often no clear line
distinguishing pedagogical, technological and even administrative criteria. A well-
designed Web site should aim to meet pedagogical aims, create a more flexible
learning environment and avoid unnecessary technological complexity. The
Beginners French Web site, therefore, aims to enhance the language learning process
by offering additional forms of exposure to the target language (comprehensible
input) and additional forms of production of the target language (comprehensible
output). It also achieves this aim by adding a different learning environment, which
is attractive to many students and which offers the flexibility needed by an
increasing number of students. It does not aim to replace face-to-face contact time,
but it does redress the problem of the time "deficit” and student “surplus” factor.

In short, it allows the language learning objectives of the subject to be met more
effectively for more students than might otherwise have been the case.

The Beginners French Web site aims to expose learners to the authentic written and
oral French of native-speakers (via links to other Web sites, some of which are
integrated into language learning activities) and to the written French of tutors
(native and near-native speakers of French) and learners within the Web site itself.
The site also invites, and in some instances requires, involvement via contributions
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to bulletin boards, a “gallery space” (where students’ written work — particularly
collaborative work — can, with the students’ agreement, be exhibited), and e-mail
messages to tutors. In the longer term, it will include interactive written and audio
exercises and the creation of a home page for each student.

Language acquisition does not, however, depend solely on creating opportunities for
exposure to comprehensible input (Web sites, tutor messages) and producing
comprehensible output (contributions to bulletin boards and gallery). As suggested
earlier, an environment conducive to language learning must also be created.

Kotter et al (1999) state that “risk-taking is acknowledged to be a characteristic of
successful language learners” and consider whether “online activities facilitate and
promote risk-taking”. They report that Sproull and Kiesler (1991) found learners
using e-mail “talk more freely than they would in person”. Risk-taking is most
likely to occur in a safe, non-threatening environment. The Web site, therefore,
also aims to contribute to the creation of an environment (Web site and classroom
together) which promotes a sense of community and facilitates and encourages
communication so that fear of failure and loss of face become less of a concern. It
may be that the chronically shy or fearful take refuge in the electronic medium and
never take risks orally. On the other hand, it may be that, by first taking risks in
writing (particularly in quasi-oral writing) and gaining confidence in one medium,
students will feel more confident to do so in oral classroom activities.

In the USA Chun (1994), for example, has used computer networking to facilitate
the acquisition of interactive competence. Her main thesis was that “conducting
class discussions (real time-synchronous) on a computer network is an effective
method for increasing the interactive competence of first-year foreign language
learners because it provides students with the opportunity to generate and initiate
different kinds of discourse... allows students to play a greater role in managing
the discourse...” (p.17). Chun found that these computer-assisted class discussions
encouraged intense collaboration and increased student participation. Students who
were shy or non-participatory were more likely to contribute in a less-threatening
environment which gave them more time to think through their contribution and
think about those of their peers. Interestingly, she found that several quieter
students were among the most prolific. Her students also exhibited the ability to
give feedback and to help their peers, and she cites more learner-centred and more
“honest” communication, improved thinking and creativity as advantages of
Computer Aided Class Discussion (CACD). Whilst it is not possible to incorporate
synchronous class discussions into the Beginners French Web site for resource and
logistical reasons, the lessons learnt from Chun’s work can also be applied to
asynchronous discussion via bulletin boards, the aims of which are precisely to
create a more learner-centred environment and to promote communication in
French.
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Pedagogical approach

In designing any language learning Web site, a key consideration is the provision of
comprehensible input. Some designers (for example, Blake 1999, the designer of
Nuevos Destinos,) believe that CALL materials should be instruction-free with
intuitive or icon-dependent navigation (i.e. free of incomprehensible target
language “noise”). Intuitive, clutter-free Web sites are sometimes more
aesthetically pleasing, if not always as intuitive nor as clutter-free as they are
purported to be. The author believes, however, that navigational instructions and
basic information can be designed as simple but useful language input, especially
for beginners, and that Web site designers, therefore, need not necessarily go for
the text-free options. For example, instructions may be designed to expose learners
to imperatives (cliguez—click; effacez-delete) and to common items of vocabulary
(ici-here; retour-return) and to more complex but guessable-in-context site
information. For beginners in particular, this exposure to language which, from
context or trial and error, can be turned into comprehensible input, may prove to
be useful, motivating and reproducible.

Chapelle (1998) describes how research has shown that highlighting input in CALL
multimedia software and manipulating task demands can increase the likelihood of
learners noticing particular syntactic or semantic elements. For maximum
effectiveness, it is argued, input should be enhanced. Whilst feasible and desirable
when designing language learning CD-ROM-based material, this is not possible when
using links to external sites. Instructions can certainly be manipulated but
external Web sites cannot. It could be argued, therefore, that tasks with
unpredictable outcomes, while fun and motivating, may not necessarily provide
comprehensible input and, accordingly, may not facilitate language acquisition.

So how can the unpredictable be made more predictable and therefore more
valuable? The University of Texas at Austin’s Beginners French Web site
(http://www.lamc.utexas.edu/fr/home.HTML) sends learners to visit the Paris Match
Web site (http://www.parismatch.tm.fr/) to find the cover page for their date of
birth. No one can predict exactly what that cover page will show. Yet much is
predictable and therefore exploitable input. The date and number of the issue will
appear. There will be one or more images which can be described in simple terms.
There will be a headline and sub-headings which can be copied and reported, and
the image may convey happiness or sadness. In other words, a randomly-generated
document with limited written text can become comprehensible input and, within
carefully defined tasks, lead to comprehensible output. This could take the form of
a simple oral or written report to the tutor or it could be a report to the peer group
via a bulletin board. Students could collate and analyse the types of images,
number of different issues, range of dates, etc and report in class or electronically

in French.
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Bulletin board activities in the Beginners French Web site have been designed to
encourage written communication in French. Sometimes this will involve quasi-oral
communication (social chat), at other times more formal reading or writing may be
involved (reading administrative messages, assessed work). Even in non-assessed
communications within the bulletin boards, students will be encouraged to write in
French. Chun (1994) found that there was almost no recourse to English during the
synchronous discussions and suggests that this was because participants knew that
everyone (students and tutors) would be reading all the messages. It may take
longer to communicate (in the context of non-assessed asynchronous discussion)
but at least this communication can take place in an environment in which it is
normal, maybe natural, to communicate in French.

Technical approach

Before the receipt of a small grant halfway through this project, the aim was to
produce a largely text-based Web site that was simple to create, modify and access.
Interactive features, such as bulletin boards, were to be “borrowed” from colleagues
at Monash. Every attempt was to be made to avoid reinventing wheels and to avoid
falling into the known traps. The aim of this section is not to discuss what can be
achieved with the assistance of a knowledgeable and creative programmer but,
rather, to focus on what anyone with basic computer literacy (word-processing and
familiarity with accessing Web sites) can achieve with a reasonable supply of time
and patience.

Jakob Nielsen (1998a) (formerly one of Sun Microsystems’ Web gurus) proposes that
“the Internet has to be better than reality”. A Web site, too, should be either
better than or different from the classroom and the textbook. Lamy (1997)
suggests that the more text-heavy and presentational a site is, the more possible it
is that it could achieve its aims equally well by hard copy. Much depends on the
site’s context. The Beginners French site is text-heavy because it also has a public
relations function providing information for secondary teachers and prospective
students, and because it will eventually all but replace the subject booklet. It does,
however, already contain interactive features such as the bulletin boards and, in the
longer term, will include interactive audio and written exercises. Again, in order
not to reinvent the wheel, resources already developed at Monash University or
elsewhere are used. Some of these are featured in Part 2 of this book.

If a site is to be user-oriented, the designer should start with the target users in
mind — language learning needs, computer literacy and access to the Internet. The
designer with limited knowledge, time and budget needs to achieve his/her aims in
the simplest way possible — a way that will work across a maximum number of
platforms and browsers, quickly and clearly — bearing in mind that if the student-
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user can do something useful and interesting straightaway, they are more likely to
come back for more.

Much basic advice on Web site design in general, language learning Web sites and
using HTML is, of course, available on the Web. Claire Bradin's Web site was both
useful and motivating and led to Nielsen’s work, which is essential preliminary
reading. Peter White’s paper from the 1998 Congress of the Applied Linguistics
Association of Australia provided useful information and links. (The URLs of these
sites are included in the references). The site of Peter Stagg (instructional designer
in Monash University’s Faculty of Arts) also contains links to many useful sites and
provides valuable design advice. It is essential to visit as many language learning
and “how to” sites as possible before embarking on detailed design in order to see
what is already available and to see what works and what does not (see Part 2 of
this book for many examples). Furthermore, many Web designers working in the
area of language learning are willing to “lend” material or to have their work linked
to another site. The new designer need not assume that they have to create
material. But they must also beware of over-reliance on other sites and servers
which, notoriously, are always down when students need to access them.

The following general design criteria evolved:

s User-friendly appearance and use — Is the first encounter motivating or
frustrating? Are end-users given an adequate level of technical know-how e.g.
how to use/send/download, where to find accents?

¢ Appropriate level of technology — Browser version, plug-ins, etc, should not be
too high level for the target users and their computers. A middle rather than
higher or lower common denominator may be appropriate.

¢ Transparency — It must be ocbvious what needs to be done next and how.

¢ Avoid big blocks of text — They are neither pleasant nor easy to read, so the
reader tends to scan for key points only.

* Aim for minimal page length — Despite the above point, frequent movement
between pages can become tedious. Sometimes it is better to squeeze in more
per page to avoid excessive page-turning and printing costs.

® Moderate use of highlighting (colour, bold) for key points and links.

* Limited use of graphics — Only when of pedagogical value and always use
alternative text for those with less powerful modems who disable their graphics.

& (lear summary page or site map — The first screen should give a clear
indication of what the site is about, its target audience, and how to proceed.

¢ Print and bookmark friendly pages — Frames should be avoided on pages where
the user might want to bookmark or print the content. So, too, split screens
which necessitate scrolling — It can look messy and be frustrating, especially if
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the user does not realise they need to scroll.

* Avoid plug-ins and slow-loading graphics where possible — The designer should
consider how much they add to the site and if as much (or nearly as much) can
be achieved without them. Include time-estimate warnings where an audio
plug-in, for example, is essential.

* Up-to-date links — Links that are infrequently updated should be avoided and
all links should be checked regularly.

® Accessible menus — Menus should be easily accessed and it should be simple to
exit from activities within the site.

Another key design consideration, of particular importance to a beginners’ level
site, is the issue of target language versus “home” language. For the Beginners
French at Monash site, it was originally decided to use English on pages dealing
with administration or where non-French speaking surfers might find themselves,
and to use French on restricted access pages. However, this did not take into
account the need to explain in French to real beginners the use of, for example,
bulletin boards. For many users, their understanding of bulletin boards is intuitive,
but icons or key words are not always sufficient. It became clear that sometimes it
would be necessary to use both French and English on a page, in order to ensure
comprehension of instructions and, at the same time, provide comprehensible input.
Pop-up boxes containing translations were ruled out because, as graphics files, they
take up time and memory that not all users and their computers have to spare. At
this point, the value of having a programmer on-call became apparent. The Web
editor, Dreamweaver, was discovered to offer “layers” which could be used to
provide a text-based translation simply by moving the mouse over the relevant text.
The non-expert Web manager can modify text by cutting and pasting code and
inserting the translation.

The easiest route to simple and effective Web site design is, arguably, to use a
WYSIWG (What You See Is What You Get) editor such as FrontPage or Dreamweaver.
It is not the purpose of this article to discuss their relative merits. However,
experience and advice suggest that for a straightforward, largely text-based site,
FrontPage may be the easier to use. For those with more knowledge and more
ambitious plans, Dreamweaver may be more appropriate. In either case, however, it
is useful for the designer to have some basic knowledge of HTML coding in order to
help them understand what has gone wrong and to make simple corrections or
changes. (Both editors, but particularly FrontPage, seem to have the unfortunate
habit of adding superfluous code which does not become apparent until something
goes or looks wrong.)

Acquiring a basic knowledge of HTML need not be as daunting as it sounds. There
are many books and sites that claim to teach basic HTML. One of the most reliable
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is probably the National Center for Supercomputing Applications’ Beginner's Guide
to HTML at
http://www.ncsa.uiuc.edu/General/Internet/WWW/HTMLPrimerP3.HTMLHTA.

The author also found that by using the free HTML editor, NoteTab Light
(http://www.notetab.com/), she was able to begin writing Web pages and learn
basic HTML code at the same time. NoteTab Light is not, initially, as quick and
easy as FrontPage, but it does mean that the new Web site designer learns as they
design. Pages produced in NoteTab Light can subsequently be edited in FrontPage
and vice versa.

Incorporating interactivity into a language site is undoubtedly more of a challenge
for the non-expert. As already suggested, bulletin boards (or newsgroups or e-mail)
can provide peer group interaction and collaborative learning. Interactive exercises
can be created using authoring tools such as Hot Potatoes
(http://Web.uvic.ca/hrd/halfbaked/) and Larccalls
(http://www.arts.monash.edu.au/lc/larccalls) and then incorporated into the site.
These, and other similar tools, provide a template into which the language teacher
can build exercises targeting the specific needs of their students. Some allow for
audio and video, although the problems associated with plug-ins and downloading
time do not always make these viable options. Inevitably template-based authoring
tools will never satisfy all teachers and learners all of the time, but they do
represent a much quicker and cheaper alternative to the go-it-alone option. Some,
such as those referred to above, have been developed with input from language
teachers, and actively encourage user feedback.

Structure

As can be seen in Appendix 1, much of the material contained in the Beginners
French site is text that could be displayed just as well (and, at present, still is) in a
subject booklet. The site does, however, go further than mere page-turning. Page-
turning allows large amounts of information to be easily accessed by anyone. Up-
to-date links provide a service to all visitors to the site, may allow light relief from
other work, and allow students to get quickly to sites needed to complete
assessment tasks, without having to waste time using search engines or typing in
URLs.

In terms of interactive language learning and group cohesion, of more interest are
the bulletin boards, help and feedback pages, gallery space and interactive
exercises. Within the password-protected bulletin boards there are different threads
for different purposes. In this case, threads cover administrative matters, students
seeking help from other students or from the tutor, feedback and comments on
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assessed work from tutors, a tutor-free café, and specific assessed tasks involving,
at an early stage for example, introducing oneself and, at a later stage,
collaborative writing tasks such as stories and poems. The gallery space is intended
to display students’ work. This is particularly motivating when students have
collaborated to produce work that is often highly creative and/or amusing and has
taken them beyond their expected attainment level in French. A future
development will be the inclusion of student home pages, including digitised photos
and text which can be developed as the students’ French skills progress. Interactive
exercises, not yet incorporated at the time of writing, will provide online aural and
reading comprehension testing and practice (Larcalls) and grammar exercises (Hot
Potatoes). The latter will be added as required to reinforce feedback from tutors, or
to complement a grammar explanation given in response to a query raised in the
bulletin boards.

Other activities planned to make use of bulletin boards or the gallery space and
external Web sites, include weather reporting, sending virtual postcards, timed
information retrieval quizzes designed to send groups of students to a large number
of informative French Web sites from which they must retrieve specific information
and report back, the preparation of advice for tourists for different French regions
or towns, and reports on francophone sites that are “worth the surf” (vaut le
détour). These and other similar activities can also be returned to the
“conventional” classroom by means of oral reporting, presentations, etc.

Student feedback/perceptions

There is an increasing amount written about the evaluation of language learning
Web sites in the CALL literature and online (see White 1998 for further references).
Any process of evaluation should examine how the Web site uses the technology,
the appropriateness of the technology for the target users, the site’s language
learning objectives and actual outcomes, the user-friendliness of the site and its
content and aesthetic design.

Chapelle (1998: 29-31) goes further and lists research questions developed to
illustrate how evaluation procedures can be developed to parallel principles of
design in CALL:

* Is there evidence that learners attended to salient linguistic characteristics of
the target language input?

* Do learners choose to see the modifications of linguistic output? (And do they
use help and feedback facilities?)

* Do learners produce comprehensible output?

* Is there evidence that learners notice errors in their output?
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¢ Do learners correct their linguistic output?

¢ To what extent do the learners interact with the computer to engage in
modified interaction focusing on form and meaning? (This applies to interactive
exercises rather than to communication via bulletin boards, etc.)

¢ Do learners work toward communication-oriented goals?

Whilst it is too early to comment here on the performance of the Beginners French
site, evaluation will follow some, if not all, of the lines suggested above. If
language learning objectives are not met, appropriate use of technology is
important only in so far as its misuse may have contributed to the failure of the
Web site to perform as intended.

Other areas of empirical research based on observation and recording of use of the.
site include: the use of register; the type of discourse (a halfway house between
oral and written?); the use of target versus first language; the transfer of text-based
communicative skills to the oral classroom; the evolution of student attitudes and
behaviour towards the site; and the role of the Web site in collaborative learning.

In 2000, when introducing 80 first year students to the Language Centre’s CALL lab
and the multi-media materials available there and on the Web, for the first time all
students indicated that they had some previous experience of using computers and
of using the Web and showed a greater desire than in the past to try out the
material presented to them. This augurs well for the integration of the Beginners
French site into the French Year 1 Level 1 program — some of the psychological
and physical barriers to using computers in general, and the Web in particular, may
have already been overcome. A thoughtfully-designed Web site that is integrated
in a logical and meaningful way into the language learning program can only add to
this positive attitude and, in tum, enhance the language leérning process.

Personal observations/experience

The Beginners French at Monash Web site went online in second semester 2000. Its
use has been partially integrated into the teaching program in 2000, with the
intention of full integration and the commencement of formal evaluation in 2001.

On a personal level, involvement in the design and development of the Web site has
provided the opportunity to understand and use basic HTML and to realise that it is
certainly not impenetrable high level code. It has also, however, underlined the
fact that the non-expert, who does not have higher-level expert support, must
tailor their design realistically. But this is not necessarily a bad thing. It obliges
the designer to assess what is really needed and what is mere decoration. As
students become more and more familiar with the Web and more conscious of their

88

BEYOND BABEL — LANGUAGE LEARNING ONLINE

91



PART 1 - DEVELOPMENT: DOING IT WITH MORE OR LESS

language learning needs, bells and whistles may become less of an attraction (they
may indeed be more of an irritation) whilst a site that is clearly laid out, easy to
use, and helps them meet their language learning goals, may be more appreciated.
Students can always take time out to find the bells and whistles on sites on which
the main aim is to entertain or to sell, and which are produced with a much greater
budget or level of technical expertise than many language teachers have. A
selection of these can also be found in Part 2.

It is also worth noting that where there have been delays in implementation, these
have generally been as a result of the more innovative features, most notably the
roll-over translation option. Making the site work across platforms and on both
browsers has also proved to be time-consuming, and feedback from colleagues
suggests that this is often the case.

In the first half of second semester 2000, students were asked to use the bulletin
board to complete a short piece of assessed work. They were able to download
homework and see their creative writing exhibited in the gallery. Students were
given three weeks in which to post a short (60 words) description of themselves in
order to revise first semester work, and to focus on accuracy rather than creativity.
Students normally complete homework over one week, but in this case, extra time
was allowed to resolve any technical difficulties. In fact, 47 out of 59 students
posted their work on time. Technical problems related either to passwords, accent
generation, or to three unidentifed problems for students accessing the site from
home. In the end, only two students resorted to submitting hard copy. Three
students posted their work within the wrong thread but were easily identified.
Interestingly, only five students were slightly more ambitious and chose to give
their work a title other than the one already existing in the thread for their
tutorial group. And only two students engaged in an unrelated exchange in French
elsewhere within the bulletin board. Since then, there has been very little use of
the bulletin board except to post administration or general information messages
which have been viewed only a few times. However, it is worth noting that during
the assignment period, students looked at each other's work. Two student
assignments were viewed over twenty times, and many were viewed five or six
times. Rather than fearing plagiarisin (arguably less likely in such a visible
medium), a more optimistic assessment of this would be that students were
comparing notes, perhaps looking for ideas and looking to see how well others
performed. If this is the case, and more detailed observation and analysis in 2001
will examine this issue more thoroughly, then it suggests that the bulletin board
may facilitate peer review and learning. This is to be expected given that there has
always been a salutary effect from exposing students to successful models. The fact
that there was so little other interaction is disappointing, but not entirely
unexpected given that the students are not currently required to use the bulletin

board for anything else.
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Students have also been able to download homework from the site. It was expected
that this would be of minimal value in the short term, given the current classroom-
based structure of the subject. In fact several students who were unable to attend
a class, through illness or other study commitments, have used this facility. There
has therefore been a welcome reduction in the number of visits to tutors’ offices to
pick up hard copy.

The gallery was used for the first time in week six of second semester, after students
had worked in small groups in class to compose a poem in the style of Déjeuner du
matin, by Jacques Prévert. This is an activity that has always worked well in the
classroom, both as a creative exercise and to reinforce use of the passé composé,
with poems presented on transparency. On this occasion students were asked if
their work could be posted in the gallery. Their answer was a unanimous and
enthusiastic “yes”. Hopefully the gallery exhibitions will prove to be motivating,
another means of encouraging peer review and a useful public relations tool.

The gallery’s second exhibition of fairy tales was posted later in the semester.
Again students worked in small groups in class to compose a fairy tale for which
the only constraint was that it should begin Il était une fois ...(Once upon a time
...). This activity was designed to practice and contrast the use of the passé
composé and the imparfait tenses. The activity produced some impressive creative
feats and again, all students were happy to have their work posted on the Web site.
As with the bulletin board activity described above, present and future students
now have the chance to see successful models of writing in French.

On a practical level, managing the Web site is, obviously, an additional and often
time-consuming activity. It is anticipated that this will become easier as familiarity
with management processes increases. The satisfaction of seeing features such as
the bulletin board and gallery work much as anticipated is, however, sufficient
incentive to encourage further development and more effective integration of the
site into the teaching program. It has been and continues to be, in the words of
Part 3, “definitely worth the effort”.

Biodata

Sally Staddon is a lecturer in the Department of French Studies at Monash
University. She coordinates Beginners French and Business French and has worked
in CALL materials development and evaluation since the mid 1980s. She is co-
author of Expodisc Spanish, an interactive videodisc package for Business Spanish,
and is a member of the Monash team that has developed Larccalls, an online
authoring package for listening and reading comprehension.
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Appendix 1

Beginners French at Monash
Welcome

This Web site is an integral part of Monash University’s Beginners French program
(French Year 1, level 1 — FRN1110/1120). It is not intended as a stand-alone
French course, although we hope some of it may be of interest to users not enrolled
at Monash. Enrolled students have a password to participate in the bulletin boards
and to submit homework.

Roll the mouse over the text to see a translation of key words or sentences. This
function will also be available on other pages on this site or can be switched off if
necessary.

If you are already enrolled in Beginners French (FRN1110/1120), use this menu:

If you are just looking or need general information, use this menu: Learning
objectives Beginners French — key information Program and timetable Beginners
French — learning objectives Hints on how to learn a language Beginners French
— program and timetable Assessment structure and criteria Hints on how to learn
a language Resources, prescribed and recommended reading Department of French
Studies Homework Faculty of Arts Bulletin boards Monash University gallery
space Amuse-bouches (just for fun) Language help and feedback

Exercises Autres liens qui valent le détour (other links worth the surf) End of
semester tests and revision hints Contact the subject coordinator How to .... (use
accents, down-load, etc) About the authors Subject evaluation Amuse-bouches
(just for fun) Autres liens qui valent le détour (other links worth the surf)
Contact the subject coordinator

About the authors

Please note that at present you do not need plug-ins to use this site. However,
some of the linked sites do use audio and video and they will tell you which plug-
ins you need. If and when this site uses plug-ins, links will be provided so that you
can down-load them.

Click here to see the complete list of contents for the Beginners French site.

Copyright © Monash University 2000. All rights reserved. Caution
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Appendix 2 — Extracts from the gallery

Gallery — Sample Student Artwork

This is where we will exhibit examples of FRN1110/1120 students’ written work. The
first two exhibitions are now open. All students concerned have given their
permission for their work to be shown.

Quelques contes de fées

Pendant le 2éme semestre, nous avons étudié le passé composé et l'imparfait et leur
emploi pour raconter et pour décrire au passé. Pendant la semaine 10 du 2éme
semestre les étudiants ont travaillé en groupes pour écrire des contes de fées. Tous
les bons contes de fées commencent avec Il était une fois ....

Voici ce qui est arrivé aprés ........

Seulement les fautes d'orthographe, les fautes d'inattention et les pronoms d'object
direct / indirect (que nous n‘avions pas encore étudiés) ont été corrigés.

Un pique-nique dans la forét
de Emily Clark, Liz Davies, Stephen Lay et Angela 0'Shaughnessy

Il était une fois un trés beau dauphin (un prince pas un animal — note de la
rédaction). Un jour il faisait une promenade dans le bois quand il a fait la
connaissance d'une sorciére méchante. Elle a changé le pauvre prince en grenouille!
Seulement un baiser pouvait rompre le charme.

Heureusement, une belle princesse a trouvé la grenouille dans la forét prés du lac.
Le dauphin était soulagé quand elle 1'a levé a ses l&vres.

- Diner!, a-t-elle dit

Une soirée magique
de Chris Best, Linda Clark, Catherine Henderson et Joanne Page

I était une fois une jeune fille qui s'appelait Sheila. Un jour elle a fait ses valises et
elle est allée a Hollywood. Elle révait d'étre vedette mais elle n'a pas brillé! Elle
est allée & beaucoup de soirées mais & une soirée elle a bu une potion magique qui
l'a rendue stupide, blonde et maigre. Elle est devenue vedette tout de suite!

La femme qui mangeait des enfants
de Kieran Fahy, Pat Guajardo, Frank Savino et Peter Sherar

I était une fois une femme trés laide qui portait un chapeau noir et des vétements
qui puaient de la mort. Elle habitait dans la forét dans une maison faite d'os
d’enfants,
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Puis un jour un garcon est venu chez elle pour vendre des pommes. la femme l'a
invité dans la maison pour essayer de le manger. Le garcon savait que la femme
mangeait des enfants et donc lui a apporté une pomme empoisonnée. Parce qu'elle
avait trés faim, elle 1'a mangée sans penser.

Elle est morte soudain et tout le village mangeait la femme comme revanche pour
leurs enfants.
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Sakura:
An interactive site for learners
of Japanese

Takako Tomoda and Brian May
School of Asian Languages and Studies,
Monash University

Sakura

Takako Tomoda and Brian May (materials and graphics),
Peter Stagg, Francis Ramirez and Masaya Fijiu
(programming and site design).

A$30,000 from the Monash University Strategic Innovations
Fund. This provided access to a shared programmer and
seven hours of teaching relief for two semesters. The
funding received, however, was no gauge of the real costs
given the large number of unfunded hours invested in the
creation of Sakura.

The site was designed as part of a new introductory level
course that combines in-class and out-of-class components,
and is available on the Monash server for local and remote
access. While the materials are intended for use by students
of Japanese language on three Monash campuses, all but
the chat facility is currently open to free use.

http://www.arts.monash.edu.au/subjects/japanese/sakura
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Context and rationale for development

The learning of a foreign language in an L2 environment is a task that requires
considerable commitment on the part of the leamer. Face-to-face teaching as part of
a tertiary course is an effective method of providing students with graded yet
realistic language interaction. However, classroom time is limited and additional
exposure to the language is required to extend the students’ vocabulary, expose
them to the language in an increased range of contexts, and counter their tendency
to forget the material practised in class.

Textbooks, workbooks and audiotapes remain the key tools of the language teacher.
Such materials provide the framework for in-class instruction and activities. They
also provide the student with tangible material for review and practice out of class.
However, practising a language alone with a tape and a book requires considerable
will power and persistence. For many this remains an activity undertaken only prior
to examinations. Key drawbacks with this type of self-study are the lack of an
interactive experience and the delay in receiving feedback. Since both of these
aspects can be addressed by presenting materials for self-study online, the
development of suitable material seemed imperative. In Sakura, this material has
taken the form of a series of self-marking exercises.

Another type of out-of-class language learning simply aims, not to revise and
practise materials covered in class, but to extend language capacity through real
contact with the L2 environment. When this environment is remote, teachers need
to construct ways to lead students into L2 interactions. The most common of these
is to set written assignments and individual or group projects that require contact
with the target language. Even when the L2 is as remote as Japanese is in
Australia, opportunities for contact with the target language exist through
interaction with overseas students, the print media, radio and video. However, such
contact tends to be available on an irregular basis and can require considerable self-
motivation on the part of the students. Furthermore, direct L2 contact tends to be
largely incomprehensible for beginning level students, so it can be de-motivating.
For this reason, realistic language interaction activities often need to be mediated
and set up by the teacher. When well conceived, such activities are an effective way
of building student enthusiasm and confidence, but they tend to be infrequent due
to the set-up time required. What is needed is a source of real L2 exposure, for
which guidance can be provided, but which does not require the presence of a
teacher.

The World Wide Web presents a huge array of possibilities for interaction with
authentic Japanese. From the point of view of language learning, it is an
environment that should prove superior to books, magazines, radio and movies
since it enables the integration of text, images and sound. Moreover, its novelty
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ensures that it stimulates the interest of both young adults and mature age
learners, and its variety ensures that it provides material of interest to all students
regardless of background and inclination. Another advantage is its immediate
availability for use by a large number of students at a low cost of access.

Among these apparent advantages are a number of obstacles. Beginning level
students with their low level of script comprehension can experience confusion
when they encounter Web sites written wholly in Japanese. Orientation sessions
and clear instructions are therefore required before authentic sites can be used. The
time required for students to sort through the mass of material available on the
Web to find what is relevant to their needs can be excessive and, in itself, de-
motivating. Consequently, the teacher needs to limit the options to those sites
where meaningful interaction is possible.

The fluidity of material on the Web presents a major problem, in that sites
frequently change both their location and format. This necessitates frequent
revision of instructions to students. Despite these drawbacks, the Web is a rich
resource that can be judiciously exploited to provide students with activities that
challenge them to extend their language experience beyond the confines of
textbooks and the classroom. In Sakura, we have made use of authentic Web sites
in a series of tasks.

Structure

Sakura comprises interactive language learning materials for beginning level
learners of Japanese language, and was designed for self-directed use by internal
Monash students. As such, it is only one component of a Japanese language course.
Its primary aim is not to replace face-to-face teaching but to provide a means for
students to practise and extend the material studied in class. It is designed to cover
areas in which students need reinforcement and to stimulate student interest in
self-directed study.

The site has four main components: Renshuu (exercises), the largest section, is a
series of exercises arranged as lessons that parallel the material covered in class.
They are intended for use in conjunction with the textbooks Interactive Japanese
and From Hiragana to Katakana that are used both in and out of class (Tomoda &
May 1996, 1999). Tasuku (tasks) contains a set of activities that require use of the
Web to access external sites to accomplish specific tasks. Renraku (communication)
is a chat/communication facility for students and teachers, and Rinku (links)
provides a series of links to other Web sites of value to students for learning
Japanese.
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Stage 1 (lessons 1-20) is designed for use in the first level of Japanese.
Development began in late 1998 and, so far, 104 interactive exercises covering 18
lessons have been made available. While students should be able to complete the
exercises in any lesson in from one to two hours, a number of exercises are
designed to encourage repeated use. The Web tasks require 10-30 minutes to
complete.

The main in-class components of the Level 1 Japanese course are contained in
Interactive Japanese which, with its accompanying audio tapes, is designed to
encourage active student-centred learning and has been extensively trialed over a
number of years. The out-of-class components comprise paper-based homework
exercises based on Interactive Japanese, lessons on katakana script based on From
Hiragana to Katakana, and Web-based exercises and tasks.

Aims of the Web materials

The aims of the Web component of the course can be summarised as follows:

* To introduce students to the use of the Web as a resource for language learning.
* To integrate with and supplement classroom learning.

¢ To build students’ confidence in their capacity to read Japanese script.

¢ To stimulate students’ interest in Japanese language and culture.

¢ To reinforce and extend the language covered in class and in textbooks.

* To assist students to engage in self-study and revision.

* To introduce students to word processing using Japanese script.

* To provide assistance for students who need to catch up after missing classes or
beginning the course part way through.

To introduce students to the Web as a resource for language learning

A key aim of the site is to introduce students to language learning on the Web.
Even though the students tend to be young, contrary to expectations, many have
had little prior computer experience. Consequently, the site needed to be designed
for use by first time Web users, with easy navigation and a straightforward layout.
Some students knew nothing at all about using the Internet and most were quite
unfamiliar with the use of non-roman scripts. Although Sakura is relatively
uncomplicated, it requires the use of Japanese script, and includes an audio
component. For this reason, guided lab sessions were found to be essential to
ensure that all students could effectively access the site and make optimum use of
its features.
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The procedures for accessing and navigating through Sakura, connecting
headphones and accessing audio, and entering text in text fields, can all be covered
in about three hours of lab sessions. Another session is generally required to
familiarise students with the use of Japanese script and methods for its input.
Sakura includes a series of exercises that teach the rules of inputting Japanese text
using a standard keyboard, but many students still require initial guidance in
developing these skills. Since most of the exercises have romanised versions,
students are able to begin using the site even before they are familiar with any of
the three Japanese scripts. This feature makes the site friendly to novice users and
avoids discouraging those students who are daunted by the prospect of ever
mastering Japanese script.

Since Sakura includes links to other sites, it also encourages Web exploration. Some
of the links connect to remote sites that are aimed at learners of Japanese and
provide online exercises. Such links encourage students to extend their structured
language learning beyond their classroom experience, the course textbooks and the
Sakura site. Other links are part of Web tasks. It is through these links that many
students first come in contact with the Japanese language on the Internet.

To integrate with and supplement classroom learning

Both in-class and out-of-class components of the course are complementary.
Explanations of structural and socio-cultural aspects are provided in the textbook
and are also referred to in classes. Classes primarily focus on conversation practice,
pair work, listening comprehension and writing practice — all integrated as far as
possible. Throughout the course regular quizzes are given on hiragana, katakana,
kanji and vocabulary.

The out-of-class components are a combination of material contained in the
textbooks, worksheets, and the Web materials on Sakura. Homework exercises are
provided for each lesson of Interactive Japanese and additional writing exercises for
Japanese scripts are provided on paper. From Hiragana to Katakana builds on the
hiragana writing ability that has been developed through classroom learning to
enable students to undertake the learning of katakana in a largely self-directed
manner. This learning is complemented by Sakura exercises and consolidated in
classes. Web-based exercises are provided for each lesson of Interactive Japanese.
These can be accessed either from the computer labs at the university or from the
students” own computers at home. The exercises include grammatical consolidation,
conversation completion, listening comprehension, vocabulary development and
consolidation, script recognition, translation and multi-skill exercises. All of these
are directly related to, and integrate with, material delivered and practised in class,
or as part of the out-of-class script learning components.
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To build students’ confidence in their capacity to read Japanese script

A major hurdle in learning Japanese is the different scripts used. If students are to
learn to read authentic Japanese, they need to acquire both the hiragana and
katakana syllabaries and over 500 kanji. To assist them in this task, students
require as much exposure to Japanese script as possible. If beginning level students
do not develop a confident attitude to learning the scripts, they tend to fall behind.
It is easy to dismiss such students as lazy or slow. However, with encouragement
many can overcome this psychological barrier and do very well. Therefore,
throughout the course we specifically aim to make Japanese script interesting and
accessible.

When using the Web as a language learning resource, the issue of script needs to be
carefully considered. In their first year of learning Japanese, students do not
acquire sufficient reading ability to cope with authentic Japanese. Even though
authentic written Japanese is overly difficult for beginning level students, we
considered it important not to shield them from exposure to it. This meant that the
learning materials needed to be graded, and when authentic materials were used,
they needed to be carefully selected or made available in bilingual formats.

In Lessons 1 to 17 of the Sakura exercises section, most exercises are presented in
parallel romanised and Japanese versions. Other exercises focus specifically on the
recognition of Japanese scripts, while others still introduce vocabulary items in
kanji together with their hiragana versions. Many exercises also require students to
input text in Japanese. This approach familiarises them with the Japanese scripts
and allows a gradual adaptation to reading wholly in Japanese. In the task section,
the exercises that use remote sites need to provide students with exposure to
authentic written Japanese in a manner that allows them to successfully complete
the task even though most of the language on the site is unintelligible. Therefore
students begin with tasks that are simply accomplished, such as locating names and
specified items of information, and gradually progress to freer, more complex tasks.
We considered it important to avoid tasks that could frustrate students since this
risked reinforcing preconceptions about the difficulty of reading Japanese.

To stimulate student interest in Japanese language and culture

Beginning level students can become easily discouraged when confronted with the
realities of learning a new language. The course is specifically designed so that the
practical value of the language learned is apparent to them. In addition, it aims to
stimulate in students an intrinsic interest in the language and in learning about
Japanese culture.

A number of cultural topics are raised in the textbook but their coverage is
necessarily brief. Web tasks that direct students to relevant Web sites are used to
expand upon these topics and make them more realistic. Such Web exploration
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exercises have proven to be a means of stimulating interest and facilitating
learning. For example, one of the lessons in the textbook talks about national
holidays in general, and about Children’s Day in particular. Students are directed to
the Koi nobori Web site that provides further information in bilingual versions.
Although the students will have difficulty reading the Japanese version, there are
some vocabulary items that they can recognise and some new words that they can
learn. Students can be set tasks that require finding specific information and the
activity can be developed into a class discussion. Koi nobori is well designed and
attractive, so this short activity works well and makes classes more lively.

Since the sites accessed relate to travel and cultural aspects of Japan, students
require little coaxing to undertake the activities, and the successful completion of
the tasks leads many of them to further explore the Web and develop their own
interests.

To reinforce and extend material covered in class and in the textbooks
In-class time is especially valuable because it is limited and requires the presence of
skilled language teaching staff. It is therefore best used for conducting pair-work
speaking exercises, listening activities, communication tasks, explaining difficult
points, and extending the course to make it more relevant to the specific needs of
the student group.

The Web exercises in the Renshu section employ the same vocabulary and structural
aspects as the textbook, with the dialogues providing examples of how to extend
the application of the in-class material. Students can practise these activities in
their own time, at their own pace, and since exercises provide immediate feedback,
they can gauge their progress in a non-judgemental setting.

To assist students to do self-study and revision

Revision and self-directed study are disciplines that all language learners need to
develop, but many students lack the skills to make their self-study active and
effective. One aim of the course is to develop such skills. The Web exercises provide
a means of structured self-study using exercises that are self-marking so they
provide one-on-one interaction with immediate feedback. Some exercises are timed,
scored and randomised to encourage frequent repetition. Since the Web exercises
focus upon the key language points in each lesson, they function as a form of study
guide directing students to these points whilst uncovering their weaknesses in a
non-threatening environment. The exercises are referenced to lessons in the
textbook so students can easily find the sections they need to revise. Students can,
and do use the textbooks as a reference to help them whenever they encounter
difficulties with the exercises. These features, combined with the use of graphics
and audio in some exercises, make self-study more interesting.
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Some of the Web tasks relate to topics covered in the course and provide revision as
well as extension. Other tasks are more open to allow students to explore their own
interests and to stimulate unstructured self-study. Links to other Web sites that
provide Japanese language learning materials provide an additional stimulus.

To introduce students to word processing using Japanese script

There are two basic methods for inputting Japanese into a computer, one involving
a keyboard marked with hiragana script, and the other one with a standard roman
script. Beginning level students learn a romanised form of Japanese (roomaji) to
provide them with a means of writing Japanese while they learn the Japanese
scripts. However, there are some differences between the romanised Japanese used
in textbooks and the method of entering Japanese script using a standard
romanised keyboard. These differences are not great but explicit instruction is
essential. To take one example, long vowels are problematic since a word that
students are used to spelling as kyooshi has to be entered as kyoushi. Also, a
particle that students have been used to writing as wa becomes ha. In addition,
there are a range of shortened alternative ways of inputting individual hiragana or
katakana (for example, tsu = tu, shi = si, and chi = ti), so the Japanese version of
“Good day” that students learned in lesson 1 as konnichi wa can be entered as
konnnitiha.

To introduce students to the rudiments of word processing in Japanese script, we
developed a series of exercises that cover all the features of inputting text in
hiragana. These have a dual role in that they also give students practice in entering
Japanese in text fields, a skill they require to complete other Sakura exercises. Once
students have mastered the basics of text input, they can learn other operations
such as changing from hiragana to katakana and from hiragana to kanji. These
aspects are also covered in Sakura as well as in computer lab sessions using an
ordinary Japanese word processing program.

To provide assistance for students who need to catch up after missing
classes or beginning the course part way through

While we do not encourage students to miss classes, some always miss a part of the
course for a variety of reasons. There are also students who enter the course after
receiving advanced standing for having completed study elsewhere, but who lack
certain skills. Since language learning is an accumulative process, once students
fall behind, they tend to get more and more lost unless a specific effort is made to
assist them. In our teaching we try to speedily identify such students and address
their difficulties before they become too severe. However, as pressures on staff
continue to increase, so our ability to offer such pastoral care diminishes.

As one way of dealing with these problems we have designed course materials to be
easy to follow. The textbooks contain detailed explanations and progress at a
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manageable rate. Since the Web materials are clearly linked to the textbook, we
can direct students to them and be confident not only that they will find the
information they need, but that they will be able to do some practice that forces
them to use the information. In a recent case, one young man entered the course
in the third term but was having difficulty with his reading. After he went through
the Sakura exercises, especially the blocked, timed quick response exercises, his
reading speed and accuracy improved so markedly that he moved from being a
likely fail to one of the top-level students.

Types of online exercises presented in Sakura

We have developed a number of types of exercises in the Renshu section. Some
involve text only, some incorporate sound, some have graphics, and others
integrate a number of features. In general, the following main types can be
identified:

¢ Multiple-choice requiring the correct option to be selected

¢ Multiple-choice using pull-down menus

¢ (loze-type exercises requiring typing into text fields

* Blocked, timed, quick response exercises

¢ Vocabulary sets

* Experimental exercises that do not easily fit into the above categories

¢ Web tasks.

Each type of exercise has its advantages and disadvantages, as well as constraints.
These need to be balanced from the point of view both of language learning
effectiveness and of practical implementation on the Web,

Multiple-choice requiring the correct option to be selected

This type is modeled on the multiple-choice quiz. The format is the same as for the
paper version with the student clicking on an option. Feedback is usually provided

immediately in the form of a green window in which is written tadashii (correct) or
a red window with tadashikunai (incorrect).

Such exercises are easy to develop and implement on the Web. The advantages are
the same as for paper-based multiple-choice, in that this format can be adapted to
many types of situations and the answer can be controlled. On the Web it has the
added advantage of being familiar to first-time users and so requires little
explanation. This kind of exercise can be produced in parallel romanised and
Japanese text versions and it is also possible to use the Japanese script as a graphic
rather than as text. In fact, this kind of multiple-choice exercise is the best option
when the use of Japanese text presents a technical problem.
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Since immediate feedback can be provided on the Web, it can be argued that this
kind of exercise is better delivered online than on paper. However, when
implemented on the Web, it has few advantages over a booklet version that includes
the answers in the back. As a Web exercise, its main disadvantages are that it is
unoriginal and tends to be boring. Nevertheless, we have found it to be the best
option for basic translation practice. Whole sentences do not lend themselves to the
use of pull-down menus, and translation exercises require the careful reading of all
the options.

Multiple-choice using pull-down menus

Although pull-down menus are just a version of paper-based multiple-choice, the
online version does have some advantages. It is of particular use when constructing
exercises of the fill-in-the blank type. The pull-down menu forms the blank from
which the user selects one of a limited range of options. When using Japanese
script a Japanese character set is required but, since no Japanese text input is
involved, this type of exercise can be done easily by beginners. Once students have
made their selection they click on a Submit button to receive feedback
(correct/incorrect). This can be provided for each item so beginners can progress
through the exercises easily. Feedback can also be provided at the end of a longer
passage and be combined with blanking out of the incorrect selections.

We have used pull-down menus for many exercises. Since the range of possible
options is limited to four or five, this exercise lends itself to the practice of
grammatical points and we have often used it for this purpose. It is also effective in
longer model conversations where more complex comprehension is the focus.
Although we have usually used simple feedback (correct/incorrect), it is possible to
construct a more complex set of feedback options with this and other types of
multiple-choice exercises. For example, in 4.2 feedback is provided in a text field
and includes hints relating to incorrect options (see Figure 1).

R e - e s The disadvantage of these
TS AR S S kinds of exercises is that they
tend to be mechanical since
the correct responses can be
obtained by trial and error.
Consequently, students have
little motivation to repeat an
exercise once they have
completed it. Further, the

g presence of pull-down menus
pEL s TN in the middle of sentences

Figure 1: Exercise 4.2 looks unnat'{nal, especially in
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longer passages that include a number of them. There are also some difficulties in
programming more than one pull-down menu into a sentence although these can be
overcome. Nevertheless, this kind of exercise is easily adapted to many formats and
situations. It is generally superior to the first type of multiple-choice and showcases
some of the advantages of the online format over the paper-based.

Cloze-type exercises requiring typing in text fields

Text fields can be inserted into sentences to create cloze exercises. Students type in
romanised or Japanese script and then press a Submit button to obtain feedback.
This can take many forms but we have generally used a feedback box of the
correct/incorrect type together with blanking out text wherever it is incorrect while
retaining the correct portions. The student then re-enters text in the blanked-out
fields and resubmits the answers.

Compared to pull-down menu exercises, text-field cloze exercises cannot easily be
solved by trial and error and so require more thought and a clear understanding of
Japanese. They can be used for both long and short exercises, but longer exercises
involving dialogues that include a number of text-fields, can prove difficult for
students because the options are open and not constrained as in pull-down menus.
Consequently more care needs to be taken in designing such exercises to ensure
that there is no ambiguity.

When Japanese script is being used for input, there are a number of problems in
addition to the need for students to be familiar with ways of entering Japanese script.
The exercises have to be programmed to accept all valid textual variants — for
example, a text-field requiring the Japanese for “two” needs to accept futatsu, hutatsu,
futatu and hutatu. When longer strings are used, spaces can present a problem, as can
the use of capitals. Despite the greater complexity involved in developing text input
cloze exercises, we have created a variety of them and find the format effective.

We have also used text fields
in exercises that include
sound and images. For
example, in 7.1 (see Figure 2)
students see a graphic of a
clock and hear a person ask
them what the time is. They
write the time into a text
field and submit their answer.
They then progress to the
next question until they have
finished a set and receive an
accumulated score.

105

BEYOND BABEL — LANGUAGE LEARNING ONLINE 109




PART 1 - DEVELOPMENT: DOING IT WITH MORE OR LESS

Blocked timed quick response exercises

For items that require memorisation we have developed exercises that require rapid
Tesponses to sets of items. This kind of exercise can be randomised or presented in
multiple versions, so students do not repeat the same set. In the format we have
adopted, sets of ten items drawn from a pool of over one hundred are presented as
one exercise. These exercise blocks are presented sequentially and the students have
to click on one of three options. Feedback is provided at the end of the set rather
than for each item. Students are given a score out of ten, the time it took them to
complete the exercise, and the numbers of the items they got wrong so they can go
back and check where they made mistakes. When students repeat the exercise a
different set of ten questions appears. This format gives students a realistic
assessment of their ability, encourages repetition, and provides them with a way of
gauging their level of improvement.

We have used these exercises for introducing students to hiragana, katakana and
kanji. Exercise 1.1 (not shown) simply requires students to decide which of the
three scripts a particular character belongs to. Even though students are beginners
who have not yet learned to read any of the scripts, this exercise can familiarise
them with the general differences between the scripts. Once students have learned
to discern these differences, the scripts themselves become less foreign, and this
helps to overcome some of the psychological hurdles that students have when faced
with the need to learn Japanese scripts. Later exercises are more conventional, in
that they require students to identify individual hiragana and katakana characters.

Even though'this kind of exercise is really a version of flashcards, the computer
format with time and accuracy feedback produces the feeling of a computer game.
Therefore it is more enjoyable than simply testing oneself using flashcards. We
found that students liked using these exercises, so we adapted the format to
vocabulary building by presenting all the key vocabulary items from two or three
lessons of the textbook in randomised blocks of ten. Of these, students choose one
of three possible English equivalents.

We have constructed a number of variations on this format. In 7.2 (not shown)
students are presented with a set of times written in numerals and have to type the
Japanese into a text field. They receive a score at the end of the set and are then
presented with a new set. In 7.3 (not shown) the same approach is taken with
randomised sound files. Students hear blocks of sound files of times and have to
choose whether they correspond to a written time by selecting buttons for correct
or incorrect. In this version both time and accuracy feedback can be provided.

Although only applicable to single items, this exercise is very effective for learning
them. The items can be presented as graphics, text or sound, and since it is really a
version of multiple-choice, such an exercise is suitable for beginners. Once sound is
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incorporated, the exercises progress beyond being a variety of electronic flashcards
and make effective use of the technology. The main disadvantages lie in the
limitations on the types of items that can be effectively practised. In all cases
students are simply recognising written or spoken language, with responses merely
confirming their understanding. When text fields are used, a limited form of
production is introduced, but this is at the expense of feedback on the time taken.
Another difficulty with exercises of this type is the time required to construct
them. Further, the early experimental versions were a nightmare to check. However,
as we have developed better methods, this kind of exercise has become a standard
inclusion.

Vocabulary sets _

This type of exercise aims to revise the main new vocabulary items for each lesson.
It involves reading the vocabulary item that is presented in Japanese script, and
then typing into two text fields the romanised version and the English equivalent.
Students then click on the Submit button to receive feedback.

The advantage of these exercises is that they provide a simple way for students to
revise specific new vocabulary items in a form that calls for text input rather than
the selection of an option, as in the blocked randomised vocabulary exercises, and
require knowledge of both pronunciation and meaning. Since the Japanese is
provided in both kanji (where appropriate) and kana, students are exposed to kanji
well before they are required to memorise it. Once a kanji has been covered in the
course, the corresponding kana can be dropped, so the exercises can assist in kanji
memorisation. In addition, they are easy to design and implement as they all follow
the same format.

On the downside, these exercises involve no meaningful interaction. They are simply a
list of words without any logical grouping. This means that they can become tedious,
and need to be kept short. Once students have learned hiragana, the inclusion of a
text field for romanised Japanese might seem counterproductive, but as students
continue to input Japanese using a standard keyboard, this feature remains useful.
The main difficulty in constructing this kind of exercise lies in the need to accept
numerous options, in both the romanised text field and in the English.

More complex exercises
We are developing a number of exercises that require the use of combined language
skills. Exercise 17.1 (not shown) presents an interactive calendar and a series of
sound files that provide the month and day of the month. Students listen to the
recording and select the correct month from a pull-down menu, and then click on
the day. This exercise makes a rather boring activity, such as learning the days of
the month, considerably more palatable.
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Another type of exercise is a mock conversation that involves students completing
part of a dialogue by entering text, and the computer responding with a spoken
answer to which students have to respond. Exercises 7.4 and 7.5 are actually
versions of text input cloze exercises, where the role of the partner is replaced with
a photo of the person and the text being replaced by sound (see Figure 3). However
an additional element is introduced. Students have to answer a question, to check
that they have understood what has been said, before they complete the final line
of the cloze. Progression through the exercises has been made conditional on
successful completion.

T
Lesson 7
B

Exercise 17.2 (not shown) is a
combination exercise that is a
complex version of True or
False. It involves reading a
Japanese schedule book and
listening to statements about
the schedule. Then students
decide whether the statement
is true or false by clicking on
the corresponding button.

Figure 3: Exercise 7.5

Web task activities
This type of exercise involves having students access remote sites and are included
in the Tasuku section rather than in the Renshuu section with the other exercises.

The simplest kind of activity involves accessing a given URL, identifying the types
of Japanese scripts used, and locating specific words. Other activities suitable for
beginners involve the use of bilingual sites to find out specific information. A more
complex type of controlled exercise requires students to find out the answers to a
series of questions about access to Narita Airport, outside Tokyo. The instructions
and questions are all provided on a separate page that students can print out if
they need to. Students then click on the URLs provided and use the instructions
and hints to find out the information required.

An example of a freer activity is A letter from a virtual trip to Japan”, Students are
required to use the Internet, locate one or two towns or cities in Japan that they
are interested in visiting, and find out a number of things they can do or see and
places they can visit. Then, imagining that they are actually in Japan and visiting
the places chosen, students have to write a short letter to the teacher.

Exercises of this type are popular, but they require considerable involvement by the
teacher in the early stages. Once students are more confident, they can manage the
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exercises by themselves. As the exercises are not self-marking, they need to be part
of an assignment so that feedback can be provided. There is no theoretical reason
why this kind of exercise cannot be designed to provide automatic feedback, like
other exercises, but remote Web sites often change their format or disappear
altogether, so the effort of setting up a self-marking system is not warranted.

Providing online feedback

As the exercises are self-marking, the issue of the nature of feedback provided
arose early in the developmental process. We needed to achieve a balance between
providing a learning challenge for students and spoon-feeding them. After
considering a number of approaches, we took the view that students needed to
work for answers. We reasoned that, if students were automatically provided with
the correct answer, this would give them an inaccurate appraisal of their level of
competence. It would also discourage them from referring to the relevant part of
the textbook or their class notes, and defeat our aim of encouraging review. In all
cases, therefore, we have avoided providing the correct answers directly and have
required students to rely upon their own resources. In a few cases, we have made
progression through an exercise dependent upon successful completion of each
section, but we have not adopted this as a general strategy, as we fear it may prove
overly discouraging. As expected, some students have requested that the answers be
provided, but we have resisted such suggestions. Students need to learn how to
solve problems if they are to progress with language learning. Between the Sakura
exercises and the textbooks, all the necessary resources are provided, and once
students realise this is all they need to work out every question, they begin to
work more independently. Just as the language teacher in the classroom should
avoid becoming a walking dictionary, exercises for self-study should require real
self-directed learning on the student’s part.

The following are the main types of feedback used:

Correct/incorrect window
This is the simplest form of feedback, taking the form of a green (correct) or red
(incorrect) window. It is used for multiple-choice exercises.

Correct/incorrect window plus blanking out incorrect answers

This is the most commonly used form, used for both pull-down menu and text
input exercises. The advantage is that it clearly locates the source of the error so
students can self-correct and resubmit a corrected version.
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Total number correct plus identification of incorrect answers

This approach is used in blocked randomised exercises and in some multiple-choice
exercises. In many cases the time taken is also provided. By not providing a
correct/incorrect window, speed is encouraged. At the end of the set, the students
find out which questions they got wrong, and they can scroll back to see their
answers. The correct answers are not provided but, as these exercises involve no
more than three options, it is a simple process for them to check the answer using
their textbook, which students eventually learn to do.

Correct/incorrect window plus hints as to the nature of errors

In some exercises feedback incorporates hints to guide students to the correct
answers. We had intended to do this for many exercises, but the development of a
feedback system of this type is very time-consuming and somewhat redundant as
students have textbooks to which they can refer.

Surprised or questioning audio feedback

Audio feedback is incorporated into some exercises which involve listening and
responding using text input. As these exercises are mock conversations, the
computer needs to respond to incomprehensible input in a manner similar to that
of a person. Therefore we made a range of sound files that say the Japanese
equivalents of things like “Sorry, could you say that again?” or “Eh? What was
that?”

Difficulties encountered

Designing and implementing self-marking exercises on the Web is a process that
consumes vast amounts of time. Having the exercise designed on paper with the
text in electronic format is the first step, but this is followed by many hours of
consultation with the programmers, recording and arranging audio files, selecting
and scanning graphics, checking and correcting the various versions, and then
revising the exercises in response to inadequacies in design or later technical
developments. While the inclusion of audio is a desirable feature, the time involved
means that it is something of a luxury.

Once Japanese script is used, the difficulties are multiplied. Firstly, parallel versions
are needed, otherwise, when students first access the material from home, they will
usually encounter a mass of unintelligible code, because it takes most of them some
time to work out how to use Japanese on their browser. The presence of the
romanised versions means that even the least Web-wise students will find
something they can do, and not give up in frustration. Secondly, accessing software
that will display Japanese script can be a problem. Despite their name, standard
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WYSIWYG editors do not display Japanese well, and this makes the programmers’
task difficult. Thirdly, convincing the managers of networks to support non-roman
scripts is not always a simple task. What all this means is, setting up computer labs
to enable students to use Sakura effectively while at university, has proved to be a
very time-consuming and frustrating task.

A major difficulty with using the Web lies in the limitations on the type of
exercises that can be implemented effectively. Having spent many years developing
language materials for use in the classroom, we are aware of what kind of activity
motivates students and produces an active learning environment. However, the Web
is an entirely different environment, with very different constraints. For example,
we have developed a number of card games for learning Japanese scripts, and had
expected these to be adaptable to the Web, but limitations on the use of drag-and-
drop precluded their use. Access problems, too, mean that the use of long pieces of
audio or complex graphics needs to be avoided. Consequently, some good ideas
must remain on the drawing board until Web interactivity and speed improves.

Initially the site was developed to be compatible with both Netscape and Internet
Explorer, but as new versions of these browsers came out, it became increasingly
apparent that Netscape was not good at supporting Japanese script. Consequently,
later versions of the site were designed to be compatible with Internet Explorer
only. This decision has simplified development somewhat, but it also means that
compatibility with networks remains a difficulty. In addition, students need to have
recent versions of Internet Explorer installed on their computers to use Sakura
effectively from home. Besides browser problems, screen size is an issue because
viewing the site on a small screen can cause the Japanese script to wrap to the
next line halfway through words. For sophisticated users, this does not present a
problem, but it can be very confusing for beginners. We have attempted to prevent
the problem by keeping lines of text short and predetermining where wraps should
occur. Nevertheless, it remains an ongoing difficulty.

When conducting lab sessions that require the use of external sites, the fragility
and unreliability of the Net needs to be considered. Prior to such sessions, a
number of possible activities need to be prepared. In one session, the task that was
planned was using a free Net-based e-mail application to write e-mails in Japanese.
Students were given the URL of Magnet, a popular Japanese e-mail facility, but
when they tried to access it, they found it was under repair. The next option was
Hotmail, since it can handle Japanese script, but it was down as well. The lab
session was only saved by switching to a different activity that had been prepared
as a backup. Since problems of this nature are not infrequent, doubling up on
preparation is mandatory.
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Student feedback

Over the last two years we have conducted a number of evaluations to assist us in
developing materials relevant to our students. In 1999, our students were involved
in the research study reported in Part 3. As yet, the amount of our own data is not
large enough to permit statistical analysis, but some preliminary observations can
be made.

Within the student group there were differences in student levels — some had done
some Japanese at school, some had visited Japan, and others were absolute
beginners. In addition, there were mixed motivations for learning Japanese — some
were doing the course out of general interest, while others intended to continue to
higher levels. There was also a significant proportion of students with a Chinese
background for whom kanji represented few difficulties. Consequently, we needed to
include material that could be used successfully by absolute beginners in order to
build their confidence and enthusiasm. But we also needed materials that would

- challenge and extend those learners who already had some knowledge of Japanese
or of kanji.

To gauge students’ response to the Web material, we observed lab sessions,
interviewed students and distributed questionnaires. Over 90% of students surveyed
reported that they found the Web useful for language learning, and over 96% said
they enjoyed using the Web material. In lab sessions students were keen to do the
exercises and some were reluctant to leave when the sessions had finished.
However, the majority of students did not access the Web materials from home.
Even though most students were young, many did not have the level of computer
skills that we had expected, and many did not own computers. Further,
downloading the appropriate browser, and setting it up to read Japanese text and
deal with sound, proved to be beyond many students’ skill levels. Consequently,
students tended to use Sakura in the university labs. Nevertheless, a small group
(10-15%) used the materials from home regularly.

We had expected that students would prefer certain kinds of exercises, but we
found that students generally rated all the types of exercises as “interesting” with a
slight preference for randomised timed exercises (about 18% “very interesting”) and
for exercises with sound. However, they repeated individual exercises “sometimes”
or “seldom” independently of the type of exercise involved. When faced with
difficulties, students said they looked up their texthooks or their class notes rather
than simply try all options or skip the exercise, so it seems that these exercises do
stimulate revision. Over half the students indicated that they found the exercises
useful for revision. Nevertheless, students preferred the textbooks to the Web
exercises for purposes of revision.
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The following selection of student comments is representative of their opinions of
the main advantages of the Web:

“Can use it in your own time and at your own pace.”

“Can reinforce what is learned in class.”

“No pressure, doesn't matter if you get a question wrong.”
“Can do the same exercise until you fully understand it.”

“It allows you to see how much you can remember and what you need to study
further.”

“A good way to test myself.”

On the negative side, a number of students reported difficulties accessing Sakura
effectively from home. Generally, these were problems with browser versions and
settings. Although they could be resolved easily, they represented a significant
source of frustration for novice computer users. Some students complained that
they wanted the right answers to appear on command, while others said they did
not like to use the exercises alone because there was no teacher to ask when they
encountered difficulties. It was clear, from talking to students and from comments
on questionnaires, that students preferred classroom teaching with a textbook as a
form of language learning, and that they preferred the textbooks to the Web
materials for revision. Nevertheless, a number commented that they liked the
overall mix of classroom, textbooks, worksheets and Web materials.

With regard to learning Japanese scripts, over the last year or more there have been
no complaints from students about the difficulty of Japanese script. On the
contrary, some say how interesting it is. To what extent this is due to the use of
Sakura is impossible to say. However, during lab sessions, students displayed
obvious satisfaction when they scored well on script recognition exercises, and
appeared enthusiastic about learning to input Japanese text and, eventually,
learning to write e-mails in Japanese.

Has it been worth it?

There are two aspects to this question — the pedagogical and the personal. We
have found that the Web does offer a means of delivering language learning
materials, and in some areas it has advantages over other media. However, it is
difficult to use the Web as the primary means of delivery due to the lack of spoken
interaction, the greater time and effort it takes to produce Web materials,
difficulties in ensuring student access, and the technical difficulties involved in
maintaining a working site. Despite enthusiasm for Web materials, students tend to
prefer more traditional forms of delivery, and some remain shy of the technology
unless assisted with its use. Nevertheless, having taught the same levels of

. .
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Japanese many times using conventional methods, we are confident that the
provision of online material enhances delivery, and is a significant factor in
maintaining good retention rates.

From the personal angle, the opportunity cost of creating a site of the size and
complexity of Sakura has been enormous. The work has been unrelenting and the
frustrations many. As a form of employment, undertaking a project of this nature
with the funding provided is not recommended. Over and above the funded
teaching relief, Takako Tomoda has spent many additional weekends on Sakura and,
in addition, Brian May has spent at least one day a week (unfunded) on the
project. Most of the materials’ development and testing has been carried out in
unfunded time using the developers’ own computer equipment and other resources.
Our experience is that the amount of time required for developing Web-based
exercises is very much greater than for paper-based exercises. In particular, the
need to use a combination of roman and Japanese scripts is extremely time-
consuming. We have attempted to calculate our implied hourly rate of pay, but the
results are so low that we can only regard the development of these materials as a
form of personal growth!

What is more difficult to tolerate is the way the development of language teaching
materials of this kind is regarded. Many of the exercises are experimental. When
they were developed there was nothing to model them upon, so prototypes had to
be developed, revised and tested. For every exercise that made it online, there is
one discarded as unworkable, too ambitious or just too time-consuming to create.
As developers, we view this work as a form of research and we are sure that the
programmers who created innovative programs to implement the interactions were
also engaging in research. However, the development of language learning materials
is a low status activity within the university system, and the production of a Web
site rates even lower than the production of a lanquage textbook. So, from the
point of view of career advancement, the time would have been much better spent
on conventional research activities.

On a positive note, the opportunity to explore the use of the Web in the delivery of
language learning material has not been a cause for regret. Since we have an
ongoing interest in the art and science of language teaching, we feel an imperative
to explore and make use of this new resource. When students undertake to leamn a
foreign language, they do so with enthusiasm, but this can easily be dampened by
courses that are boring and of doubtful relevance to their needs. Educators need to
keep up with the times and provide courses that stimulate students to continue
with language learning. Since the Web is a rapidly growing communication medium,
educators in the language field really have no choice but to embrace it.
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Online German for
secondary school students

Stefo Stojanovski, Fred Hollingsworth,
Jennifer Saynor-Locke
Victorian School of Languages, Melbourne

Name of course: German 101/102
Name of developers: Stefo Stojanovski, Fred Hollingsworth,
Jennifer Saynor-Locke

Budget: A$150,000 (subsequent courses should be less)
Mode of delivery: Distance education

URL of site: www.languages.vic.edu.au'
(log on using “guest” as username and password)
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Description of course

German 101/102 is a year long distance education course for high school beginner
students. The online version is based on the existing distance education paper
course. Since the online work of the Victorian School of Languages (VSL) has
focused so far on developing content, the material has only been trialed in sections
with a small number of students. It is, however, planned to trial the whole course
in 2001.

Context and rationale

In 1998 the Victorian Department of Education reviewed distance education
provision to schools in the state. Included were the established distance education
schools offering “print plus” course materials, clusters of schools with shared
telematics and videoconferencing arrangements, other forms of school curriculum
sharing, and emerging online developments.

The wide-ranging findings resulted in some significant recommendations, among
them that distance education adopt online delivery, and that the “market” be
opened to other providers. The latter recommendation resulted in an initial push
for government sector distance education providers to form partnerships with the
private sector and other educational bodies. Though still on the agenda, this push
has since slowed down as authorities have realised how problematic it can be (at
least one major attempt to set up a “strategic partnership” has failed).

At the same time, and not directly related to the review, there has been a growing
awareness, given the costs, of the need to develop online materials collaboratively
on a national basis.

In Australia, each state has its own distance education provider/s. For all of those
to develop their own online courses is an obvious inefficiency, so what may emerge,
bureaucratic rivalries permitting, is the delegation of responsibility for the
development of some languages to designated states.

The VSL is a specialist provider within the government education system, offering
40 languages to students — background learners studying their family language as
well as second language learners — who are not able to access the language of their
choice at their regular school. It teaches 12,000 primary and secondary students
face to face in 32 centres (schools which open outside regular hours), and, for
seven languages only (French, German, Greek, Indonesian, Italian, Japanese and
Latin) 1,500 secondary students through distance education. A team of developers,
teachers and technical staff, co-located in a central base where they can interact
and exchange ideas, will eventually develop materials for these seven distance
languages at six levels to produce 42 year-long online courses.
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Audience and setting

Students enrolling in VSL distance education courses come from the following
groups:

® School-based students accessing a language not available to them at their
regular school (the majority)

* Home-based students, not able, or wishing, to attend regular schools
¢ Travellers - children of itinerants, overseas postings, etc.

¢ Students in detention centres, hospitals and other indisposed groups.

Online enrolments will likewise come from all of these categories. School-based
students are expected to have some supervision from teaching staff, though, in
practice, this does not always occur. Home-based students need supervision by an
adult.

Mode of delivery

In distance education, school-age students have a wide variety of needs and skills,
and are faced with many obstacles on the road to educational success, not the least
of which is access to the appropriate technology. To cater for all possible situations,
we will make courses available in three modes: the Web only, a hybrid of the Web
and CD-ROM, and printed course books with audio cassettes or CDs.

In the initial online trials, students received the material on CD-ROM. The reason
for this approach was a recognition that course material containing coloured
graphics, video and sound would require more bandwidth than was yet generally
available to schools. The CD-ROM contains a custom installation program which runs
an automated installation process requiring limited user input. Once the
installation is complete, a menu system allows students the choice of continuing to

_ access the course off-line (that is, work from the CD-ROM), or via the Web. If

students work from the CD-ROM, they need to go ontine only for activities that
require the Web. This minimises connectivity problems and Internet costs.

The Web site provides a virtual campus environment based on the Blackboard course
delivery software that houses and organises the course content, and provides all of
the administration tools, like tracking and record-keeping and the communications
features (a complete suite of synchronous and asynchronous tools). Although Web
CT is the more common platform in the schools sector, we chose Blackboard for its
greater flexibitity in accommodating our needs. In particular, the modular design
allows for substitution of third party or institution developed functionality, without
custom programming. Support for open industry standards facilitates integration
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with existing administrative and other systems. The architecture is inherently
stable and allows rapid scalability to accommodate large numbers of users. In our
assessment, it had superior flexibility and was easier for both teachers and students
to use. Being fully customisable, the course environment will support a wider array
of teaching and learning styles,

Each element of course material, irrespective of the development software used, is
treated as an “object” and stored in a relational database. This means that we are
not limited to working in one software package, but can develop activities in a
range of packages suited to particular items (or as can be afforded). For example, an
activity developed as an Adobe Portable Document Format (PDF) file could be
followed by a Director file, which could in turn be followed by a Power Point
presentation. The interface to the database provides intuitive functionality where
teachers do not require technical knowledge to create courses or add content.

Rationale for development

Traditional distance learning has a number of inherent problems for students and
teachers, many of which can be creatively addressed by the online mode.

There is little doubt that, for distance education, moving from correspondence
(print plus) to online delivery, will bring a number of administrative efficiencies as
well as improved learning outcomes. In traditional correspondence mode, students
receive course-books and accompanying tapes and kits that may include games,
visuals etc. The students communicate with the teacher via paper mail, and
scheduled fortnightly telephone calls (e-mail has been added to the repertoire in
Tecent years and represents a transitional phase towards online teaching). For pre-
adult learners, this is a cumbersome and organisationally difficult way of working.
There is little opportunity for interaction, collaboration, authentic language
experience and immediate feedback. Online delivery can eliminate, or at least
reduce, many of these difficulties.

Problems associated with the traditional distance education model

¢ Typically, students work alone with little sense of belonging to a group or class
and without easy access to teachers or other students for help, support or
language practice.

* Despite structure and assistance, it is difficult to get students to collaborate
when they have to “cold call” other, unknown, students on the telephone.

¢ Students have no way of knowing how they are progressing in relation to others
in the same course, or whether the difficulties they may be experiencing are
shared.
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o Students are reliant on cassettes and fortnightly telephone contact with their
teacher for listening and speaking activities. But students find cassette players
unwieldy and tedious, and there is no immediate feedback for pronunciation
difficulties. Having to re-wind the tape discourages students from multiple
practices.

o There are relatively few occasions during the year for students to hear and
practise the target language in simulated and/or authentic settings.

e Students are reliant on printed material and limited use of video and audio
material for cultural experiences.

o There is a lack of immediacy with several days involved in sending and receiving
work through Australia Post, while phone contact is not always easy for
students attending school.

o It is difficult for teachers to track student progress, leading to inefficiency in
record-keeping and report-writing.

o Teachers do not know how much time students actually spend on the non-
submission and preparatory activities, or whether they complete them at all.

¢ Teachers do not know how much time and effort students spend on the work
that is submitted.

Online delivery is being used, not only to overcome such difficulties, but also as a
driving force for reform in distance education. The following table (Nair 2000)
summarises the ideal reform agenda:

Traditional Learning Environment New Learning Environment

Teacher centred instruction Student centred learning

Single sense stimulation Multisensory stimulation

Single path progression Multipath progression

Single media Multimedia

Isolated work Collaborative work

Information delivery Information exchange

Passive learning Active/exploratory/inquiry-based learning

Factual, knowledge-based Critical thinking and informed decision
making

Reactive response Productive/planned action

Isolated, artificial context Authentic/real world context

1.0
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Advantages of online over traditional distance education

Embedded sound provides immediate access and the ability to listen, record and
repeat, relatively easily.

Students can listen again and again by simply clicking.
Students can record themselves and critically compare themselves to the
presented models.

Students can be placed in working groups with easier access to each other and
the teacher via e-mail, organised chat sessions and discussion boards.

Students can be set tasks requiring them to interact collaboratively.

Students can be directed to useful resources on the Internet for additional
language experiences and activities.

The technology can access much more information and offer distance education
students many more experiences than before. This gives the opportunity to
create activities that are varied, engaging, and interactive, and which use a
greater variety of skills. These activities are more likely to be completed by the
student. '

The presentation of course material, with coloured graphics and immediate
sound, and the possibility of student choice in navigation, can be motivational
factors for school students.

The use of e-mail between teachers and students provides for rapid
communication.

Through delivery system software, student time spent on task is calculable and a
quiz feature allows the timing of assessable tasks.

Teacher records can be derived from student data, which is received
electronically.

Digital sound is better quality than analogue.

For the VSL, other imperatives to move to online delivery include departmental
expectations to deliver online and the external threat of competition. Other
providers (commercial operators or other schools developing online materials for
regular classes) are seeking to move into the distance education “market”, and this
challenge needs to be met.
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Development of materials

When we began online course development, the VSL had some experience in
developing multimedia material for CD-ROM and that was our logical starting point.
The CD-ROMs, however, were an add-on resource rather than a complete
teaching/learning program. They had attracted some external project funding and
were a personal labour of love for some staff. They were painstaking to develop and
required much of the work to be out-sourced.

The same set of conditions could not apply to the VSL's online challenge since we
were faced with the need to develop 42 year-long courses! Clearly, more of a
production line approach would have to be developed, and we would want to retain
as many of the skills as possible, and keep out-sourcing to a minimum.
Development costs would have to be minimal, with high levels of re-use of
structures and methods across levels and languages. With no guarantee of major
funding, we had to find development software and processes that could be used
relatively painlessly by our teaching staff. We also had to decide whether the
existing paper/tape courses could become the basis for development, or whether we
would have to design totally new materials for online teaching. In the end, it
turned out that our distance education materials could provide the basis for online
courses. This provided some economy in that we did not have to develop
everything from scratch. From this point of view, the existing courses represent
significant intellectual property.

Where good teaching methodology, sound planning and creative design had gone
into the original material, it was easier to develop online materials. Obviously,
some exercises and methods were inappropriate and had to be redesigned, but
taken overall, the distance education materials were a good starting point. The
better the original, the better the online version. This was also true on a technical
level. The better prepared original documents (Word files) generated fewer
technical problems after conversion, and these were usually of a formatting nature.

The process of converting existing materials consisted of the following steps:

1. Create a Word template to suit Web delivery.

2. Take the original content — also a Word file — and reformat it in the template.
This alters layout, fonts, colours and page size to suit Web delivery.

3. Change instructional design to suit Web delivery. For example:
— change references to the cassette;
— revise activities to suit interactive features i.e. layer graphics so that
they appear one at a time rather than all at once.

4. Colour and manipulate the existing black and white graphics using Photoshop
and insert any new graphics.
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5. Create a PDF of the Word document and associated graphics. Insert sound, video
and external Web links.

Develop and insert interactive elements where needed.
Edit.

Check.

Transfer to delivery system.

Pedagogical approach

While going online involves major changes in methodology, it does not mean
abandoning all the traditional approaches. For instance, although the majority of
the students’ submissions were to be completed online, it was thought that at
junior levels there was value in retaining some tasks involving writing, drawing and
presenting posters that are not easily catered for in electronic mode. This means
that students will need to print out parts of the course. Likewise, the traditional
individual telephone lessons will continue to be a part of the teaching, as they
provide the student with individual oral tuition not yet possible in other modes.

In general, the pedagogy is based on traditional distance education approaches.
From a central location, the teacher teaches and manages a dispersed “class” of
students who work through prepared course materials according to a suggested
schedule or, if they wish, at their own pace. Traditionally, students receive four
mail-outs of materials a year, based on printing schedules. In the online
environment, the whole course can be made available at the start, and then
corrected and amended as needed with immediate effect. The online materials are
student-centred and involve individual and group learning tasks, and a high degree
of interactivity with the learning materials.

Students may undertake the following activities:

Types of exercises
® Listening comprehension

® Reading comprehension
® Role-playing conversations
® Recording of student audio

¢ Drag and drop — for example, the student listens to the description of the time
in the LOTE, and drags the hands on a displayed clock face to represent the
correct time.

* Word games and puzzles — memory/crossword/wordfind.

¢ Multiple-choice and True. or False questions
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¢ Information gap/Cloze

¢ Problem solving activities

¢ Pairing/grouping of language items
¢ Completing charts

¢ Writing — paragraphs/dialogues

¢ Interviews.

Web activities
¢ Research — often from linked Web sites

¢ Using other sites to complete an activity — for example, write and send a
greeting card or plan a trip

¢ Connect to sites from Germany to communicate with German students.

Collaborative activities (some are still being developed)
¢ E-mail — writing collaborative stories/scripts

* Student-created Web pages. Templateé are provided to enable students to create
simple Web pages describing their interests, family etc.

¢ Discussion board

¢ Virtual chat session with white board — for example, a city map is displayed on
the white board and students converse in the LOTE to plan, and then draw on
the screen, their route to navigate to a destination; or a Web site in the LOTE is
displayed on the white board and students collaborate to find information and
discuss it in the LOTE.

Options, in the form of extension exercises and further Web links, are used to
provide enrichment. Grammar tips and cultural information are integrated within
the course material.

Students also have available a cumulative glossary. Every two weeks, students
complete oral or collaborative activities. Some of the work is for self-correction,
while some has to be submitted to the teacher by e-mail using a simple Submit
button.
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Types of feedback

Immediate feedback is provided within the course modules by a combination of
sound and text dialogues.

Student work is automatically exported as an Adobe Forms Data Format (FDF) file
and sent online to the teacher for correction. The teacher has a correction module
for each course unit, which presents the student work in its original course context
together with data (maintained by Blackboard) about things like the number of
attempts and time on task. Once the teacher’s comections, comments and optional
grades are complete, they are forwarded to the student online and recorded in the
school’s student database. The students also receive feedback as part of the regular
telephone lesson.

The greatest pedagogical challenge, in all types of distance education, is the need
to improve teacher/student feedback, and to involve students in interactive and
collaborative learning. A number of studies (Harasim et al 1995) point to the fact
that communication among students using information technology in classrooms
may actually increase. As yet, we are not aware of equivalent findings in distance
education. If there is no substantial improvement in these crucial areas, then the
benefit of going online is much reduced.

Through the delivery system software, students are able to get immediate feedback
on exercises that lend themselves to self-correction. E-mail allows for speedy
transfer of other work designated for submission. There needs to be a careful
balance between such activities.

In the VSL online materials, improved interactivity and collaboration have been
planned for, though only partly, developed. This is because these are the hardest
things to do, they consume a lot of time, and there are technical issues associated
with many of the communications features.

In order not to overburden ourselves and students with technical demands, we have
decided to gradually develop communications options in three phases. In the first
instance, we want to focus on development of course content with feedback and
interaction provided by telephone lessons and e-mail activities. Once this is well
established, the second level of development will incorporate chat and bulletin
board activities. After that, the third layer will take the form of
videoconferencing,

Trialing of all communications features has taken place, even though the course
only contains telephone and e-mail activities at this stage. As “higher level”
communication activities are incorporated, telephone and e-mail use may need to
be scaled down. How we schedule and manage all of these activitigs is a challenge
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ONLINE GERMAN FOR SECONDARY SCHOOL STUDENTS

before us. Even then, there is a greater challenge — getting school age students,
at a distance, to undertake the activities.

Technical approach

Our approach has been driven by the determination to produce content to reflect
the learners’ needs and not by the technology. We took into account the
technological literécy of our students and teachers, and their potential access to
technology resources in the distance education environment. In addition, it was
imperative that we developed material which would minimise any impact on the
school’s limited budgetary resources. We had a significant investment in our
existing library of content developed for print delivery — course documents, black
and white graphics, and analogue sound on audio cassettes.

Our instructional designers were practising teachers and course developers with
limited exposure to technology. We provided professional development, which
focused on alerting them to the possibilities that technology brings to curriculum
development, rather than detailed exposure to the use of particular software
packages. We evaluated all the major software packages currently available for
content authoring, and produced sample “converted” course modules in several,
including Dreamweaver, Director, Toolbook and Acrobat. This content varied from
high-end animations and game-based interactivity, to flat Web pages into which
links to sound files were inserted.

One of the main issues in choosing development software was to determine the level
of interactivity needed. This had to be weighed against its cost effectiveness.

The real question was how much interactivity was needed by students to be
motivated to do the work and achieve successful learning outcomes.

It seemed to us that children, and probably the adults around them, had become
seduced by the high-end graphics and interactivity of the video game and the
“educational” CD-ROM. Integration of video, sound, graphics and animation
combined with multiple entry points has created a busy and circular style in much
of the material designed for school children. However, we had not seen the
research basis or educational justification for this approach (beyond that prov1ded
by the educational marketers), and our instincts suggested that a more
straightforward, mainly linear, progression through uncluttered content could be
equally attractive and successful with students. This view is supported by the

‘Tesearch quoted in Part 3, which suggests that student perceptions of the

usefulness of Web materials are largely determined by clarity, organisation,
navigation and feedback issues, rather than quality of graphics. It is this sort of
thinking that underpins our development and to our mind justifies the simpler
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structure of our materials. Indeed, once we had developed some trial material, it
became apparent that its relative simplicity was an attraction. Students took it in
their stride.

It also became clear fairly quickly that the level of interactivity that high-end
development tools provide comes at too great a cost. We could not afford that level
of development cost for the scale of material we needed, and so we continued
experimenting with HTML and PDF files, eventually settling on PDF as the preferred
format, choosing it for its stability, relative user-friendliness, low cost development,
and some technical advantages. (High-end multimedia could always be developed
and added as it became affordable.)

As all course material is treated as an “object” by the delivery system, there is no
requirement to limit course development to particular packages. While we were
therefore free to determine which application software was required to deliver the
desired outcome, we wanted to select a core structure for each course module to
provide a consistent structure and style. That core is provided by PDE.  Course
content is created or edited in Microsoft Word and converted to PDF files using
Adobe Distiller. Apart from the relatively low development costs, the PDF core was
selected for a number of other reasons:

* Browser independence means that all students will have consistent access
® Stability — client settings do not affect layout

® The best desktop publishing tools can be used for layout

* Fonts are embedded so that all layout and typesetting is retained

* Total Vector support means that, unlike HTML, the content is scalable on the
user’s screen and printing is of presentation quality

® Limited technical expertise is required to create PDFs.

Many people still see PDF as a static file format used to print documents. However,
we discovered that this is far from the reality. Utilising Adobe’s own
implementation of JavaScript, we were able to build customised interactivity that
gave us, for example, the equivalent of HTML layers on each screen, with graphics
or other objects being turned on or off when a particular event occurs. More
importantly, the content creator needs no knowledge of JavaScript or programming
concepts. Use of the interactive functionality simply requires the user to attach the
name of the required function to a button. Sound, movies or other content objects
are inserted by selecting an area of the screen and pointing to the relevant file
which is to be delivered. Functionality, such as immediate feedback, returning
student work for correction, and tracking student activity, is all carried out in the
background by the embedded JavaScript, often linking to an Active Server Pages
script on our Web server.
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Utilising the PDF core means that an existing print based course unit, consisting of
approximately 2-3 hours of student work, can be converted for online delivery in a
basic form in two days, with an I.T. trainee assisting the instructional designer.

Where PDF does not offer adequate functionality, or where we want to offer the
student multiple pathways, a link from the PDF screen takes the student to another
content object, such as a live Web link or a Shockwave, or other module stored on
our Web site or on the accompanying CD-ROM.

Student feedback/perceptions

At this stage, we have not received feedback from sufficient numbers of students to
make a reliable large-scale assessment. In 2001, we will formalise the data
gathering with extensive surveys. However, the initial feedback suggests that
students enjoy working on the online material, and that they find the experience
much less painful than the traditional paper method. In particular, students have
been very positive about the e-mail function and the immediacy of feedback that is
possible. Other students enjoyed working with the PDF worksets, since they
provided them with a degree of interactivity, interesting coloured graphics, and a
choice in navigation and sound at a click. A number felt less burdened by the tasks
and even admitted they enjoyed completing the work! In general, the online
environment is perceived as effective and meaningful, once the technical and other
frustrations are overcome.

Here are some initial responses from students:

“I find the worksets on the computer to be much more interesting, as you can
control what happens. The graphics and sound are quite good and very
interactive. Sometimes the instructions are not quite clear as to what you're
meant to do with things but on the whole I think it is a vast improvement to
the work books.” Kim

“I liked the online version better than the last. You fill out all your details
first, and it tells you what activities you have completed. If you're wondering
why I didn’t do the practise activities, it is because I didn’t open the work up

in the browser, and then I lost it all! So now I have to remember to open in a
browser so I don't lose the work!” Rebecca

“I'm glad you received the Internet work, and I really enjoy using the program,
I just hope that I will be able to access the work that I am doing at the

minute, soon. Unfortunately I won't be able to ring you this Friday because I
am enrolled in a First Aid course...” James
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Not everyone has been as positive:

“I learn more from writing on paper than working online - but it is good for
revision.” Aaron

It is encouraging that some students have already expressed a preference for this
method of learning even though they could not be described as confident computer
users. Others, regardless of our expectations, have been discouraged and given up
when things may not have worked immediately. Even though the interface is user-
friendly, some students have needed considerable support with installation, and
some prompting as to the different mechanisms involved in navigating through the
material. For us, it is a matter of great frustration when we get pleas for
assistance, but, because of the distance, are unable to determine exactly what the
problem is. Younger school students will often not be able to adequately express
their concerns. At the other extreme, we also have students who are overly
confident. One ignored our installation instructions because he knew a “better
way” to do it. This resulted in major problems, of course.

Evaluation/observations

The greatest difficulties for us have been in the area of access to technology in
schools. While the technology is often in place, it is seen as a burden in some
schools to have to arrange student access outside regular timetables. In an initial
survey of schools, there was overwhelming support and encouragement for the
online course, but when it came to the practicalities of giving technical support
and timely access to students, very few schools were helpful, and we feel let down
to a degree.

Schools are also required to provide all students with e-mail accounts. In many
cases this had not been done. We are currently working on strategies to address
these problems for the next school year. These will be based on getting the
Education Department’s assistance to offer support to schools.

The relative youth of our clientele meant that schools could easily get away with
not doing much. Young students do not have the confidence to keep pressing for
access and they may revert to working with the printed materials when things get
too difficult. We made the conscious decision to make the printed material
available as a backup, in case online access was problematic, but in retrospect, it
might have been better to insist on only online availability for all students trialing
the material. A related problem was that we started to trial material halfway
through a course, after students had become familiar with working with paper. It
may have been better to start and complete the course in the same mode.
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A couple of students are accessing the course at home. These are generally the
most regular users. They have higher than average technology skills and appear to
have technologically literate families for support, although one student stopped
sending in work for a couple of weeks because Dad was “changing the ISP again”.

As far as the course development team is concerned, the process has been an
exciting one, even though we have felt some frustration as a result of working in
isolation. It is difficult to find others doing like work, let alone models to follow. It
would be good for our developers to meet with others involved in course detivery in
this mode. As a development team, we have also had to manage the tension
between getting material out in accordance with a production schedule, and the
desire to devote maximum effort and creativity to development. Compounding this
is the uncertain nature of funding in the medium to long term. It is difficult to set
production schedules in the short term without such information. When the VSL
decided to contribute significant resources to online development, there were added
problems with staff not involved in the work who resented their increased teaching
loads. To help overcome this, we have involved other faculties (languages) in
smaller scale development.

At the start of 2000, we had the option of jumping into the ontine development of
a complete year-long interactive course, or to keep experimenting with add-ons and
small scale or lower level development. In many ways, we probably were not ready
for such a large undertaking, though it remains a question as to when we would
have been ready, anyway. The first year was a necessarily exciting and
overwhelming experience. It has been a journey filled with frustrations —
uncertain funding, technical setbacks, difficult access for students, evolving team
dynamics and slow progress — yet there is not a member who does not want to
keep going.

Biodata

Stefo Stojanovski has been a secondary teacher of LOTE (Macedonian) and Engtish
and is now an Assistant Principal with the Victorian School of Languages. He has
had extensive involvement in LOTE curriculum development and is currently
managing the ontine development project at the VSL.

Fred Hollingsworth is the IT Manager at the VSL. He manages the development of
the systems software, undertakes technical research and provides strategic technical
advice to the online project. Fred has a varied work history with this being his
first position in the field of education.

Jennifer Saynor-Locke has been a teacher of German in a distance education setting
since 1979. During this time she has also been involved in the development of new
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German courses and support materials for the VSL. In the last two years she has
developed her computer skills and is working in the area of online course design
and delivery.
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Building “Bridges”:
Design issues for a Web-based
Chinese course

Jane Orton
Department of Language, Literacy & Arts Education,
University of Melbourne

Bridges To China — an intermediate Chinese course,
accredited as a Graduate Certificate in Modern Standard
Chinese by the Melbourne Institute of Asian Languages and
Societies, the University of Melbourne.

Concept and project director: Jane Orton.

Instructional design team: Jane Orton, Isabel Tasker,

Liu Mingchen, Doug Smith, Mary Farquhar, Tang Ying.
Interface design team: Ric Canale, Gangmeng Ji, Albert Ip,
Daniel Alisauskas, Paul Fritze, Hong Fu, Maggie Sung.
Graphic design: Mark Saul.

Administrative assistant: Lyny Falduto.

NALSAS Taskforce
A$500,000

Web-based, supplemented by one audio CD and one video
D

http://www2.meu.unimelb.edu.au/b2c/
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Context

The project

The design brief for the project stipulated a course of Modern Standard Chinese
suitable for educating those who would become teachers of Chinese. In practical
design terms, this meant developing a course of interest and value to students who
need to become linguistically and interculturally competent in a variety of real-life
contact situations with native speakers in modern China.

The brief also stipulated that the course was to be delivered in distance mode. The
decision in 1997 to design a course on the Web was made in recognition of two
factors. One was to reflect the importance multimedia was already playing in the
lives of the young. The other element was the fact that technological advances were
providing a radical shift in the very notion of knowledge and learning which
demanded that educators begin to build links between past and future repositories
and sources of fact and inspiration. At the same time, it showed the urgency for
teachers to become familiar with the new technology, which their students already
took for granted, and to get in tune with the altered learning styles and interests
that the new media were generating in leamers, often only ten or so years their
junior.

The designers

The curriculum design principals included the author and Liu Mingchen (University
of Melbourne), Isabel Tasker (Murdoch University, W.A.), and Doug Smith and Mary
Farquhar (Griffith University, Qld.); the software designers, headed by Ric Canale
with Gangmeng Ji, were from the Multimedia Education Unit at the University of
Melbourne. All members of the curriculum design group spoke Chinese, were
computer literate and had had some experience creating and working with non-
print resources. Liu had taught Chinese using Web-based newspaper articles, Orton
had designed a video for teaching Chinese (Orton et al 1995) and had taken an
introductory course in multimedia design, and Tasker (1993, 1994) was already
comfortably experimenting with multimedia for teaching Chinese. Liu, Tasker and
Farquhar were experienced university teachers of Chinese and Orton had designed
and taught a 60-hour advanced level Chinese program for practising teachers (Orton
1994). Tasker and Smith had experience as support tutors in distance Chinese
programs. Farquhar (1991, 1994) was a recognised expert in contemporary Chinese
cinema and in the use of film for language teaching. Tang had illustrated the
National Chinese Curriculum for school students (DSE 1992) and was experienced in
recording teaching materials. The software group were veteran curriculum designers
with substantial experience in database design (Canale & Ip 1996; Ip & Canale
1996).
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The nature of modern work

Project members came from two widely separated ethnic cultures, with four of the
principals being non-native speakers of English, and were located thousands of
kilometres apart. They represented three fields normally kept separate by a large
gulf in professional and cognitive style: language curriculum design and pedagogy,
information technology and multimedia, and visual arts and aesthetics. Like more
and more people in the 21st century workplace, joining the Bridges project meant
that team members found themselves among a small, impermanent group of highly
diverse, independently employed, expert colleagues, most of whom they did not
know, all facing a fascinating but demanding professional challenge. In these
circumstances, two sets of related factors seem salient in explaining the success of
the project. Firstly, all members had substantial expertise in their field, and were
extremely interested in the challenge of moving their work on to the Web and
finding solutions within the confines of the brief and the exigencies of the other
domains involved. The project thus offered everyone involved the chance to stretch
and entertain the mind, and provided scope for satisfying achievement. Secondly,
on the wise advice of Ric Canale, substantial time was allocated to concept
development. This was complemented by the collaborative processes used to
develop the concept in meetings attended by all principals. As a result, from the
start, there was strong commitment to decisions made, and among members there
developed relationships of sufficient mutual respect and understanding to sustain
communication across the various divides, even under pressure.

Concept development

Parameters

The brief was to design an intermediate level course in distance mode, suitable for
target learners — specifically, practising teachers (of another subject) who want to
upgrade their Chinese language skills to the level of a teacher. The major design
implications of these conditions comprised (i) basic parameters, (ii) general
pedagogical requirements, (iii) practical considerations, and (iv) issues of language
learning.

Basic parameters of brief:

o Learners would be isolated adults, most studying after work.

¢ Content needed to be modern Chinese and provide information about modern
China.

* (Qutcomes — learners would need to handle the National Chinese Curriculum,
that is, be able to speak, and not just read, Chinese, and to run a class in
Chinese. :
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* University award — working through the content and processes should be an
intellectual and educative experience, and would need to meet accreditation
conditions.

® Purposes — learners would need to discover how technology can assist in the
acquisition of language and in the educational experience of learning it.

¢ Facilities — learners could not be expected to have more than modest
equipment.

Pedagogical requirements:

The curriculum was governed by two key pedagogical requirements. Firstly, there
needed to be a structured learning process in three stages: one, where the new
could be presented; a second, where students had the opportunity to gain gradual
mastery over it through guided practice; and third, a performance stage, where
students applied the new, integrated with the old, by themselves. Secondly, at the
same time, in stages one and two there had to be help available if needed, and the
activity of stage three had to be structured so as to allow the learners’ developing
proficiency to be assessed.

Practical consideration

The major consideration was that the course was for invisible learners. That is,
people on their own, possibly working at odd hours of the day and night, without
easy access to help if they got stuck or made mistakes. A second practical problem
was nominating a starting point for the course (and hence the prerequisite learning
for entry) and an appropriately higher finishing point.

Issues of language learning

Issues in the learning of language, and of learning Chinese in particular, required
constant consideration in the design of three key matters. Firstly, the two-way
interaction natural in language use had to be provided. Secondly, there needed to
be concentrated assistance for English speakers learning Chinese with the major
tasks of acquiring tone and characters. Thirdly, there needed to be support for
intermediate language students in major learning tasks. Primary among these are
acquiring large amounts of vocabulary — a great burden on memory — and
developing control in using the language as an adult. Thus, there needed to be
provision for both the language itself to be the object of learning — giving the
learners good opportunities for manipulating its surface features so as to gain
control of it — and for the language to be the medium for doing or understanding
real tasks in writing and speech, which were genuinely of potential interest or
entertainment.
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Processes

The principles employed in the management of the project were that people do best
when they know what they are doing, are in control of their own work, have
opportunities to discuss their discoveries and problems, and share a fundamental
orientation to people — in this case, especially to learners. Although none were
friends, or even faculty colleagues, the author had at least some personal
acquaintance with the expertise and interpersonal style of the curriculum designers
and head of software design, Ric Canale, when she invited them to join the project.
Ric then selected his group of software designers, programmers and the graphic
designer from among his colleagues. Similarly, Ric wrote the technical budget for
the bid and received that amount as a lump sum, for which he had control and
accountability.

The primary structure of the course was settled in the first series of meetings of the
principals, which was held over five days at the start of the project. The form of
this conference set a pattern which continued whenever interstate members were in
Melbourne, which was about twice a year (although it did not always comprise the
full complement). On these occasions, curriculum and software committee members
met separately and together. And at least 40% of the time was left available for
individuals to follow up matters with one another. Members often ate together, but
one mealtime was scheduled for formal “bonding time”, when all came together to
network and connect in pleasant surroundings.

The first activity of the curriculum design group was a brainstorming session which
aired a wide range of interests, ideas and worries. These issues were grouped as
they were listed on the board, and refined and developed during the following
sessions where they became the basis for the first map.

Administration

Instruction/Navigation

Presentation

Practice

Application/Assessment

These headings were opened up and gradually the topography of the course was
charted:

Presentation:
Pre-teach, text, feedback (comprehension).

Text Support:
Vocabulary, characters, notes.
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Practice:
Graduated exercises on characters, vocabulary, sentence and text structure,
discourse markers, register, text types.

Skill development:
Listening, speaking, reading, writing, noticing.
Chinese specific skills — dictionaries, full-form characters.

Application/assessed activity:
Activity to demonstrate proficiency.

Extension:
Reading for information or entertainment and realistic communicative activities
— assessed re ideas and communicative competence.

Administration:
Is this course for you?
How to sign on.
What you will need > Technical Help & Navigation.
How to study on your own.

Members were invited to name those parts they were interested in working on
primarily and secondarily. Coming after three days of discussions together, this was
an exercise which provided no surprises. All were interested in everything! And
especially interested in those areas in which they already had expertise.

The designated entry point was the end of one of the existing beginner courses.
From that course, students will have covered all basic grammatical structures, know
hundreds of items of vocabulary, will have encountered some 1500 characters and
should have acquired some 380 for their own use. This low number of known
characters had the advantage of making the course accessible to a large number of
people who had learned Chinese in a variety of ways, but who either no longer had,
or had never had, a strong knowledge of characters.

From this starting point, the course gradually took shape as four topics, each
comprising three modules that presented three thematically related aspects of the
topic (see Figure 1). The modules, in tumn, comprised two sets, each dealing with
two thematically related aspects of the module focus. A topic thus comprised six
sets of work on the theme of the topic. Keeping in mind the Australian focus of
the selected beginner course, the Bridges course was planned to start in Topic A by
looking at China from afar and from the ground up — the land, society and
culture. In Topic B, learners, as foreigners, would become familiar with modern
Chinese life and experience it by “living” there (virtually), and learning from the
experience. In Topic C Part 1, this contact would be supported by learning about
China from a Chinese perspective; the modern history and the enduring cultural
heritage. Finally, in Topic D, they would meet and engage with the issues of
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contemporary China as experienced and expressed by Chinese. In Topic C Part 2,
they would experience China personally by going there and engaging with Chinese
people. (See Figure 2)

Initially, an entry module was

envisaged, during which the
disparate group of learners
could be merged to form a
class, and the individuals
could master the technical
demands of the course and
adjust their lives once again
to include study. Due to
accreditation issues, this idea
was dropped, but the
structure of Topic A, Module
1 assumes students will be
facing these challenges in addition to the Chinese language itself, and is
consequently of lower demand than the modules which follow. Topics A, B and D
introduce new language. Useable contemporary language as content, and
“learnability” as process, had been two key planks of the tender application. The
primary concern was to avoid the pitfall typical of intermediate courses at
university, where the student who has just completed a structured beginners course
is suddenly immersed in the world of native speaker ideas through a range of texts
which require grappling with the grammar and cultural allusion of the highly
literate, and an avalanche of new vocabulary. This is difficult even in languages
such as English and French, where cognates can carry some of the load, but in a
language where every word is new, and every word adds new characters to the
memory burden, it is quaranteed to cripple all but a few. Frequently, the outcome
is learners whose receptive skills continue to develop while their expressive use of
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languagé becomes stunted. While weak speaking may be remedied to some extent
by sojourns in the country of the target language, few learners of character
languages develop their writing beyond the basic skill of writing down, so their
composition of texts remains constructed solely in the genres of the mother tongue.

It was generally agreed that even diligent target learners were unlikely to be able to
acquire solidly — that is, understand, pronounce and write unaided — more than
30 new characters a week and about 40 new items of vocabulary, and even to
achieve that, they would need considerable opportunities for practice. In addition
to supplying these opportunities, a quiz, which would be part of formal assessment
procedures, was added at the end of each set to act as a reminder and as incentive
to keep up with learning new language. After doing two sets on the module
theme, each comprising a text with its accompanying supporting activities, notes,
exercises and quiz, there would be further opportunities to encounter the language
of the module in a magazine issue. The magazine would present an extensive
reading text drawn from native speaker sources, puzzles and word games. Finally,
students would be directed to the module theme in the real world of the target
language via the Internet. At the end of this work on the module, a student would
be expected to complete a comprehensive assessment task.

Content

A range of existing teaching material at the target level was considered during
initial meetings, but most had only one or two strengths, and then fell away badly
against other criteria. There was, too, the problem of payment for using other
people’s texts, and problems with copyright were foreseen when, inevitably, existing
texts would need to be altered to do what was wanted. Apart from any other
factor, however, the decision in the interests of learnability to hold to a weekly
limit of 30 new characters and 40 new items of vocabulary, and provide substantial
varied opportunities for practice, made it necessary to write our own texts for the
12 sets comprising the first two topics. A second factor was the low character base
of the nominated starting point. As preparation for entry to the advanced level,
and having grown through the experience of the course, in Topic D, students would
meet texts taken from material written for native speakers.

The choice of specific content for all texts was shaped, in part, by the range of
subjects and text types from everyday life which were not included in the nominated
beginner course, and were likely to be of interest to the age group. At the same
time, there was a very explicit choice of material and learning processes which would
inform and educate the learners about the dynamics of heritage and modernity in
contemporary China, about the nature of language, and about the cognitive and
emotional process they needed to go through to open themselves successfully to a
new language and culture. The intended outcomes were people who were
linguistically proficient, interpersonally competent and interculturally aware.

Q ‘?
]:MC BEYOND BABEL — LANGUAGE LEARNING ONLINE

Full Tt Provided by ERIC.



BUILDING “BRIDGES”

Topic A Topic B Topic D
Demographic Table Phone call Pedagogical Theory (textbook)
Conversation Map Brochure

Magazine Ad Photo Captions Newspaper Article
Newspaper Article Diary Entry Interview

Speech Dual topic conversation Newspaper Article
Nursery Rhyme & Letter Academic textbook
(lassical Poem

Myth Modern Poem Journal Article
Personal account Short Story Interview
Songs Recipes Book Extract

Text types were then checked against the categories of text type and function of
the Australian Language Learning Guidelines (Vale, Scarino & McKay 1990), the
National Chinese Curriculum for Preps-Year 10 (DSE 1992) and the Study Guide to
the Victorian VCE Chinese Curriculum (VBOS 1997). The 380 characters of the Open
Learning were also checked against the Hanyu Shuiping Kao Shi (a test of Chinese
designed on the model of the TOEFL test of English) and VCE lists. These
investigations showed that characters, text types and topics proposed for language
development were suitably targeted. Skills in descriptive account and persuasive
argument were selected as two principal functions, and factual report and letter
writing as two principal text types, to be the focus for development in students’
writing.

At the start of the project it was unclear what the quality of sound files online
might be, and whether it would be possible to make viable use of video clips for
speaking instruction. The possibility of listening and speaking being supplemented
by independent CD-ROM resources — as has eventuated — was mooted at the time,
but the question was left for the first year until it was clearer what could usefully
be provided on the Web, and what might more sensibly be dealt with
independently. Similarly, it was agreed that meta-instruction would appear as a
Main Menu window called Coaching, but the contents of that segment, though
conceptually developed over the whole production time, was the last to be written.

In most university language courses, culture and authentic language are

encountered through literary studies. The potential loneliness of the isolated

A
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target learners, and their possible lack of easy contact with speakers of Chinese,
were both significant factors in suggesting film, rather than books, as the medium
to present the sociocultural knowledge of China. Watching a film on video at home
with family members or friends seemed both a companionable activity, and one
which would provide a sympathetic audience to whom the students could expound
their growing understanding of Chinese society. The fact that China’s contemporary
cinema scene was so exciting and full was another factor in the decision, being
itself a significant cultural advent, as well as a rich resource to explore. The visual
medium could permit direct access to some views about Chinese society, and even
though the messages received would inevitably be filtered by the ethnocentricity of
the learners, at least the triggers would be Chinese views not Western ones. Finally,
while these were the primary considerations for opting for film and it was not
intended to make use of the films as language material per se, it was appreciated
that, sub-titles notwithstanding, they would also provide a great support to
language acquisition, exposing learners to whole flows of language couched in
perceivable physical and psychological contexts.

In the time permitted it would be possible to offer six films. The criteria for
selection were that they be significant in themselves as film genre, provide
information about twentieth century Chinese history and society, and illustrate
some enduring themes from Chinese tradition. There was almost no debate that the
first should be Yellow Earth — it not only fitted the criteria, but was also
thematically related to the first topic. A number of contenders were discussed for
the other five places. The films finally chosen provide information and
understanding of the great tumultuous events of the century, issues within Chinese
society to do with generations, gender and social roles, and ways of dealing with
outsiders, and which acknowledge the Chinese diaspora. The award-winning
documentary, A Breath, not only displays one of the great Chinese art forms —
calligraphy — but does so through the life of an artist who now lives in Australia,
and who did the calligraphy for the very film subject the students are taking. Thus,
it closes the loop between learners and content, and moves the course subject
matter right into the students’ own lives.

Administrative issues

To meet university accreditation standards, the four topics became separate
subjects, with the three language subjects each designed to run over a 15-week
period, with the film course running concurrently, and the visit to China at the
end. Stringent conditions for preventing cheating require enrolling students to
provide a 1-minute videoed self-introduction in Chinese, personal presence on the
visit to China, a video of the final assessment task, and close monitoring of written
and spoken standards of work during the course.
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Technical issues

The software designers had a number of serious challenges in their own field. These
ranged from finding a suitable carrier to provide parameters for constructing the
database that would hold the course content, to working out how to get the three
scripts of Chinese characters, Pinyin romanisation and English alphabet on to the
one page, to building templates for the various movements of the exercises. An
equal challenge was to work (for the first time for all of them) with language
educators who were ambitious about their own domains and, while computer
literate, included only one person who had had anything but introductory
experience in instructional design for multimedia activities. From the first meeting,
three contributions from the software designers ensured success, as they combined
to structure a very solid but flexible support for the curriculum development, and
hence for the project as a whole.

Firstly, the software designers were determined that the content would all be
produced directly in HTML, a quite radical suggestion in 1997. Developments in
software meant that a number of programs for writing in HTML were already on the
market, and one of which, Visual Page, could support the three scripts needed and
demanded little change in ways of using the word processing programs all were used
to. A second suggestion was to construct a project Web site, which would enable
work to be put up in an environment similar to the final location and shared
among project members across the country as soon as it was completed. This
allowed work in progress to be reviewed and critiqued quickly, which kept things
moving. Less obviously, but possibly even more important for fit and coherence, it
permitted certain parts of the work to be seen and discussed — reqularly, in pairs
or individually, quickly or at length — during development of other parts, which
gradually built in all participants’ minds a picture of the whole. The Web site was
also useful for weekly reports and other administrative matters, but its major role
was as a site for drafts to be displayed. The third factor which made a difference
from the start, was the plan to develop the practice exercises — that part of the
set most likely to be variable from set to set — in “families”, with each family
demanding the same transformations of the language text. On the surface, of
course, even exercises from the same family could still appear to be quite different
due to varied context and artwork. As the prototype exercises were developed,
templates were designed to hold them, thus making later work quicker.

In order to obtain high quality graphic and audio files which could be quickly
downloaded from the server, it was decided to have a multimedia resources CD to
support the Web-based course.

During the first meeting days, the group shared viewing of several existing
multimedia programs for languages and other disciplines, and the software designers
presented a broad sampler of cached material illustrating various functions which
could be performed on the Web. 1 4 "
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Pedagogical Approach

The language topics

The three language topics each subdivide into three modules, comprising two sets, a
magazine issue and an assessed activity. (See demonstration set
http://www?2.meu.unimelb.edu.au/b2c/) The focus of a set is a text, a real or
realistic piece of Chinese discourse presented in written form, with optional audio.
Each text provides new language, which is shown by colouring the new words in
blue. Thus, it is possible to present the learners with the whole text, and at the
same time inform them what they should already know (in black), and what they
need to learn (coloured items). Using a hyperlinked gloss to give the meaning of
the new coloured language in a pop-up balloon, learners can read the text as a
whole, and gain some sense of it from the start as a story or letter or article. While
this would be convenient for learners of any language, eliminating what can be
quite lengthy delays consulting a Chinese dictionary, or even a vocabulary list, it
means a radically improved encounter with a new text. Because new characters and
new vocabulary are not necessarily the same, two versions of the text are provided,
one glossed in blue for the new vocabulary, and one in red for the new characters.

Fuller meanings for the new items are provided in vocabulary and character lists
which give grammatical categories and example sentences in characters, pinyin and
English, plus the radical for each new character, and the measure word (classifier)
for each new noun. This was done, in part, because measure words and radicals are
often hard to identify and not easily found in useable lists. And, in part, because it
was felt that constant, frequent exposure to these radical and measure word
classification systems might develop a gradual sensitivity to the systems
themselves, and the underlying commonalties of many co-classified items.

As pop-up windows, these lists can be available at all times while a student is
working on a set. They can also be used independently as sources of information
and, by widening and narrowing the display, as material for memory exercises and
self-testing.

A text is also supported by notes about the language and culture which attempt to
draw meaning boundaries for the new language and its use, in terms of Chinese
already known and mother tongue usage.
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BE¥RR generally speaking, on the whole
3] generally speaking, normally

Like the English expression ‘generally speaking’, SBAZKBE is used to make a
generalised statement. In the dialogue, the climate in Beijing is described in
general terms:

Bekit, MEOBHRTIURM, Y2kl

In making a general comment on something, you can always use this
expression to begin your statement. For example, if you are asked to make a
comment on the course:

REX MREEAK?

What do you think of the course? and you think it is on the whole pretty
good, you may reply:

BRRBIEARE.

On the whole, it’s quite good.

— & skiff which appears later in the dialogue, is similar to B #23i# in
both meaning and usage and the two expressions can often be used
interchangeably. There are, however, subtle differences between them.

While S#23K1{ emphasises the whole or the total, —f83i} emphasises
the common and usual situation. For example, when you are expressing your
general attitude toward your study of Chinese, you may say:

SRk, REUE-HREA.

On the whole, I have always worked very hard at Chinese.

But when you specify how many hours you normally spend working on it,
you may say: —f3Rid, LEREY=MPEBGE. Normally, I study

Chinese for three hours every day.

BEYOND BABEL — LANGUAGE LEARNING ONLINE

149



PART 1 - DEVELOPMENT: DOING IT WITH MORE OR LESS

Prior totackling a text, students are introduced, via a warm-up activity, to the title
of the set and its relation to the themes of the module and topic. They are
reminded of the proficiency objectives of the module encapsulated in the major task
of the assessed activity, and encouraged to make predictions about what might be
included. For example:

Anticipation ¥ his text comprises a letter written after the writer has
lived in Beijing for three months. What would you expect might be the
writer's concerns? Studies in intercultural leamning show that after such a
period, initial culture shock often begins to lessen. There is a need to move
beyond the euphoria and disbelief of superficial impressions, to come to a
deeper intercultural understanding, in which difference is acknowledged.
Issues, social and personal, begin to emerge, not only about the new society,
but also about the sojourner’s own society, and its identity and values. Notice
how these occur in the text.

A short exercise is then provided to revise key vocabulary and characters which are
not new, to ensure they are active when the text is met.

Once the text has been read and understood, students can work on understanding it
themselves by doing the comprehension exercises, or by studying it through the
vocabulary list, character list and notes, or move to mastering its various offerings,
piece by piece, in some of the practice exercises. They may also choose to move
back and forth among these options, and to do them more than once.

After Widdowson (1978), the first of the comprehension exercises requires students
to use the new language to create a “simple account” of the text they have just
encountered. This requires conscious engagement with the communicative meaning
of the text — what it is about, what it is proposing — and with how the language,
including the new vocabulary and characters, constructs the discourse. It consists
of constructing a paragraph which produces a simple but complete account of the
main points of the original text which is made up of linked sentences generated
from completing one of the following tasks — unscrambling sentences, matching
pieces of sentences listed in columns, identifying true and correcting false
statements, filling in blanks in a Cloze procedure, or answering comprehension
questions.

At this stage, the purpose of a task using the new language is to engage with
meaning and the language which constructs it, not to test acquisition. Hence, while
executing these tasks, wrong answers will not remain once they have been selected
and dragged into place or matched up, leaving the student to think and try again.
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Completion of the simple account leads to making transformations of it. After
Kramsch (1993), the first transformation is a reduction of the paragraph to a
sentence summing up the main meaning, an answer to the question, “What is that
text about?” The second transformation is from written to spoken. This is
handled by dialogue completions which require not only comprehension of the
surface meaning of the text, but also a sensitivity to the make up and speech style
of role type or actual personality — for example, of a Chinese teacher, or of Linda,
the young adult Australian protagonist of Topic B.

These later comprehension exercises are done by direct interaction on the screen,
mostly in Chinese, sometimes in English. They may be done at any stage and even
re-done. Once satisfied with their efforts, however, students then submit their
creations to the scrutiny of their study group. Study groups consist of three to
four members, depending on the total class size, assigned at enrolment. The study
group operates as a threaded forum. It requires submission of a student’s own
comprehension exercises before those of study group members can be viewed. Here
and elsewhere, the forum was included in order to break the isolation and, even
more especially, to stimulate students to think beyond the limitations of their usual
or preferred style of handling tasks, one of the key advantages of studying with
classmates. Thus those of a more literal bent, for example, may discover in the
offerings of others, the potential to make jokes or say something quite profound,
even within the limits of their learners’ language. And, by working through the
challenge of determining whether members’ contributions acceptably fulfil the
tasks, they should find a useful method of identifying their own weaknesses and
uncertainties, as well as their strengths. Study group interactions are monitored by
the tutor, who can intervene where s/he feels it is necessary, or when called on, in
writing to one particular study group forum, or to the whole group forum, or
individually by e-mail, voice-mail or phone. Submitting weekly comprehension
tasks to the forum and making comments on one’s study group members was
designed as a compulsory assessment task, though ungraded in order to encourage
experimentation.

A key learning principle underpinning the design of Bridges to China is that
acquisition requires frequency of contact with the new language in an alert state of
mind. To avoid the mental switch-off activated by repetition of texts and sentences
already known, encounters with new language need to be in constantly varied
situations which require thought and decision making. This kind of work is
provided for in the practice exercises which involve a group of 10 exercises for each
set, each in turn often incorporating three or four parts which develop from
presentation and manipulation stages, to practice and application stages.

The practice exercises begin with game-like activities to assist with memorisation of
new characters and vocabulary. The exercises then provide work on structures
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introduced, and conclude with studies of register, discourse formation and/or the
specific skills and text creation required for dealing with, for example, handwritten
texts, newspapers, or certain text types. Texts are studied closely to assist learners
to begin “to notice” (Levy 1997), for instance, how a conversation is constructed by
participants, or how the language permits subtle indications of intent which may
then be accepted or parried by an interlocutor. For example:

Conversational Chinese is peppered with sentence-final particles which give
much information about the mood of the sentence and the intention of the
speaker. This exercise focuses on the particles which occur in this text and
gives you practice in recognising and using them.

In this text, Linda switches between a slightly formal written style,
especially in the rather formulaic opening sections, and a more colloquial
style, particularly when she is reporting conversation. This exercise invites
you to focus on the way register is expressed by differences in language
style. First you will identify certain phrases as more or less formal, and then
you will match phrases which have equivalent meanings but express different
levels of formality.

This exercise draws your attention to the use of mirroring or parallel
structures. This is a stylistic device commonly used in formal expository
language in Chinese. It is considered aesthetically pleasing, and it signals
the ordering of ideas.

Colour is used to highlight grammatical and discourse structures in patterns, while
many of the exercises make use of moving objects, whether in reorganising
linguistic elements, in puzzle activities, or in cartoon scenario enactments.

Texts, vocabulary and character lists, and many practice exercises are accompanied
by optional sound files. These may be used in some practice exercises for surrender
listening, dictation, context creation, articulation and fluency practice through
repetition, or in spontaneous spoken practice requiring a creative response to a
stimulus. This varied use of sound files is further encouraged in the Coaching
section and incorporated into the assessed activities. Help and Answer or Check
buttons are available for almost all exercises, with a few open-ended questions set
to be shared among study group members and the scrutiny of the tutor. Help is
graded, usually giving a hint first, with perhaps a reminder of what has already
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been met in the course or a written version of a spoken item. A translation may be
provided if second level help is required. Answer allows students to compare their
own effort with the right response, while in other cases a Check button will activate
corrections, sometimes by leaving right answers and removing wrong ones,
sometimes by marking answers with a tick or a cross. In a few cases, in order to
foster experimentation, answers comprise only a range of likely possibilities, and
students are asked to check with others if their particular offering has not been
shown.

Trials showed that the quantity and variety of practice exercises were sufficient to
have learners acquire the new language of the set simply by doing them. A check
on acquisition is provided by the quiz, which is taken at the end of each set.

Magazine

After completing a second thematically related set following the structure outlined
above, the student moves to the second part of the module comprising a magazine
issue and an assessed activity. As its cover and name (Li Jiao Qiao — cloverleaf
flyover) show, the magazine is the site of multidirectional interchange — an
“establish connections bridge” as it is said in Chinese. It is a link to Chinese China
which starts with an authentic text — usually a story — for extensive reading on a
topic of relevance to the module theme, and concludes with thematically related
Internet addresses. New vocabulary in the story is signalled in colour, and meaning
is available by clicking on an item. Other than this there is no attempt to do more
than expose students to the additional new characters and language. Further
reading is required to do the Amusements section comprising puzzles, which entail
working out who belongs where, and what goes with what, plus a joke or riddle of
some kind. There are also pages for announcements of Chinese related activities
around the country, and space for the students to raise matters of their own.

The module concludes with an assessed activity, requiring use of language in
realistic communicative tasks which display growing proficiency, and a reflective
piece of writing in English on intercultural matters raised by the magazine reading
text. TFor example:

You are trying to set up a sister-school relationship between the school you
teach at and a Chinese school in your state’s sister province. The Bureau of
Education in China has asked you to write a short piece introducing your
town/city, which they will circulate to schools in the province via their
monthly newsletter.
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Write the description in 200-250 characters. Locate your town in Australia
and say something about its size, population and important natural features.
Discuss the good points and drawbacks of living there from your point of
view — and, where necessary, explain the contexts which frame your views,
i.e. which explain why those things are seen as good or bad by you and your
community. Make at least 2 comparisons relevant to people who live in
China.

Topic C — Chinese Society

Topic € 1, a study of contemporary Chinese cinema, is taken concurrently with the
three language topics. The films (videos obtained from providers in each state) are
considered from three aspects — from various perspectives of film genre, as stories
of twentieth century Chinese history, and as artifacts realising continuing themes
from Chinese tradition.

The course concludes with Topic €2, a structured visit to Beijing, where students
stay at the university of Topic B texts and visit many of the places and people
already encountered in the course. Tasks for this segment require engagement with
their environment — a description of an institution visited, a hand-transcribed
taped individual interview with a Chinese person about modern life, and a speech
on Australia and China that they must give in Chinese to a local audience. While
certain exercises throughout the course are to be handwritten, daily classroom
tuition in Beijing includes supervision of a handwritten journal entry, as well as
preparation for the other tasks. In cases of proven hardship, these tasks may be
undertaken in Australia.

Supplementary material

These materials are supplemented with an audio CD called Listen Hear, which offers
various course-related listening exercises and activities for use away from the
computer. Also included is a video CD called Play Your Part, which demonstrates real
students and a teacher presenting a conversational interchange straight through,
then re-doing it in sections, with the teacher providing instruction and feedback to
the students, and finally performing it again straight through. Viewers are then
invited to join in. In these last activities, the protagonists on screen speak
directly to the student (i.e. to the camera) and pause for responses, which may be
free or follow the script provided. Coaching notes suggest students tape themselves
doing these scenarios — and some of these efforts must be submitted to the tutor.

One innovative design feature of Play Your Part is that, rather than show a model of
teacher perfection, it portrays a student making errors, being coached toward a
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better — but not always perfect — performance. The reasons behind this choice
are, firstly, that learners may more readily perceive the correct approach when
heard and seen in contrast to the incorrect, and, secondly, that learning with
another learner may have greater affective appeal than learning alone from a
teacher, and hence generate a greater depth of concentration.

Evaluation

Subject matter experts reviewed the materials and commented on linguistic and
pedagogical coherence. They felt the former had been very successfully achieved,
and with respect to the latter, that there was very good progression from
recognition to manipulation to production throughout the materials. Native
speakers queried the use of English in instructions throughout the course for the
exercises, and the gradual nature of the move to characters for general instructions
from Topic A (English), to B (bilingual), to D (Chinese). Non-native speaker
assessors called for more pinyin and a full form character version of the text. As
there are audio files for each text, pinyin texts have not been included, but a full
form version of each text was made available in graphic-only form. All assessors
commented favourably on the authenticity of cultural aspects and the attention
paid to the sociocultural dimension of content and interactions.

The materials were also trialled with three sets of end users comprising young
undergraduates, older students whose Chinese had been learned in a variety of
ways, and distant learners. They identified the following as strengths of the
materials:

¢ New angles on learning, memorising, understanding and using Chinese.

¢ Each exercise has a different form of interaction, preventing the repetition of
characters and phrases from becoming tedious.

¢ Broader aspects of the specific topic than simply the linguistic are taught.
¢ New methods and exercises to remember new vocabulary are presented.
¢ A word, rule, pattern, etc. can be better understood and remembered because

learned and applied in different situations.

Later, a few regular students asked for paper copies of vocabulary and character
lists to be studied away from the computer, which have been easy to provide.
Another insisted he needed to download all the material he was to use, a facility
not anticipated in this Web-based course and, by chance, one only possible on a
Macintosh.
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Reflection

Tasks

The tasks designed for the Bridges course aim essentially to allow the technology to
“make certain known aspects of the traditional teaching and learning paradigm go
better” (Barson 1997: 35). And in this role, in the view of the author, there is no
doubt that in many respects the Web is superior to print as a teaching-learning
medium. The Bridges course illustrates this claim in four principal ways.

The first of these concerns presentation. The Bridges course unit is centred on a
text. With immediate access to new language via the lists and notes open as
windows and the hypertext translations of new items, students are allowed entry to
the text and engagement with it more nearly as a whole text than as an assortment
of linguistic obstacles. This should not only allow the text to be understood, but
the chance to read and comprehend almost simultaneously can support both
interest and greater reading skill, factors which, in turn, may lead to a success
which helps sustain motivation. Once programmed, these facilities allow learning to
occur not only without a teacher, but also probably with greater success for being
without teacher mediation.

The second and, perhaps, greatest way in which the new technology is superior to
print, concerns practice. All language introduced in the course is entered on a
database. Manipulations of the data are then programmed into families of
exercises. Simple programming results in pop-up character cards, tables of
vocabulary, characters and structures displayed using colour, graphics or moving
demonstrations of syntactic relationships which students must operate on at various
levels of engagement. All lists are constantly shuffled and hence the challenge
remains fresh. Data can continue to be added quite simply, as can new ways of
using them for exercises. The single largest gift for the learner in exercises such as
these is providing the quantity of exposure in sufficiently new and engaging ways
to sustain memory. This relieves one of the greatest burdens of the intermediate
learner, made all the greater in the case of character-based languages. Degrees of
help can be provided, and corrections can be accessed on the spot just after the
choices have been made, which makes for optimal learning. The material thus
provides the guidance of a teacher through its actual design, but allows for a
frequency and variation of encounter beyond the capacity of even the most
dedicated and patient teacher.

In the Bridges course, students submit to their study group both their own work for
the week and their comments on the work of other members. A third benefit of the
new technology is the opportunity such a forum provides for the teacher to study
students’ working processes, not simply their products. This is not essentially an
attribute unique to the Web, but its benefits are greatly enhanced by the facility of
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the medium to allow it to occur at speed and asynchronously. In face-to-face
teaching, this work would most usually be done orally and, hence, is quickly lost. The
forum work remains on file and provides a visible line of progress for each student.

Finally, the aesthetic and affective dimensions of Web-based learning should not be
overlooked, especially for learners who have grown up in a multimedia world. Just
as colour transformed the textbooks of an earlier generation, simply being on the
screen, in colour and moving, may come to be essential attributes of learnable
material for the next.

These four attributes of the Bridges course, all within the “agentive” use of the
computer (Herrmann 1990, in Debski 1997: 45), provide ways of working which
constitute superior tools for both teaching and learning to most print-based
material, and processes which match or are superior to those a single teacher can
normally provide to a class. With peer interaction, review and regular tutorial
guidance available through the forum, and running at a pace likely to fit the
expectations of at least younger learners, the Web must rate extremely positively as
both tool and teacher.

The area where Web-based language learning cannot be as successful as face-to-face
instruction, however, is in dealing with novelty. For example, in interaction,
especially spoken interaction, the Web can for the most part only provide material
and deal with student attempts where the text is ready-made. Like Halliday (1991:
10), of course, we can acknowledge that “there are many situations where the text
is readymade and..readymade text has an important place in learning a foreign
language”, and hence it is useful. However, what the Web does not provide easily
or well is interaction in any natural way. Student-student (or student-teacher)
interactions in speech are only possible by voice-mail, while designing
opportunities for spontaneous reception and response to novel utterances is
laborious and highly artificial. For example, within the Bridges course there are
exercises which play audio files of unanticipated utterances — contextualised as
fragments overheard in the bus, for example — to which students are asked to
respond, as if to a friend on the bus. The video CD also offers scenarios to mimic
and invites participation. However, at this point in the technological development
— and especially using what is generally available to target student groups in the
way of equipment — the Web cannot compete with the dynamics of a well-run
face-to-face class. And even if the technology allowed greater facility, it must be
asked to what purpose beyond a certain level of practice? Most Australians are
familiar with a Michael Leunig cartoon in which a father and child gaze rapturously
at a rising sun on their television screen, while outside their window the real thing
is occurring unnoticed (Leunig 1974: 25). Mindful of this, Bridges students are
encouraged and helped to find real conversation partners in the outside world, and
to make an entry into their local Chinese communities.
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Teacher role

Navigation of the Bridges course is totally open and subject to natural bias due to
the cumulative learning involved in a language course, all the stronger in a
character-based language course where a text with too many unknown characters is
simply too much labour. The voice of the teacher in all roles is constantly present,
although the teacher as instructor voice is muted compared with classroom
teaching, often just saying, “Call me if you need me”. The most direct, real-time
voice of the teacher as instructor comes in the correction of work submitted to the
study groups. However the voice of the instructor, combined with that of the
model, is also apparent in the practice exercises and notes. The teacher as
evaluator is shared with other students in the correction of several exercises, but is
silently present in the quizzes, where students may make fixed mistakes until
electing to be corrected and graded. The teacher as evaluator is most strongly
present in marking the proficiency students have shown in the assessed activity.

Quizzes also enact the role of teacher as coach, insisting that students be diligent
and learn new characters, vocabulary and information at a reqular pace. The voice
of coach is overtly present in the separate section called Coaching, a meta-
conversation between teacher and student about the course, language and culture,
and learning. The key to the voice of the coach is its essentially collegial register,
taking it as given that students want to learn Chinese, and are prepared to work
hard and do what is required to be successful. Coaching provides considerable
information and advice and is permanently available, but it is an optional link and
can be bypassed. The coach appears in similar voice in the magazine, saying in
effect, “I think you'll find this interesting”, without requiring direct evidence that
anything beyond the story is read.

The course thus enables a positive reduction in the overt voices of teacher as
instructor, as model, and even as evaluator — although, tacitly, these underlie the
entire design. A critical role for the teacher remains, however, as online tutor, in
whatever mode, moving among all roles, adjusting style and delivery in response to
perceptions of the student as individual person and individual learner. The primary
design issues for the teacher’s voice centred on quantity and tone. Has enough
been said for the student alone at the kitchen table? Has too much been said for
someone reading a screen? How much needs to be told? How much can be told at
once? What is self-evident? What can be shown rather than told?

We tried to present a coherent teacher’s voice — a voice that might be somebody
— yet were unable to match differences in student personality and style. We
wanted to avoid problems like, is the teacher’s voice too solemn? Too impersonal?
Does it sound patronising? Presumptuous? Pushy? Fatuous?

N "
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And written speech runs the risk of being bland or corny, especially with repetition
— what might be amusing the first time can pall quickly when read often or in
another frame of mind.

Conclusion

Bridges To China makes an advance in the teaching of Chinese in three ways.

Firstly, it is a course which has been explicitly designed to provide an educational
experience. Through its choice of content and activities and, directly in its
questions and assessed activities, it provides information about China and Chinese
language intended not only to increase learners’ knowledge, but also to provoke
them to reflect and develop in their understanding of self, cultural conditioning,
and the nature of language. Secondly, it is a very large set of integrated resources
at the intermediate level which realises in practice current theories of language and
language acquisition. Finally, it is an essay in making use of the Web to better
accomplish many tasks we are already familiar with in language teaching. As such,
the course provides an opportunity for research into learners’ behaviour with online
material and comparative paths of development and success, from which we may
discover new directions to move in, using the medium with some confidence of
benefit, not only of novelty.

Note

Earlier versions of some parts of this chapter have appeared in papers the author
presented at the WorldCALL Congress, Melbourne, (Orton 1998), ODLAA Conference
1999 (Naidu, Canale & Orton 1999), and ASAA 2000 Conference (Orton 2000).
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Education at the University of Melbourne, where she coordinates Modern Languages
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Australians and Chinese in workplace settings, and the teaching and learning of
integrated verbal and non-verbal second language speaking skills.
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Prologue

A small computer room in the early 1990s, serried rows of work-stations,
fluorescent lighting and no windows, breeze block walls (why were such rooms so
often designed like this?). The programs available to the learners are fairly typical
of a language computer centre of the era. They include a number of DOS-based
language programs, an early version of Windows offering a range of office programs
and brand new access to the Internet via telnet. All these programs are text-based
and use keyboard commands. The room is crowded with two classes of language
students — another timetabling clash! The elementary group is working on a basic
text reconstruction program, while a more advanced class is working on word
processing an essay. A lone student, probably waiting for a discreet opportunity to
join her own classroom, is using a newly-opened MOO; she is “chatting” away — via
the keyboard — with another student on the other side of the planet in a
completely different time zone. The teacher of the basic class is amazed. “Why can’t
my group do that?” she asks. The lone MOOQer is busy asking questions and
responding to queries, talking, communicating. The language opportunity is evident
— real practice, real people to talk to ... it is a language teacher’s dream. The
functional dullness of the typical computer lab provides a gateway into a world of
words.

It is this incident that led us to explore and experiment with MOO spaces or text-
based virtual realities. We started by integrating the use of MOO spaces into
classroom activities, making each learning phase of navigation part of a language
teaching point. As time and facilities developed, we became more interested in
MOOs as constructive spaces, places where students are able to explore their own
creativity and collaborate with others.

This chapter tells some of the stories of text-based virtual realities in language
education, and explores the particular nature of the learning opportunities that
they permit and encourage... the power of words.

What are MOO spaces?

Essentially, MOO spaces are “multi player, user extendible, real time, text-based
environments". They permit synchronous or real time communication via the
keyboard. A learner in Australia can type messages to a learner in the US and
others in Taiwan, for example, and carry on a “conversation” with them. The
delight of MOOs is that not only do they allow synchronous conversation, but they
also provide an environment in which the learners can move around, do actions and
create objects as well as asynchronous tools, so that users can leave messages for
each other if they are not logged on at the same time.
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The name itself is an acronym within an acronym. MOO stands for “MUD, Object
Oriented". MUD, in turn, stands for “Multi User Dungeon” or, more respectably,
“Dimension” or perhaps more logically, as Aarseth (1997) notes, “Discourse”. Early
MUDs were role-playing adventure spaces — many are still landscapes where
participants must gain status according to prowess in the game. As a result of this
genesis, MUDs and the later MOOs are primarily spaces, or worlds, where the
imagination is encouraged. As early as 1990, this aspect of MOO was recognised as
being its most important feature (Kort 1990):

Network-based virtual realities are now coming of age, largely populated by
students seeking an enriched environment for exploration, discovery, and
creative expression. Virtual communities emerge with imaginative interactive
adventures and puzzles. The science content of such worlds can profitably be
enriched by the active participation of the education community.

Turkle (1998) offers the distinction between game-playing MUDs, where events are
programmed to happen as part of the game, and social MUDs, where activity is a
result of the participants’ “virtual” life. In fact, the boundaries between different
genres of MUDs are less clear. Most game-playing MUDs are vital and absorbing
because they offer a social community, and most educational and social MUDs and
MOOs are vibrant communities because they provide game-playing at a number of
different levels. Indeed, not only might there be game-playing in the form of
activities, such as an in-M0OO treasure hunt, a graffiti wall or a garden that may be
added to (as, for example, in SchM0Oze), but the discourse apparent in MUDs and
MOOs encourages role-play and the creation of what has been called “an open ended
theatrical script” (Warshauer 1994). MUDs are not chat arenas. For those teachers
who require a simple online chat session, there are plenty of other more
appropriate tools available. MUDs are stages for interaction and collaboration.

For the language teacher, this means that MOOs are potentially much richer
language environments than other text-based synchronous communication facilities
on the Internet, where the interaction is more or less limited to conversation and
“emote” strategies, such as the use of emoticons like :) (often used in e-mail). A
MOO user can express emotion (via the keyboard), design their own room, admire
others’ room designs and even provide virtual chocolate cake for parties. A M0OO
conversation is more like acting out a real conversation, and will often include the
context of that conversation. A participant is able to “smile sympathetically” or
“hug warmly” and participate in a conversation in a more natural way. That is, they
are not limited to speech, but can use the body language and the “props” they
might use in a face-to-face conversation, and thus build up their own stories. The
selection of conversation below shows how two students, planning a party for a
third, are starting to bring in this “performative” role-play.
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Natsu [to Saluki]: let’s have a Italian and beer party for
Kazu’s party. what time will it start?

Saluki asks, ”I think we can start the party at 6 pm. Do you
agree with me?"

Natsu [to Saluki]: Saluki, Wkat time will it start Kazu’'s party?
Saluki says, "Perhaps it would be a good idea to invites Whitney
Houston. She is my best friend"

Saluki says, “I said 6 pm"

Natsu [to Saluki]: I agree with you. And what dress should I
wear?

Saluki imagine about Kazu’s birthday

Saluki says, ”I think we’d better have a casual clothes"

Saluki changes her clothes

Saluki wear a swim suit

Figure 1: A selection of the log from The MOO Project. (Turner & Pohio 1995).

An Internet search for information on MUDs will bring up other variations on the
names — MOOs, MUVEs (Multi User Virtual Environments), MUSHes (Multi User
Shared Hallucinations), Text-based Virtual Realities. It would seem that these
varying names form an attempt to describe something that is not immediately
obvious, but can become very special. Mention of “virtual reality” brings to mind
the simulated reality of films such as Lawn Mower Man or even The Matrix. These
text-based spaces offer a different kind of free range to the imagination; anything
that can be imagined can be written into them. The term “M0Q” refers to a
development of the MUD-type program that offers a rather easy-to-use internal
programming language. For the participant in a MOO, this means that it is
particularly easy to add more “spaces” to the environment and to make their own
versions of typical MOO objects. For example, a teacher in a high school in South
East Queensland is using a MOO for his year 12 technology students as an
environment where they can create responsive objects, while a group of ESL teachers
involved in a training course using MOO spaces discovered that they could make
“virtual pets”, or leave messages on tables with problems for their students to solve.

MOOs are “organised around a metaphor of physical place” (Bruckman 1994). That
is, they are constructed and designed by their participants to be countries,
campuses, even gardens. This text-based illusion of three-dimensional realms given
by a MOO atso allows users to communicate in small groups, either in the privacy of
their own rooms, or as an invited guest in someone else’s space. Users can “walk”
around various public zones, visiting a cafe and ordering virtual pizza, perhaps, or
admiring the ASCII art in an art gallery. Existing as virtual communities on the
Internet, MOOs are developed and fashioned by their users. Thus different MOOs
have different characteristics and themes, rather like different cafés available in any
city centre (Bruckman 1998).
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Entering the MO0 environment

The world within which members of a text-based virtual reality interact is built
from words, and it is a world where sentences, words, and letters are the sum
total of the “places” people meet, where they tell and listen to stories, create
stories in tandem, play, work, and live (for some) significant portions of their
lives with friends, colleagues and virtual strangers. (Kolko 1995)

MOOs are “environments” in a more literal sense than the usual Windows or
Macintosh notion, but they are less cumbersome than the stereotypical “virtual
reality” of the arcade with its goggles and gloves. They offer places to be, to study,
to play, as well as to talk in. As will be described in more detail further on, entry
to MOO space is via an Internet-linked computer and the keyboard. A participant
enters by some form of gateway or portal. Typically, there will be a welcome screen
containing information about the type of MOO you are about to enter, how to join
in and who to contact for further information or a permanent character.

GrassRoots TVR

GrassRoots TVR is a virtual community that fosters the growth
and development of all its citizens. It is a functional
community that encompasses education, culture, and support where
distance is not a barrier to cooperation and collaboration. It
originated from the integration of text-based virtual reality,
listservs, and the World Wide Web to harness the Information and
Communication potential of the Internet.
http://www.enabling.org/grassroots/

If you see ‘--More--’ toward the bottom of your screen, press
the Tab key.
Login Commands:
co guest | to connect as a gquest
co persona password | to connect as your
character
map | to see a map of
GrassRoots

@who | to see who is online
8quit | to exit this site

If you are interested in becoming a permanent resident here,
type:

@request playername for user@blah.blah.com

E.G. @request Lioness for akp@frontiernet.net

There are 4 personae connected now.

Figure 2: GrassRoots MOO Welcome Screen, with permission
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Once connected or logged in, the MOO participant is immediately asked to don a
persona or “character”. In many MOOs, this might be provided initially — a form of
guest entry lapel badge. In the largest and most popular English language learning
MOO, SchM0Oze University, even the guest participant is invited to name
her/himself and provide some kind of personal description. The following is a
description written by a student who named himself “Bug-Talking” during an
intermediate language learner's MOO project. Note the way he addresses his teacher
(Val) in the text. This description was written in order to be read.

**% BUG-TALKING *%*

Don’t imagine I am very small. In fact, I am a strong man. I
like fishing but most of the time I am very lazy, idle all day
and unwilling to make anything except make tea. Yes. Only tea, I
like tea so much. I would die without it. Sometimes I like
reading. Please remember just ’‘sometimes’. Aha! Don’t be
nervous, Val. Just kidding. I really like reading, because that
will help me develop my English quickly. (Now you can relax, my
dear Val). I like discovery. Usually I spend a lot of time
discovering second-hand goods everywhere, if they are worth
investing in. I think it’s very interesting.

Figure 3: Intermediate ESL student’s personal MO0 description

Once logged in and announced, the participant is within a world of words, built to
be enjoyed and to create a mood like a book. Generally speaking, most of these
worlds offer some kind of entry portal or quiet space where new participants are
able to get to grips with basic commands and the themes of the environment.

Where a book invites the reader to turn the pages, entry to text-based virtual
reality invites the reader to explore exits — entrances to new “room”’ or described
spaces.

Welcome to eMU

You are standing in a park. You can see a creek running along
the west side of the park. You can see the gums trees moving in
the gentle wind. You can see a gate to the east. You can follow
the path to the south to get to DEAF TOWN

Obvious exits: [south] to Deaf Town

Figure 4: The primary entrance to eMU — an early experimental MO0 for the deaf
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The description in Figure 4 was taken from an experimental MOO for a group of deaf
English as a Second Language learners. The entrance was therefore designed with
simplicity in mind, as the deaf participants found “written noise” as loud and
distracting as a hearing person might find party noise! The nature of the
environment is defined by its owners and builders. The game-playing MUDs/M00s
often offer Tolkeinesque landscapes, or perhaps more familiar media images of Star
Trek type scenes. Many social MOOs are also generated by a literary theme, such as
the Anne McCaffrey Pern series (SouCon MUSH: http://www.soucon.godlike.com/),
or Amy Bruckman's MOOse Crossing, a constructive MOO environment for children
which offers a Harry Potter realm. Others are visions of future cities such as the
Chiba M00. The largest and the original MOO space, Pavel Curtis’ Lambda MO0 is
based on the original builder's home, but has grown and been developed by many
different participants to Gormenghast-like proportions.

Many educational MOOs offer classroom spaces, libraries, even student union
buildings complete with cafés where virtual food may be ordered from a catering
robot. Other MOO builders have opted for open-ended landscapes where creativity
does not need to fit in with a theme.

Once inside a MOO, the participant is generally invited to explore the public areas
and interact with other users. These actions are, again, achieved via keyboard text
commands. Each time a user enters a different space, a description of place is
offered and new entrances and exits given. This means that a MOO participant
needs a basic control of MOO commands in order to be able to interact both with
other users and with the MOO space itself. Like the earlier games upon which they
are based, there is a short list of simple commands for a beginner or “newbie” to
learn (see Figure 5).

Once a participant has mastered basic navigation of MOO spaces, there are many
more commands that enable further design of “characters” or basic room building,
right up to quite advanced creation of new responsive objects, such as a wind-up
toy duck (for The WorldMOO Toy Duck Programming Tutorial see
http://www.jesus.ox.ac.uk/~jireland/MOODuck. html)!

While these commands do involve a slight learning curve, they offer the versatility
necessary to make the most of an environment that offers great scope for the
imagination. It has been our personal experience, too, that even the most
elementary of language learners within a MOO space has quickly become adept at
using the basic commands as soon as s/he realises the communication and
community potential.

A real delight of MOO spaces is that it is very easy to create things within them, as
all creation is via writing. Most of us start by designing a “room” or corner, to call
home. This generally requires membership of the chosen M0OO. Like different social
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Command Effect

B connect XXXX the standard connection command

B Say XXXX or “ used to “speak” to other users

®  look shows you the MOOspace you are in

®  look XXXX shows you other users’ descriptions

B read XXXX enables you to read ‘notes’ and
messages around the MOO.

® page enables you to send a message to a
user who is not in the same zone as

yourself
§ emote or : enables you to ‘act’
= @who shows you who (else) is logged into

the MOO and where they are

® Gquit takes you out of the MOO

Figure 5: Basic MOO commands for beginners.

clubs in real life, MOO membership tends to require that the participant has visited
as a guest and become accustomed to the basic commands and theme of the MOO
and wishes to “M0OQve in".

Once a MOO participant has her/his own room, s/he has created a stable space in
which to entertain friends, hold meetings or explore further the creative
possibilities of these text-based worlds. For an educator, this creative use of MOO
space is an opportunity to explore and encourage all sorts of creative writing,
collaboration and construction amongst their students.

Y pages, “I still remember the moment I first visited the virtual Kibbutz, I could
actually feel the scent from all those picturesque but yet objective descriptions."

Figure 6: Logged comment from a teacher in SchM0Oze with permission.

The following figure shows a student room description from an ESL MOO project.
This room was designed by the two students “living” there as their own personal
space. They collaborated on the description offline and then built it into the MOO.
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Ghost Room

It is modern and simple. It has two beds. On the left side is
Tetsu’s bed and on the right side is Olly’s bed. A modern
technology multi system television which has a teletex system is
in the left corner at the back of the room and a red big sofa is
in front of the television. It has blue carpet on the floor.
There are two wooden desks and chairs between our beds. A stereo
set is in the left corner at the front of the room beside
Tetsu’s bed. An air conditioner is in the middle of the front
wall. There is a book shelf in the right corner at the back of
the room. There are two windows on the left side of the room.
There is a door on the right side of the room near the book
shelf.

Figure 7: Learners’ description of the “Ghost Room"

Using MOOs for language learning: integrating use of M0O
spaces into the classroom as a rehearsal space

The stories told here tend to focus on the experience of learners of English as a

.Second Language. Readers working in a language other than English need only

translate into their own terms. When we first started working in MOO spaces, we
wanted to use them as practice spaces for low level learners. This meant our first
consideration was the problem that many L2 learners expressed at that time —
how to teach the class the basic skills necessary to use the MO0, without teaching
information and communication technology per se. And, of course, as in most
language learning situations, learners had to achieve a certain number of language
learning goals within their class time. In order to accomplish this, and to ensure
that learners saw the work they were doing as an essential part of their language
course, we integrated the use of the MOO step by step, over a number of weeks.
The curriculum fitted in with the steps quite neatly. For example, the initial classes
were used to set the scene and related to work on personal descriptions and
adjectives in the curriculum at the time.

In order to minimise the pressure on learners to cope with writing descriptions and,
simultaneously, to acclimatise to the technology, they had already prepared a
personal description by the time they were shown how to enter the MOO, and were
asked to name and describe themselves. It should be noted that these were not
supposed to be realistic personal descriptions, although some were. Other learners’
descriptions were of the people they wanted to be rather than of the people they
were, but it provided rich opportunities for writing and grammar practice, both
within and outside of the M0Q.

Once this initial stage was passed, the same group was encouraged to practise
) 4 M7
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question forms, in order to find out about the other participants in the MO space,
some of whom were classmates while others were “M0Otizens”from other countries
and cultures.

The excitement generated by this meeting of an “authentic audience” was quite
powerful. All too often, practice in the language classroom can take the form of
rote repetition rather than of genuine communication, no matter how cleverly we
set up the activities. It is difficult to “suspend disbelief” in a classroom setting. In
MOO space, however, what could, in the face-to-face classroom, be a mundane
question about the weather, may develop into a motivating and interesting or
educational discussion.

S1 says, “is it cold in Ukraine now?”

52 nods

S2 says, “3-4 below zero”

S2 says, “and in Nagoya” :

S1 says, “really! too cold. the minimum tempareture in here is 2_4,
but I feel so cold.”

S2 says, “minimum temperature of the last winter was 25-27 bolw
zero"

Figure 8: Learners discussing the weather in their respective real life locations.
(logged during the Collaborative MOO project by Shield et al)

The integrated MOO project continued with further work that exploited the virtual
spaces of the MOO itself. Learners were encouraged to acquire a further set of MOO
commands in order to navigate and explore the written descriptions — the world
— of the particular MOO being used. The group was sent on a virtual treasure hunt
which involved reading the description of each space they progressed to within the
MOO, and finally meeting up in a virtual cafeteria to chat.

A further session took them to the role-playing level where they were encouraged
to explore the use of question forms, and to role-play further by means of that old
party game where questions are asked to ascertain the assumed identity of the
player.

The process of integrating use of the MOO space into the classroom curriculum
continued over the course of the term. Other aspects explored in the MOO included
organising and giving a party for one of the students’ birthdays, and getting the
group to design and build their own rooms within the M0O.

We decided that the group should share rooms in order to establish a collaborative
writing exercise where working together was as important as writing the description
or designing the space. The activity also fitted in with revision of prepositions of
place as is evident from Saluki and Marine’s rather romantic description:
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SALUKI AND MARINE'S ROMANTIC PARADISE

It is a big and romantic room. It has two queen size beds on either side of the room.
It has pink pillows and pink blankets. There are two desk lamps on the desk on either
side of the bed. A very big mirror is between the beds. In front of the mirror there is
a stereo and a karaoke player. It has one big wooden door opposite the mirror. The
other two doors are on either side of the room between laser disc and refrigerators.
There is a big tiled square pool in the left corner beside the big wooden door. It has
many pink lights around the pool. In the right corner beside the door there is a coke
dispenser. In the middle of the room there is a round pink rug. A round wooden table
and the soft pink sofa are in the middle of the rug. It has two big television and
videos on either side of the rug. The room has soft lights hanging from the ceiling.
There are six big French windows and pink curtains around the room. It has pink
carpet on the floor and a lot of flowers everywhere.

Fig 8: Saluki and Marine’s room description (ESL M0O Project)

As the term finished, some of the students moved on to other classes but some
stayed on as MOOtizens, learning more about how to create within the environment
and making friends with other MOO users outside the class. As teachers, we looked
at their proficiency in the environment and realised that we had given them a
“bigger place to play”.

Some MOOs are set up and designed as educational establishments in order to hold
meetings and create a scholarly atmosphere. Indeed such spaces are ideal for online
courses and online course delivery. Such is the versatility of building in object-
oriented text spaces that they have been used to give PhD defences in a carefully
orchestrated MOO space (Grigar 1998), complete with recording potential and
display facilities. We have used MOO space on other more formal occasions, such as
training courses for teachers, and online opportunities for invited guests to join
conferences (see http://www.fed.qut.edu.au/tesol/cmc/barcelona/ for the
Barcelona MOO Based Guest Event). However, this aspect of MOO use assumes that
there is no real life classroom or meeting place. Where there are groups coming in
from an established classroom environment, it seems a terrible waste of an
opportunity simply to attempt to recreate the necessary strictures of that space
(Fanderclai 1995). After the successes of early ESL MOO projects, where the main
aim was to introduce learners to an environment where they could communicate in
real time and gain confidence, we wanted to continue our own exploration of these
spaces with learners, but were wary of any task that might limit their freedom
within the virtual environment. This is, we believe, where the nature of building in
MOOs becomes a truly creative language learning resource. This led us into other,
more constructive projects that were more focused on exploiting the use of text-
based virtual realities as realms which might enhance and enrich other classroom
activities.
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This paper defines two main forms that such projects might take. The first is one
where the MOO space is used as a play-space or creativity workshop — a bigger
place to play. Like school playgrounds or a lunch break at work, such room to be
creative is an essential part of the creative (or learning) process, but it is not
within the learning environment. The second form or approach to projects is where
the MOO is used to develop a place in cyberspace. This place is the equivalent of
bringing in some photos to an office in order to make it more homelike, or sticking
pictures from school on the fridge for everyone to see.

Using MOOs for language learning: M0Os as “bigger places to
playll

We would enter the story, and the plot would change according to our actions
while still sustaining its power to surprise and delight us. What would such
stories be like? (Murray 1997:63).

A major dilemma for the teacher with a curriculum to adhere to when using text-
based environments, is that the nature of the environment itself encourages a sense
of freedom. This aspect has been noted by teachers, time and time again, as they
watch their students leap into enthusiastic conversation and creativity, the open-
ended theatrical script, and leave the restrictions of the classroom behind (Turner
1995). This freedom provides a strong argument in favour of using such spaces.
However, for the teacher with curriculum goals, it means that the task given to
students needs to be designed to include this glorious anarchy.

In order to exploit the theatrical nature of MOO spaces and the rich discourse
encouraged by the environment, a project called The Walk on the ICE was designed,
with the use of Connections MOO, in the English Language Programs at the
Queensland University of Technology. This project involved the learners in creating
fictitious characters, building a virtual village in MOO space, and playing out the
roles they imagined their characters might encounter in the course of village life.
The MOO was used as a rehearsal space for the main language learning goal of
creative writing work. As a general rule, these enactments in MOO space were not
logged or recorded but were viewed as the actors’ play time. After their MOO
adventures in the personae of their characters, the learners were then invited to
write up the stories as narrative texts. These were then posted on The Village Web
site for others to read and join in the plot, if they so desired. The Walk on the ICE
in the form described here, took a typical English language course session of twelve
weeks. During that time, we involved two different classes of learners and a group
of upper primary school students. In terms of language work {(both ESL and
mainstream), it was felt that the project satisfyingly covered a range of desired
skills within the set curriculum. The players (no longer “learners” but “players” or
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agents, as suggested in Warschauer 2000) were given situations where they had to
discuss and collaborate with each other in order to construct an identity and an
environment. This was the process by which they reached the required goal of
creative writing. It enabled the variety of learners to concentrate on their
individual forte. Stronger visually-oriented learners focused on the use of images as
part of the process, drawing both characters and maps which were posted as part of
the Web site. Some focused on the written descriptions, others on the role-play and
the speaking. The plots were sketchily drawn up by collaborative groups, but only
came into existence as a result of the totality of each player’s involvement.

MUDs make text interactive, spontaneous, and collaborative; writers cobble
together a collective hallucination (the rooms, object, and characters), breed
narratives of love and war, and jam like improv poets with their chat.

(Davis 1994)

In The Walk on the ICE, the writing process gets turned into a stage show where the
audience are themselves the writers and the readers. In terms of our original goal,
we were pleased to see a whole new realm of potential open up for the use of MOO
spaces — and, in particular, one that actually exploited the chaotic nature of the
domain and encouraged the kind of freedom that we had so enjoyed offering
players in earlier projects. Some of the more intricate stories got lost in the
rehearsal stage and were never written up. We will never find out about Gwendolin
now — like a true television soap opera character, she disappeared, written out of
the script. Later, perhaps, she may come out of the storeroom (Crossroads) or we
may have a character waking up and realising that the whole of the past year has
been a dream (Dallas).

Using MOOs for language learning: the virtual fridge door

The architecture of that virtual space doesn’t frame the conversation — it's a
central component of it. We're used to communicating with our friends and
family by sending them snapshots or sketches or tape mixes, but in the future
we will reach out to those around us by sharing virtual environments.

(Johnson 1997)

Many of our students come from a strong teacher-led educational background, and
find that the notion of collaboration can seem quite “foreign". The privacy apparent
in text-based spaces might make this transition easier for them. The teacher can, in
effect “leave the room". If a group using MOO spaces have been given a collaborative
task, the nature of the actual conversation is less important than the results. As we
discovered in The Walk on the ICE, a lot of chaos and freedom in MOO space
generated the imagination necessary for the creative writing work outside the space.
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Others (Schwienhorst 1998; Shield et al 1999) have adopted a different emphasis,
with the collaboration within MOO space generating constructive work within the
space itself, and the shared success of creating what is, in effect, a community of
learners — or, indeed, of teachers — working together. While the emphasis is on
language learners, it is personal experience that the same principles hold true for
teachers and indeed other learners with non-language specific goals (see the Solar
System in GrassRoots MOO for ideas about a Year 7 science project, or Charles
Dickens’ World for an English literature approach).

This community aspect is further enhanced by the “publishing” aspect of MOO
space. The versatility and accessibility of MOO spaces has inspired many other
language learning projects based on collaborative principles. A visit to SchM00ze
University offers an educator the opportunity to join the “Cultural Centre". This is a
project mainly organised as an opportunity for both classes and individual students
to add something about their own countries to display to other MOO visitors and
MOOtizens. The two teachers involved, along with the MOO owners, have set up an
area within the MOO where the participant can enter and read users’ descriptions of
different countries, complete with the appropriate atmosphere. The writing is often
very evocative, as demonstrated by the extract below. This was a “writing for
fluency” exercise and was corrected by a language teacher for glaring errors, but
left as intact as possible. The student’s tone was important here, not the
grammatical accuracy.

Fraser island

As you know, Fraser island is the most biggest sand island in
the world. When you go there, you can see transparent Pacific
ocean and the wild bush which people have never broken, and also
you can touch very smooth sand. The ocean is so transparent that
sometimes you can‘t realize whether there is water or not. You
must be surprised when you realize it and also you must be
surprised when you see the wreck on the beach. I don‘t know how
old it is, but it has been really damaged. To my surprise, the
wreck still keeps its shape instead of its damage. The bush is
quite amazing because there are many big trees and plants that
have never touched by people. When you see it, you can be moved
because of the real nature. The sand is also quite amazing
because it is really smooth. After you touch the sand, nothing
leave on your hands. It means the sand is really smooth. I have
never touch such smooth sand in my whole life. At last, the sky
is quite high and blue. There are no clouds in the sky. Fraser
island is the best place in Brisbane for me.

Figure 9: MOO description of Fraser Island written for the Cultural Centre in SchM00ze
by an intermediate level learner of English
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Many language teachers are using the publishing opportunities provided by the
World Wide Web for a similar purpose. A difference within MOO space is that the
writers themselves can easily add or change the work so “published”, without
having to access a server to do so. The descriptions are often more literary than
many found on the Web, as they rely entirely upon the written language, perhaps
supported by some ASCII graphics (pictures made of keyboard symbols). The
authors can invite other people into the space they have written and designed. A
collaborative project can be discussed by the participants and constructed as they
discuss — even if the collaborators occupy different time zones. For example, a
project designed by Lesley Shield and Markus Weininger (Shield et al 2000) goes
this step further and involves collaboration across cultural and time zones with
distance learning in mind.

Evaluation and Discussion: using MOO spaces for
Communication, Collaboration and Creation.

But it's these threads that leave my head spinning and my heart racing, the
gliding over the surface of a new topic at thrilling speeds and plunging in
occasionally, connecting with others in a frenzied shouting match in a virtual
room to the point of exhaustion, then getting up from my chair, looking
around, and realizing that I'm the only one home. (Rickly 1995)

Communication

When conversing in real time via the keyboard, one is always aware of typing
speed. While the mind may be capable of quick expression, the fingers may not!
Indeed, our first impression of MOO use in the classroom was that it certainly
assisted students with motivating keyboard practice. There is an awareness of a
person waiting on the other side of the screen who may not be aware of the reason
for the delay. Shield et al (1999) list this keyboard skill development as a major
function of MOO use. As the need for technological literacy becomes more and more
important in the sphere of education and in the workplace, the keyboard is often
the primary method of input and the ability to keyboard at reasonable speed
becomes more crucial. The medium of synchronous communication has effectively
developed an “argot” or slang, as have many other shared discourse communities,
such as lawyers, surfers, and even language teachers. This discourse community can
produce barriers for the newbie entering such spaces, but is assimilated in much the
same manner as the new player becomes aware of others’ language use. For the
language specialist, this is fascinating to watch as it means the students are not
only reading other participants’ words, but also acquiring the cultural discourse
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prevalent in the medium, driven perhaps by the same “need for speed". They are
communicating effectively. The textual nature of MOO interaction, and the privacy
it provides, can be seen as 6ffering a safe way of practising English. However, there
is always another side. As Groves (1997) reports, it could be claimed that, “he who
types fastest, shouts loudest”. A recent article in High Wired magazine perhaps
sums up the situation. The author notes that it is not so much that users of
network communications are more honest or less shy, but that they are more
expressive in their communication via the keyboard. This is an ideal situation for
the writer and for writing exploration.

Because of the sense of community generated by such established spaces, use of
MOO spaces provides an opportunity for leamners to make friends with native
speakers of the target language, which in turn becomes a motivational factor in
their learning. However, for the language teacher who wishes to explore and
experiment with MOO spaces, this requires that s/he recognise that such spaces are
not necessarily appropriate for practice in conversational accuracy, but that they do
provide an environment for conversational fluency and a rehearsal space for
situations and meetings that they might well encounter in real life. This paper
takes a tools-for-the-job approach, and there are many other more appropriate
technologies available for accuracy practice, so whether or not this rehearsal space
actually improves the quality of the participant’s second language is not as
important as providing them with an opportunity to explore and play in that
language. That said, unlike face-to-face speech, conversations that take place
within a MOO may be “logged” or recorded and read through by student and teacher
as a “reflective learning opportunity” (Shield et al 1999) after the conversation is
over.

This notion of rehearsal space is further supported by the privacy of the
synchronous text-based medium (on privacy and anonymity see Bruckman: The
Turing Game, http://www.cc.gatech.edu/elc/turing/). It is curious to note that
even when the participants in a MOO event are all sitting within the same computer
lab in real life, it is not unusual for the individual learners to suspend disbelief and
assume that they don't actually know (in real life) who they are talking to. I have
often seen learners cross-examine a conversational partner for clues to her/his
identity even if they have all been logged in together and the partner has already
intimated that they are part of the class! They will then physically walk over to the
colleague’s computer to check that they are who they claim they are. This privacy,
the lack of social context clues such as dress, demeanour, and gender, and of
physical context clues such as age, mean that the “speaker” is effectively free of
many of the face-to-face pressures that exist in real life conversation. Of course,
this freedom from such clues is a two-edged sword, and the participant must meet
with their interlocutor on the same terms. This requires that their writing be their
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communication and seems to encourage what Kolko (1995) has termed the creation
of belief. M0O-based conversations, placed as they are within a text-based
theatrical stage, interweave conversation with action.

For language teachers using MOO space, while this playfulness can be exploited as a
language opportunity, there are other interesting side effects. MOO users are
encouraged to craft a name for themselves and to fill it out with a description for
others to view. One of the MOO worksheets for the ESL MOO project demanded that
learners enter the MOO, use a name other than their own, and then ask questions
to establish each other’s identity. “Crab", a very quiet, shy Japanese girl, became a
handsome, kind footballer with a multitude of girlfriends; “Ken" wanted to find a
girlfriend who would be a close friend and share his sadness and happiness;
“Thanh” walks alone at midnight; “Bug-Talking” made a subtle indication that the
reading homework being dished out in class was a bit too much! These flights of
fantasy often provide the teacher with insights into learners’ feelings that may not
be voiced in a real life class. It has been noted (Warschauer 1994) that use of
networked learning might encourage shy learners to use their language skills in a
face-to-face conversation. One teacher writing about his MOO experiences mentions
that one of his students spoke to him for the first time from within the safety and
anonymity of the MOO (Guest 1995). This phenomenon has been reported before
(Chun 1994) and perhaps merits further exploration. Of our students, “Crab” in
particular, seemed to benefit from this. Her previous work had been pretty well
restricted to writing, but suddenly she was actively discussing the sessions in class.
Crab was a little tougher and more outspoken than his puppeteer, and perhaps this
space to rehearse did give his originator more confidence. We do not suggest that
this was some sort of miracle directly attributable to MOO use, but we do think the
stimulus helped tremendously and gave the group a focus. It certainly seemed to us
that the group exploring MOO space became more confident in their natural
classroom speech as a result of their experience within the M0O.

Crab

My name is Crab, I'm a handsome, smart, kind, honest guy! I'm tall. I'm intelligent.
I'm a student at QUT. I like sports very much and I play football very well! Anyway I
have a strong, brave body. I'm popular with all the young, pretty girls in this town!!
Of course I have many cute and beautiful girlfriends. I'll get married with someone
who is the most beautiful of all =. In the future I want to be a movie star like ‘Arnie’,
then I will get a lot of money and a magnificent house with a nice sports car like a
‘Porche’, many servants and a big beautiful tiled swimming pool!!

Figure 10: “Crab’s” description
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Collaboration

For a community MOO, as many of the language-specialised MOOs are, the life of a
MOO is often the feeling of being in a busy environment with many people all
talking at once, as it is in a real life café or public meeting place. Because the
interaction is textual and without spatial clues, a newcomer may initially be
bewildered by the richness of the text streaming past on the screen. This is where
the object-oriented “world” nature of MOO space really comes into its own.

As might be gathered, setting up a simple “speaking” or communication task in
MOO spaces might be rewarding, but does not exploit the richness of the
environment. There seems to be little point in telling a group of language learners
to go and have a conversation about, say, the weather, as we might if we were
setting up a classroom accuracy practice role-play. Why not use the anarchy of the
MOO to let the students discuss their own tasks and then use the space as a
publishing space to display their work? Davies et al (1998) have described a useful
philosophy for teaching in MOO spaces as “3C0": COllaboration, COnstruction and
COmmunity. This approach neatly covers the range of current educational beliefs
that fit together beautifully in the text-based landscapes of M0Os. Collaboration
involves students in working together and communicating for a purpose.
Construction defines their environment, their context and gives them the
opportunity to learn by doing and creating. And Community is the group they work
both with and for.

We continuously seek “authentic audience” when using the Internet with our
learners (Warschauer 2000). A real audience is one that can respond to the
communication taking place. What could be more authentic than adding a corner to
a living environment? Much the same has been said about the World Wide Web and
its hypertext landscape. Shneiderman (1998) uses the expression “relate-create-
donate” to express this feeling behind his collaborative Web work with groups of
students. Put simply, the students work together (relate) in order to make (create)
Web-based documents and projects which are then offered (donate) to an authentic
audience of their peers and beyond. A particular freedom in taking this approach to
student’s work in MOO spaces is that student control and access to Web publishing
in many institutions needs to be via a technical resource person, or possibly a
complex and expensive setting up of individual accounts and mapped spaces. In
contrast to this, once a student is a member of a MOO and they have been allocated
a space to build in, revisions and changes can be done swiftly without recourse to
network administration. The students are in control of the “means of production”.
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Creation

The more realized the immersive environment, the more active we want to be
within it. When things we do bring tangible results, we experience the second
characteristic of electronic environments — the sense of agency: agency is the
satisfying power to take meaningful action and see the results of our decisions
and choices. {Murray 1997:126)

This control of the means of production is a community effort. It is part of the
theatre of MOO spaces. Each player contributes to the atmosphere of the whole.
Warschauer (2000) explores this as a concept of agency. Agency might be defined as
the power to take action. Warschauer (2000) cites Kramsch et al (in press) when he
describes agency as “the power to construct a representation of reality, a writing of
history, and to impose reception of it by others". In MOO space, Kolko (1995) notes
that this power is expressed through writing and the theatrical discourse produced,
and is a powerful representation of the power and potential of the written word in
the real world. Perhaps more importantly for us as teachers, MOO spaces are, for
their members, real places. This involves the players acting within communities that
they have an interest in remaining a part of — much as one might enjoy the
community produced by attending a yoga class for example. In the same manner,
MOO “builders” are part of a group that has an interest in the continuation of the
persona of the community. This is more akin to Murray’s (1997) description of
agency. This is a feeling of not only belonging but also being relevant. Murray
discusses agency from a perspective of the player becoming part of the story. Not
merely watching or sitting within the action but, like the satisfactions of game
spaces, being able to affect the action as one would in the real world. Activity
alone is not agency — joining in a MOO community, creating it, and extending its
borders, might be.

There are many more success stories of these approaches than are recounted here.
We hope that this piece will inspire the reader. As with any project, it can be time-
consuming to set up and run a collaborative MOO-based project. However, it is very
likely that where such projects take place within MOO spaces, the educators
themselves will find the same rewards that they are seeking for their learners as
they investigate, and take advantage of, the unique possibilities of these text-based
virtual worlds.
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How to use MO0 spaces: Entering MOO spaces — basic
information & clients

A delight in using MOO Space is that there is more than one way to enter. It is
possible to enter any MOO by using raw TELNET. If you are running Windows, this is
part of your environment. Go to the “start” menu and choose “run”. Type “telnet”
and you should be offered the most basic of programs. In the Mac environment,
NCSA TELNET is a similar crude option. The “port” part of the address is important
when using MOOs.

However, it is much more convenient to use a client program. Generally speaking, a
client will separate the screen text from the input text, and lessen the visual
density of the text. There are a variety of these available for free. We recommend
installing PUEBLO for Windows and NT and MUDDweller for the Mac.

PUEBLO is freely available from http://www.chaco.com

MUDDweller is available from http:/ /moo.hawaii.edu/athemoo/MUDDwellefZl.sit
Other available Mac clients: http://www.pure-mac.com/mud.html

Other available Windows clients: ftp://papa.indstate.edu/winsock-l/mud/
UNIX/LINUX client: http://www.andreasen.org/mcl/index. shtml

And other operating systems: http://tales.ccs.yorku.ca/ mush/connect/client. html

A number of MOOs offer Web-based access via a Java client window. It is always
wise to check out the MOO home page to see if such options are available. In
particular, the EnCore Express interface is very user friendly. It is also fairly simple
to use EnCore in order to run your own MOO:

High Wired EnCore Home Page: http://lingua.utdallas.edu/ encore/

. 176

ERICeevono saBEL — 1aNGUAGE LEARNING oNLINE

IToxt Provided by ERI



WORLDS OF WORDS

Some Educational MOOs

These are just a few examples. It is always wiser to investigate the theme of the
MOO and explore before deciding to use one with students.

General K-12 M0Os

EdMO00 Web Interface: http://edx5.educ.monash.edu.au:7000/

MO0Ose Crossing Web page: http://www.cc.gatech.edu/elc/moose-crossing/
ESL/EFL

SchM00ze University: telnet://schmooze.hunter.cuny.edu: 8888

Web Address: http://schmooze.hunter.cuny.edu: 8888/

Spanish
Mundo Hispano: telnet://admiral.umsl.edu:8888

French
MO0 Frangais: telnet://admiral.umsl.edu:7777
Le MOOlin Rouge: telnet://cmc.uib.no:9000

German
Dreistadt: telnet://cmc.uib.no:8888

Community support & education

GrassRoots: telnet://moo.enabling.org:8888

Web address: http://:www.enabling.org/GrassRoots/

Education and research

Diversity University: telnet://moo.du.org:8888

Web address: http://www.du.org/

Connections MOO: telnet://moo.mud.org:3333

Web address: http://web.nwe.ufl.edu/~tari/connections/index. html
Lingua M00: http://lingua.utdallas.edu:7000/

Web address: http://lingua.utdallas.edu/
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Theatre exploration M0Os
ATHEMOO: http://moo.hawaii.edu/athemoo/

Firewalls:

Some networks, particularly educational institutions, automatically firewall-out the
higher port addresses that MOOs use. Check out the MOO Web page you are
interested in, and ask for only the particular port it uses to be opened.

General information and further resources:
The eMU Papers: http://www.fed.qut.edu.au/tesol/cmc/emu/
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PART 2 - PRACTICE: VIRTUAL LANGUAGE LEARNING REVISITED

Developments since 1998

It is striking how quickly Web-based language learning has developed since the
publication of Virtual Language Learning. Two years ago, languages were pioneers
and excellent sites were difficult to find. Now the Web has taken off in a variety of
directions and many more sites are available. One reason for this is the speed with
which the Web enables new ideas to be disseminated. This is very noticeable, for
example, in the spread of task-based Web activities with access to authentic sites,
along with a shift from work on paper to on-screen forms that can be submitted
electronically. Another reason for the growth is the ease with which Web pages can
be created by piggybacking on the work of others. In other contexts, this might be
regarded as plagiarism or theft of intellectual property, but in the online world it is
still seen as collaboration, or the grateful exploitation of the generosity of others.
The ability to link easily to existing sites means that there is some tendency not to
redo what has already been done. However, despite the appearance of sites that
provide free templates for quizzes and encourage users to post their work back for
others to use, we are still a long way from any worldwide collaborative pooling of
talent and time,

While improvements have not been uniform, they have been achieved largely by
way of better technologies that have led, among other things, to better
presentation. This is notable in the case of graphics and sound, even if the Web
still cannot match the reliable quality offered by CD-ROM. Striking advances that
were making their appearance as the book was going to press were Voice Chat and
Voice Bulletin Boards. These are likely to be taken up rapidly to fill the greatest
perceived gap in Web-based learning. Technological advance, however, is not always
an unmixed blessing; while we are still waiting for the long promised broadband
services to become widely available, sites using the latest developments in graphics
can take a wearying time to download over a 56K modem. There are other problems
online, too — some plug-ins do not work in every context, and some sites are
available only to Internet Explorer or Netscape, while others cater for Windows but
not Macintosh. The Web's ideal of universal standards is not always achieved.

A noticeable and interesting development is the spread of commercialisation even in
sites that started off as free but have changed, if only by inctuding banner
advertising and a shop. The trend is not yet powerful enough to justify predictions
that the Web will eventually split into quality sites for which users have to pay and
free sites that are of poor quality, but there are signs of change. Given the expense
involved in creating, running and updating any site, the chances must be that the
best material will be developed by sites that can rely on costs being covered by
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income generated, even if, as Claudia Popov's article in Part 1 shows, this is not a
trouble-free option. Apart from anything else, commercial courses are competing
with free courses and will presumably need to provide convincing reasons for
anybody to hand over money. Expensive — perhaps even 24-hour — access to
teachers is an obvious one, as is the certification that universities and other
educational institutions can provide.

All the same, the Web still contains plenty of sites that provide resources without
charge, and there is no reason to believe that they are going to disappear soon, or
at all. So one likely future is for the Web increasingly to be split between the
commercial and the charitable, with a category of sponsored sites in between.
Where languages are concerned, the most likely and best endowed sponsors will be
governments who see the Web as a useful way of exporting their culture, though
the sites created by publishers to support their textbooks might also be seen as
sponsored. A complicating element in such a scenario is the fact that it seems
inevitable that commercial sites will focus on the small handful of languages in
high demand (with ESL in the lead), leaving the less common languages to the
enthusiasts, or, in some cases, to governments.

Reflections on the pedagogy

Technology, ideas and implementations are changing too rapidly for it yet to be
possible to provide a definitive picture of the pedagogy that drives CALL on the
Web. It is easy to see, though, whether individual developments have been directed
by technicians, or by teachers, or by a team of instructional designers with
expertise in IT, graphics and pedagogy.

Excellent things are being done, especially through synchronous and asynchronous
forums like discussion groups, bulletin boards, chats and M0Os. The Web provides
wonderful potential for creative teachers to motivate students and keep them
interested, and individual practitioners are using different combinations of
approaches in a variety of ways. Included among these are hybrid approaches
designed to avoid potential technical problems, such as downloading activities from
the Web on to a self-contained Intranet, integrating CD-ROMs and the Web, or
running audio conferencing or videoconferencing with Web activities.

Pedagogical approaches online range widely from traditional grammar-based
teaching to innovative goal-oriented quests, with the former still dominating.
However, it can be difficult to determine the overall teaching approach of any site
because what is freely accessible on the Web is often only part of a larger package
that also invariably includes face-to-face teaching. It is likely that the most
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exciting learning takes place off-line in the creative processes negotiated between

teachers and learners, sometimes across continents, in which the Web features as a
tool rather than instructor. However, the latest generation of online Webquests and
simulations promises to become a pedagogically exciting and sound exploitation of
the new technoloagies.

Nevertheless, while the Web is providing an increasingly rich shared free resource to
CALL practitioners, the often alluded to radical rethinking of the teaching approach
still has a long way to go. The goal remains to use the Web for meaningful, realistic
activities, to rethink the teaching approach, and to exploit the various
communication resources available in the most motivating way possible.

Resources surveyed
Types

To help clarify what is on offer, the materials listed here are divided into categories
that reflect different approaches to providing learning resources for languages on
the Web, and range from substantial materials or whole subjects to self-contained
interactive tasks. The divisions between the categories are not absolute — not only
is there inevitably a great deal of overlap between them, but there is, in any case, a
tendency for sites to become multi-purpose (not only grammar lessons and
exercises, but also Web tasks and chat, for example). However, feedback on Virtual
Language Learning suggests that even a rough division is useful. In this revision,
the extensive category of ESL has been included in the main text. If the collection
is still dominated by a small number of mainly Western European languages, it is —
unfortunately — because they are the languages for which materials continue to be
most plentiful.

Recent developments on the Web are reflected in some new categories, like the
wonderful sites for children, the still scarce but excitingly sophisticated Webquests,
complex collaborative activities, professional development, tools, and publishers’
sites. We have also included a section of metasites for anybody who wants to
explore further the wealth of material that is available on the Web even though, in
the absence of databases that are both fully comprehensive and critically
annotated, users have to cope with the problem of identifying relevant material
from the bewildering choice on offer.

While many months have been devoted to searching the Web, often with the help
of colleagues who have forwarded favourite sites, this collection does not aim to be
— indeed cannot be — fully comprehensive. Instead, we have done the work of

S
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selection across a range of individual languages with the aim of producing a list of
interesting and useful sites as a starting point for further searches.

Rationale for selection

Selection has focussed on resources which (a) have the potential to be integrated
into existing courses, (b) are instantly usable without a teacher where adequate
online feedback is provided, (c) are free or available at a reasonable cost or for
credit, and (d) are substantial or provide useful self-contained activities. While
some of these resources may be of greatest value within the context of their host
course, all offer many hours of useful work for motivated students.

We have included what we thought the best examples for languages in which the
selection was large, and most available examples for languages in which only few
resources were found. Covering a large number of languages has allowed a wide
variety of approaches to method, graphics, structure, feedback and ideas to be
presented.

Evaluation of resources

Resources have not been judged against any other criteria because it is impossible
in many cases to judge an entire approach from online materials that form only
part of the course. Instead, our aim has been to produce a comprehensive picture of
what can be done, and allow readers themselves to choose what suits their purpose
best. While no attempt is made to tell teachers how to teach or learners how to
learn (for tips on pedagogy see Virtual Language Learning), some indication is
given of how substantial and user-friendly the sites are.

An effort has been made to include only those materials that promise to be around
for some time and that are frequently updated. However, given the volatility of the
Web, where sites may disappear or change their URL overnight (not all provide a
link from the old URL to the new), this is not easy to achieve, and this listing may
well include some errors by the time it is published. In general, though, our
experience has been that there is a high degree of continuity over time. Revisiting
sites for this revision has made it clear how much of a threat the pressures of the
real world are. Projects begun in enthusiasm grind to a halt because enthusiasm is
not enough. A depressing number of sites list dates for the last update that are
months or even years old. The danger is that sites will fossilise when the pace of
technological change is brisk, and the pioneers of 1998 can seem old- fash1oned by
2001 if they have done nothing since. ‘

1 185

]:KCBEYOND BABEL — LANGUAGE LEARNING ONLINE

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:




PART 2 - PRACTICE: VIRTUAL LANGUAGE LEARNING REVISITED

Acknowledgements

Authors have generally been acknowledged by name and institution. If either or
both are missing, this is because no provision had been made on the Web page to
contact the authors or communication facilities were not yet functional. We are
grateful to all for the generosity with which they have made their materials
available.

Verification of sites

All sites were last verified in May 2001.

136

EMC . BEYOND BABEL — LANGUAGE LEARNING ONLINE 193




PART 2 - PRACTICE: VIRTUAL LANGUAGE LEARNING REVISITED

A. Integrated materials

This section lists sites that offer Web-based materials as part of a larger package
which may include texts, CD-ROMs and video resources. Unlike similar packages in
Section C, the Web material is available without charge. These sites may or may
not involve face-to-face teaching.

French

Al. First Year French@ut Austin
http://www.lamc. utexas.edu/fr/home.htm!

This is an excellent example of a well designed combination of face-to-face teaching
and computer assisted learning materials, coordinated by Carl Blyth at the
University of Texas, with the Web material intended to contribute to a research
project investigating the ideal components of a successful CAI program. The home
page includes an overview of the curriculum and methodology, interactive video,
Web exercises and links relevant to the teaching program, and grammar. The CD-
ROM is an important part of the overall program, not just for the 14 dossiers that it
contains, but for an extensive range of work (comprehension, for example) that is
built into them. Anybody interested in interactive language activities should look
here rather than in the grammar exercises. The Web materials consist of task-based
interactive projects neatly constructed around single topics with clarity of approach
and user-friendliness as their most outstanding features. The site includes a French
reference grammar (E11) and an extensive set of interactive grammar exercises
(E10).

The French page is one of several sections listed under Liberal Arts Instructional
Technology Services {(www2.sp.utexas.edu). Other sections of interest are French
Grammar, First Year French RealAudio Resources, Tex's Lower Division French
Grammar Drills, French for Business, Spanish 506 Computer Aided Instruction and
Spanish 506 CAI Grammar Drills (E18).
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Indonesian

A2. Bahasa Indonesia untuk Penutur Asing
http://indonesian. arts.monash.edu.au/

This developing Web site under the direction of Paul Thomas is part of a course
offered at Monash University. Among other elements in the program is a CD-ROM
with video clips and associated sound files as well as all the reading materials in
the course and some multiple-choice questions. A strong focus of the site is on
encouraging communication among students and staff. It is almost entirely in
Indonesian, with the exception of an information section in English. Teaching areas
for each of four different levels are integrated with the printed and electronic
teaching materials. Each level offers a range of information and services, including
links relating to course work, an online student magazine, a notice board and a
student lounge. Plans are to add video and more sound to the site, among which
will be student presentations and a monthly radio program. Interactive exercises are
being created through the use of Coursebuilder, with examples available at level
two. They take the form of multiple-choice questions with immediate feedback. A
primary purpose of the site is to assist students — on-campus, distance students,
and students in Indonesia — to communicate and share work with each other, but
its open access has allowed Japanese students learning Indonesian in Japan to
make contact via the student lounge. This is a good example of the possibilities
that the Web can open up.

Italian

A3. ITALIA 2000 The Internet Italian Course
http://www.italia-2000.com/welcomeFrame. html

A European LINGUA project designed to alleviate the shortage of materials for the
intermediate and advanced leamer of Italian, Italia 2000, which is a cooperative
venture across a range of universities, describes itself as part of a new wave in
language learning. It provides a set of multimedia Italian language learning
resources (workbook, video, CD-ROM, floppy disk) published by Giunti Multimedia,
along with a Web site that contains additional interactive exercises. The material is
entirely in Italian, and the approach is noted for the fact that it uses large amounts
of video as the central teaching resource. The course is based around twelve units
of study which relate to half-hour sections of edited footage from programs
broadcast on RAI or Teletna. The units explore a variety of cultural themes, but are
in no particular order. Each offers a short video clip; a full transcript with
replayable sound bites; a glossary; a description of the learning objectives for the
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module, including the linguistic features being studied; and a series of exercises
(fill-ins, mix and match, rearranging text, true or false), designed to test and
extend linguistic competence, which are marked on the spot. The site includes a
small selection of Web links with annotations, not all of them as frank as “a good
example of how not to present a resource page”. At the moment the materials can
be used by anyone with a password which is given on request, but anyone wishing
to include Italia 2000 in their own course needs to contact the developers for
permission.

Korean

A4. Korean Through English
http://www.mct.go.kr/hangeul/index. html

This site provided by the Korean Ministry of Culture and Tourism is based on the
textbook Korean through English Book 1 which has accompanying videotapes and a
CD-ROM. It offers 10 chapters at beginners’ level which include dialogue, vocabulary,
pronunciation, grammar and listening practice.

Portuguese

A5. De Tudo Um Pouco. Portuguese Beginners Course.
http://www2.arts.gla.ac.uk/PortLang/transit. html

This is the Web version of a fully integrated course book with multimedia software
for beginner’s Portuguese, written and designed by Mike Harland with the help of
Cristina Sousa at the University of Glasgow. The material is available to people
outside the university, but any access for which fees are charged needs permission.
At the moment, the course is effectively an on-screen book with the addition of
sound. Its ten chapters include grammar, spoken texts, vocabulary (which can be
looked up in a frame) and exercises. The material also functions as a reference text
for structures which can be looked up independently of the lessons. The course
provides brief pages of explanations of the structures with a link to exercises at the
bottom of the page. The plan is for the exercises to be interactive, but for the
moment feedback, where it exists, normally consists of displaying model answers.

The site is a subset of the main Portuguese home page which also features a section
of cultural resources covering news; a review offering items of general interest,
including student essays; an extensive set of Web links; a bank of materials for use
in teaching and learning; business vocabulary; some literary texts and student
notes; and background to Portuguese-speaking nations.
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B. Substantial materials or whole subjects

This section lists sites which provide comprehensive materials which are either
integrated into the host course, or offered on a stand-alone basis. Teaching and
practice materials, including online feedback, are freely accessible, although for
some, registration may be required in the future. Where interaction with the tutor
or submission of assignments is offered, access to that part of the site can be
expected to be restricted to enrolled students.

Phonetics

B1l. Online Phonetics course
http://www.unil.ch/ling/phonetique/api-eng.html

This course, developed by Christophe Pythoud at the University of Lausanne and
now revised by Aris Xanthos, is designed to teach the fundamentals of phonetics
and mastery of the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA). It provides no feedback
and is essentially an online textbook on basic phonetic concepts, the IPA alphabet,
consonants and vowels. Visitors are advised to look at the French pages to keep up
with the latest changes since only four of the five chapters appear on the English
page. Development seems to have spurted recently.

South-East Asian languages

B2. SEAsite
http://www.seasite.niu.edu/

The purpose of this ambitious project of Northern Illinois University and its dozens
of contributors is the free dissemination over the Internet of language instruction
and other cultural, political, and social information about South-East Asia.
Although the stated intention is to develop interactive language materials for
Thailand, Indonesia, Myanmar (Burma), Vietnam and the Philippines, the site now
also includes Laos. The promise of ongoing development is being fulfilled, though
the pace of progress varies from language to language. While not all sites are
identical in approach, the centre has developed a set of quizzes and other tools
that appear in more than one site — simple multiple-choice, set-of-three multiple-
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choice, word drag and drop, picture drag and drop, flashcards (for vocabulary
learning), and a word matching quiz. The six individual languages are listed below
or in Section D, depending on how far advanced each is.

Chinese

B3. Chinese2 Australia
http://www.arts.monash.edu.au/chinese/chinese2/

This site was developed at Monash University by Robert Irving and InJung Cho with
additional content input from Jianjun Urwin and Lijun Bi. It provides reading and
listening materials for second year students who are able to recognise
approximately five hundred Chinese characters. The materials — eight units on
everyday themes — are designed to supplement a conventional face-to-face course.
They are suitable for self-study or for delivery in a supervised CALL class, and have
been fully integrated into the Monash Intermediate Chinese curriculum. The
passages in the reading section are all set in a contemporary Australian context and
are designed to develop students’ wider reading comprehension ability through
true/false, multiple-choice and short answer questions with online feedback.
Recognising the difficulties in developing reading proficiency in a character-based
language, the authors have provided an audio version of each passage as well as
comprehensive vocabulary notes. The listening component, designed to improve
students’ comprehension ability, is organised around the same eight topics. Each
unit comprises notes, listening comprehension questions and an extension exercise.

English

B4. StudyCom’s English for Internet
http://www.study.com/index.html

This site, staffed by volunteer teachers, offers a range of free English lessons in
grammar, reading and writing, listening, and speaking, along with a chat room. Some
classes are available in real time. Grammar is available in three grades — beginner,
intermediate and advanced. English for speaking and conversation uses Internet
Telephony and Voice-mail. Reading and writing English for Internet comes with
individualised tutor support in 20 lessons to be completed within 12 weeks. The whole
package seems too good to be true, but the site is a teaching project initiated and
overseen by David Winet from the University of California at Berkeley. Its purpose is
not only to explore and expand the educational potential of the Internet by offering
free online instruction to students from all over the world who might otherwise not
have access to commercial classes, but also to identify the advantages and
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disadvantages of online education and the optimal methods for instruction and
learning within the online environment. For the volunteer teachers, there is some
reward in the shape of an ongoing seminar to help them develop their online teaching
skills, enhance their technical know-how, and introduce them to the specifics of
online teaching. A small placement test is available consisting of multiple-choice
items of grammar, and some free composition and free answers to questions on a
passage for comprehension, where the answers are sent to the site for evaluation.

B5. Dave's ESL Cafe on the Web
http://www.eslcafe.com/index. html

This excellent site produced by Dave Sperling is packed with intereéting resources:
ESL cafe news, address book, bookstore, chat central, a large variety of discussion
forums, FAQs, graffiti wall, help centre, hint-of-the-day, idea cookbook, idioms, job
centre, mailing list, message exchange, phrasal verbs, photo gallery, quiz centre,
quotes, slang, student e-mail, teacher e-mail, T-shirt, and Web guide links. A
number of brief multiple-choice batch-marked quizzes are offered covering
geography; grammar; history; idioms, slang and words; people; reading
comprehension; science; world culture; and writing. Feedback consists of reprinting
the questions with correct and incorrect answers identified and a score.

B6. DEIL/IEI Lingua Centre
http://deil.lang.uiuc.edu/

This extensive site is maintained by Douglas Mills at the University of Illinois with
a range of resources clearly and informatively grouped into 12 categories on the
home page, most of them groups of links, but also some listening material, test
preparation and Web pages designed by students. Sections listed elsewhere are the
online magazine Exchange (G1) and Grammar Safari (E7). The site is useful as a
source of ideas for the classroom teacher with the authors providing suggestions
about how to exploit the material.

B7. English Practice
http://www.englishpractice.com/

This site offers extensive resources — 40,000 English language lessons covering

_ grammar, culture, listening, pronunciation, reading and vocabulary, with new

lessons every week; tests; chat and a discussion board; penpals; games, including
multi-player games; an opportunity to talk to the teachers; contests with prizes;
and information about study abroad. A weekly newsletter is available, with an
audio version to complement the text. The reading material includes a novel
(Treasure Island) on the Net, with each chapter having an introduction and practice
material, including comprehension questions. The program even gives the student’s
reading speed. The learning material is listed in four courses — beginning,
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intermediate, advanced and TOEFL — which provide a new example each day of what
the student should be studying. A business course and a travel course are also
available. Tests take the form of arranging sentences to form a logical conversation,
with immediate feedback, or of picking written sounds in a test of pronunciation, In
grammar, an explanation of the point is provided, and multiple-choice fill-ins are
offered with immediate notification of whether the response was correct or incorrect
with a running score. If the response is incorrect, the correct answer is shown. -

German

B8. German for Travellers
http://web.uvic.ca/pgolz-gft/

This is @ new and expanded version of Peter Gélz’ previous German for Beginners 2.
The new title may not fully express what is available. The site does contain a
section on travel, with information about German-speaking countries and useful
links, but a significant section is devoted to basic German in four main sub-sections
— vocabulary lists with sound, self-tests based on the vocabulary, grammar
explanations and exercises which currently offer 17 sections (one new section is
planned a week), and a separate set of exercises taken from German for Beginners 2.
In the text-based versions (there are also tests with sound and pictures), the tests
pop up in a new smaller window, and take the form of fill-ins. Feedback consists of
removing the incorrect answers and leaving the remainder. To complete the
exercise, the user has to get all the answers correct. This would be an imposing
task if it were not for the “Hint” facility which produces another letter in the
answer every time it is called on. Even so, it can require patience to complete a
difficult test. The site includes a small group of links to other language learning
resources, including the dictionary from Chemnitz University.

B9. Lina und Leo
http://www.goethe.de/z/50/linaleo/mainmen2.htm

. Produced by DFK Multimedia,
Willkommen wm4 _ this is a charming German course
‘ On!ine‘Swachkurs. ~ for self-learners at the beginner's
' level, structured around a trip to
15 Germany cities undertaken by
an architecture student, Lina,
and a talking parrot, Leo. Each
of the 15 lessons starts with two
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dialogues, and further exercises on grammar and vocabulary. Each lesson contains a
section on grammar and relevant links. The exercises take the form of multiple-
choice, fill-ins, drag and drop, and sorting sentences. There is also an exercise with
sound input for the user to imitate for which there is no feedback. The graphics are
wonderful, with dialogues taking the form of cartoon sketches that zip by rather
quickly. Feedback for the exercises takes the form of a green tick or a red cross,
but there is also a sketch of the teacher on the screen looking happy or unhappy
depending on the result. Users can try again to correct what they have got wrong,
but can also call up the correct answers.

B10. LernNetz
http://www.skolinternet.telia.se/TIS/tyska/

This site, created by Johannes Jdnen, is devoted to German but is Swedish in
origin. Since the site is largely in German, this does not usually have an impact on
the user, except for the lookup grammar database linked to the lessons where
explanations are in Swedish. What is online represents a small part of the entire
teaching package, but it includes articles in Aktuelles, a chat, and a set of useful
links largely in the area of culture in the cutely named Webliothek. The 35 lessons
cover reading comprehension, role-plays, work on the Web, writing, vocabulary and
grammar. Tests are built into the lessons and take the form of fill-ins which are
batch-marked. Correct answers are signalled by rather charming smiley faces in
yellow, incorrect answers by frowning faces.

Greek

B11. Modern Greek as a Foreign Language — Advanced Level
http://www.eng.auth.gr/learn/index.htm

This site, designed, developed and maintained by Fanny Galatsopoulou and Chrysa
Mantatzidou as part of their M.Sc. thesis in Foreign Language Teaching, includes a
course for advanced learners of Modern Greek. It consists mainly of short integrated
reading and writing activities to give students around the world the opportunity to
use and improve their Greek. Some tasks are designed for autonomous learning,
others demand interaction with the developers, and all of them promote meaningful
Greek communication and a better understanding of Greek culture and society. All
the texts used as teaching materials are authentic with some attention given to
structures of grammar and syntax. The authors are interested in students who are
committed to completing the whole course. The site was last modified in May
1997.
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Indonesian

B12. Beginning Indonesian
http://web.uvic.ca/lancenrd/indonesian/index.htm

Developed by Martin Holmes, Shannon West, Marije Plomp and Malini
Sivasubramaniam, this University of Victoria site aims to give elementary students
the opportunity to practise and review basic vocabulary, grammar and sentence
structures, with Indonesian as the language of instruction for all except the
introductory unit. Each of the 14 units contains various types of interactive
exercises using Hot Potatoes, including multiple-choice, gap-fill, matching, short-
answer, word and sentence ordering, and crosswords. An online glossary is available.

Italian

B13. Quattro passi nell'italiano
http://www.unive.it/~cli/quattro/uno.htm

This beautifully presented course, described as un‘esperienza di apprendimento
dell’italiano a distanza, has been developed by Maddalena Angelino, Marina Biral,
Roberto Dolci and Valentina Zangrando at the University of Venice. The course is
structured as two books, each with sections on recipes, poetry and Venice. These in
tumn are linked to a collection of photos and to reading texts. The exclusive use of
Italian and the level of the texts mean that the course is best suited for students
who already know some Italian. Entry into the course is through texts of various
kinds, to which are attached written exercises typically taking the form of fill-ins,
such as supplying the missing prepositions from a recipe. No grammar lesson is
explicitly given, but there is a link available to a grammar frame that provides brief
explanations of the relevant point. It is also possible to access the whole grammar
database via a general alphabetical index. Feedback takes the form only of a
printout of the correct answers in a separate frame. The site offers an online
entrance test of the student’s level of Italian, which consists of 20 multiple-choice
questions (selecting the correct words to complete a sentence), and a Cloze test
based on a passage from Calvino.

B14. 0ggi e Domani
http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/modlang/carasi/site/main.html

Describing itself as the Interactive Web site that makes learning Italian easy, created
by Fabio Girelli-Carasi, and hosted on the server of the Brooklyn College of the City
University of New York, this is a beautifully presented site which includes a bulletin
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board, a chat room, and a set of links in addition to the language course. This
latter offers 20 substantial lessons with sound, as well as links to a dictionary and a
grammar. Included in the lessons are interactive exercises, typically fill-ins which
are corrected by removing the wrong answers and providing a score, Further
attempts are possible until all the answers are correct. To ensure this result, there
is a help feature that provides one letter at a time of the correct answer. Other
exercises are corrected by pattern matching, while still others provide look-up
answers opposite each question. There is also provision for quite extensive bits of
guided writing on-screen, but, naturally, they are not marked by the program.

Japanese

B15. Sakura: Japanese Online at Monash University
http://www.arts.monash.edu.au/subjects/japanese/sakura/

The site, which is actively under construction by Takako Tomoda and Brian May,
supplements an in-class introductory level course, with materials designed to cover
those areas in which students need reinforcement, and to stimulate self-directed
study (see the article in Part 1). There are a small number of links to other
Japanese language sites and a section on Web tasks is under construction. The main
part of the site is a series of modules containing a variety of interactive and self-
marking exercises relating directly to the lessons in the authors’ textbook
Interactive Japanese 1. Some involve sound, and many have parallel Japanese script
and romanised versions. To reinforce the learning of the Japanese scripts and
vocabulary, exercises are provided that require quick responses, with feedback on
time taken as well as accuracy. The exercises are randomised or presented in
multiple versions to encourage frequent use. While most are based on multiple-
choice or Cloze and involve selecting from pull-down menus or typing into text
fields, some require multiple skills such as listening, reading and writing.

B16. Japanese Online
http://www.japanese-online.com/

Subtitled Japanese Language Resource and Community, this award-winning site by
Pacific Software Publishing contains introductory language lessons, Japanese maths
lessons, a dictionary, a bulletin board that seems quite active, and a selection of
links with brief comments. It also includes an online shop and a separate page
listing products from the Lanquage Solutions Group. Users can also subscribe to a
free e-mail newsletter. The 16 Japanese lessons by Suguru Akutsu provide dialogues
with sound files, vocabulary, grammar and culture modules. Small tests are
provided at the end of each lesson and include free answers to questions as well as
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fill-ins. However, there is no provision for them to be answered on-screen, and the
only form of feedback is a set of model answers. From lesson six onwards, Japanese
script is required.

B17. Irrashai: Welcome to Japanese

The Japanese Language and Culture Distance Learning Course
http://www.peachstar.gatech.edu/irasshai/

Georgia Public Broadcasting, in collaboration with the Georgia Institute of
Technology, has produced a beginners’ and a second year course in Japanese,
designed by Tim Cook and taught by distance education, which is intended to
combine the best in satellite TV instruction, Web/multimedia, and telephone
interaction. The course looks to be comprehensive for those who can enrol in it,
using satellite TV programs and weekly telephone hook-ups to Japanese native
speakers. This site is essentially supplementary to the course, and features a wide
range of curriculum enrichment materials. It offers Hiragana and Katakana
reference charts with audio and video and writing practice sheets, online projects,
an extensive selection of links in about 60 categories, and discussion groups for
students and facilitators. It provides 73 lessons for first year and 63 for second. The
focus is overwhelmingly on the culture of Japan, with several links in each lesson,
including links to samples of students’ writing. The material is overwhelmingly in
English. Activities include matching games with words in Romaji, English, Hiragana
or Katakana, and selecting answers to questions (with sound).

Korean

B18. Virtual Centre for Learning and Teaching Korean
http://www.arts.monash.edu.au/korean/centre/resources/

This site, developed by InJung Cho and Young-A Cho at Monash University, provides
course materials for beginners and intermediate level Korean. It is designed to
support on-campus students and is not intended as a distance education program.
The site runs a BBS, two mailing lists for learners and one for Korean language
educators, all open to the public. The site is scheduled to undergo a major redesign
in 2001, which will see the addition of new materials.

The site also houses Korean III which provides advanced intermediate course
materials structured around ten topics, each with a Korean-English glossary,
background socio-cultural information, grammar explanations, authentic texts and
TV news clips (sound with still photo). The topic-oriented design with components
of rich support materials enables students to study materials that cannot easily be
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presented in class. The sound clips come with a Korean transcript and an English
translation that can be called up in a frame, and a set of questions on the material,
with answers provided in a box on-screen. Assignments take the form of free
composition to be sent to the tutor, and InternetPhone sessions with fellow
students.

B19. KOSNET (Korean Study Net)
http://www.interedu.go.kr/

This Government-funded site provides online language study in Korean at four
levels — a kindergarten course (ten themes), two children’s courses (15 themes
each), and an adolescent/adult course (20 themes). Each theme consists of 1-3
units containing dictionary, practice, test, exercise, and progress results. The site
includes a selection of links, information about educational institutions in Korea
and overseas, a message board and a chat.

B20. Korean Studies at Sogang
http://korean.sogang.ac.kr/

This site is provided by the Center for Korean Studies at Sogang University in
Korea. It offers six courses — one introductory, three novice and two intermediate
— each of which consists of 10 units containing listening, reading, dictionary,
vocabulary and grammar practice, as well as assignments. It has bulletin boards to
support communication between students and staff members.

Spanish

B21. Spanish Online
www.arts.monash.edu.au/subjects/spanish/year1/

This site, developed by Jorge Paredes, Marta Lopez and Peter Stagg at Monash
University, offers grammar explanations, self-check exercises with immediate
feedback, and written exercises which can be submitted to the teacher by e-mail. It
comprises 18 sections spread across two semesters of work. It is not intended to be
a complete stand-alone course, but to supplement reqular in-class teaching. All
explanations, examples and exercises are in Spanish. Since the students at Clayton
and Berwick use Dos Mundos as their textbook, while the students from Open
Learning use Destinos, the grammar exercises have no direct relation to either text.
Instead, they are designed to complement any comprehensive language text and are
organised according to the most common patterns used to teach first-year Spanish
to true beginners. Where the exercises are concerned, some fill-ins are corrected on-
screen, though the correct answers are not always provided. Others require free
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composition in response to questions with the work submitted electronically to the
tutor. Links to other language sites provide extra listening comprehension practice,
grammar explanations and exercises.

Tagalog

B22. Seasite Tagalog
http://www.seasite.niu.edu/Tagalog/Tagalog_mainpage. htm

Entitled Interactive Language and Filipino Culture Resources, this extensive site has
been developed by a large team of Rhoda Gallo-Crail, Noel M. Morada, Maria Sheila
Zamar, Reynaldo Ong, Susan Russell, Robert Zerwekh and Teresita Ramos — the
latter is the author of the textbook the site is designed to supplement. On offer
are an onsite dictionary and a Tagalog grammar, and a rich variety of cultural
materials in the form of Tagalog short stories, poems, riddles, proverbs, and idioms.
It also provides a set of links to the media and government. Communication is
supported by a chat room and a discussion forum. More extraordinarily, users can
send e-mails to a tutor describing their problems with the language, and feedback is
promised as soon as possible.

Tagalog Grammar is divided into Beginning Tagalog 1, for learners with minimal
language skills, and Beginning Tagalog 2, for learners who have a good set of
vocabulary and a basic understanding of syntax and grammar. As its name suggests,
it is a textbook on the Web, divided into 16 chapters. It functions as a reference
text for the thematic lessons that are also provided. Interactive language learning
activities are provided primarily through 66 thematic lessons taken from
Conversational Tagalog: A Functional-Situational Approach. The activities are
organised to develop reading, writing, speaking, listening and grammar skills. Each
lesson presents the dialogue, vocabulary, grammar and cultural notes,
comprehension and interpretation questions, and subjects for discussion. The
exercises are full and varied, but there is no feedback, not even in the form of look-
up answers, so the site here falls well short of the promise of interactivity.

Tamil

B23. Web-Assisted Learning and Teaching of Tamil
http://ccat.sas.upenn.edu/plc/tamilweb/tamil. html

A project of the Penn Language Center at the University of Pennsylvania, with the
participation of Chicago and Cornell, this site by Harold F. Schiffman and Vasu
Renganathan contains a wide range of teaching materials designed for the study of
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modern spoken and written Tamil at beginning, intermediate and advanced levels.
The skills the site claims to teach over the Web are listening, reading and writing,
but not the active production of spoken Tamil because of current technical
limitations. The materials would best be used under the guidance of a teacher.
While exercises include multiple-choice and Cloze tests that are corrected online,
some need to be e-mailed to a tutor for correction.

Thai

B24. Seasite Thai
http://www.seasite.niu.edu/Thai/default.htm

According to the overview by John Hartmann, this site aims to be an information-
rich, multimedia, interactive Web site for a very wide audience. This is a model site
covering Thai language and culture — comprehensive, well thought out and well
designed. It provides many links to Thai sites, with particular emphasis on a wide
range of literature, from classical tales to folk tales, cartoons, comics and pop
songs. There is a brief course in Quick Thai for travellers who want to learn some of
the basics in a short time, but the focus is overwhelmingly on a serious study of
the language. Forty text-based lessons, based on an authentic Thai primer and
covering the elements of the writing system with sounds to match, introduce
students to reading in context. Beyond this, there are ten further interactive
lessons taken from Mary Haas’s Thai Reader, as well as a series of short
conversations illustrated by photographs. The site also includes a complete 13-unit
course in spoken Thai with sound, and interactive tests of listening comprehension
based on a work by Mary Haas. Language work is supported by a series of exercises
and quizzes, and reading work is offered at three levels — beginning, intermediate
and advanced.

Vietnamese

B25. Seasite Vietnamese
http://www.seasite. niu.edu/vietnamese/VNMainPage/vietsite/vietsite. htm

This site, designed by Hieu Nguyen, Dan Dan and Trung Van Vo, provides a program
of Quick Vietnamese for Tourists, but its core is a series of 20 Lessons on spoken
Vietnamese. These take the form of a dialogue, pages of grammar, exercises and
self-tests. These latter two either provide the answers on-screen, or presumably
require the work to be written down and handed in. There is no scoring, so these
pages function simply as a look-up test. There are also some interactive tests which
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are password-protected, but open to guests using the ID given. Typically they use
sound input and take the form of multiple-choice questions. The work is marked by
e-mail, with feedback consisting of the question, the answer given, an indication
whether it was right or wrong, and the correct response if the answer was wrong.
Results for guests are not sent on to the instructor. Another form of interactive
testing provides online scoring, either immediately after each question or, in some
cases, after each set of three. The site also offers a limited amount of information
about Vietnam supplemented by a small selection of links.

B26. Beginners Vietnamese
http://www.arts.monash.edu.au/viet/

This is an interactive site for beginners’ Vietnamese, developed by Quynh-Du Ton-
That and Lou Winklemann, and offering 15 lessons integrated into the beginners
course originally at Monash University and now at the Australian National
University (ANU). It includes sounds for pronunciation exercises, dialogues for
grammar exercises, video clips with exercises, and contextuatised grammar notes.
Immediate feedback is given for a variety of untimed and timed exercises and
practice tests. Other features include timed and password-restricted tests to be
submitted electronically, a Vietnamese-English-Vietnamese Glossary, detailed
information on Vietnam and its culture including links to relevant sites in Vietnam,
a bulletin board, and two chat programs. The first of these is meant for simple
communication exercises between students, or between lecturer and students, in
which the text disappears after the site is closed. The second is used mainly for
structured cooperative writing exercises, and all written text is retained so that the
lecturer is able to give feedback to the students. Materials are also provided on CD-
ROM. These materials are being further developed cooperatively with the ANU
(http://asianstudies.anu.edu.au/viet/).
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C. Substantial materials — commercial or
protected

Sites listed here offer online courses with varying degrees of substance in terms of
content and feedback structures. They are available either on a fee-paying basis, or
to enrolled students at the host institution. Some include free sections with an
option to sign up for courses.

Various languages

Cl. International Language Development
http://www.ild.com/

This site offers lessons in six languages — French, German, Japanese, Korean, -
Russian and Spanish. It includes chat sites in French, German and Spanish, with
Japanese listed but not yet live, a travel section, and a shop. A good feature is the
search engine which generates a lot of links in various areas. On the home page,
the results may not be relevant to the languages, since they are a collection of
English resources, but the language sections produce links in the target languages.
What the site does not offer is a great deal of information about the scope of the
program, though the first lesson in each language is available for testing online. It
takes the form of sentences of dialogue with sound, supported by sections on
vocabulary, conjugation and grammar. The online exercises are fill-ins or multiple-
choice, with some requiring full sentences. However, the feedback is bewildering
because it bears no relationship to the work that the user has done on-screen.
Instead, a model set of responses — not the ones the user has typed in! — is

. displayed with a mark and the required answers. (In Russian and Spanish, no score
was given, and the feedback was simply a page of model answers). As a
demonstration of what the program has to offer, this is not very useful. It is to be
hoped that more targeted feedback is provided to enrolled students. Anybody
interested in this program should find out what the full course consists of, and how
the exercises are marked and feedback provided. Cost is a very low US$9 per
language.
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C2. World Language Resources
http://worldlanguage.com/

Billing itself as the World Language Store, this is basically a commercial site selling
an extensive range of language software, with a few free downloads. Its services are
divided into six categories, including dictionaries, which lists 912 items in 129
languages; language resources, providing 1423 tutorial products for 171 languages;
and localised products which lists software like Windows in various languages, and
offers 574 items in 31 languages. There are 252 spell checkers for 108 languages,
and translation services offers 290 software packages for 48 languages (one for
Japanese is listed at US$9500). Finally, 5742 videos and movies are listed in 124
languages. For anybody who wants to buy material, this is a good place to start.

Chinese

C3. Bridges to China
http://www2.meu.unimelb.edu.au/b2c/

This is a Web-based intermediate level course, currently offered as a Graduate
Certificate in Modern Standard Chinese by the University of Melbourne Institute for
Asian Languages and Societies. It consists of four integrated subjects which focus
on developing language skills and cultural knowledge. The content covers a range of
social issues of interest to adults and relevant to interacting in modern Chinese
society. The course presents a series of structured online interactive learning
experiences supplemented by additional speaking and listening material on CDs.
Students can keep in touch with other students and tutors via e-mail, telephone
and regular participation in online chat groups. There is scope for publishing
students’ work online. Course materials are delivered via the Internet with audio
files and graphics also supplied on a CD. A sample from the beginning module is
available online, along with the requisite software to be downloaded. A CD-ROM
Introducing Bridges To China showing extracts from the course is available for $10
from the Multimedia Education Unit at the University of Melbourne, with QuickTime
the only required application for viewing it. A stand-alone CD-ROM version of
Bridges to China will be published in mid-2001. For further information, see the
article in Part 1.

C4. Internet Based Chinese Teaching and Learning
http://chinese.bendigo.latrobe.edu.au

Chinese 101 is a good example of what can be achieved using WebCT as an
authoring template. It is designed by Zhang Lizhong to provide beginners with
fundamental skills in listening, speaking, r%ding and writing Mandarin, with
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background information on China’s history, culture and society included as elements
in the course. The home page provides information about the course and a selection
of links. Fees are $458 for full enrolment which covers assignments and
certification, or $150 for partial enrolment without these elements. The course lasts
six months and covers 15 lessons, the first two of which are available online as
samples. Material is delivered online, with the additional support of printed
textbooks, audio and videotapes, off-line courseware and ordinary postal
correspondence. A test is taken after every five lessons. Students participate in
group discussions through an online weekly magazine and chat programs. Each
lesson includes language drills and exercises with the answers e-mailed to the tutor
for assessment. Categories in the lessons include new words, pronunciation, stroke
order, flashcards for characters, dialogue, listening practice, grammar, a proverb,
exercises and online multiple-choice quizzes. Immediately on completion, each
question is marked as correct or incorrect, with a smiley or a cross appearing next
to the option chosen.

English

C5. Englishtown
http://www.englishtown.com

This site provides English tuition for $55 a month, with a free trial available. The
program offers unlimited teacher-led speaking lessons, teacher-led writing
workshops, 24-hour access to teachers, a series of self-directed lessons and Internet
activities, placement and progress tests and multi-player games. The site uses Voice
Chat as well as text, produces a magazine, and has a set of useful links. Some free
activities are available, in particular short daily e-mail lessons provided at three
levels, but users are asked to enrol as members to gain access to things like tests.
Some of the feedback takes the form of look-up answers printed immediately below
the questions, but there is also instant feedback to multiple-choice questions which
places a green tick or a red cross next to the chosen answer.

C6. Internet English
http://www.ihes.com/ben/ihnl/index.html

Among the language courses offered by International House Barcelona is Internet
English, which modestly claims to be “the World's Leading Internet Language
School”. Courses are available at four levels. The cost of 356 Euros for each covers
ten units which require approximately 120-150 hours of study. A free sample class
at each level is available.
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C7.  Tower of English
http://members.tripod.com/~towerofenglish/index. htm

This is an extensive site which organises Web material from around the world into
the various floors of a tower. Areas covered include online learning (with online
tutors), quizzes and exercises, e-mail and penpal services, a debating forum, floors
devoted to film, music and comedy, and links to ESL projects by students from
around the world. The “study hall” includes links to study aids organised in various
categories, like dictionaries, grammar, vocabulary and quizzes. The number of items
in each category is limited, and each comes with a short description and
evaluation. The “academy” offers students at intermediate level month-long courses
in English Communication for US$50, which include 10 real-time lessons with
classmates and an experienced ESL instructor, five fun and educational assignments
and team projects.

C8. Global English
http://www.globalenglish.com

Founded in 1997 with the ambitious objective of becoming “the worldwide leader in
online English language instruction”, GlobalEnglish is a very extensive site. Already
one of the most impressive anywhere on the Web, effort is being made to develop it
still further, with one of its features being the way it keeps abreast of the latest
developments in IT (but not to the extent of supporting Macintoshes). On offer are
a range of structured courses for beginning, intermediate and advanced students in
General English and Business English (the four beginners’ courses are identical for
both streams), with each course providing an average of 50 hours of online
instruction. Although courses are designed to be completed in 10 to 12 weeks,
subscribers may take up to a full year to finish without additional payment. The
cost for each course is US$40. A placement test is available. As well as a test centre,
the site includes an online magazine, Global English Today, an archive, links, and
opportunities to communicate with others, notably by hosted Voice Chat.

The teaching program offers a large and ever expanding number of lessons, each of
which contains a number of interactive presentations and exercises designed to
teach new material such as vocabulary, grammar and expressions. The stated aim is
to emphasise speaking and listening comprehension skills, while providing a
balanced improvement in all learning skills. The activities offered take advantage of
the latest technology in presenting slide shows and targeted listening, reading, and
writing exercises, with voice recording available to allow students to compare their
speech with the models. An important feature is the individualised attention
available through contact with teachers. This can be by e-mail or live, in teacher
chat rooms, with teachers available 24 hours a day, seven days a 